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One 

Mr. Samson is up at the front of the classroom, goofing around. He’s pretending we’re all on Physics Jeopardy and he’s the host. He has a chalkboard eraser in his hand and he’s holding it in front of his mouth like a mike.

“The answer is…eleven point two kilometers per second,” he shouts.

The guy beside me bangs his hand on his desk and makes a loud buzzer noise. “What is escape velocity?” he says.

I catch my breath. Escape Velocity. I can see the words spelled out in fine black lettering above my mother’s name, the jacket cover the pale grayish blue of a December sky, the dark silhouette of a bird in flight. Somehow, despite reading the book over and over again, I failed to realize that the title of my mother’s novel had anything to do with science. I wonder what else I have missed.

“Very good, Meyers.” Mr. Samson points at him. “You’re the man.”

Samson is setting himself up to be slaughtered. I’d warn him, but he probably wouldn’t believe me. Even though he’s at least ten years older than me, he seems kind of innocent. Saying stuff like “You’re the man” and not knowing how goofy he sounds. Not knowing he should be more careful.

It’s like nothing bad has ever happened to him.

He turns to me. “Bonus points, Lou, if you can tell us all what escape velocity is.”

“Sorry,” I say.

Samson looks disappointed. “Take a shot at it.” He waits for a minute, but I don’t say anything, and then a girl up front raises her hand and he calls on her with a dramatic wave. “Ah, Ashley to the rescue,” he says and smiles at her.

Ashley smoothes her long hair and returns his smile.

“The term escape velocity refers to the speed an object has to travel to escape Earth’s gravitational pull.”

I imagine myself flying into the sky, my body somersaulting through the clouds. It turns out that clouds aren’t like cotton wool after all but like strips of torn cloth, wet and cold against my skin. Then I’m hurtling onward, up above the layers of cloud. The air is thin and sharp as ice in my lungs, and I’m rocketing away from Earth, flying out of the blue and into the black. And I’m still flying, but there’s nothing to measure my speed against. There are stars all around me, but no real light anywhere, only space, silent and cold and empty and endless. Gravity is far behind me now; I can barely remember it. Nothing is holding me anymore.

A hand on my shoulder. “Are you sleeping? Lou? You okay?”

It’s Samson. I shake my head. “Fine. Sorry.” I stumble to my feet and realize that everyone has left the classroom except me and him. I didn’t even hear the buzzer. “Just tired I guess.”

“If you ever need to talk…” His eyes are kind, his voice tentative. I can tell that he doesn’t want to pry.

“Thanks,” I say. “I’m fine.” A prickling feeling begins at my scalp and moves downward, like cold fingers brushing the back of my neck and tracing an icy path down my back.

“Are you sure? Because if there’s ever anything I can do…I mean, you know.”

He gives me a smile, a full-on genuine smile that seems to come from somewhere deep and real. I can feel the warmth coming off him, and I wish I could move closer the way you do at a campfire, stretching your hands toward the flames while behind you the night air sinks its chill into your spine.

“Thanks,” I say again. “Uh, so what’s your name? I mean, your first name?”

He blinks. “Tom.”

“Well, thanks. Tom. Can I call you Tom then? Outside class, I mean? It’s a nice name. It suits you.”

“I think you’d better stick to Mr. Samson.” He clears his throat. “You should get to your next class, Lou.”
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On the way home after school, I break into a run. I’m not a runner. I’ve always been clumsy, and besides, today is a scorcher. It’s late September, but the surface of the main road is radiating heat. You can see the blurriness of it in front of your eyes, like you’re not focusing right. I run anyway, fast as I can go, legs burning, chest bursting, heart hammering, feet pounding a straight line across the cracked tarmac. Escape velocity.

My feet bring me right back to the same place as always.

Dad’s half sitting, half lying on the couch in front of the television, a beer in his hand. He’s got a heavy glass ashtray balanced on the curve of his belly and he’s flicking channels with the remote, not watching anything for more than five seconds. The sound is muted, and he’s got Lou Reed playing softly on the stereo. A pizza box is on the floor, a big greasy circle imprinted on the empty cardboard.

“Didn’t you save me any?” I ask. I am breathing hard, my back slick with sweat, my thin T-shirt plastered to my skin.

He grunts and adjusts the ashtray so that he can sit up and look at me.

I kick at the pizza box. “You ate the whole thing?”

Dad stares at the empty box on the floor as if he doesn’t know how it got there. Then he shrugs. “Lighten up, Lou. There’s plenty of food in the kitchen. Anyway, I skipped lunch. I was starving.” He lifts his beer bottle, winks at me and puts on his Homer Simpson voice. “Dinner: a nice break between work and drunk.”

Work? He hasn’t worked in more than two years. “Hilarious. You’re a goddamn comedian.”

“Yeah, I missed my calling all right.” He puts the ashtray down on the arm of the couch and gives me a look. “You okay, Lou?”

I nod. “Fine. Hungry.”

“Mmm. School okay? No problems?”

“It’s fine. Like I said.” I look past him at the square of blue sky I can see through the window. Flat shafts of sunlight slice through the half-open blinds and catch on specks of dust and blue-gray smoke. Lou Reed is singing about heroin. You’d think if Dad had to name me after a junkie, he could’ve at least picked a female one. I run my tongue over the rough corner on my front tooth where I chipped it falling off my bike a couple of years ago. Lou. Such a dumb name for a girl.

Dad winces, rubs his back and shifts his position on the couch. “Love you, kiddo.”

“I know,” I say. “Love you too, Dad.”

“Go out with some friends, why don’t ya?” He butts out his cigarette. “You’re fifteen, for chrissakes. You should go out more. Your friends’ll cheer you up.”

“It’s Thursday,” I say. “I’ve got to go to work.”
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Dad is wrong about there being food in the kitchen. There never is, unless I buy it. Here’s what there is: mustard, ketchup and mayo in the fridge; a bulk-size box of crackers; three unopened cans of spaghetti sauce; a box of lasagna noodles that has been there for as long as I can remember, because I have no idea how to make lasagna; and a bag of hot dog buns. Dad’s disability benefits and my paychecks don’t exactly add up to luxury living.

The bathroom cabinet, on the other hand, is well stocked. Overflowing with a variety of poisons or riches, depending on your perspective: Xanax, Vicodin, Percocet, Darvocet, Ativan, Valium, Desyrel, Roxanol, and T3s. Plus a half-empty bottle of Pepto-Bismol and some multivitamins.

Dad’s back got wrecked in an accident at work a couple of years back. He was working at a jail, as a guard. The ironic thing is that he took that job because he thought he was getting too old for construction—too many problems with his back and his knees from all the lifting. Then he ended up getting hurt anyway. When I tell people that, they assume there was a riot or something, but actually he just slipped going down a flight of stairs. He’s pretty much been in constant pain ever since. Sometimes it is bearable and he can get up and putter about the house a little. Sometimes it is excruciating, though he does his best to hide it. I can’t imagine what it must be like to be trapped in a body that hurts all the time. So while I wish things were different around here, I don’t think anyone should judge him for doing what he can to escape.

I don’t have to be at work for an hour, but the apartment feels too small and stiflingly hot, and being around my dad lately makes me feel all twisted up inside. I toss my school stuff into my room, slip out the front door and stand there at the end of our driveway, watching the heat radiating from the pavement.

I keep thinking about Samson and how his voice was so kind. If you ever need to talk…But what would I say? I could tell him how lost I’ve felt since last summer, tell him that my father is slipping further away all the time, that I already know this place will never feel like home to me. I could tell him that the sky here—the big blue prairie sky the tourists rave about—makes me dizzy and turns the world beneath it into something flat and two-dimensional. Everything about this place, from the ancient dinosaur bones buried in the hills to the star-filled black nights, makes me feel as insignificant as an ant. I could tell him that I can’t breathe properly here. I could tell him that I can’t even look at the long straight road out of town without wanting to run down it, screaming.

But I won’t. He’d think I was crazy. Right now he likes me, and I’d rather keep it that way. Words would only mess things up. They always do.

My mother’s the one who taught me that. It’s funny, because she is in love with words. In fact, I think words are the only thing she truly loves. Only her own words though. Not mine. My face feels hot, remembering my visit with her last summer. The more I tried to talk to her, the worse things got. Even when I tried to talk about things that I thought might interest her. “Christ, Lou. If you must speak to me when I am working, at least do me the favor of giving a minimal level of thought to what you are saying. At least attempt to sound like an intelligent human being instead of a self-centered adolescent.”

I used to love words too. I wrote poems, long descriptive rambles mostly, just for the pleasure of painting pictures with words. I used to spend hours trying to craft the perfect phrase to capture an image and pin it down on paper. Not anymore. I haven’t written a word since that visit, except for when I have to at school. Nothing creative. No more poetry. I don’t want to be like my mother in any way at all.

She’s a writer. Zoe Summers. I have her surname, which was Dad’s choice. I guess he realized I wasn’t going to get much else from her. She lives in Victoria, and she writes poetry and novels, long dense ones with no quotation marks, only little dashes. Reviewers describe them with words like lyrical and haunting and evocative. Or compelling, but she hates that one. She says it is so overused that it has lost all meaning.

Oh, she loves words, my mother does, and she despises anyone who is careless with them. Sometimes I listen to the kids at my school with their likes and totallys. The way they say he goes or he’s like when they mean he says. The way they punctuate their speech with the f-word, using it as verb, noun, adverb and adjective, sprinkling their sentences with obscenities as carelessly as they dump salt on their greasy cafeteria fries. And I don’t know whether what I feel is disgust or envy.

Other teenagers are like a whole different species. I can’t relate to them. My dad says I am a chameleon, and the truth is I’ve had to be. Dad and I have moved so many times I’ve lost count, and for no good reason other than Dad’s restlessness. He always thinks somewhere else will be better than wherever we are. We moved from small-town southern Ontario to Toronto, then all the way to Vancouver when I was seven, then to Galiano Island a couple of years later, then back to Vancouver, and now Alberta. The Badlands. Who would choose to live in a place with such an ominous name? But Dad and I have lived in all kinds of places: suburbs with grassy lawns and wide driveways, downtown apartments where junkies left needles discarded in stairwells, even a sort of tree house in the woods for a few months.

Maybe parents never know their kids as well as they think. When Dad says I am a chameleon, he means that I fit in easily—that I find friends anywhere, that I can be like the other kids. But if you think about it, chameleons don’t try to be like the other lizards. They don’t try to befriend them or hang out with them or impress them. They merely fade into the background. And that is what I do: I become invisible.

Still, Dad may not know me as well as he thinks, but he’s miles ahead of my mother. She doesn’t know me at all. I didn’t even meet her until I was twelve, when she suddenly called Dad and said she wanted to see me. I took the ferry over from Galiano to meet her. It was probably the strangest day of my life, despite—or maybe because of—the fact that I had been fantasizing about meeting her for years.

We spent the afternoon together. She picked me up at the ferry terminal, drove me into Victoria and took me for tea at the Empress Hotel. I have a photograph of the two of us posing on the green lawn in front of the ivy-covered walls, my mother’s arm around my shoulders. We don’t look like mother and daughter. She’s tall and blond, thin and elegant; I am broad-shouldered, with dark hair and eyes, olive skin and my dad’s slightly beaky nose. In the picture, I look stunned but happy, grinning stupidly at the young German tourist who was taking our picture.

Inside the hotel, I ate tiny sandwiches and pastries served on a three-tiered cake stand, and watched my mother sip her tea. She was the most glamorous woman I’d ever seen. Beautiful. Brilliant. Romantic, somehow, like a character in a movie. And she was a poet! I told her, shyly, that I wrote poetry sometimes. She just laughed and asked me if I liked the tea. It was clear and fruity, and I would have liked sugar in it, but I said I loved it. She nodded approvingly and told me it was called Kea Lani. I wrote it down when I got home. I wanted to remember every detail of the afternoon.

Pretty soon after that, Dad and I moved back to Vancouver. My mother came over from Victoria a few times and took me out for lunch. That was during eighth grade. She introduced me to sushi and green tea, pad thai and dim sum. She told me about ballets and operas she had been to, and promised to take me some day. Sometimes she talked to me as if I was grown up, gossiping about parties and confiding in me about the men she dated. She showed me the jewellery they gave her and laughed about the things they said.

I only saw her a handful of times, but I thought my mother was amazing. After all those years of making her up in my head, I could hardly believe I was so lucky. Then last summer, right before we moved out to Drumheller, I took the ferry over to Victoria and stayed with her for a few days.

And that was when it all fell apart.

I haven’t seen her since then, though very occasionally she’ll call out of the blue and be all excited about some new guy or some big review or some major award nomination. She’ll act like we’re good friends. It’s hard to shift gears so quickly, hard to move into that mother-daughter space when months can go by in between phone calls. She acts like last summer’s visit never happened, but I can’t forget. My cheeks still burn every time I think about it.

I don’t think my dad exactly likes my mother, but he’s still sort of in love with her. He says he can’t help it. Then he usually grabs me and says, “Well, how could I not love the woman who gave me you, hey?”

He means it literally. My mother handed me to him at the hospital, less than twelve hours after I was born. While he was holding me—oohing and aahing over my fingers and toes, he claims—she packed her bag and told him she was leaving. Leaving him. Leaving me. Moving on. Having a kid had never been part of her plan. Like she says, she isn’t the kind of person to let one mistake ruin her life.

I guess you have to respect her for that.





Two 

Now that I’m back in school, I work three evenings a week plus Saturdays at the WBD: the World’s Biggest Dinosaur. In the summer, I worked full-time. Tourist season.

You can see the World’s Biggest Dinosaur from a long way off. It’s a T. rex, supersized and made of fiberglass and steel. Its head towers over the buildings and the trees, and it looks like it could walk right across the parking lot and crunch the cars beneath its feet. Except, of course, that its feet are firmly anchored to the ground and a staircase leads through its insides, winding up and up, right through its empty head and into its gaping sharp-toothed jaws. So this T. rex isn’t going anywhere. It’s stuck here, just like me.

Dana Leigh greets me with a wave and a grin and a long breathless spiel about how hot it is and how busy she has been and how much her feet hurt.

“You heading out then?” I ask.

“Yeah. Over to the Dino Shack. Emmy called in sick for her shift tonight, so I’m on.” She applies a fresh coat of dark lipstick. She has a leather lipstick case that looks like a bullet and has a mirror inside it that is about the size of my little finger. She squints into it, checking her teeth. “All I want to do is kick back with a beer, you know?”

“Uh-huh.”

She snaps the compact shut. “How’s your dad?”

“He’s okay.” Dana Leigh used to be Dad’s girlfriend. She’s the reason we moved to Drumheller. Things didn’t work out for them, but Dana Leigh still looks out for me and from time to time asks how my dad’s doing. She’s got this new boyfriend now, a big guy, a biker with about a hundred tattoos.

A sharp look. “Yeah? And you? School okay?”

I nod. “Yeah, it’s fine.”

“All right then.” She hands me the keys. “You okay to close up on your own tonight? Carly’s in the gift shop, but I told her she could leave early. Her kid’s sick.”

“Daniel? What’s wrong with him?” Carly’s kid is a manic three-year-old with stick limbs and a mop of red hair. He looks like a small bush fire.

“Just a cold.” Dana Leigh steps out from behind the counter and slips her bare feet into spike-heel sandals, wincing. Her toenails are painted red. “She wants to be home for tuck-in, that’s all.”

“Can’t the sitter do that?”

Dana Leigh gives me a look that I can’t read.

I shrug. “Whatever. Yeah, that’s fine. I’ll close up.” I take her place behind the counter. A group of tourists is heading our way, so I wave goodbye to Dana Leigh and get my welcoming smile ready. It’s the hardest part of this job, having to be friendly for hours at a time. Otherwise all I have to do is say, “Three dollars each please, kids five and under are free, go on up,” over and over again. Which is monotonous but not exactly difficult.

[image: 9781554698677_0020_001]
Tourists always say the same things. These are nice people, families on their holidays having a good time, and the more I listen to them, the more irritated I feel. I don’t want to be like them. But what choices are there? I could feel superior to them, like I am somehow different and wouldn’t say such stupid things myself. That’s my mother’s approach. Or I could feel like we’re all the same, all connected, all human, which is Dad’s world view, no doubt accurate but also depressing.

Maybe I’m burned out after the summer’s flood of tourists. Anyway, it’s slow enough tonight. I spend my time watching the second hand and the minute hand tick around the face of the clock.
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“How much is it to go up there?” A man, a woman, a horde of children.

“Three dollars each. Kids five and under are free.”

One of the kids leans toward the counter. “Do we go inside him?”

People always say he. “Actually,” I say, “it’s a female dinosaur. Anatomically.” The kids stare at me, and the parents frown as if I have said something dirty. I shrug.

“Yeah, you can go inside. There’s steps up to the mouth.”

“Cool!” The kids are scurrying through the door. Their dad hands over six dollars, all in change, without looking at me.

“I didn’t know they were this big,” his wife says to him as they follow the children.

People always say that too. I don’t know why, but I feel like picking up one of the plastic dinosaurs on the countertop and whipping it across the room at them. It’s so stupid, the way people assume that fake things are real. If the WBD was life-size, she wouldn’t be the world’s biggest dinosaur. “She’s four times bigger than a real T. rex,” I say to the empty air.

I sound like an idiot. Sometimes I really hate myself.

I decide to close early and go home. It’s dead tonight anyway. Dana Leigh won’t care.





Three 

I find him in the kitchen. On the floor, sitting slumped against the cupboards. His face is pale and beaded with sweat. I drop my bag and run to him. “Dad! What’s wrong? Is it your back?”

He shakes his head. “Dunno. Thought so. Different.” His words come out in gasps.

I crouch beside him on the floor. “Pain?”

“Um. Yeah. My back. My chest. Heartburn.” He rubs his left shoulder with his right hand, squeezes it. “Feel like crap.”

I have to ask. “Have you taken too much medication, do you think? For the pain?”

“Took a couple pills. Dammit.” He pushes his hand against his chest. “I think I might throw up.”

“Maybe you should go to the hospital.”

He makes a face. “Useless.”

Dad’s kind of burned out when it comes to medical care. He’s seen doctors, physiotherapists, chiropractors, you name it. None of it was cheap and none of it helped. Plus Dad lost it and just about hauled off and punched a naturopath who wanted him to join some kind of chronic-pain support group. This was back in Vancouver. “You haff to learn to liff with the pain,” Dad repeated, telling me the story, talking in this fake German accent. “You know, zey say laughter is zee best medicine.” He snorted. “Idiot. Would’ve served the fucker right if I’d decked him.”

After that Dad decided that the best medicine was the kind that came in childproof bottles. He doesn’t have much use for doctors unless they’re writing him a new prescription.

Dad pushes his fists against his chest, and I am struck with a sudden fear. “Dad. Do you think you could be having a heart attack?”

He shakes his head. “Nah. It’s heartburn. Been on and off all evening.” Gasp. “And it isn’t getting any worse.” Gasp. “I think I’d know.”

I’m running through symptoms in my head, thinking about a first-aid course we had to do at school: chest pain, sweating, nausea, shortness of breath. “I’m calling an ambulance.”

He looks irritated. “No, Lou. Dammit. The new meds, that’s all. Giving me heartburn.”

“All right,” I say. My own heart is hammering. I wish I knew what to do. He’ll be furious if I call an ambulance. I walk into the living room, pick up the phone and call Dana Leigh.

“Dino Shack.”

“Dana Leigh? It’s Lou. I’m sorry to bother you.”

“What’s up, honey? Everything okay over there?”

“I closed up early.” Not bothering to explain, I rush on, my voice low so Dad won’t hear me. “I’m at home. Dad’s really sick.” I take a deep breath. “I think he’s having a heart attack. Maybe. I might be overreacting.”

“Call an ambulance,” she says. “Call right now. I’m on my way over, but if you’re already gone, I’ll meet you at the hospital.”

“He’ll be really pissed off,” I say.

“Tough. Tell him I told you to.”

“What if he won’t go?”

“He’ll go,” she says. “We’ll make him go.”

I make the call, quickly describe Dad’s symptoms and give our address. Then I head back into the kitchen. “Any better?”

“Not really.” He shifts his position. There’s a dark V-shaped patch where he’s sweated right through the front of his T-shirt.

“You want me to get you a drink or something?” I wonder whether Dana Leigh will get here before the ambulance does and what Dad will say when she walks in the door. If he’s not having a heart attack, he’s going to kill me.

“Nah. I should get up.”

“Don’t.” I can feel my chin starting to tremble, feel the sobs gathering in my chest. “Take it easy,” I tell him. “Wait a bit.”

“Yeah.” He wipes the sweat from his face with his sleeve. “Jesus.”

I sit down beside him on the floor. If I tell him about my phone calls, he’ll get angry, and I’m worried that might make things worse. Might make him stand up and move about. I can’t remember what to do if someone has a heart attack. CPR, but that’s only if someone is unconscious. Aspirin? Or is that something to avoid? Heart attacks are because of blood clots, and aspirin thins the blood. I think. Or is that a stroke? I’m not sure, not sure enough to risk it, and besides, I doubt we have anything as mild as aspirin in the house.

Then I hear sirens. I stand up, run to the door, throw it open and dart outside. There is something so surreal about seeing an ambulance in front of your own house; it’s like suddenly being inside a movie or a TV show. For a second I feel like I might start to laugh even though I’m still scared, and it would obviously be totally inappropriate. I bite my lip, hard. “Over here!” I yell. “Please hurry.” A man and a woman get out of the ambulance and follow me as I run into the house.

“Dad…”

He looks up. “Ah, Lou. Dammit.”

They move toward him, all business. “We understand you aren’t feeling well, Mr. Summers.”

“Not Summers,” he says. “Garland Hendricks.” He holds out a hand to shake like they’re meeting at a party, and I know he’s going to co-operate after all. I know that has to mean he is scared too, and suddenly everything seems terribly serious and frightening. When Dana Leigh arrives about two minutes later, I pretty much fall into her arms and start bawling my eyes out.

Dad lets the paramedics help him into the ambulance. Dana Leigh tells him she’ll bring me to the hospital. Then she stands in my kitchen with her arms around me and lets me cry. She smells like French-fry grease and Body Shop White Musk perfume. I rest my head on her shoulder and focus on the white strap of her bra, which is peeking out from beneath the black tank top and leaving a red-edged indentation in her pale, freckled skin.
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I was thirteen when Dad met Dana Leigh. One of the guards was getting married, and Dana Leigh was the bride’s sister. She came out from Alberta for the wedding, and Dad said it was love at first sight. That’s happened to him a few times, including with my mother, and like he says, he always ends up getting the girl. Though only for a little while, obviously.

Anyway, Dana Leigh extended her visit and stayed in Vancouver for a few weeks. She and Dad seemed crazy about each other. She was at our place every night, sitting around with Dad and his friends, drinking beer and watching the guys playing guitar. Sometimes she sang along. Dana Leigh has a great voice. I thought she was the best thing that had happened to us in a long time.

When she decided to head back to Drumheller, she talked Dad into going out there too. We were supposed to leave a couple of months after her, but then the accident happened and it ended up being almost a year before we saw her again. What with his back injury and his meds, Dad wasn’t in great shape when we arrived, and things never quite worked out for him and Dana Leigh. A few months after we got here, she started seeing the biker guy.
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Dana Leigh drives me to the hospital.

“You can drop me off,” I say. “I mean, I know you're supposed to be working.”

“Get serious,” she says. “As if I’d leave you here.”

Dad is in intensive care. We are taken to a small waiting area. No one else is sitting there, but I feel like I have to whisper. “Intensive care,” I say. “That’s bad, right? That means it’s serious.”

She shakes her head. “It’s good. It means they’re taking it seriously. You know, getting help fast is the most important thing when someone is having a heart attack.”

“Is that right?” Dana Leigh’s sister is a nurse, so she always knows stuff like this.

“Absolutely. The longer you wait, the more damage gets done.”

I think about Dad saying he’d been feeling bad all evening and wrap my arms tightly around myself. “What do you think they’re doing?”

“Tests,” she says. “ Like, maybe blood tests or X-rays. Or those, what are they called, ECGs? That kind of thing.” She tries to put an arm around me, but I pull away, jump up. If I have to sit here for another second, I’ll start screaming.

“I have to go walk around,” I say. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

“Don’t go far,” she says.

I walk up and down the hallway about a dozen times, as fast as I can without actually running. I can’t believe this is happening. I have this awful feeling—an intense nauseating dread—and it’s like I’m trying to walk away from it, walk away from my own body or something. Escape velocity, I think again. I wish…

 And then Dana Leigh is calling my name.





End of sample
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