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To Laura, with love and thanks




“You don’t get out by giving them what you think they want. You don’t get out until you are what they want.”

—Pauly





ONE


“Your parents sent you to Lake Harmony because they love you.”

“Excuse me. My hands are numb.”

“So?” replies the man driving the car. His name is Harry.

“Maybe you could loosen the handcuffs?” I ask.

“Sorry blue blood.”

“If you’re sorry, then why don’t you help me?”

“No can do.” Harry wears a cowboy hat and speaks with a western accent. From my seat in the back of the dark car I can only see the silhouette of his shoulders and thick neck beneath the wide-brimmed hat. My hands, locked behind me for the past two hours, have gone numb. I feel nothing but tingling from my wrists down.

“Would you at least tell me where you’re taking me?” I ask.

Harry doesn’t answer. The car bounces and lurches through the dark. Except for the short stretch of dusty, reddish dirt road illuminated by the headlights, it is as black as blindness outside. Rocks kicked up by the tires clank against the car’s underside. The air-conditioning murmurs. Now and then sudsy spray splashes against the windshield, and the wipers wash away dust and splattered bug carcasses.

With my hands joined by the handcuffs in the small of my back, there is no way to get comfortable, no way to relieve the pressure that has cut off the circulation.

“When my parents hired you, did they know that physical abuse was part of the deal?” I ask.

From the movement of his head, I sense that Harry is looking at me in the rearview mirror, but his eyes are hidden in the shadow from the rim of his hat. “That was some spread we picked you up from, blue blood. What’s your father’s business that he can afford a place like that?”

Harry’s been calling me blue blood ever since he and the woman riding shotgun took me against my will from my parents’ house, drove me to the airport, and flew me to upstate New York.

“You really want to know what my father does? How about loosening these handcuffs and I’ll tell you.”

“Nice try, partner.” Harry chuckles. The woman sitting beside him turns to look over the seat at me. Her name is Rebecca, and she is younger than Harry. In the eight hours since they grabbed me, I’ve learned that Rebecca is new to the business of kidnapping for hire (Harry prefers you call him a “transporter”). She has a pretty face and streaked blond hair with dark roots. But there is a hardness around her eyes and mouth that makes me think of someone older.

“Can you feel anything at all?” she asks.

“No. I’m worried I’ll have permanent nerve damage or something.”

In the dark car, she turns to Harry. “Couldn’t you loosen them just a little?”

“Fat chance,” Harry chuckles. “Come on, sugarplum, you’ve been there. You know how it works. First rule is, don’t believe a word these kids say. You loosen those cuffs, next he’ll say he needs to relieve himself by the side of the road. Now how’s he gonna do that with his hands cuffed behind him, right? So he swears on his mother’s grave if you undo them he won’t run. Next thing you know, you’re chasing him through the woods cussing yourself for being such a fool.”

Once again Rebecca glances over the seat at me. Even in the shadows I can sense her uncertainty.

“What does he mean, ‘you’ve been there’?” I ask.

“I’ve been where you’re going,” she answers.

“Why?” I ask.

Before Rebecca can answer, Harry snaps, “That’s none of your business, blue blood. I’ve heard enough out of you. Now shut it.”

“One last thing,” I tell him. “I really do have to go. You’ve been with me for the last eight hours, so you know I’m telling the truth. And I give you my word that I won’t run.”

“Ha! Now that is what we call manipulation,” Harry says with just a hint of annoyance. “See how the moment he acts agreeable it makes you feel sympathetic toward him? Like he can’t be such a bad kid, right? Giving you his word and all. Well, sugarplum, that’s the first step toward him trying to get you on his side.”

Rebecca gives him an astonished look, as if that is precisely what she’s feeling.

“Never forget, these kids have had years of experience lying, manipulating, doing whatever it takes to get what they want,” Harry counsels her. “That’s why their parents hired us. That’s why they’re paying four grand a month to send him where he’s going.”

Rebecca swivels her head and faces stiffly forward. I wonder if she feels angry or humiliated now that Harry has demonstrated how easy it is to fall under the spell of my “evil” ways.

In silence we bump down the narrow dirt road. I yawn and wish I could stretch. It was after midnight when we landed at the airport in Utica. Now it must be close to three A.M.

“How much longer?” I ask.

Neither Harry nor Rebecca answers. Rocks bang against the undercarriage of the car. The potholes are getting bigger, and we toss and heave like a boat on rough seas.

“So I guess when I said I really did have to go to the bathroom, you didn’t believe me.”

My words are met with silence.

“Or maybe you’ll say, ‘Go right ahead, it’s not your car, why should you care?’”

Harry reaches up and adjusts the rearview mirror. This time our eyes meet. “I told you to shut it, blue blood.” His voice drops ominously with the implicit threat or else. After a few more minutes he veers onto another dirt road. In the distance, through the dusty windshield, I can see dim lights, which gradually grow brighter. We stop before a tall chain-link fence topped with loops of razor wire. A man steps out of a small white booth and shines a flashlight into the car. Rebecca shields her eyes from the glare. I have to turn my face. The man seems to recognize Harry. He unlocks the gate and we drive through, past a dark basketball court and a bare flagpole, and pull into a gravel parking lot.

“Here we are.” Harry jumps out of the car with unexpected energy after the long ride. He comes around to my door and pulls me out with a firm grip. After sitting in that awkward position for so long, my legs and back are stiff, and I straighten up unsteadily. But I also feel a brief wave of relief, as standing temporarily takes the excruciating pressure off my bladder, which has felt near bursting for at least half an hour. I shake out my legs and glance around.

“Trust me, blue blood, don’t be thinking about running,” Harry warns. “Even if you got through the fence, there’s nothing but forest out there. You’re so far away from civilization, you’ll starve before you see another human being.”

The air is cool and smells like pine. The chatter of crickets is almost as loud as traffic on a city street. In the dark I can make out four or five buildings, none more than two stories tall.

Then the crickets go silent.

And I hear screaming.



TWO


“You must accept the fact that you deserved to be sent to Lake Harmony.”

I’m allowed to use the bathroom. Then I’m put in a small, windowless room with a military-style, metalframed bed. Two stern-looking men wearing matching black polo shirts and khaki slacks sit in chairs by the door. One is tall with dark skin, a muscular build, and an athlete’s natural grace. The other is short, bulky, and troll-like, with dark stubble around his jaw and a square head that disappears into his shoulders with almost no sign of a neck. Together they remind me of the seated stone giants who guard the tomb of Ramses.

“You guys here to make sure I don’t escape?” I ask as I sit down on the bare mattress.

“Stand up and shut up,” the troll orders.

I’m tired—it must be four A.M. by now—and would prefer to lie down and sleep, but something tells me to obey, so I stand. The men in the chairs watch me. The tall one yawns. This must be boring as hell for them. It sure is for me.

“How long do I have to stand here?” I ask after a while.

“Shut up,” the troll grunts. Even his tone sounds bored. There’s no vehemence in the words.

So I stand, and stand, and stand. An hour passes, then another. I shift my weight from one foot to the other, arch my back, and wonder, How much longer is this going to last?

Sitting in the chair, the tall, dark-skinned one starts to close his eyes. His head begins to droop. The troll notices and nudges him with his elbow. The tall one jerks his head up with a start, then yawns.

Outside, a bird chirps, and even in this windowless room I sense that the sky has gone from black to gray. I yawn and stretch and more than anything want to lie down and sleep, but both men keep a steady eye on me, and I know what the answer will be if I ask.

How much longer? While I don’t know the answer to that particular question, I have a feeling I do know the answer to another: Why am I here? Because my parents are trying to scare me into “behaving.” I’ll admit that this time I’m impressed by the lengths to which they’ve gone. Arranging for me to be taken against my will is pretty extreme. Back in the city Sabrina will be waking up soon. She’ll wait for me to call. But that call won’t come, and she won’t know why, and she won’t be able to find out unless she calls my parents, who have consistently refused to meet or speak to her. It’s hard to imagine they will now.

From outside come the sounds of early-morning stirring. The slam of a car door. Footsteps in the hallway. The door opens. A thin man with slicked-back black hair and a thin black mustache enters carrying a brown paper shopping bag. He’s wearing a white polo shirt and khaki slacks, and he stares at me with puffy, reddened eyes. His nose twitches every time he sniffs.

“Strip,” he orders.

The word is so unexpected that I assume I heard him incorrectly. “Sorry?”

“You heard me,” he barks.

Yes, I heard him, but… The men in the chairs sit up, more alert.

“Who are you?” I ask.

The thin man narrows his swollen eyes. “That’s the last time you will speak unless spoken to. You will remain silent and do what you’re told when you’re told.” He checks his watch. “You have exactly twenty seconds to get out of those clothes, or you’ll stand here until this time tomorrow when we’ll try again.”

I want to tell him to go to hell, but I have a feeling that’s exactly what he expects. I may not know where I am, but I do know these three men have the advantage. This may be new to me, but it isn’t to them. They’ve been through this a hundred, maybe even a thousand, times before.

I kick off my shoes, then start to unbutton my shirt. The thin man glances at his watch impatiently, but whether from fatigue or disbelief or anger I can’t get my fingers to work more quickly.

“Faster!” the thin man barks.

Every fiber in my body yearns to refuse. But doing so will only delay what I really need to accomplish, which is to get out of here and back to Sabrina. So I finish unbuttoning my shirt and yank it off, then open my belt buckle and start to pull down my pants. The men in the chairs glance at each other and the tall one raises his eyebrow, as if they’re surprised I’ve cooperated so quickly.

Meanwhile the thin man sniffs and consults his watch. I push my pants down over my ankles and step out of them. The thin man’s eyes dart at my feet, then back to his watch, so I quickly strip off my socks. Now I’m only in my boxers.

He nods. “Those too.”

Anger boils up inside me and I want to shout, Why? Who the hell do you think you are? But I already know the answer. I’ve read about places like this, and I’ve seen the TV specials. I had hours in the airport and on the plane and in the car to figure it out. I’m in a boot camp, and its purpose is to break me down and “train” me, like a cowboy breaks a bronco or a dog is taught in obedience school.

The thin man glances at his watch again. “See you tomorrow.” He turns toward the door.

“Wait.” I push the boxer shorts down, then step out of them.

The thin man stops. I’m standing naked and defenseless, and these three men are staring at me. It’s not cold in the room, but shivers race over my skin like chilling winds.

“Turn around and bend over.”

Just when you thought it couldn’t get any worse …

The troll smiles. He’s enjoying this. Meanwhile, my legs won’t move.

“You want to spend the next twenty-four hours standing in that spot?” the thin man asks.

I turn and bend. Strangely, this isn’t as difficult as I might have thought. Now that they’ve made me strip, what difference does it make?

“Spread ’em.”

Do it, I tell myself. For Sabrina. The sooner I’m out of here, the sooner we’ll be together again.

When he’s done searching, the thin man puts my clothes in the paper bag. In their place he leaves a green polo shirt, blue jeans, and green flip-flops. He departs while I’m putting on my new uniform. Once dressed, I assume the two men are going to take me somewhere else. But they remain seated.

“Try to get some sleep,” the tall one says.

“I have to stay here?” I ask.

“No talking!” the troll barks.

I’m not about to argue with a chance to rest, so I lie on my back on the bare mattress, stare at the lightbulb hanging from the ceiling, and wonder how long my parents had been planning this.



THREE


“You will not stand, sit, or talk without permission.”

A hand shakes my shoulder. “Wake up.”

I open my eyes. The ceiling light is still on. A man in a black polo shirt whom I haven’t seen before hovers over me.

“Time to go,” he says.

I don’t know what time it is, only that heavy tentacles of sleep are pulling my head back down to the pillow. I close my eyes but instantly feel the hand on my shoulder again, rougher this time. “Get up.”

Groggily I try to bat the hand away, but feel him grab my wrist and expertly twist. The next thing I know, I’m rolled onto my side on the bed. His grip tightens and pain shoots through my shoulder, as if he’s trying to pry my arm out of joint.

I croak through clenched teeth. “Okay, okay.”

He backs off slightly and the pain eases. In a practiced tone he recites: “Your parents have signed and notarized a consent form allowing Lake Harmony to use restraint whenever necessary. The type and degree of restraint administered shall be at the discretion of the staff. Lake Harmony and its employees will not be held liable for any injury sustained by you during the administration of restraint as it is understood that such injury is the result of willful disobedience on your part. Now get up.”

In my father’s world they call this the CYA (“cover your a**”) statement. As I slowly get up from the bed, the man keeps my arm behind my back. Part of me wants to resist, but another part of me knows there is no move I can make that he has not seen before.

“If I let go of your arm, will you do what you’re told?” he asks.

“Yes.”

“Yes, what?”

“Yes … sir?”

He lets go and opens the door. “You first.”

I step out into a hallway and then through a metal door to the outside. The day is bright and the sky blue, the early morning air moist and fragrant. Some of the trees are covered with reddish buds and the beginnings of small bright-green leaves. A few have small white or pink flowers. We walk across a grassy yard. Fifty yards away, a woman wearing a white polo shirt marches a single-file line of girls between buildings. The girls are dressed in red polo shirts, jeans, and flip-flops. They march with silent military precision, roughly three feet apart, eyes forward.

We go into an old brick building with round, castlelike turrets. Inside is a small lobby with two couches and a table with some flowers, magazines, and brochures about Lake Harmony, “a highly structured boarding school specializing in intensive behavior modification.” On the walls are framed “class pictures”: smiling young people in rows, just like you might find in a small private school. At the far end of the room is a dark wooden door. The white letters on the rectangular black plaque read: DIRECTOR.

“Go on,” the black polo shirt orders.

I cross the lobby to the door, then stop and look back at him.

“Knock.”

I do as I’m told, and a gruff voice from inside says, “Come in.”

I push open the door. A stocky man sits at a desk, staring down at some papers through thin half-glasses, forehead wrinkled as if the act of reading takes intense concentration. His gray hair is cut short, and his nose is crooked, probably broken a long time ago. A small gold hoop pierces one earlobe. The rolled-up sleeves of his shirt reveal muscular forearms, and his hands are rough and faintly scarred, his fingers stubby and thick. He looks like someone who is used to working with those hands rather than sitting at a desk.

I wait while he reads. My head has begun to hurt. Craving coffee, I glance around the office, hoping there might be a pot brewing in some corner, but there isn’t. Instead there are dark-green file cabinets, some wooden chairs, a megaphone, and a wall map of the United States with different colored pins stuck into it.

Finally, he stacks the papers and places them in a folder. Looking at me for the first time, he holds the folder with both hands and wags it. “Kid hit his mother so hard, he broke her jaw.” He sighs as he says this. As if he’s never heard of such a thing before. “Tell me, Garrett, you ever hit your mother?”

“No.”

“No, sir,” he corrects, and gestures to a chair on the other side of the desk. “Sit down.”

I sit. His eyes are a washed-out gray, the color of hazy rain clouds. He makes a tent with his stubby fingers. “Welcome to Lake Harmony, Garrett. I’m Mr. Z, and I am the director of this facility. I assume by now you’ve figured out why you’re here. Your parents are paying a substantial amount of money because they are seriously concerned about your welfare. They want you to return home as soon as possible. How long you stay is up to you. I’ve seen students graduate after six months. Others have taken three years or longer. The choice is yours.”

He opens a desk drawer, takes out a thick, stapled document, and hands it to me. “This is your bible. Read it carefully. Study it. When you feel you’ve learned it completely, you may request a test. Once you have passed the test, you will be ready to join your fellow students.”

He pauses and gazes steadily into my eyes. “Any questions?”

“Can I get a cup of coffee … uh, sir?” I ask.

“You’ll be forgoing all caffeinated drinks during your stay here,” Mr. Z informs me. Hearing those words hurts almost as much as my headache. “Any other questions?”

“Sir, is it possible that someone could be sent here for the wrong reason?” I ask.

Those gray eyes don’t waver. Once again I have the feeling that this is a question he’s heard a thousand times before. Mr. Z shakes his head. “Children are sent here by their parents, Garrett.”

“And … parents are always right, sir?”

“That is the principle under which we operate. At least until a child reaches the age of emancipation,” Mr. Z replies.

“Eighteen?”

“Sorry?” he snaps.

“Eighteen … sir?”

“In most states.”

Another silence. I glance at the wall map. The densest collections of pins are near the large metropolitan areas on both coasts. Mr. Z knows what I’m looking at, but he makes no effort to explain its meaning. Instead, he asks, “Any other questions?”

“No … sir.”

“Very good. You can go.”

Back outside, the man in the black polo shirt takes me to yet another building. This one has classrooms. Inside, students sit at carrels working silently at computers. The walls of the carrels prevent them from seeing the other students. Men and women in black or white polo shirts sit at the backs of the rooms and watch.

I am taken to an empty classroom and shown to a carrel. “Study it,” the black shirt orders, nodding at the “bible” Mr. Z gave me. The introduction begins like this:

You are now a member of the Lake Harmony community. You will be released when you are judged to be respectful, polite, and obedient enough to return to your family. During your stay here you will have no communication with the outside world, except for letters to your parents. After six months your parents may visit you for a day if they choose.

Despite having had only a few hours’ sleep, not to mention the thumping caffeine headache, I manage to quickly read through the sixty-one-page document. It lists the rules: no talking, no touching, no disrespectful looks, etc. It describes the six levels one must rise through in order to be considered a candidate for “graduation.” It explains the system of points one must earn to climb from one level to the next.

After about forty minutes I raise my hand.

“Bathroom?” the black shirt asks.

“I’m ready for the test, sir.”

Black shirt frowns. “In less than an hour? No way. No one’s ready that fast. Read it again.”

I skim the bible again, then glance up. Black shirt doesn’t look happy. “You’re wasting my time,” he mumbles, placing some photocopied sheets on my desk. The sheets have been copied so many times, the black letters have blurred and run together. There are fifteen questions, with room for one- or two-sentence answers.

Why have you been sent to Lake Harmony?
What does manipulation mean?
What must you do to graduate?

It takes about twenty minutes to complete the test.

Black shirt gazes doubtfully when I motion that I’m finished, as if not only is it impossible to learn the whole bible as fast as I claim, but even more impossible to complete the test. The frown on his face only deepens when he reads my answers, pausing now and then to refer back to the bible to make sure they are correct.

He finishes marking the test and pauses, drumming his fingertips rhythmically against the table. He checks his watch, looks down at the test again, then goes to a phone on the wall and makes a call. After a while there’s a knock, and another black shirt sticks his head into the room. The two black shirts whisper, then come to a decision.

With one in front of me and the other behind, I’m escorted back to the windowless room with the metal bed. The black shirts sit in the chairs, while I remain standing, waiting for the next order. My parents have signed all the necessary legal documents … I’m here for a minimum of six months …

“Take a nap,” one black shirt tells me. “You must be tired.”

“Not really.” I should be tired, but I’m too wound up. And my head hurts too much.

“What?”

“Not really … sir.”

“Then sit down and shut up.”

This can’t be real…

    •   •   •

My parents say I began sounding out words in picture books around the age of two and a half. At four I scored off the charts on the Chester Scale, the entrance exam for the city’s top private kindergartens. At age six I was figuring out square roots and adding radicals. For the first seven years of my life all I heard was how brilliant I was. Then, at the age of eight, I forged a letter from my mother excusing me from gym because of severe asthma. Sports were dumb, and I wasn’t good at them. I even bought an inhaler at a drugstore and whipped it out whenever anything athletic was mentioned. The ruse lasted for nearly six months, until my second-grade teacher mentioned at a parent-teacher conference how badly she felt that I had to skip so many physical activities. From then on I was no longer brilliant. I was now too smart for my own good.



FOUR


“You will obey all orders immediately and without hesitation.”

“Hey, big guy.”

It’s my second morning. I’ve been here for roughly thirty hours, and it’s been one nonstop caffeine headache. I’m sitting at the end of a long table with my new “family.” Our family name is Dignity, and we are 20 males wearing identical forest-green polo shirts and blue jeans, our hair and fingernails closely clipped (long nails are considered a weapon).

Our name may be Dignity, but from the looks of these guys it might as well be Losers. Maybe it’s the headache, but I swear I’ve never seen a sketchier bunch of rejects. If it’s too fat or too skinny, if it slouches or has bad zits or a permanently sour expression on its face, it’s here. No one’s allowed to speak to me, and frankly I’m more than okay with that. The less I have to do with this bunch, the better.

At other “family” tables, females wear jeans and red polo shirts. Lower-level males have had their hair shorn close to their skulls. The hair of lower-level females has been cut short. Only upper-level residents can grow their hair longer if they choose. Family “fathers” and “mothers” wear white polo shirts and khaki slacks. They patrol the tables, assisted by “chaperones” in black polo shirts and khakis.

Breakfast this morning consists of watery, lukewarm scrambled eggs, cold, soggy toast, and a powdered orange drink that makes Tang seem like champagne. The only eating implements allowed are white plastic spoons. Through speakers hanging from the ceiling a taped lecture thunders: “Good posture is important because it helps your body function at top speed. It promotes movement efficiency and endurance and contributes to an overall feeling of wellness.”

The tape is so loud, it’s painful. I suspect it has two purposes. The obvious one is to cajole residents to focus on self-improvement. The less obvious purpose is to make it difficult for us to communicate with each other. But the ridiculously loud volume also has the opposite effect, allowing students to communicate without being noticed.

“Hey you, big guy.”

The whispers come during the brief moments in the tape when the reader pauses to catch his breath. The kid doing the whispering is sitting at the middle of our table. He’s got short reddish hair and freckles that dot his face like a smallpox victim. His lips curl into a nasty smirk that reveals small, yellow, reptilian teeth, and his eyelids are pale pink like an albino’s. Seated around him is his posse, guys who stare fiercely at me as if they mean to project a big attitude. But it’s the red-haired kid who’s making trouble.

“What’s wrong, big guy, afraid to talk?”

He knows that I’m not allowed to speak without permission.

“Big guy, or big chicken?”

I was always big for my age. Now I’m just big, period. Six feet four, 230 pounds, and broad-shouldered, even if I am the opposite of athletic. It’s genetics—just the way I was born. You would assume it’s a bonus to be tall, and in some ways I guess you’d be right. But you’d also be surprised. Everyone assumes I’m a great basketball player, which I’m not. At least once a day I manage to bang my head in a low doorway. And sometimes I’m a target for smaller guys with Napoleon complexes—like this red-haired jerk—who think they have something to prove.

“Bawk, bawk, bawk.” The freckled kid makes chicken sounds. The guys around him grin.

Since I’m the new kid, my “father” is keeping an extra sharp eye on me. His name is Joe, and he is the thin, black-haired man who ordered me to strip in the windowless room when I first arrived. Joe’s eyes are puffy and red from spring allergies, and his nose twitches constantly. He seems convinced that we are always up to no good. Already this morning I had to do twenty push-ups (the last ten on my knees) for not tucking in my shirt properly, while Joe screamed that I was a lazy, good-for-nothing slob with low self-esteem and no self-respect. I wanted to ask why he thought that, since he didn’t know me at all. Of course, being a Level One, I couldn’t say anything.

The red-haired kid goes quiet when Joe cruises slowly past our table. Joe’s body language says he thinks he may have heard something. I take another spoonful of cold scrambled eggs and stare straight ahead, chewing. According to the rules I must eat at least half of every meal. If I don’t, whatever is left over will be served to me again at the next meal. No sooner does Joe pass than a small glob of eggs hits me on the side of the nose. Wiping it off, I slowly turn my gaze toward the red-haired kid, who bares his lizard teeth for an instant.

“What was that, Garrett Durrell?” Suddenly Joe is standing over me with his hands planted firmly on his hips. His voice is loud enough for the entire food hall to hear.

“Sorry?” I answer.

“Sorry, what?” His twitching nose reminds me of a rabbit.

“Uh … sorry … sir.”

“What are you so sorry about?” Joe’s voice becomes shrill, like Hitler’s when he was rallying the Nazis. I try not to stare at his nose. It takes concentration not to laugh.

“I… er … don’t know … sir.”

Joe’s face tightens like a fist. “You disrespecting me, punk? You don’t know what?”

The food hall has gone still. Not a tap of a spoon or a slurp of juice. I keep my eyes aimed down at the table, but I know they’re all watching me.

“I don’t know, sir.”

“You don’t know what!”

Maybe it’s the omnipresent headache, but I’ve lost track of what this is about. I stare down at the table and don’t answer.

“Stand up!” Joe shouts.

I do as I’m told. My tired legs tremble and my sore knees ache when I put weight on them. Earlier this morning we had to run five miles in military-style leather boots through woods, across muddy streams, and up and down hills. We were not allowed to stop or walk. Those who grew too tired to run were forced to crawl on their hands and knees until they could run again. Standing now in the food hall, I glance out of the corner of my eye at a family of females at the next table. I know they’re watching, but when I look, they avert their eyes. Except for one who sits apart from the others, her black hair pulled to the side and her blue eyes clear and unwavering. A square, handwritten cardboard sign hangs around her neck:

TWO YEARS AND STILL PULLING THE SAME CRAP.

Her eyes meet mine with a steady, knowing gaze.
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