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Can we please all stand and have a moment of


silence for those students who died. And can we


now have a moment of silence for those students


who killed them.










Part I


Friday, December 27











Chapter One


WHITE MIKE IS thin and pale like smoke.


White Mike wears jeans and a hooded sweatshirt and a dark blue Brooks Brothers overcoat that hangs long on him. His blond hair, nearly white, is cropped tight around his head. White Mike is clean. White Mike has never smoked a cigarette in his life. Never had a drink, never sucked down a doobie. But White Mike has become a very good drug dealer, even though it started out as a one-shot deal with his cousin Charlie.


White Mike was a good student, but he’s been out of school for six months, and though some people might wonder what he’s doing, no one seems to care very much that he’s taking a year off before college. Maybe more than a year. White Mike saw that movie American Beauty about a kid who is a drug dealer and buys expensive video equipment with the money he makes. The kid says that sometimes there is so much beauty in the world that sometimes you just can’t take it. Fuck that, thinks White Mike.


White Mike is not looking at beauty. He is looking at the Upper East Side of Manhattan. It is two days after Christmas and all the kids are home from boarding school and everyone has money to blow. So White Mike is busy with a pickup in Harlem and then ounces and fifties and dimes and loud music and packed open houses and more rounds and kids from Hotchkiss and Andover and St. Paul’s and Deerfield all looking to get high and tell stories about how it is to kids from Dalton and Collegiate and Chapin and Riverdale, who have stories, of their own. All the same stories, really.


The city is a mess this time of year, this year especially. Madison Avenue is all chewed up with construction, and there are more bums on Lexington than White Mike remembers. It is crowded on the sidewalks, and the more snow, the worse it gets, and there has been plenty of snow. On some streets when the snowdrifts pile up there is only a salted corridor of frozen dog shit and concrete. It’s been cold since Thanksgiving, very cold, coldest winter in decades says the TV, but White Mike doesn’t mind the cold.


When White Mike first started dealing, it was summer and hot, and he tried to go as long as he could without sleep as a kind of experiment. White Mike already looked pale and scary to the kids he sold to, and then by the third day his jeans and white T-shirt were grimed out and he looked like some refugee James Dean, and the last hours were just a blur and the cars on the street flew past so close to him that people who saw flinched, hut he had the cadences of the city down so tight that he was fine.


At Lexington and Eighty-sixth, his friend Hunter saw him and said, Mike, are you feeling okay, and White Mike turned to him and there was a smear of dirt on his face and his eyes were glowing in the neon light from the Papaya King juice/hot dog place. White Mike smiled at him and said watch this and took off running, just running so fucking fast up the block toward Park Avenue. There were a bunch of private school kids walking the same direction, and when they saw White Mike running past them, one of them said, loud enough for White Mike to hear, Madman running. And White Mike turned and walked hack to them saying, Madman, madman, madman, madman, and the kids got scared, and then White Mike ran full into them, and they scattered, and they didn’t think it was funny at all, and then White Mike started barking at them, howling, and they all ran. And White Mike ran after them, barking and howling, and Hunter ran after him, and White Mike let them get away after a couple blocks. Hunter put White Mike in a cab, but he had to convince the cabbie to take White Mike, and pay him in advance. The cabbie was jumpy and looked in the mirror at White Mike the whole ride. White Mike had his head out the window, staring at the pedestrians. When White Mike got home and collapsed in his bed with his shoes and clothes still on, his last thought before sleep was Why not? He had been awake for three days.




White Mike gets out of a cab on Seventy-sixth Street and Park Avenue. He looks at the number of the cab: 1F17. He memorizes the number every time he gets out of a cab, in case he leaves anything behind. This has never happened.


Down Park Avenue there are Christmas lights wrapped around all the trees and bushes, and the wires give the snow better purchase, so the frost hangs low from the branches. When the lights turn on at night the trees almost disappear between the bulbs, and the disembodied points of light outline jagged constellations in the dark air. It is getting past dusk, and White Mike remembers one night, years ago, when his mother was still alive and she sat on the edge of his bed, tucking him in for the night, and told him about Chaos Theory. White Mike remembers exactly what she said. The story she told him was about how if a butterfly died over a field in Brazil and fell to the ground and made a mouse move or a tiny shoot of grass bend, then everything might be different here, thousands and thousands of miles away.


“How come?” he asked.


“Well, if one thing happens and changes something else, then that thing changes something else, right? And that change could come all the way around the world, right here to you in your bed.” She tweaked his nose. “Did a butterfly do that?”


“Did the butterfly die?” he asked her back.




The lights on Park Avenue suddenly turn on. White Mike can feel his beeper vibrating again.










Chapter Two


IT IS TEEN night twenty blocks uptown at the Rec. All the kids who show up to play basketball wear do-rags and Jordans, and they are all black. Two white kids show up, though, every once in a while. The wiry white kid is six feet tall and has the best ups of anybody but the worst ball-handling skills. His name is Hunter McCulloch, and he hustles all the time and makes some of his shots, so he gets to play. Hunter didn’t know what was going on when he first came to the Rec. That was a couple years ago, when White Mike brought him. Everybody called each other nigga, and most of the conversation went by so fast that Hunter couldn’t keep up. Ebonics, as White Mike said, existed. By now, though, Hunter is comfortable with it, and while he still doesn’t use the word nigga, he knows what the dill is. Tonight the dill is this.


Nana is the best ball handler on the court. Fast, strong, and the color of coal under his white tank top, he is playing in a half-court game that Hunter watches from the sideline. Lanky Jerry, the only white kid in the place besides Hunter, is the big man on the other team. Nana goes up for a shot, and Jerry knocks him out of the air. Nana gets up and says something fast about his neck hurting that Hunter can’t understand, and walks up off the court. He climbs up one of the spiral staircases to the mezzanine and sits on the very top step, where he is invisible to those below. His teammates yell that they know he’s up there nigga and to get his ass down and play. Nana ignores everybody. So someone on Nana’s team looks to the sidelines and says he needs one. Hunter takes Nana’s spot. It is toward the end of the night, and no one else is waiting except a short Puerto Rican kid named Arturo who just hangs around and doesn’t get to play much.


Hunter’s doing fine, but the game stops again when Nana comes down and demands his spot back. “I’m playin’.”


“What?” says Hunter. From his first time at the Rec, he never wanted to cause any trouble and sometimes even apologized to his teammates when he fouled or missed a shot. No one else ever apologized, but Hunter was a likable white kid who could get boards, so nobody really thought any less of him.


“I said gimme my fuckin’ spot back.”


“Okay.” Hunter shrugs and moves to get off the court. All the other kids look at one another. This is not cool.


“Yo, man, don’t let him do that,” says the kid who asked Hunter to fill Nana’s spot. “He left. It’s your game.”




“Nah, it’s okay.”


“No, you don’t have to get off the court, man, he left. You were playin’. Stay.”


“What did you say?” says Nana.


“I said he should stay. You left. You got next.”


“No, I got next,” says Arturo.


“Shut up, Arturo,” everyone says.


Hunter is thinking that everyone learns compromise. Maybe in history class, where Hunter learned about Henry Clay, the Great Compromiser. But Clay never played here at the Rec.


“Nana, get off the court. Hunter’s my nigga,” another black kid says to Nana, and gives Hunter the pound. Everyone laughs except Nana. Nana is pissed and gets up in Hunter’s face. Hunter has no idea what to do. He backs off. The rest watch. Arturo perks up and starts yelling fight, gets all interested. Nana is talking mad smack.


Hunter is a pretty beef kid. It is a kind of flowing beefness. Not thick like a bull. Just this stack of muscle and sinew. So when Hunter finally hits Nana, Nana gets rocked. Slow it down, the way they do in instant replays, and you can see his jaw move laterally with the blow. Frame by frame it is deeply gruesome, worse than anything most of the kids have ever seen. Everyone grimaces at the solid smack of fist on flesh.


Of course Hunter hasn’t hit first, he’s just reacted. He ran around the gym away from Nana a bunch of times before he was cornered and turned and unloaded. He immediately says, “Man are you okay, I didn’t mean to hurt you, you just got to cool it,” and “God damn” as Nana swings again and he ducks. Nana shoots him an elbow to the ear, and Hunter stumbles. Hunter suddenly understands that Nana is for real. Nana charges and gets a knee to his teeth. Blood smears all over the two of them as they thud to the ground.


No one knows what to do. This is a real fight and no one fights at the Rec, although everyone says there was a stabbing last summer. Finally, the other kids pull Hunter and Nana apart after they have been rolling around on the floor for a while. Hunter is pissed and bleeding now too, and Nana is yelling, and the gym is as loud as it has ever been. Arturo thinks this is the coolest thing he has ever seen and walks up to tell Hunter to go and kick the nigger’s ass some more. Hunter tells him to get the fuck away. Nana yells to see if Arturo wants some. Arturo doesn’t, but he calls Hunter a pussy and turns to walk. Hunter is crazed. This is too much. He grabs a basketball and hurls it at the back of Arturo’s head, hitting him dead on. Arturo falls down face first. Nana says fuck this shit and goes to get his stuff. Arturo throws the ball back but won’t really fuck with Hunter. He saw what happened.


Nana doesn’t look at Hunter anymore, just walks out covered with blood. Hunter watches him go. There is blood all over him too. He’s not really even sure what happened.










Chapter Three


WHITE MIKE WALKS into the gym and brushes past a strong dark kid he knows from uptown, hurrying down the stairs. White Mike watches after him and wonders where all the blood came from. Inside, he sees Hunter at the far end of the gym shooting free throws by himself. He has not seen Hunter since September, but the two go way back. They went all through grammar school together, wearing blue blazers and ties every day. Once they went on a field trip to Central Park with their class, and people kept yelling out “Dead Poets Society” as they passed by. White Mike liked the trip. It was like some experimental class; they sat on a bench somewhere and looked hard at everything for a couple of minutes. No talk, just watching. Tried to cool off a little, tried to see things a little more clearly. And White Mike looked at his classmates and thought, Recognize this: we’re only grammar school kids dressed like investment bankers. Hunter had understood. White Mike sees the blood on Hunter from halfway across the gym.


“Hunter.”




“Hey, Mike, can you believe this shit?” Hunter says, turning and tossing White Mike the ball. “One-on-one?”


White Mike catches it. “I don’t play anymore.”


“You’re kidding.”


“Did you fight that kid?” White Mike throws the ball back.


“Nana. He’s crazed.”


“How’s school?”


“Same. Still dealing?”


White Mike shrugs.


“Rich yet?”


“I’ll buy you dinner.”


As they walk out, Hunter says to White Mike, “I read somewhere that even if you’re really broke, you’ll survive, because there is so much food in New York just thrown away on the streets that it’s nearly impossible to starve.”


“You have to want to eat.”


There is a McDonald’s almost next door to the Rec. Hunter and White Mike sit by the window. Outside it is starting to snow again. The snow is wet and heavy, and it sticks to the plastic window and slides down, blurring the lights of the cars moving downtown. Hunter asks White Mike about college, if he’s thinking about going.


“Maybe.”


“What does that mean?”


“It means maybe.”




“You’ve got till January first, man. You’re fucked if you haven’t applied yet.”


“I deferred last year. I’ve got until May to tell them.”


“My dad told me if I didn’t get into Harvard, I had to go to Dartmouth.”


“He went there, right?”


“My grandfather gave them a science building.”


“Well, go to Harvard and you’d get to be with Warren.” Warren is their other best friend from high school. He is White Mike’s year.


“See, exactly,” says Hunter.


“Exactly what?”


“Warren got into Harvard. You think you couldn’t rip that place up? Come on, it could be the three of us together. Old times.” Hunter is laughing. “You’d be my year.”


“Yeah, just what I want. Old times.” White Mike feels his beeper going off in his pocket, probably that kid throwing the party in that town house off Fifth in the Nineties. “Got to go.”










Chapter Four


BY THE MIDDLE of the fall, White Mike was dealing seriously, waiting for a customer on East End Avenue one day when he saw a kid throw a lit cigarette off a fire escape, and he watched it land in an open garbage can full of dry cardboard and newspaper. A fire started in the can, slowly at first, sending little whorls of thin smoke into the air but picking up force until the edges of the newspapers curled in the heat and the air in the cardboard popped. And then, as the flames started to lick at the metal, a mass of fire shot up and the tin can turned red around the rim, and the kids on the fire escape came down to the street. There, they pretended to be homeless around the garbage-can fire.


White Mike watched this and thought about The Plague, about how this town gets shut down by a plague and in the beginning all the rats start dying, before the disease hits the people. The rats come out into the street to die. They just die by the truck-load, and the people have to make big piles of rats and incinerate them.










Chapter Five


HUNTER PUTS ON his headphones, as he watches White Mike get into a cab. He wants to walk. He is thinking about Nana, and then he isn’t thinking about anything. The city, in case you don’t know, is better at night. It is cooler and gives you a second wind and is clearer, but it is snowing harder now and getting colder. Hunter keeps walking anyway. He is listening to James Taylor. At Park and Seventy-ninth, his CD is on the last track. He wants it to end as he walks through the door of his family’s co-op, so he restarts to “Fire and Rain” and sets it on repeat. Hunter doesn’t ever let anyone know that he listens to James Taylor, but the lie doesn’t bother him because he suspects that everybody listens to softer music and hides it.


Sweet dreams and flying machines in pieces on the ground, as he walks past his doormen who nod at him. He hits the elevator button, leans against the wall. The doors open and he steps in, leans again, and stares at the ceiling. There is a hole in the middle of the glass light fixture, which Hunter knows conceals a camera. He didn’t realize this until after he had taken out his eleven-year-old prepubescent wanker and jiggled it about in the elevator, flapped it between his legs, humping air before he knew about humping. He didn’t know why he did it while he was doing it, and he still doesn’t know why he did it. The super showed him the tape when he turned fifteen. I’ve seen fire ...


Hunter realizes the song is still going to be playing after he steps through the door of his apartment, but so what.


He’s inside his apartment now and hears the television in the library—some show he can’t name. He walks in, and his father is sitting there drinking, being sad. Hunter’s father is a big man, bigger than his son, always drinking, always sad. His mother too. At least that’s the way it seems to Hunter.


“Hunter, come talk to me.”


Hunter wonders what’s on his father’s mind this time. He’s leaving for Europe tomorrow. His mother is already there. They ought to be happy. Isn’t that the way it’s supposed to be. Hunter listens to his father talk about how hard he studied when he was at boarding school, and then how hard he worked at Dartmouth, and how hard he still has to work. He looks like he might cry. After as much as he can take, Hunter says he’s tired and wants to go to bed, and he goes down the hall to his room. His father didn’t even notice the blood.


Hunter lies down on his bed with his clothes on. He knows he won’t be able to sleep and just waits it out until he hears his father go to bed, then gets up and slips out. He wants to walk. And I’ve seen rain . . . James Taylor sucks, thinks Hunter.










Chapter Six


NANA LIVES ON 117th Street and Third Avenue. There is this hill that descends from Ninety-sixth Street on the east side and ends in Harlem. One minute Park Avenue is doormen and Audis, and the next it is Harlem. One of the first things you see as you pass Ninety-sixth Street on Third Avenue is a bad fried-chicken joint. Nana hates the place. For him, it is always a lot better going down to the Rec than it is coming back uptown, coming home.


Home is his mother’s apartment on the eighth floor of the project, 2123 Third Avenue, past the big sign that says WELCOME TO JEFFERSON HOUSES. Nana walks along the curved path to the entrance and around the corner of the front building, the one that hides the monkey bars from the street. His building’s door faces the playground. Nana turns the corner thinking about how he’s gonna have to explain all the blood on his clothing to his mother.


On the far side of the doorway, he sees two men. He can’t really make them out as he walks toward the door. They’re both tall, one slim and one heavy, both puffy in their huge North Face parkas. And the slim one is white. Strange, Nana thinks. Must be some kind of deal happening. Nana steps back around the corner where they can’t see him and peers around.


“You fuckin’ guy, you’re doing it, aren’t you,” says the heavy one. Pissed, but calm pissed. Scary pissed, thinks Nana. “I told you not to do any of this shit.”


“No, man.” The white guy is edgy, muttering.


“Fine. Gimme the money.”


“Okay, let me get it.” The white guy reaches into his pocket and Nana can see him go all tense, and the big man sees it too, because as the white guy is bringing up a gun, a small silver thing with a flash of pearl handle, the big man punches him. The white guy staggers back.


Then, in a fluid movement the heavy man reaches in his pocket and suddenly there is a gun with a hand towel wrapped around it pointing at the white kid. The big man pulls the trigger, and Nana flinches as the muffled explosion blasts and echoes around the block. The towel catches fire, and the big man throws it on the ground as the white guy is sliding down the wall, leaving a track of blood and down feathers from his parka.


Nana bolts for the stairs, thinking the shooter is taking off the other way, but the heavy man changes his mind and turns around. Nana looks him straight in his brown and yellow bloodshot eyes for a split second before he gets kneed in the testicles and falls to the ground. He squirms in anguish and, out of the corner of his eye, sees the heavy man back up. Nana tries to crawl up and away. He gets a good look at the corpse. The guy isn’t much more than a kid. Pale with blond, almost white hair, and eyes frozen open. As Nana tries to rise, the heavy guys boot misses his temple and hits him in the side of the mouth. He goes back down and doesn’t see any more as the heavy man scrambles for the towel, wraps it around the gun, and shoots him in the head. The heavy man turns back to the white corpse and picks up the little silver gun.
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