“THEY TREATED US

LIKE CRIM

INALS®

a shirt. But they got way
sed them of shoplifting

Jjennifer Velez, 18, and her friend were trying to return
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My friend Barbie and [ went to a Man-
hattan depariment store to relum a
ghirt that didn't fit her. But when we
got thers, the saleswoman said that
sinca we didn't have the receipt she
couldn't take it back. 5o, figuring thers
weas nothing more we could do, Barbie
put the shirt back in her shopping bag
and was like, “0K, let's just go." Then,
everything gol erazy,

Wi were heading toward the exit
when someone tapped me on the
shoulder really roughly. T tarned
around 1o find vwo women yvelling at
s o move Lo the side. I couldn't figure
out what was going on. Then I saw
their walkie-talkies and realized they
were plainclothes security guards.
They asked me and Barbie what we
' had in our bagzs . Whe said It was just our
stufT, but they demanded to see, It was
really embarmassing—thare wene tons
of people walking by, staring at ws.
They looked through both Barbie's bag
and a Gap bag I had with me that was
filled with clothes from a sleepover. |



figured if they looked and found noth-
ing, they'd leave us alone. Instead,
these women pulled out Barbie's shirt
and wore like, "Did you take this?" 1
said, “No, we just came Lo exchange it.*
But sha was like, “That's not what T see.
You took something of ours.”

PRESUMED GUILTY

The security guards brought us into
this detention area—a hot, window-
less little room that smelled like urine.
Thats when 1 got really scared. The
security guards took away Barbie's
bag. my sleepover bag and both of our
purses, then told us to sit on a metal
bench across from a small jail cell
and took our pictures. Next thing I
know, the guards told us to put our
hands against the wall, 30 they could
search us for weapons! The way they
did it was humiliasting—laughing as
if it was fun, Then they handcufTed us
to the bench. Horrified, we watched
them dump our purses out and take
our IDs—to see if we had criminal
records, they said.

I kept asking how long they were
going 1o keep us, but they just ignored
me. AL on@ point, another security
guard came fn and threw anolder man
into the cell, who complained he was
claustrophobic. The guards were just
like, “Take it like 8 man, you stupid
885" I was s0 shocked that they'd treat
anyone like thet—but jost then, they
turned to us and threatened to put us
in there if we didn’t cooperate. 1 was
really upset, my wrists were in pain
from the handcufls, but I kept insist-
ing that we hadn’t done anything and
that I wanted to call my mom. One af
the security people told me, If you're
old enough to steal, you’re old enough
to take care of yourselves.” At that
point [ was almost hoping the police
would come, because they'd have 1o let
us call our mothers or a lmaryer,

UNTRUE CONFESSIONS

Finally, after about two hours, they
shoved papers at us and told us to
sign them, It was a statement admit-
ting I'd stolen the clothes and that I'd
pay for them, I repested that we hadn’t
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done anything, but they told us the
faster wo gigned, the faster we could
g0 home. We figured it was the only
way out so Barbie and I signed the
papers. They gave us back our purses,
keeping Barbie’s shopping bag and
my sleapover bag, and said we were
banned from the store for seven years.

When I got home, I told my mom
what had happened, She knew what
the store had done to us wasn't right,
but we juat tried to put it all behind us,
Then, two weeks later, both Barbie and
I got letters from the store demanding
more than $300. The store was actually
charging me for my own clothes and
multiplying it by five as a shoplifting
feel We dido't pay it, and the store
threatened to take us to court.

They never did, and I was relieved.
But & few months later, I saw a seg-

DISORDER

The cops pull you owver while you're
driving.
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my wrists were in pain

| from the handcuffs, but | kept insisting that we hadn't
. done anything and that | wanted to call my mom." |
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ment on the news about this law firm
that was suing the store for unfu:'riy
profiling and pursuing minorities ag
shoplifters. It was like the news Wi
about Barbie and me! We thought we
might have been targeted because
we're Puerto Rican, go I called the low-
yer and told him what happened to us.
He sald it fit the pattern of what the
store had been doing to other minority
kids, so now we're part of a big lawsuit
against the store. But it's not about the
money: [ know that what the store did
o 1S was wrong, and now we've found
& way to stand up for ourselves.

HAVE YO EVER HAD A CLOSE ENCOUNTER
WITH A SECURSTY GLARD OR COPY

Teachadde pour P, s, date of Barth, #ge and
hn rumibes, Letbies ray be it and wa may
nitoliech anytiing you send o

Store security accuses you of shop-
fifting.

The cops show up at your door, acting
on a complaint sbout the nolse from a
party.

You're hanging out on a street corner
and the police approach you.




