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			1

			Sentimental crap,” my dad said, poking his head into the living room where Mom and I were watching A Christmas Carol, the old black-and-white version. My dad—Chas Forester, in case you’re looking for him on the bookstore shelves—is a writer, so his opinion counts when it comes to stories. His first book, All But the Shouting, came out my kindergarten year—I’m now in seventh grade—and almost got made into a movie. On/Off, his second novel, was over a thousand pages long, a completely amazing accomplishment all by itself, in my opinion, and now he was working on what he called a fictional memoir, which sounded brilliant based just on that, and had already sent in fifty pages to a publisher or maybe an agent, I couldn’t remember which.

			“Then why are you still watching?” my mom said. My mom’s a lawyer, always real quick with the killer question. But it was true. Dad was lingering in the doorway, his eyes fixed on the screen, where Scrooge was leaning out of the window and asking the surprised kid on the snowy street whether the prize goose was still at the poulterer’s, my favorite moment in the movie. And were my dad’s eyes suddenly a little misty? I turned for a closer look, and he was no longer there.

			We weren’t the kind of family that made a big deal out of Christmas. Dad screwing together the parts of the flimsy little artificial tree; Mom stocking up on organic eggnog from Ditmas Dairy; A Christmas Carol on TV; and Christmas music, mostly Al Green, coming through the speakers—that was about it. Pretty close to a nonevent, but this year I was looking forward to it like never before. I needed a break, wanted things to slow down for a while. My Outlaw friend Silas—the other Outlaws being Ashanti and Tut-Tut—had once explained how fast we were really moving—the earth doing a three-sixty every day and also zooming around the sun once a year, and meanwhile our galaxy, the Milky Way, was rotating, too, and at the same time the whole big mess, like a gigantic Frisbee, was flying away from where the big bang happened, meaning we were now, like, ten thousand miles from where we were when Scrooge asked about the goose, and the kid hadn’t even run out of the frame yet! Silas was smart—he’d taught himself calculus just so he could make an app for popping open inconvenient combination locks, an app that had worked like a charm when we needed it, actually better in some ways than the real charm we’d had at the time—but all the same, I needed a break.

			Scrooge walked off into the sunset with Tiny Tim, who no longer needed his cane, maybe because he was eating better now that Scrooge had doubled his dad’s salary.

			“Mom?” I said. “We’re, like, a million miles from where we were at the start of the movie.”

			Mom gave me a look. She has dark, watchful eyes, which look best, in my opinion, when they’re softening, like now.

			“What an interesting thought,” she said. “Do you mean in terms of what the movie has taught us about generosity, things like that?”

			“Not really,” I said. In fact, for the first time in my life, I was edging toward my dad’s take on the movie. I explained the whole Milky Way thing, probably not well.

			My mom’s eyes started unsoftening. “If true,” she said, “does it have any actual meaning for us down here?”

			I was pretty sure it did, but no way could I argue the case.

			“And even if it did,” Mom went on, “what could we do about it?”

			“Hit the brakes,” I said.

			Mom laughed, checked her watch. “How does Thai sound?”

			“Great.”

			She handed me some money. “How about taking Pendleton?”

			“Sure.” Pendleton lay by the artificial tree. “Pendleton?” I said. “Pendleton?”

			No response. His eyes remained closed. His tail didn’t even twitch. Pendleton didn’t like the cold. Nor did he like the heat. Wind bothered him, and also rain. The one time he’d seen hail had turned into a nightmare. I went by myself.

			• • •

			We live in an apartment that takes up the top two floors of an old brownstone in Brooklyn. Mitch, the landlord, lives on the ground floor. I heard him practicing his saxophone, pretty much all he did since losing his Wall Street job right after Thanksgiving. It’s a fine building, with good bones, my mom says, on the shady side of the street and halfway up a hill. As you climb the hill, the western view opens up in stages, like you’re rising in an elevator: the East River, the Brooklyn Bridge, Manhattan. It was only about six o’clock, but the sky was already dark and the lights of the city glowed and blinked on the water. We’d had a big snowstorm, which, looking back, couldn’t have come at a better time, but in the city the snow gets removed as fast as possible—because the mayor’s reelection depends on it, my dad says—and what remains quickly turns crusty and black. I crunched over a frozen snowbank full of half-buried things—a beer can, cigarette butts, a glove, poop that hadn’t been scooped—turned onto the next block, went past the halfway house for guys with mental problems, all of them inside at the moment, meaning it had to be dinner-time—and came to Your Thai.

			Your Thai, the best takeout in all of Brooklyn, was one of those places below street level. I went down the stairs and stepped into a world full of smells from a warmer land. The kitchen part was behind the counter at the back. In front stood a few tables, but there was only one customer, a woman bent over a bowl of soup, her face hidden by her long blond hair; nicely cut hair, I noticed, with subtle golden highlights, and sort of fluffy, like it had just been blow-dried. I’d been on the lookout for highlights lately, planned on raising the subject with my mom as soon as I’d nailed down the exact right shade of vermilion.

			Mr. Nok, the owner, was chopping onions—red, yellow, and white—at amazing speed, his knife a silvery blur. He used a huge knife and wore the tallest chef’s hat I’d ever seen, but was himself a tiny man, barely coming up to my chin, and I’m maybe a very little bit above average for my age, which happened to be twelve for the time being.

			Mr. Nok glanced up and saw me. “Miss Robbie,” he said, and gave me a big smile. I didn’t like being called that and had told him “just Robbie” a few times, but it hadn’t taken.

			“Hi, Mr. Nok,” I said, moving toward the counter, past the woman with soup. I had the feeling she looked up as I went by, but when I checked, her head was down again. “I’d like some takeout.”

			“Let me make some guessing,” he said. “Kaeng phet ped yang?”

			My favorite dish in the whole world—although it took me a moment to catch on to Mr. Nok’s pronunciation—a kind of red curry with roast duck, the taste indescribable, at least by me.

			“Yeah,” I said.

			Mr. Nok laughed and pumped his fist like he’d just won some big prize. I couldn’t help laughing too, even if the knife was still in his hand, making his fist-pump kind of scary if you looked at it in a certain way.

			“Plus tom yum soup,” I said, which my mom loved, “and the grilled shrimp salad with coconut-lime dressing,” always my dad’s go-to dish from Your Thai.

			“Coming up right,” said Mr. Nok. He called something toward the back of the kitchen, and Mrs. Nok entered through a beaded curtain—an even smaller figure than Mr. Nok, her long black hair so glossy and alive—and got to work. “In the meanwhile,” Mr. Nok said to me, “maybe you would be so kind as helping me write notice in English.”

			“Sure, Mr. Nok,” I said. “What kind of notice?”

			He leaned forward, lowered his voice. “You remember when you and your tall friend—”

			“Ashanti?”

			“Yes, Ashanti—when you were here and things was going not too good?”

			“Last month?”

			“So hard for understanding,” Mr. Nok went on, “American lawsuit problems.”

			“I heard,” I said, and again thought I felt the gaze of the soup-eating woman on my back. I lowered my voice and said in a vague sort of way, “Something about the New Brooklyn Redevelopment Project?” Actually, I probably knew the whole story better than anyone in the world: how the New Brooklyn Redevelopment Project—just a fancy name for the greedy dreams of Sheldon Gunn, who was already one of the richest men in the world—started raising rents all over Brooklyn in order to drive ordinary people out of their homes and businesses so Sheldon Gunn and his people—which sort of included my mom’s law firm, Jaggers and Tulkinghorn, although not her, personally, but still a complication—could build gigantic malls and towers for other rich people, and how we, meaning me, Ashanti, Tut-Tut, and Silas had somehow stopped him with the help of a tiny charm, lost at sea in all that wildness at the end, and also without anyone knowing. Not so easy to put in a nutshell.

			“Yes, yes, the redevelopment,” Mr. Nok was saying. “They wanted big, big pile money from me. And then is come a miracle—someone pushing all the money I was needing and more in here through the mail slot.”

			“Yeah?” So much fun, that yeah, like I was one cool dude.

			“But who?” said Mr. Nok. “For this I want to put a notice on wall, to thank the good person.”

			“Uh,” I said, “I’m sure just knowing everything’s all right and you’re still in business would be enough thanks.”

			“I do not understand,” Mr. Nok said.

			I tried again, but he didn’t get it.

			“It is important to thank the good person,” he said, pushing a sheet of paper and a pen my way. “Write, please—thank you, good person. Please eat for free for the rest of your life here at Your Thai. Mr. and Mrs. Nok.”

			I wrote To the good person or persons who recently helped us out—you are welcome to eat for free. The Noks. I read it aloud.

			Mr. Nok shook his head. “No Noks,” he said. “Mr. and Mrs.”

			“Okay,” I said, and made the change.

			“And what about for the rest of the life?”

			I added that in.

			“Read again, please.”

			I read it again.

			Mr. Nok nodded. “Many thank-yous.” He took the notice, walked out from behind the counter, and tacked it up on the wall. At the same time, Mrs. Nok came up to the counter with my bag of takeout.

			“On house,” said Mr. Nok, handing it to me.

			“What?” I said. He knew? “Oh, my God!”

			“For writing me the notice,” he said.

			“Oh, that.” For a moment, I’d thought the truth had suddenly dawned on him and I’d hit the free-for-life jackpot, a bad and probably dangerous idea. “Um, I really couldn’t, Mr. Nok.” I took out the money my mom had given me. He made a pushing-away gesture with his hands.

			“Thanks, Mr. Nok,” I said, feeling like it was justified this once, since no way I’d ever be claiming that lifetime thing. I took the bag and walked out and, as I did, heard the squeak of a chair and then footsteps behind me. I turned and caught my first clear look at the soup-eating woman’s face, which was hard and narrow, the last thing you might expect to be framed by that cheerleader-style hair.

			I knew her. No, didn’t know her, exactly, since we’d never met, more like I knew who she was, as did maybe hundreds of thousands of other TV watchers. This was Dina DeNunzio, a reporter for one of the New York stations. I’d also once seen her in person, when I’d been part of the crowd on the street where she’d interviewed Sheldon Gunn about a mysterious fire at one of his properties; although we, the Outlaws, knew it was no mystery to Mr. Gunn.

			She followed me up to street level—following, beyond doubt. It felt different from just happening to climb the stairs one after the other. So I wasn’t surprised when, at street level, I felt a tap on my shoulder and she said, “Excuse me?”

			I stopped and turned. Dina DeNunzio gazed at me through narrowed eyes.

			“You look very familiar,” she said.

			“I’m not,” I told her.

			“Where do I know you from?”

			“Nowhere.”

			I turned to go. Dina DeNunzio put a hand on my arm, but very gently, a surprise that held me there: me, a streetwise city kid.

		

	
		
			2

			My name’s Dina DeNunzio,” she said.

			“I know,” I told her. “I’ve seen you on TV.”

			“And I just can’t shake the feeling I’ve seen you, too,” Dina said.

			“I’ve never been on TV.”

			She laughed. “Doesn’t matter,” she said. “The point is, Robbie, that—”

			“Hey! How do you know my name?”

			“Your Thai is such a small place,” she said. “I couldn’t help overhearing your conversation with the owner”—she took out a notebook—“Nopadon Nok. My apologies if I’ve offended you.” She let go of my arm.

			“No, no,” I said, not offended, more like uncomfortable. And also a bit distracted: Mr. Nok’s first name was Nopadon? Nopadon Nok, all those n’s and o’s. It was like a tiny poem.

			“And I couldn’t help but also observe the good relationship that the two of you seem to have,” Dina went on. “Which is why I’m hoping you might be able to help me with a story I’m working on.”

			“Uh, what story?” I said.

			“It’s about the New Brooklyn Redevelopment Project,” she said.

			“I don’t know anything about that.”

			Dina smiled, like I’d just cracked a joke. “My mistake—I could have sworn I heard you and Mr. Nok discussing it.”

			“Well, I’ve heard of it,” I said. “I am a citizen of Brooklyn.”

			“Nice,” she said. “Can I quote you? I’ll need your last name.” She took out a pen, flipped to a new page in her notebook.

			“Quote me?” Her pen hovered over the page, like a thin creature about to pounce.

			“You’d prefer this to be off the record?”

			My true preference was for this to be all over right now. How to put that politely?

			“No problem,” Dina said before an idea had come to me.

			She closed the notebook and tucked it away in her jacket, a very cool jacket, I noticed: rich red leather with a thick zipper and matte-finish studs. At that moment, for the first time, an answer to that annoying question kids often get—What do you want to be when you grow up?—hit me: a journalist!

			“But,” Dina went on, “I’d be interested in what you know about the NBRP.”

			I shrugged my shoulders. I was wearing my somewhat puffy winter jacket with the white shoulder patches, a jacket I’d loved until a few seconds ago and was now starting to hate.

			“Just that they were raising rents and stuff,” I said.

			“What do you know about Sheldon Gunn?”

			“Never heard of him.”

			“No?” Dina said. “He’s quite a prominent figure in New York. Owns Boffo, the biggest private yacht in the world. It’s often in the news.”

			“Yeah?” I said. In fact, as I knew from research Ashanti and I had done, Boffo was only the second biggest yacht in the world. I also knew what it was like to sneak onboard in the middle of the night on the open sea and soon be facing a grim and violent death. “Never heard of it, either.”

			“What about that notice—the anonymous benefactor shoving cash through the mail slot?”

			“Kind of amazing.”

			“Are you aware that similar money dumps took place in other parts of Brooklyn that same night?”

			I shook my head.

			“No idea who the benefactor or benefactors might be?”

			“No. This is all news to me.”

			Dina gave me one of her narrow-eyed looks, then handed me her card. “In case you do hear anything, please keep me in mind.”

			“Sure,” I said. “But why would I be hearing anything?”

			“Because you’re a kid,” Dina said. “And the rumor going around is that a band of kids is mixed up in all this, kind of modern-day Robin Hoods.”

			A jolt went through me, made my knees go weak and stopped my breathing. My world shrank down to that narrow-eyed look outside and the wild panic inside. “Oh?” I said, my voice quite a bit higher than usual, up there in six-year-old range. I forced myself to breathe again, tried to get my voice back under control. “Really?” Really: the puniest response there was.

			“That’s the rumor.” Did Dina’s lips start curving up in that little smile? The nearest streetlight was out, so I couldn’t be sure. “But if true, I’d have a sympathetic reaction, if you see what I mean.”

			“I don’t.”

			“My coverage would be positive,” Dina said. “Here’s something you might not have realized—shown in the right light, those kids could be stars.”

			“Huh?”

			“Why not? Wasn’t Robin Hood a star?”

			“Robin Hood wasn’t even a real person for sure,” I said. “And maybe these . . . kids of yours aren’t real either.”

			Now Dina did smile. “Great answer,” she said. “You’d be a terrific interview.”

			I started shaking my head. She held up her hand.

			“Someday,” she said. “Maybe. No pressure.”

			No pressure: I liked hearing that, began to relax a little, which was just when Dina asked one more question.

			“And your last name, again?”

			“Forester.” I just blurted it out, taken by surprise, thrown by that sneaky again, too dumb to live.

			“Robbie Forester,” Dina said. Then came a strange silence, with my name just sort of hanging there between our breath clouds. “What an interesting name.”

			• • •

			Things had gotten suddenly busy back home, not unusual. Mom was at her desk, paging impatiently through a long document, her ear to the phone: Mom’s job had to do with restructuring debt, about which I had no clue. All I knew was that debt could need restructuring at any hour of the day or night. As for my dad, I could hear him upstairs, pacing around. Pacing around meant he was wrestling with a new idea. Those wrestling matches could also happen at any hour of the day or night.

			I called out, “I’m back,” then went to the kitchen, got out the chopsticks, opened the Your Thai cartons, and dug in.

			Surprise. I turned out not to be hungry. Not hungry even though I hadn’t eaten since lunchtime at school and here was fresh and steaming kaeng phet ped yang right before my eyes?

			But all I could think of was, What an interesting name. It closed my stomach up tight.

			I went upstairs to my room. From my parents’ room down the hall came the sound of my dad, still pacing, plus “but if . . .” and “why couldn’t . . .” and “that would mean . . .” and more writer talk like that. I already knew one thing for sure: no way I wanted to be a writer. A reporter, on the other hand? I entered my room, stood in front of the mirror, tried out narrow-eyed looks, some with glasses on and one blurry take with glasses off. Have I mentioned that I wear glasses? And that Dr. Singh, the ophthalmologist, won’t even consider contacts until you’re thirteen?

			I won’t bother to describe my room, except to say it’s not big. But in the city you’re lucky to have a bedroom all to yourself—although the truth is Pendleton is sort of my roommate. For example, at the moment he was lying on the bed, taking up most of the space. Pendleton’s a very big, tweedy-looking mix of this and that, and also timid and lazy. His sleepy eyes followed me across the room. He worked up the energy to raise his tail a few inches and let it fall in a soft thump of greeting.

			“Move over.”

			He didn’t budge. I squeezed onto a corner of the bed and gave him a pat. “We’ve got a problem, Pendleton. Any ideas?”

			He licked my hand, one of his two or three go-to ideas. I took out my phone, texted Ashanti, got no response, called, and was sent to voice mail. I called Silas.

			“Yo,” he said.

			“Silas? Please don’t say yo.”

			“Why not?”

			“It’s not you.”

			“What’s me?”

			“I don’t know,” I said. “We need to talk.”

			“About what’s me?”

			“Oh, my God. Silas!”

			“Yo.”

			I took a deep breath. Friendship with Silas—if that was indeed what we had—involved taking a lot of deep breaths. “Do you know who Dina DeNunzio is?”

			“Spokesman for the pope.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			“That’s what a nuncio does. I’ve read all about the popes. For a while, there were two at a time, although you probably knew that.”

			I hadn’t known that. Silas was a homeschooler, knew things no one else did. “Dina DeNunzio’s a TV reporter. She’s been sniffing around.”

			“Sniffing around what?”

			“Think.”

			“Can’t you just tell me? I’m kind of busy right now.”

			I tried and tried not to say “doing what?” and failed.

			“Know those automatic flushing toilets?” he said. “I’m building an app that will flush every single one of them within a three-mile radius at my command.”

			“Is that a good idea?”

			“Can’t think of a better one.”

			“Let’s do this in person,” I said.

			“Do what?”

			“Our talk. It’s a half day for me and Ashanti tomorrow. Can you be at HQ around noon?”

			“I was kind of planning to sleep in.”

			“Noon, Silas. Be there.”

			• • •

			Now’s the time, no avoiding it, to admit that I go to private school, namely Thatcher Academy. Not my idea. Some kids from my part of Brooklyn got sent to private school right from kindergarten. Others made the switch later. My parents, on account of their beliefs about society, had waited until what all their friends said was the last possible moment—namely seventh grade, if they had any ambition for me at all—and then caved.

			Of course, lots of kids stayed in public school, Tut-Tut for example. Which was why, the next morning, I walked to Thatcher instead of taking the train—twenty-five blocks including the detour to stop by my old public school, Joe Louis, where Tut-Tut went. It was the best way to get in touch with Tut-Tut: he didn’t have a phone, didn’t have much at all.

			I came to the chain-link that enclosed the Joe Louis school yard, a small yard with cracked pavement and litter in the corners, and looked through. Three kids were shooting hoops at the single backboard, but everyone else was clustered around the doors, waiting for the bell to ring and free them from the cold. Tut-Tut could usually be found at a spot of smooth pavement behind the backboard, making his little chalk drawings. Tut-Tut was very artistic, made wonderful drawings, usually of things like parrots or flowers from Haiti, which was where he was from.

			I didn’t see him. Kind of odd, because Tut-Tut didn’t like to hang around his apartment, always got to school early and stayed late. Tut-Tut lived in the projects with his uncle; I’d met the uncle, and understood.

			The bell rang. I checked down the street in the direction Tut-Tut would be coming from. No Tut-Tut. The basketball players took their last shots and started shuffling reluctantly toward the school building. They were all boys, two of them already sporting fuzzy mustaches. I picked the unmustached one and called through the fence.

			“Where’s Tut-Tut?” Toussaint was actually Tut-Tut’s real name, but no one used it.

			“Huh?” said the kid.

			“You know,” said one of the others. “That loser.”

			And the third one said, “Th-th-th-that l-l-l-l-” That—a lame imitation of Tut-Tut’s stutter—broke them all up, like it was the highest form of comedy.

			“He’s not a loser,” I said. “Where is he?”

			They all came to the fence. “Who are you?” said the one with the thickest mustache.

			I gave him a closer look. Carlos something or other: he’d been in the class across the hall the year before, my last year at Joe Louis, but six inches shorter then, and baby-faced.

			“Robbie,” I said. “I used to be in Ms. Hernandez’s class.”

			He squinted at me. “Yeah?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Where are you now?”

			“That doesn’t matter. I’m looking for Tut-Tut.”

			“Why?”

			“We’re friends.”

			“Tut-Tut ain’t got no friends.”

			“You’re wrong about that.”

			“Yeah? If you’re such a good friend, how come you don’t know he’s gone?”

			“Gone? What do you mean—gone?”

			“INS got him,” the mustached kid said. “Swept him right up.”

			“G-g-g-g-gone,” said the mimicker, getting an even bigger laugh this time.
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			Other than Ashanti, I hadn’t made many friends at Thatcher. Yet. I had to keep that yet in mind. But there were lots of good things about the school, including the beauty of the building itself—a grand nineteenth-century affair on the outside, light and modern on the inside, with all the best of everything. Another good thing, maybe the best, was the fact that there weren’t nearly as many actual school days as in public school. Today, for example, and a half day at that, was the end of the semester, and at Joe Louis, they still had almost a week to go.

			Half day meant my last class was history with Mr. Stinecki. The male teachers at Thatcher always wore ties. Mr. Stinecki was wearing a tie decorated with martini glasses, one of his favorites. He was in his second year at Thatcher, and the word was it would be his last.

			“Here are the robber baron essays,” he said, passing them out. The topic: Robber Barons or Captains of Industry? Discuss with reference to a least three people from the following list. . . . And then had come all those names, lots of which you still saw on buildings, even though the men themselves were long dead. Rockefeller, Morgan, Carnegie, Flagler. Signe Stone, who sat next to me, was a Flagler on her mother’s side; at the moment, she had her head down, busy texting someone. I couldn’t help but notice her grade: A big red A. I myself got a big red B minus. You’ve drawn interesting parallels to contemporary circumstances, Robbie, but that wasn’t the topic. Also you referenced only two names from the list. Other than that, nice job. At Joe Louis I’d never had a grade less than A; at Thatcher I still didn’t have even one. Three names from the list! How had I slipped up on that?

			“Merry Christmas, Happy Hanukkah, Killer Kwanzaa,” Mr. Stinecki said, as we all filed out at the end of class. “Anybody know of a vacant ski house, by the way?”

			• • •

			The eighth-graders had their lockers outside the music room, which was where I found Ashanti. “Hey,” she said. “Didn’t get back to you last night.”

			“I noticed.”

			She shot me a quick look. “Don’t need any attitude right now.”

			Ashanti could be very intimidating. She was tall and beautiful, but not at all cute or even pretty. What else? There was how she carried herself, for one thing, head up and confident. Plus her coffee-crème skin, always clear and unblemished, even though the rest of us were living through the age of sneak-attack blemishes that could strike at any time.

			“I was just saying I noticed is all,” I said. “What am I supposed to do—not notice things I notice?”

			Ashanti glared down at me, like some biting remark was on the way, and then came a big surprise: her eyes misted up and she
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