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HIS VOICE RIPPED THE AIR LIKE A CHAIN SAW. THE HARSH CRY sliced straight through my guts the first time I heard it. The sound cut deep, but the words cut deeper. He shredded any fool who wandered near the cage. He drove people wild. He drove them crazy. Best of all, he drove them to blow wads of cash for a chance to plunge his sorry butt into a tank of slimy water.

This was just about the coolest thing I’d ever seen. Which made it that much more amazing, since I lived in one of the coolest places on the planet and I’d seen some of the freakiest things man or nature had ever created.

I was on my way down the boardwalk to get a slice of pizza at Salvatore’s. Today was the start of the tourist season. The crowds were thin because the ocean water was still chilly. That wouldn’t last. In a few weeks the place would be mobbed. It would stay that way until the end of summer—wall-to-wall tourists frantically packing as much activity as possible into their vacation at the Jersey shore. I hoped someone special would also return. But if I thought about her too much right now, I knew I’d go crazy.

Thin crowds or not, a dozen people had gathered near the tank, watching, listening, laughing at the marks. That’s what you call someone who’s about to play a game—a mark. Or a vic, which is short for victim. I’d seen dunk tanks before, but I’d never paid much attention to them. Not until now.

The whole tank wasn’t more than five feet wide and maybe eight feet high. The bottom half was filled with water, the top half was protected by iron bars. The protection was definitely necessary. A shelf on a hinge ran along the back wall. A metal target attached to a lever stuck out from the left side of the booth. The other end of the lever supported the shelf. Behind the target, a large sheet of canvas hung from a wire stretched between two poles. A wooden sign in front of the cage simply said:

 


DUNK THE BOZO


3 BALLS FOR $2



 

That pretty much explained the object of the game.

Ten feet in front of the cage, a guy with a change apron—a barker—sold balls to the players. This barker didn’t have to do much barking—the game sold itself. I edged closer but stayed behind the crowd so I wouldn’t attract the Bozo’s attention. I shouldn’t have worried. He wouldn’t waste his breath on some kid who looked like he didn’t have more than five bucks in his pocket. What would be the point in that? He sure wasn’t there because he liked falling into a pool of bacteria soup. He was there to rake in the dollars.

“Hey!” the Bozo shouted at a guy near the front of the small crowd. “Where’d you get that wig? You scalp it off a poodle?”

The crowd laughed and the guy’s face turned the color of a bad sunburn. His right hand jerked up toward his head, as if he wanted to adjust the fake hair that was plastered there.

“Yeah, you,” the Bozo shouted, pointing straight at the guy, turning himself into a nightmare version of an Uncle Sam poster. “What’s the matter? Did you get glue in your ears when you pasted on that wig?”

The mark yanked his wallet from his pocket and whipped out a couple bucks. The barker traded the money for three baseballs he’d grabbed from a plastic five-gallon bucket at his feet. He did all this with one hand while holding a half-eaten hot dog in the other. I noticed mustard and ketchup smeared on the change apron tied over his belt. Crumbs littered the front of his shirt and dangled from the shaggy fringe of his mustache, making me think of snowflakes on a pine branch.

“Imagine that,” the Bozo said, his voice growing less harsh as he spoke to the crowd. It was almost like he was sharing a secret with us. “Somewhere there’s a poor dog running around with a bare butt so this guy can have a curly head. Woof, woof.”

“Oof,” the mark grunted as he threw the first ball.

Thwunk! The ball smacked the large sheet of canvas, missing the target by at least a foot. The back of the mark’s neck grew even redder.

“Hhhhhaaaaawwwwhhhoooooheeeeeeeyyaaaa!” The Bozo leaned close to the microphone that hung from the top of the cage and let loose with a screaming laugh, another chain saw through my guts. “If that’s your best throw, you’d better just mail the other balls to me. Anybody got a stamp?” His grin was amplified by a huge red smile. He wore a clown’s face—white forehead and cheeks, black stars around the eyes, red painted nose. Like most clowns, he was scary as hell.

Thwunk! Ball two. Nothing but canvas. It sounded like a pro wrestler getting body slammed.

“If I had your arm, I’d trade it for a leg,” the Bozo screamed. “Hhhhhaaaaawwwwhhhoooooheeeeeeeyyaaaa!”

Above us, a flock of circling sea gulls squawked in agreement.

The mark, his face as red as the Bozo’s nose, hurled the last ball so hard he nearly fell over. I could feel my own shoulder muscles burning in sympathy.

Thaaaawunnnk! I jumped back as the baseball smacked the canvas. A couple people chuckled, but most of the crowd murmured sounds of sympathy. They were beginning to root for this clumsy David to luck out and drown Goliath.

I braced for the laugh, but the Bozo surprised me. “Aw, shucks,” he said, quietly. “That was really dose. I was sure you had me that time.” He looked down for a moment, as if he’d lost interest in the guy. Then, before the mark was even two steps away, the Bozo snapped his head back up and shouted, “Loooooooserrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr!”

The word stretched out like a cheap motorcycle engine stuck in first gear.

I couldn’t believe it. The mark spun back so fast, I thought his wig would fly off. His hand was already digging for his wallet. He wasn’t a person anymore—he was a puppet. The Bozo had control.

The guy missed again with all three balls. Before the last ball had even stopped rolling, he’d bought another round. This time his third throw nicked the edge of the target, but not hard enough to trip the lever under the Bozo’s seat. The crowd let out a sigh of disappointment.

The poor vic went through twelve dollars before he finally nailed the target, sending the Bozo plunging into the water. It caught me by surprise. He’d missed so many times, I figured he’d never score.

“So there,” the mark said as he strutted away, smirking. Amazing—he’d just blown more money than a lot of people make in an hour, and he was leaving empty-handed. No prize of any kind. But he still acted like a winner.

In less than a blink, the Bozo lifted the platform, locked it in place, and scampered back to his seat. He reminded me of a seal slithering out of a pool. As he flicked his head to the side, throwing a shower of water from his hair, I realized he’d already picked his next vic.

“Hey, lady,” he said, staring at a woman who was laughing at him. “I may be wet, but you’re funny looking. And tomorrow, guess what? I’ll be dry.”

He paused for an instant as the crowd grew quiet, then added, “Yeah, I’ll be dry, and you’ll still be funny looking. Haaaaaaahhooeeee!”

Thwunk.

Thwunk.

Thwunk.

She did better than the guy. It only took her eight bucks to get satisfaction and revenge. She walked away with a dark smile.

Not me.

My shoes might as well have been nailed to the boardwalk. I forgot all about pizza. Even the drifting scent of candy from the NutShack over to my left didn’t lure me away. An hour passed. Maybe two. I watched and listened, unable to tear myself from the performance of this outrageous clown.

For the first time in my life, I knew something for dead certain. Some way, somehow, I had to have a turn. Not throwing balls at the target. I wasn’t going to waste money trying to dunk the Bozo. No, I wanted to be on the other side. I wanted to make the marks dance like puppets on a string. I wanted to shout and scream at the world from the safety of a cage.

I wanted to be the Bozo.
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WHEN I FINALLY LEFT TO GET THAT SLICE OF PIZZA, A WONDERFUL scene filled my mind. I imagined the Bozo sitting in the back of Ms. Hargrove’s class. She’d been my history teacher last year. All she ever said to me was, “You’ll never get anywhere in this world, Chad Turner.” Just because of what happened the first day. Things were fine until I noticed that every third or fourth sentence, she’d nod her head and say, “That’s the truth.” I couldn’t help trying to guess when those words would pop out next. I got pretty good at it after a while. Then I started keeping count. I swear I was hypnotized. Blah blah, blabitty blah. That’s the truth. Blah blah, babble, blah. That’s the truth. Blah blah. . . . Her words all became sound without meaning.

I was so busy listening to how she talked, and watching this little flap of skin under her chin wiggle with each head nod, that I forgot to pay any attention to what she was talking about. Or who she was talking to. Then, too late, I realized she was talking to me.

“You. I just asked you a question.”

I tried to sort back through her words and figure out what she’d asked. I thought I remembered her saying something about Columbus. “Fourteen ninety-two?” I guessed.

She glared at me. I looked past her to the board. No clues there.

“Well?” Ms. Hargrove turned up the temperature on the glare.

I knew what I wanted to say. Don’t ask me. You’re the one who was alive back then. But I wasn’t in the mood for a trip to the office. I’d practically lived there the year before. “I don’t know. . . .” I admitted.

She lowered her head and unleashed the full power of the lasers that lurked beneath her eyebrows. “Of course you don’t know. It’s obvious you weren’t even paying attention. That’s the truth. I can’t understand why they let troublemakers like you into my class. You’ll never amount to anything. That’s the truth.”

From then on, she seemed angry every time she looked in my direction. That’s definitely the truth. She never gave me a break. I’d bet the Bozo wouldn’t give her a break, either. I could just see her face when he let loose.


  Hey, you! Why don’t you try smiling for a change? Afraid your teeth will fall out?


Thawunk. She’d throw the chalk. Not even close. Thawunk. The eraser. Missed by a mile, leaving a patch of chalk dust on the wall. The Bozo would shoot back another stunning line. Thawunk. Flying stapler. Another miss. As the scene played out in my mind, Ms. Hargrove emptied her desk of every throwable object, then finished up by yanking out her false teeth and hurling them at the Bozo. They shattered with a satisfying crash against the wall. Molars went flying. Canines bounced on the floor like Tic Tacs.

I laughed out loud at the image.

But school was done, and Ms. Hargrove was nothing more than an unpleasant memory. I’d never be in her class again. I’d never be a tenth grader again, trapped in a room with any of those other teachers who thought I was a loser. I had the whole summer ahead of me. And I was in the perfect place for enjoying myself. Between the beach and the boardwalk, this was heaven on earth. And right now I was headed for a tasty part of that heaven.

Halfway to Salvatore’s, I heard another amazing sound. Actually, it was three sounds: ploop . . . . . . . BAWAP! . . . humph . . . . . . . ploop . . . . . . BAWAP! . . . . humph . . .

I went to the beach side of the boardwalk and leaned over the railing. Sure enough, there was my buddy Jason, working out by himself at a volleyball court. He backed away from the net and hit the ball, ploop, sending it up about fifteen feet. As it fell, he moved into position, then leaped up for a monster spike. BAWAP! Microseconds later, the ball plowed into the sand with the force of a rocket. Humph.

In one smooth motion Jason slipped under the net, chased after the ball, and scooped it up. He reminded me of a surfer or a cartoon Tarzan sliding through the jungle. That’s the funny thing about Jason. If you took a quick glance at him, you’d think California beach bum, since he’s big and strong with bright blond hair that looks like it’s been baking in the sun all his life. No way. He’s a city kid. He moved here from New York three years ago.

“Hey,” I called. “Want to get a slice?”

“Later,” Jason called back. He held up the ball. “Want to play?”

“No, thanks.” There’d be plenty of time for volleyball. Besides, it wasn’t exactly my best sport. I’d been on the wrong end of Jason’s spikes too often. Even when he took it easy, the ball shot at me with enough force to do damage. Once, just for fun, he played me with his right hand behind his back. He still kicked my butt. It was like playing against a cannon.

Three girls in halter tops and shorts walked near the railing and glanced down at the beach. They actually stopped and whispered to each other for a moment when they caught sight of Jason. I thought about saying hi, but they didn’t notice me.

“Fan club,” I said after they’d moved on.

Jason shrugged. He never seemed to let it go to his head.

“See you tonight?” I asked.

“Sure. Around seven?” He jogged to the pole on the far side of the net and grabbed a bottle of water.

“Yeah. Meet me at my place.”

Jason nodded, then took a big gulp from the bottle. Too big. He coughed, spraying water across the sand.

“Hey, better lay off the cigarettes,” I told him. That was a joke, since Jason was a total health nut. I think he had about minus seven percent body fat.

He was still coughing, but not as violently. “You okay?” I asked.

He nodded, so I headed off. I went to Salvatore’s and bought two slices to go, eating them as I walked back to my place. My pleasure lasted until I got inside. The moment I saw Mom’s face, I knew she was excited about something. Unfortunately, her idea of good news was usually a world apart from mine.
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“GUESS WHAT? I FOUND A NEW TENANT,” MOM SAID BEFORE I even had a chance to close the door.

“Wonderful.” I tried to say it without groaning too much. We owned the whole house, but Mom rented out the second floor. Our living room and kitchen were pretty much one open space, with just a counter in between. Aside from that, we had a bathroom and a tiny bedroom. Mom got the bedroom. I slept on the foldout couch. I’m not complaining. I’ve seen too many people sleeping on the streets to ever bitch about any bed that had a roof over it. I’m just saying the place was about as small as a home could be and still be eligible for an address. When Mom—actually, Mom and Dad—had bought the place, they’d figured they’d live here for a while and then rent the house out. Work hard, buy more houses. The whole deal. Things hadn’t turned out that way.

The apartment upstairs had the same layout, with a separate entrance. That was good, because I’d hate having a stranger walking through the house all the time. It’s bad enough that someone would be living overhead. As I thought about the inevitable footsteps, I glanced up at the ceiling.

“He’s not here right now. He’s moving in later today,” Mom said.

“I’m more interested in when he’s moving out.” The old tenant had left over a month ago, and I’d really hoped the place would stay empty for the summer.

“He’s a very nice man,” Mom said. “He came here last night while you were out. He’s going to be teaching at the community college this fall.”

Fall was a long way off. “Did you get a deposit?” I asked. Mom was so busy with work and her classes that she sometimes forgot stuff like that.

“He just started a summer job. He told me he’d have the money in a couple days.”

“Oh, that’s great. Listen, if he doesn’t pay up by the end of the week, he’s out of here.” I couldn’t believe she’d trust a stranger.

“That’s not your decision,” Mom said. She opened the fridge and grabbed a takeout bag from the diner.

“How’d he hear about it?” I asked. We hadn’t put a sign in the window. That was an invitation for trouble. Mom spread the word to folks she knew.

“Doc over at the arcade gave him my name. If Doc says he’s okay, I’m sure he’ll be fine.” She pulled a sandwich from the bag. “Tuna. Want half?”

“No, thanks.” I gave up. There was no point in arguing. She’d already rented the place. Obviously, I wasn’t going to win that battle. But a more important battle was waiting.

“We can use the extra money,” Mom said as she sat down at the table.

No news flash there. We always needed money. The problem was, we couldn’t even get that good a rental rate. We were three and a half blocks from the beach. The places right next to the boardwalk could charge a lot more. And you made the most money renting by the day or the week. But Mom wanted a long-term tenant. She’d had enough change in her life. So had I.

“Things are pretty tight right now,” Mom added.

Talk about a perfect chance. “I saw a sign at the bookstore. They have a job opening. Full-time for the whole summer. Mr. Salazar over at the taco stand needs someone, too. He said he’d train me. There are openings all over the place.” My fists clenched as I waited for an answer.

Mom shook her head. “You know how I feel about that.”

Yeah, I knew how she felt about that. I fought the urge to kick the couch. “I’ve heard it a million times. You grew up so poor you couldn’t even afford a dirt floor. You started working at the age of three. Or was it two? I forget.” Why did she think her childhood had anything to do with my life? That was ancient history.

“Thirteen,” Mom said. “It’s nothing to joke about.”

“But everyone has a job. Jason, Mike, Ellie.” Jason worked almost every day after school, then knocked off in the summer so he could play volleyball. Mike worked summers for a guy who owned five game booths near the center of the boardwalk. And Ellie, who’d just graduated, had a summer job as a lifeguard.

“You’ll be working your whole life once you get out of school,” Mom said. “I want you to enjoy yourself while you can. Maybe next summer you can get a job.”

“But—”

Mom took a step closer. “Look at me, Chad. I’m thirty-two, and I could probably pass for forty. That’s what hard work will do to you.”

And having a kid when you’re seventeen, I thought. The guilt wrapped around the anger tight enough to smother it. I felt I’d drown if I didn’t break the tension. “Hey, looking older wouldn’t be so bad,” I said. “If I could pass for twenty-one, I could buy beer.”

Mom shook her head and smiled. I felt both of us relax. Then she had to say it. “You’re so clever. You got your dad’s way of talking.”

“I’ve got nothing of him in me,” I said, smacking the table hard enough to make my flesh sting. Why the hell did she have to mention that loser?

Mom balled up the remains of her sandwich in the bag and tossed it into the kitchen garbage, then started cleaning the counter, even though it was already clean.

I turned on the television and watched some idiot explain how easy it was to get rich if you followed his simple formula. Beyond the noise and chatter of the infomercial, a silence hung in the room. I wished she had a clue how I felt. I wasn’t asking to spend sixteen hours a day in a factory. I was asking for permission to have a lousy summer job. Something to help keep me busy. Something to help keep me from screwing up.
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WHEN THE INFOMERCIAL ENDED, I GLANCED OVER AT MOM, who was standing by the table watching me. She shifted her eyes toward the floor. “Things will be better soon. . . .”

“Yeah, it’ll be okay,” I told her. Though I knew things would be a lot better if she’d just let me help. Right now, Mom had a job as a waitress at the Leaping Dolphin Restaurant, which, despite the name, was really just a huge diner. She was taking classes at night to learn how to be a legal secretary, so she was only able to work the breakfast and lunch shifts.

Dad was two or three years behind on his support checks, and about as likely to catch up as I was to grow a third eye in the middle of my forehead. Not that we needed his help. The last time we’d heard from him, right before Christmas, he’d actually tried to borrow money from Mom.

So, as my friend Corey would say, we had a cash-flow problem. That’s why we rented half of our house to strangers.

I guess it didn’t matter about the apartment. I wasn’t planning to spend much time indoors. Maybe the new tenant would be okay, if Doc had sent him. Doc owned the best arcade on the boardwalk. He looked like the world’s largest gnome. He yelled a lot, but when he was in a good mood he let me play games for free. He paid me to run errands, too.

Since Mom wouldn’t allow me to get a regular job, I picked up money running errands, like if a guy needed something and couldn’t leave his shop, I’d go get it for him. They’d send me to the post office or ask me to pick up parts from the hardware store. I guess I owed the whole thing to Doc. One day a couple years ago, he’d asked me to grab a sandwich for him. When I got back, he’d told me to keep the change. It didn’t take me long to figure out that there were plenty of other people willing to pay for five or ten minutes of my time.

It was okay with Mom if I ran odd jobs. I suppose she figured that wouldn’t destroy my childhood. She acted like it wasn’t real work, which was fine with me. When she mentioned it at all, she called it doing favors. There was just one problem—it wasn’t steady. I might run my tail off one day and do nothing the next. I’d rather have a real job.

But it didn’t matter what I wanted. Mom had said no. She pretty much let me do anything else I wanted, but she was flat-out unmovable when it came to this. I was paying for her bad experiences. It looked like I’d have to stick with the odd jobs for another year. There was no way I could stand being this close to the boardwalk all summer without any money. I’d go crazy. The whole place—food, games, rides, and all—was designed to make you spend. But I was careful where I spent my money. I knew enough to avoid the skill games. Most of them were a lot harder to win than they looked.

Take the basketball games. A real hoop is almost wide enough to fit two balls at once. It looks small because it’s high up. The hoops at the boardwalk were just big enough for one ball to squeeze through. And the balls had so much air in them that they bounced like a five-year-old on a chocolate overdose. You had to be pretty lucky to score.

Of course, some of the games were easy to win. That was on purpose, too. Nothing happened by chance around here—especially not at the games of chance. The trick was that an easy game meant a small prize. If you looked up “small prize” in the dictionary, I’d bet the definition would be “worthless crap.” To get anything better, you had to trade up. It’s amazing how quickly people lose their basic math skills when they’ve got their eyes locked on a giant stuffed Scooby-Doo.

Nope—I didn’t drop much money playing the skill games. But I loved the rides. Especially the roller coasters. The more extreme, the better. They had a bargain session during the morning—maybe because it was hard to convince people to go upside down right after breakfast.

I also liked the video games. And I was hooked big-time on the soft ice cream. Especially chocolate peanut-butter twist. It was wonderful. I could feel my arteries clog up with each bite. Jason told me I’d need a new heart by the time I was twenty. I told him I’d borrow his.

But I didn’t blow much money. I was saving up for after graduation. Jason had big plans to head for California. He was always talking about it, and I’d sort of played along, though I really wasn’t sure what I wanted to do. All I knew was, whatever I did, it would help to have some cash.

I checked the clock. It was a little after three. I decided to hang out until Mom left for her classes. I didn’t really do stuff with her. We each did our own thing. But between the restaurant and her school, I hardly saw her, so I liked to hang out when she was home, even if we ended up arguing sometimes.

At four thirty Mom headed out. And I headed into trouble.
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IF YOU LAY OUT A COUPLE MILES OF GREAT FOOD AND FREE entertainment along a beautiful stretch of beach, you’re going to attract more than just horseflies, sea gulls, and friendly tourists. Some dangerous lowlife can haunt the boardwalk. Mixed in with the vacation crowd was a scattering of thugs, muggers, dealers, and drunks. I knew enough to stay out of their way.

I especially avoided the dealers. And not just for fear of getting busted. Every time I went past some guy working his territory, I expected a spray of bullets to come flying through the air. Maybe I was overreacting. It had been nearly a year since a dealer had been shot, and that hadn’t even happened on the boardwalk. He’d been killed over in the bad part of Abbot Drive, where a lot of the dealers lived. But I can’t always control my imagination.

While I managed to keep clear of the full-time criminals, some of the amateurs were harder to avoid. I ran into one of them less than a block down the boardwalk.

“Hey, Chad. Whuz up?” Anthony Glover strutted out of the Royal Cabana Gift Shop and joined me as I wandered along near the railing. The Cabana was one of those shops that sold tourist stuff like knockoff T-shirts and beach mats. They had watches that said Gucci or Rolex on them even though it was obvious they’d come straight here from some pirate factory in China. You could get any designer label you wanted, as long as you didn’t care if it was fake. Anthony was carrying something in his left hand, holding it low, next to his stomach. Sunglasses. I could see the price tag dangling from the hinge. I could also see an Oakley logo on the frame. A tingle rippled through me, brought to life by the thrill of free stuff, but I fought it off. This wasn’t cool, and I didn’t want any part of it.

I kept walking, but nodded so Anthony wouldn’t think I was ignoring him. There was no point making enemies. He was a year ahead of me, but we’d been in the same wood-shop class, so I’d probably be stuck with him again.

Anthony glanced over his shoulder toward the Royal Cabana. He had the sort of face that mothers trusted. And he had the sort of smile girls loved. He also had the sort of heart you’d find in a snake, or a stone. Back when I was a freshman, we’d hung out a bit, until I’d figured out how slimy he really was. By then I’d already gotten into a bunch of trouble.

“Just act natural. Okay? Nobody saw me.” He matched my stride, like we were the two best buddies in the world.

“I’m in a hurry,” I said. I didn’t feel like acting any particular way for his sake. I could still remember the time he’d trashed my bicycle. He’d sworn it was an accident, but I knew better. Anthony liked to ruin things.

“Look,” he whispered, “just pretend we’re together. No sweat.”

“Stop!” A middle-aged man raced out of the Royal Cabana. “Thieves!” he shouted, pointing right at us.

Thieves? No. There was just one thief. I had nothing to do with this. I didn’t even want any sunglasses.

The man yelled again.

“Catch you later, Chad.” Anthony vaulted over the railing. I heard the dull thud of his sneakers smacking the sand six feet below, then the shuffling sound of him taking off.

I was jerked back as someone grabbed my wrist. “Hey, let go!”

“Thief,” the man said, yanking on my arm. “Lousy thief.”

“I didn’t steal anything.” I searched the gathering crowd for a friendly face. No luck. Everyone stared back with the half-guilty, sure-glad-it’s-not-me smirk people get when they’ve just seen bad luck fall on a stranger. Except for one person. This joker in black jeans and a black turtleneck, sitting on the bench I’d just walked past, stared at me like he was watching television.

The man from the shop kept shouting at me. He’d switched into another language.

“Look,” I said, “I didn’t take anything.” I patted my pockets with my free hand, then glanced back toward the guy on the bench. “You saw it, didn’t you? I was here the whole time.”

The guy didn’t say anything. But somebody else did. “What’s the problem here?”

Oh, crap. This was getting worse and worse. I hated hearing those words, especially when they were attached to a pair of cops. Cops didn’t like me. Not just back when I’d hung out with Anthony. Even before then. Even after, I guess. Other words ran through my head. You’re so much like your dad.

The man was still screaming. He’d let go of my arm, but I could feel where his fingers had dug into my wrist. I jammed my hands into my pockets to hide the shaking. Then I pulled them out because I was afraid the cops would think I was hiding something else. My whole body felt like it was buzzing. I struggled to look innocent, and wondered whether I should rat out Anthony. I didn’t want to do that unless I had no other choice.

The man from the shop switched back into English long enough to tell the cops I was a thief who deserved to be whipped and thrown in jail.

The taller of the cops—Officer Manetti, according to his name tag—scanned the crowd and said, “Anybody see what happened?”

Suddenly, nobody was interested in us. They all slipped away. Except for the guy on the bench. “He saw it,” I said. “I didn’t do anything. I was just walking along. Ask him.”

“You see it?” the cop called to the guy.

The guy shrugged.

The other cop, Officer Costas, glared at me. I could feel his gaze drilling through me, like he knew every detail of every bad thing I’d ever done. Just the bad things. He had the sort of eyes that couldn’t see any of the good stuff.

“I’m not going to forget your face,” he said.

It took a second for that to sink in. He was saying he’d be watching for me. But it also sounded like he was letting me go. I waited, afraid to do anything that might make him change his mind.

“You stay out of that shop,” Officer Manetti said. “And you stay out of trouble. Okay?”

I nodded, not trusting my voice right now.

He turned to the man from the shop and pulled out a pad. “Can you describe the person who robbed you?”

“Him,” the guy shouted, pointing at me. “He robbed me. Sunglasses. Designer label. All day they steal. I try to make an honest living. But they steal.”

“No,” Officer Costas said. “Tell us about the one who took the sunglasses. Understand?” I got the feeling he didn’t like the man from the shop any more than he liked me. Maybe Officer Costas didn’t like much of anything. Or anybody. Some people were born that way.

I moved a step away. They didn’t seem to care. I took another step. I halfway expected Officer Costas to draw his gun and
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