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Chapter 1
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“Life is like a puzzle with all the corner pieces missing,” said the passenger in the back seat. He continued reading his MyFace post out loud. “You just have to go with the flow and be happy with the finished product.”

“Right...too bad puzzles suck. With or without all the pieces,” said Louis Parker, rolling his eyes. He whipped his 2006 baby blue Masada sedan around the corner of Babylon Lane.

“You don’t seem like a normal Ryder driver,” the bubbly Millennial passenger told him. “I don’t see any bottled water and there’s no phone charger. You gotta step it up, Louie.”

“Ahh, right...I’m sorry. I forgot it said anywhere that I mustn’t disappoint you entitled little—” Louis paused as he stroked his beard.

Then he put the pedal to the floor and sped right through a yellow light turning red, scaring the life out of his passengers.

“You know, I was going to give you two stars...but now I think it will be just one.”

The car rolled to a stop. “All right, looks like we’re here,” said Louis.

“My place is still a few blocks down the road,” the customer said, pointing north.

“Yeah, well, if I’m only getting one star, you can walk the rest of the way...plus I can’t be late for my other
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job. So, get the hell out,” Louis said as he unlocked the car doors.

“Matter of fact, think I’m going to give you zero stars!” the young man said as he opened the door, got out with his friend, and slammed it shut.

“It is what it is,” said Louis. He put the car in reverse and sped around in a U-turn going back the way he came. At the first stop light, he opened his app to find that his total driver rating went down from a 2.9 to a 2.8 rating. Damn, Louie, you gotta stop pissing off the customers, he said to himself while looking into his own

blue eyes in the rear-view mirror.

At the next stop light, Louis looked at his phone to see he had an unread text message from his son, Tommy. The text read, “Dad can I please get the new SB60 Virtual Reality gaming system for my birthday this year? I’ll love you forever!”

Louis Parker resided in San Diego, California. At 48, he was still trying to find himself existentially, or as others may call it, he was going through his mid-life crisis. He had two part-time jobs, one as a waiter for a local Italian restaurant, Luigi’s, where he had been working for five years. His other job was more of a side gig in his mind, which was driving part-time for Ryder, a new startup rideshare company.

Both jobs seemed to eat away at his soul. Almost as much as his ex-wife, Denise. Their divorce was finalized a year before, and Louis was still adjusting to his new life.

Louis was left with a monthly child support bill for his two children, 15-year-old Tommy and 17-year-old Natalie, and the couple of hours every other Sunday that he
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got to spend with them. It was hard for him to get used to the new arrangements.

His wife decided to call it quits roughly two years back after Louis admitted to cheating on her with an escort. They had endured many years of a broken marriage, but they were trying to make it work for the kids even after falling out of love years back, when the kids were still children.

Louis’ cheating was not something his wife could look past, and now that their children were both in high school, Denise felt they could handle their parents’ divorce. Louis did not put too much effort into keeping things together, either, as he had thought for years that the relationship was crumbling. He stopped caring long enough to make an irreversible mistake that would cost him his marriage, as well as time with his kids.

But he did not know how to cope with the sudden change, even if he knew he was at fault. It was too late, and Denise was already moving on. Louis was starting to miss his family and really beginning to regret his actions and the way he had treated his ex-wife.

Tommy was in his sophomore year, struggling to balance his schoolwork and his videogames. Natalie was in her senior year, getting straight A’s on top of her many extracurricular activities. She was the brains of the family and had just gotten accepted into Bacon University where she planned to major in Sociology.

Tommy was preoccupied with videogames and girls but maintained B’s and C’s on most of his report cards. He was a good kid, but he had started to hang around with the wrong crowd and got in trouble from time to time. He did not have too many good influences in his friend circle.
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Louis used to be a fun, wise, optimistic family man. That was before he felt like he had lost almost everything. He was still wise, but far from optimistic or positive. He grew more jaded every day.

Currently, he lived in a one-bedroom apartment on the rough side of town. He stopped seeing his close friends, especially the ones he had made through his wife. Like Jerry, Denise’s friend, Mary’s husband. They used to watch football games together almost every Sunday for five years.


“GET OUT OF THE WAY, JACKASS!!” Louis



shouted at another car in front of him going five miles under the speed limit.

His attention span had never been this short. It was a combination of getting older and realizing he had missed out on many opportunities and dreams that he once had. He moved from job to job for more than twenty years trying to support his family. When the kids were in middle school, Denise became a real estate agent and the real bread winner. Louis did not understand why he still had to pay her alimony and child support when she clearly made much more money than he did.

As he got closer to Luigi’s, Louis picked up his phone and looked through his short contact list to find Tommy’s number before pressing the call button. The phone rang five times before Tommy picked up. “What’s up, Dad?” he asked.

“Just checking in to see how you are. I missed ya,” Louis said.

“I’m good. Just playing Wars of the Goddesses, you know. Killing it and shit,” said Tommy. “Umm, how have you been?”
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“Same, you know. Living the dream,” said Louis as he hit his blinker before making a right onto Spruce Street. “You  always  say  that  Dad,”  said  Tommy.

“Everything okay?”

“Of course. I’m as cool as a cucumber...you know that,” said Louis.

“The coolest,” said Tommy in a sarcastic tone before laughing.

“Listen, I got your text about the virtual game thing you wanted. I’m going to see what I can do. But hey, son. I was thinking...maybe I can take you and your sister out to eat tomorrow night or something. I don’t know, just missed seeing you guys. I know it’s not Sunday, but I just wanted to hang out a bit more,” said Louis.

“Yeah, sure. Maybe. I gotta ask Mom, but I don’t see why not. Maybe we can go get pizza or something. Sorry, I’m kind of distracted at the moment. I’m in the process of getting my ass kicked in this damn game right now,” Tommy responded.


“How you been doing in school?” asked Louis. “Not too bad. Got a math exam tomorrow.” “Oh yeah? Did you study?”

“Not really.”



“Well, that’s going to be a problem. Get it? Like a math problem?” said Louis.

“I get it, Dad. I’ll study tonight. And your jokes are still awful.”

“Don’t lie. You love them. Anyways...I’ll you’re your Mom and mention it too, but let me know what she says,” said Louis.


“Will do. Gotta go, Dad. I love ya.”



“Love you too, son,” said Louis as he ran a red light at the last second since he was already going to be a couple
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minutes late for his shift. They both hung up as Louis turned up the volume on his radio and started to drive faster.

Louis arrived at Luigi's for his night shift. He was barely able to change into his uniform before walking through the door. The restaurant was busy, and Louis was already exhausted from his second job.

“Louie!” shouted Greg. Greg managed Luigi’s. He always had a look on his face like he just stepped on a toy. While he liked him overall, Louis thought that his boss was angry at heart and loved taking it out on his employees.

“Yeah, what is it, Greg? That blonde never called you back from the bar last week?” said Louis as he started laughing.

“Louie, we’ve been getting complaints that you have been driving for Ryder on your way back from work. What’s up with that? Don’t we pay you enough here?”

Louis clocked into the computer above the register before grabbing a bread stick from a basket and taking a bite.

“No...you don’t pay me enough. And I didn’t think it was a crime to have a side job, either” he said.

“It’s not. But when you give our customers rides home when you clock out, then there may be a problem. I think management is getting pretty pissed about it, to be honest.”


“Uhhh, you’re the manager, Greg.”

“Yeah and frankly I think it’s stupid as hell, Lou.” “Well, Mr. Pucci was quite hammered that night. I

figured he could use a ride. I was just doing a nice thing.” “And did you turn on that silly app while you did



your good deed for the year?” asked Greg.
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“You weren’t gonna pay me for it, so yeah. Screw it. Sorry, not sorry, Greg...I think that’s what my daughter says. Yeah. Sorry, not sorry,” Louis said.

“Next time it’s your last time doing that crap because I’ll have to fire you. You know that, Louie,” Greg exclaimed.

“Yeah, yeah...I got it. Now can I get to work, boss?” asked Louis sarcastically.


“Watch that attitude, Louie. I mean it.”



Louis put on his name tag, looked at Greg and said, “Hey Greg.”


“Yeah, Lou?”



“Have you ever felt like... if only we could get a do-over? Like if only I could change so many dumb decisions and mistakes I’ve made in the past.”

“Wow. Sounds like somebody has a lot on his mind. Lou, we all feel that way sometimes. But you gotta live in the present. That’s what’s important. You can’t change the past, Louie. You gotta accept it. Plus, I’m not doing too bad for myself anyway. I’m happy with where I am,” said Greg.

“You’re an alcoholic with a gambling problem,” said Louis.

“Maybe, but I still make more money than you do and I’m more handsome, so shut your trap, Louis, and get to work! Time is money!”
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Chapter 2
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The next week, Louis sat at his favorite Italian restaurant with a beautiful 30-something woman. Her long brown hair flowed down to her shiny black dress. She looked over at Louis from across the table and smiled.

Louis was having a hard time getting back into the dating scene. He was not actively trying to meet someone. But once he saw that his ex-wife had a new boyfriend, he had to try to get his mind off of her. And it was not like riding a bike at all for Louis. He was trying to relearn how to talk to women and it was all brand new to him again. He was with his wife for nearly twenty years. He forgot how to go on a date. But the new freedom he had gained after the divorce was finalized gave him all of the motivation that he needed to give dating a shot.


“So...Tina. Where did you grow up?” Louis asked. “Well, my family moved around a bunch. But we



spent a lot of time in Buffalo, New York. As well as a couple years in Pennsylvania, and Colorado for a year, back when I was in high school,” Tina explained as she took a sip of her glass of Pinot Grigio.

“That’s great. Remarkably interesting,” said Louis as he looked over at the clock on the wall of the restaurant/bar. He was set up on a blind date by his friend, Tim. He was reluctant to show up but decided to in the end. “So, how do you know Suzy and Timothy?” she

asked.
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“Me and Tim worked together a few years ago. Our kids are nearly the same age. He’s a good guy,” said Louis. “Oh, cool, cool,” said his date. “Suzy and I do yoga

together. She’s a sweetheart.”

“Yeah. I like Suzy. Pretty cool gal,” said Louis as he took a sip from his bottle of beer.

“How about you? Tell me about your family, growing up, whatever you want...you seem like an interesting man, Louis,” she said.

“Sure, Tina. Let’s see...my kids are great. Rather not talk about the wife...I mean...ex-wife right now.” He drank his beer as he began to shake subtly out of nervousness.

“Okay. I understand that. You and your kids close?” Tina asked.

“Yeah, I mean, I think so...I don’t know, every year it’s different. But yeah. I like to think we are. I love the hell out of them, ya know?”

“I don’t have kids myself, so I can only imagine. Maybe one day. So, what was it like growing up?” she asked as she picked up her glass of wine.


“Oh boy. That’s a lot to unload on you right now,



hon.”


“No, go on. I’d love to hear it. I can see it in your



eyes. You’ve lived a wild life. I can tell. You’ve seen some things,” she said.

He got more nervous as the conversation went on, and he finally decided to let his guard down a bit.

“Well, I guess every family can be a little dysfunctional sometimes, right?”


“Of course,” she said.



“Well, mine was no different. We were an odd family, at least it seemed to me that we were.”
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“Whose isn’t?” she said. “My parents disowned me for a few years after college,” said Tina.

“Well, you ever watch those movies that you don’t really understand, yet you can’t get enough of, or you just can’t stop watching?” asked Louis.


“Yeah. I think so,” said Tina.



“That’s my family. We were chaotic. We were cruel to each other, but we always loved each other. My parents were hard on us because they knew the world was hard. My brothers, sister, and I fought all the time. But in the end, I think it made us tougher, or something. I don’t know,” said Louis.

He started to think back on his childhood and almost went into a trance as flashbacks circumnavigated his mind.

Then Tina reached over the table and tapped him on the shoulder.

“Hello? You were talking and then just went off into the clouds on me,” she said.

The waiter brought their food and placed it on the table. “You two enjoy,” he said.

“I’m sorry,” said Louis. “I guess mentioning my family brought me back a little bit. My bad.”

“It’s all good,” said his date as she smelled her plate. “Looks so delicious!”

“Yeah, sure does,” said Louis as he took a sip of his beer and began to cut into his veal parmigiana.

“So, a little off subject. Do you believe in God? Heaven, hell, all that?” she asked as she bit into her glazed salmon.

“Well, you know, I guess I do. But, haven’t had a good conversation with the Big Guy in a long time, you could say,” Louis said as he cut his main course into
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smaller pieces and drank the rest of his beer. “Waiter,” he said as their server walked by. “Can I get another one of these bad boys?”


“Coming right up.”



“So, yeah, I guess...sure. And lately, I feel like I’ve been going through hell, so I pray to God there is a heaven after this, at least, you know? Or something like that, I suppose.”


“Wow,” she said. “I know exactly what you mean.” “So how ’bout you?” he asked.



The server walked an ice-cold bottle of his favorite beer, a seasonal lager made locally by Briscoe Brewery downtown.

“Short answer to those questions is yes. But if you asked me back when I was with my shitty abusive ex, Phil, then I may have said no,” Tina explained.

“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that,” said Louis as he took a sip of his beer.

“Don’t be. I’m better off now. He was a lesson I guess I was supposed to learn,” she said. “Or something like that. I don’t know, but if there is a God, he certainly works in mysterious ways, that’s for sure.”


“Amen to that,” said Louis.



After dinner, the two made their way out of the restaurant and onto the sidewalk where Louis reached into his pocket and pulled out his pack of cigarettes. “Mind if I get a drag of that?” Tina asked.


“Of course not. Would you like your own?” Louis



asked.


“No, just a couple of drags is fine. I’ve been good



lately. Trying to quit...but that wine is telling me to take a puff or two,” said Tina.
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Louis sparked up his cigarette and took a couple puffs before passing it to her. After two long drags, Tina gave it back to Louis. “Okay, that’s good. No more for me,” she said.

He continued smoking as Louis grabbed Tina’s hand and they started to walk down the street. He had parked a few blocks away and was not sure if she wanted the night to continue or not. So, they just walked and talked. They were both a little bit buzzed, but Louis only had two drinks, while Tina seemed a bit more inebriated after a few tall glasses of red wine.

They walked by a bar that had a live band playing and Tina insisted they stop in and listen to a few songs. Louis went along with it, mostly because he had not been on a date in months and he did not want to ruin it.

After the band covered several big hits from the 80s and 90s, Louis stifled a yawn. He had worked all day, and he was now stuffed after a big Italian dinner.

Tina was dancing and trying to have a good time, so Louis rallied on. She reminded him of his ex-wife when they first met. She would always force him to go to concerts he did not care to see and made him dance with her even when he rarely ever enjoyed dancing.

At the bar, Louis tried to get the bartender’s attention so he could get a drink for his date.

There was a long line of people waiting, so Louis just rolled his eyes and looked at the time on his phone as it got later and later.

“Over here!” he yelled to the bartender who was flirting with a couple of customers and taking his sweet
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time. The bartender put up a finger and said, “One second! Be with you when I can!”

“Ugh,” said Louis as he looked over at Tina who was just enjoying the music. He let out another yawn.


“Whoa, Louie?” said a man next to him at the bar. “Oh shit. Jack Johansen, right?” said Louis. “Yeah, dude. How the hell are you?” the man



asked.


“I’m just...you know...living the dream.”

“For sure, for sure. Same, dude,” said Jack as he



took a shot of whiskey and looked around the club like he was being followed.

“How about you?” asked Louis as he was still a bit fuzzy on how he even knew the man in the first place. He could not put his finger on it, but he knew that they had met before.


“I’m living my best life, Bro,” said Jack.



“That’s great to hear, man,” said Louis as he tried to get the bartender’s attention again. No luck. He looked back at the man as he tried to think where he knew him from.


“How is Roy?” asked Jack. “Wait, what?” said Louis.



“Roy, you know, your brother?” said Jack. Then Louis remembered. Growing up, Jack was close friends with Roy. They may have even lived together at one time. Roy was Louis’ younger brother by seven years.

They were close growing up, but after a couple of bad fights over the years, they grew apart and barely spoke.

“Yeah, last I heard, Roy was up in Los Angeles, doing it hella big.”
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“Well, not so sure, to be quite honest with you. My brother and I don’t really talk these days,” said Louis as he waved over at the bartender again.

“Oh, that sucks to hear. Well, I’m sure he would love it if you reached out to him sometime. If I remember correctly, he always looked up to you and shit,” said Jack as he took another shot of whiskey.


“I doubt that,” said Louis.



“Well, he always said that once you started your family, you forgot about the one you already had. Or something along those lines.”


“Really? He said that?” asked Louis.



“Yeah, I mean I’m not trying to stir up anything or nothing. But I think I remember that faintly,” said Jack.

“Nah, it’s cool. I mean, he was right. I didn’t visit as much as I could have.”

“Well, it’s never too late, ya know? You can’t let the past control you, Louie,” said Jack as he put his arm around Louis and gave his shoulder a pat. Jack was the second person to give him advice about the past that week. Jack reeked of liquor from his breath and pores as the alcohol fermented in his sweat.

“You might be right,” said Louis as the bartender finally came over to him. “Yeah, hey, can I get a...what’d she call it? A ‘sex in the beach’?”

“You mean a ‘sex on the beach’?” asked the bartender as he looked over at some ladies and winked at them.

“Yeah, that, and whatever beer you have on tap,” said Louis.

“Sure thing, sir,” said the bartender as he started to make the drinks.

[image: ]

“Louie, I must say, you’ve always been such an interesting character to me,” said Jack, who began to slur his words.


“Is that so?”



“For sure, dude. Like, I would love to pick your brain some time, it’s like...I bet you see life totally different being from like a generation before your brother and me and shit,” said Jack before he stumbled a little.

“Right,” said Louis. He gave the bartender twenty bucks for the drinks, then stepped away from the bar.

“Well, listen. I gotta get back to my friends, but if you ever wanna link up, here’s my card,” said Jack as he looked through his torn-up wallet to find his business card. He handed it to Louis. “This is my last business card. I think it’s a sign. That it’s meant for you.”


Louis looked at the card:



Jack Johansen CEO/Developer Mindtrick Games Inc.

IT ALSO HAD HIS PHONE number and office address listed on the card.

“Neat,” said Louis at he looked at Jack. “So, what, you’re into videogames or something?”


“Actually, yes. How could you tell?” asked Jack. “It says Mindtrick Games,” said Louis. He looked



at the time on his phone and it read 11:49. He let out another yawn.

“Well, you know there are all sorts of games, not just videogames, right? Like shit.... Life is a game if you really think about it,” said Jack.

“It says CEO, like what, you founded it or something?”
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“Yeah, you can say that. Or maybe, it found me, hah-hah.”


“Right.”



“No, yeah. I created it with my buddy Will three years ago. We develop games and new algorithms for games. Specifically, virtual reality games. You know because that’s what’s in these days, and that is our future,” said Jack.

“Yeah. My son Tommy has been asking for one of them VR console thingamajigs for years now.”

“Nice. I don’t blame him. The tech is awesome. You know, I may be able to hook you and your son up with one of our latest consoles,” said Jack.

“Wow, you don’t have to do that, man. Really. But this is so cool. Awesome to see how good you’re doing. Congrats, really.”

“Thanks, my man. We’re working on a new game right now that...fingers crossed...is going to change the entire world, Louie.”

“I don’t doubt that one bit,” said Louis. “You’ve always been into trying to change the world or whatever from what I can remember.”

“Oh, hell yeah. Listen, it’s been great catching up. You have my card. Shit, if you’re ever looking for a new job, or just want to get a coffee or something, hit me up. It’s on me. I’ll be expecting a call from you, my old friend. I mean, my longtime friend, you’re far from old, my dude.” “Nah, you’re right. Old works,” said Louis before

laughing.

“Shut the hell up. What are you like thirty-eight, thirty-nine?” asked Jack, half-jokingly.


“Sure, that sounds good, yep, thirty-eight.”
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hand.

“You don’t even look it,” said Jack as he shook his

“You’re too kind,” said Louis. “I’ll give you a ring
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sometime. Later, Jack. It was great running into you,” he said as he waved goodbye.

“Later, my old friend,” said Jack as he meandered to the other side of the bar.

Louis returned to his date. Tina was dancing to one of her favorite songs, “Smoke in the Air,” by one of her top five bands of all time, The Swingers.


“What took you so long?” she asked Louis.



“Sorry about that. Ran into somebody I haven’t seen in forever,” he said as he handed her the mixed drink. “Yum, that looks tasty,” she said as she took a sip

from her straw. “Dance with me!”

Louis looked at the business card that Jack gave him one more time before putting it in his wallet. “Sure. Why not?” he said before joining her on the dance floor. Then Louis started rocking back and forth as a mixture of exhaustion and excitement consumed him.
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Chapter 3
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The next morning, Louis left Tina’s apartment and started his day by logging into the Ryder app to see if anyone close-by needed a ride. He wanted to compensate for the money he had spent on dinner and drinks the night before. He had no regrets about staying with Tina except for wanting to get out of her place as soon as he could. He would have gone back to his own apartment and passed out much earlier if she had not convinced him to stay over.

He picked up his first passenger who was a college girl that needed a ride twenty miles out of town.

After that, Louis took six rides before deciding to go back to the apartment he rented on a month-to-month basis. He wanted to brush his teeth and take a quick nap before starting his shift at his second job at the restaurant.

Louis sat on his bed and turned on the television. He started watching one of his favorite crime shows as he drifted off into a deep sleep.

When he woke up, the TV was showing a commercial for a new virtual reality game that at the end read, “Made by Mindtrick Games.” The graphics looked so real that Louis could not even tell it was a videogame.

Louis looked outside and saw it was starting to get dark. He began to panic as he searched for his phone before finding it in his pants pocket. He looked at the time and realized he had slept through the alarm and now he was an hour late for his shift at Luigi’s.

“Shit!” he said as he threw on his pants, grabbed his car keys and wallet, and ran outside to his car. He quickly
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started the car, and sped the entire way to his job, roughly four miles from his apartment.

Louis parked in the employee parking lot, locked his car doors, and ran through the back door.

He found his manager, Greg, and immediately apologized. “I’m sorry I’m late...my alarm never went off.”

“Save it, Louie,” said Greg as he ran around during the dinner rush, losing his mind. “Look, Margarette came in and covered for you, so you’re off the hook. You can go back to whatever it is you were doing that was more important than your job, Louie.”


“What? Greg, I’m here. I’m ready to work.” “Well, it’s too late, bud. I’m sorry but, I gotta let



OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
SEVEN:DAYS
IN \IIRTUAL REALITY

Ty - ANOVEL

JEFF YAGER





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image004.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





