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      This story is rooted in the real Camden, New Jersey, where I grew up during the mid-1980s. The streets, the projects, the corner of S. 9th and Van Hook — these places existed. The fear was real. The poverty was real. The violence that crept into our lives before we were old enough to understand it was real.

      My mother and my sister appear in these pages under their own names. Both are gone now, and I wasn't willing to give either of them somebody else's. Everyone else in this book is a pseudonym or a composite, drawn from the boys I ran with, the families we belonged to, and the choices that shaped us before we had the vocabulary to call them survival.

      Some events have been compressed, and some dialogue has been rebuilt from memory. But the weekend is the weekend. It happened, in that order, in those seventy-two hours. And the emotional truth of what it meant to be young, Black, and navigating a city the rest of the country had already written off, that is exactly as I remember it.

      I wrote Little Big Men because nobody was telling Camden's story from the inside. The city made national headlines for crime statistics and urban decay, but behind those numbers were kids like us. Riding bikes, cracking jokes, falling in love for the first time, trying to get home before dark. We were not statistics. We were brothers.

      Seventy-two hours. Friday night to Monday morning. By the end of it the youngest of us was gone, and the rest of us understood something about the country we lived in that we would spend the rest of our lives learning how to carry.

      If you grew up somewhere like Camden, you will recognize these boys. If you didn't, this is your invitation to understand what we carried and how we carried it.

      — Darius Cole Atlanta, 2026
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      The corner of S. 9th and Van Hook had become our living room that summer. No walls, no roof, just a patch of grass, a gigantic tree, and a bus stop sign that the city never bothered putting a bench under. Four of us, fourteen years old, one week of August left before high school got us. Every night, when the apartments turned into brick ovens and staying inside meant listening to whatever drama was playing out at home, we'd migrate here as if it were programmed into us.

      I pressed my back against the tree's rough bark, letting it scratch my skin through my tank top. The bark held the day's heat the way everything in Camden did, giving it back slow after the sun went down. Better than being home, where Ned was three bottles deep into his Friday night routine, bouncing off walls and making my mother's jaw tight with worry she couldn't afford. Out here, at least the air moved.

      The whole block smelled like August. Hot tar softening in the street seams. Somebody's fried fish two floors up. The sour-sweet stink where the trash cans had been sitting since Wednesday. Underneath it all, that green smell the tree put out at night, the one you only noticed when the wind came right. Someone had their window open two buildings down, playing that Temptations joint my mom hummed while doing dishes. The sweet-sick smell of weed drifted from Branch Village. Probably Mrs. Washington's nephew dealing again.

      "Yo, Corey," Toney sprawled on the grass beside me, picking at the worn rubber on his Pumas. He had one arm behind his head and the other working at that shoe, peeling the split rubber back and letting it snap. "You see that new family moved into Building C? Got a daughter about our age."

      Anthony sat cross-legged near the bus stop sign with his elbows on his knees, and his head came up. His mood could flip like a light switch, and right now he was in entertainment mode, chin lifted, eyebrows already halfway up his forehead. "Man, you ain't got no rap. Remember when you tried talking to Keisha at the block party?"

      "That was different." Toney ripped up a handful of grass and threw it at his brother, and it came apart in the air and landed mostly on himself. "I was nervous."

      "You was stuttering like Porky Pig." Anthony did it with his whole body, jaw jumping, shoulders hitching, and it was ugly and it was accurate.

      "Whatever. Where's Danny at anyway? He said he'd be out here by ten-thirty."

      I checked the corner toward Danny's building. "I think his pops had him cleaning the basement."

      The truth was that Danny's parents cared. They both worked, had a little money, and wanted their son doing better than running these streets with us. But Danny needed this corner just as we did, for different reasons.

      A car rolled past, music thumping hard enough to rattle windows. Some LL Cool J track, the bass hitting so heavy I felt it in my chest. The driver nodded at us, one of those dudes from downtown who sold tapes out of his trunk. He knew we didn't have money for his merchandise, but respect was free.

      "Y'all hear about what happened over on Federal?" Anthony's voice dropped, that switch flipping again. "Two kids from East Camden got jumped trying to buy weed. Took everything: money, chains, even their sneakers."

      This was how news traveled in Centerville. No newspapers covering our stories, just word of mouth, corner to corner, each retelling with added details that might or might not be true.

      "Stick-up boys getting bold," Toney said. "Summer ain't even peaked yet."

      I watched a couple walk past, the woman's heels clicking on concrete, the man's hand protective on her lower back. They hurried, not quite running but not walking comfortably either. Smart. This corner was safe, our corner, but they didn't know that. All they saw were three Black boys holding down territory on a Friday night.

      "There go your boy." Anthony pointed toward Van Hook.

      Danny strutted toward us with that walk he perfected, somewhere between a pimp lean and an athlete's confidence. One shoulder dropped, one hand loose at his side, chin up like there was a camera on him somewhere. His Sergio Valente jeans still had the crease his mother ironed into them, a line so sharp you could see it from twenty feet in bad light.

      "What's up?" He dapped each of us up, that complicated handshake ritual that marked you as crew. "Y'all been out here long?"

      "Nah, just got here ourselves," I lied. We'd been out here since nine, but Danny didn't need to know that. For some of us, this corner was the only place that made sense, the only spot where we could just be without somebody wanting something from us.

      "My pops was tripping," Danny explained, dropping next to me. "Talking about, I need to be thinking about my future, not running the streets. Like I'm supposed to be filling out college applications at fourteen."

      Toney laughed. "Man, at least your pops around to trip on you."

      The comment hung there for a second, that uncomfortable truth we all carried in different versions. Broken homes, missing fathers, mothers stretched too thin. But dwelling on it changed nothing.

      "So what's the move?" Danny asked, already past it. "We posting up here all night or what?"

      Wait. Hold up.

      "Yo, what's on your feet?" Toney sat up straight, squinting in the dim light.

      Danny lifted one foot, rotating his ankle, letting the streetlight catch the leather. He was trying not to smile and losing. The corner of his mouth kept pulling and he kept flattening it back down.

      Brand new Jordan 1s, black and red. The swoosh looked like it could cut glass, that's how crisp it was. Not a single scuff, not one crease across the toe box. The leather still had that stiffness to it, the way new shoes sit up off your foot instead of folding down around it. They might as well have still had the price tag hanging off. Sixty, seventy dollars, probably. More than my whole outfit cost, twice over.

      Toney's mouth came open and stayed open. He leaned in so far he had to catch himself on one hand.

      "Damn, son." Anthony's voice carried that edge, half admiration, half something else. "Your parents hit the lottery or something?"

      "Early birthday present." Danny shrugged as if it was nothing, but I caught him stealing glances at his own feet. "My moms took me to Foot Locker in Cherry Hill Mall."

      Toney whistled long and low. "Cherry Hill Mall? Man, they don't even like us walking through there, let alone buying stuff."

      "Money's money." Danny brushed invisible dirt off the toe. "They'll take it from anybody."

      "Must be nice," Anthony muttered. He'd gone back to looking at the street instead of at us, and his jaw was working under the skin, that muscle by his ear pushing out and letting go, pushing out and letting go. He picked at the grass without pulling any of it up.

      "It ain't even like that⁠—"

      "Nah, it's cool." Anthony's laugh came out wrong, one syllable, no air behind it. "Do you."

      Nobody looked at anybody. Danny found something on the knee of his jeans that needed his attention. Toney's eyes went back and forth between his brother and Danny like he was watching a ball he couldn't catch. The tension pulled tight between us. This was the dance we did; Danny had more, always had more, and mostly we let it slide because he was crew. But sometimes, especially when something was this fresh, this expensive, this far out of reach, it stuck in somebody's throat.

      "Anyway," Toney jumped in, reading the air, "y'all trying to hear about this girl from Parkside or not?"

      He didn't wait for an answer, launching into it with his hands already moving, painting pictures in the humid air. Toney told stories with everything. Shoulders, eyebrows, both feet. "So I'm at the basketball court, right? Just shooting around, minding my own business. This shorty walks by, and I'm talking fine, fine. Like Apollonia-in-Purple-Rain fine."

      "Stop lying," Anthony said, but his mood was already shifting back, pulled in by Toney's energy.

      "Word to mother, I'm not!" Toney stood up now, fully committed to the performance. "So she's walking by, and I'm like, Yo, let me get her attention. So I take this shot from half-court⁠—"

      "You can't even make a layup," I said.

      "That's not the point! Listen. I shot it right. And the ball goes wild, bounces off the rim, flies straight at her."

      Danny covered his face. "You didn't."

      "Hit her right in the shoulder! But check it, she catches it. One hand. Doesn't even flinch. Then she walks over, looks me dead in the eye, and goes, 'You better stick to video games, little boy.'"

      We all cracked up, even Anthony. His entire face changed when he smiled, all that hard flat business breaking apart at once, eyes going to slits, one crooked tooth showing on the left side. You forgot for a second what his face did the rest of the time. "She called you little boy?"

      "But wait, it gets better." Toney was in his element now, feeding off our attention. "So I'm standing there, looking stupid, right. And she dribbles the ball between her legs, behind the back, a whole Globetrotter routine. Then she shoots from where she's standing. Nothing but net."

      "Now I know you lying," Danny said.

      "She played for Parkside JV last year! I found out later. But in that moment. Man, I think I fell in love."

      "You fall in love every week," I pointed out.

      "This was different. She had skills and beauty. The total package."

      "So what's her name?" Anthony asked, suspicious again, always probing for holes in stories.

      Toney paused for a moment, making sure we understood. "I didn't exactly get that far."

      "Because she walked away laughing at you!"

      "She was not laughing. She was smiling mysteriously."

      We ragged on him for another few minutes, but this was Toney's gift, turning his Ls into entertainment, making us forget for a minute about stick-up boys and missing fathers and the weight that pressed down on this corner every other hour of the day.

      "So, we still doing that thing tomorrow?" Danny asked when the laughter died down.

      Everyone knew what 'that thing' meant. The ride through White Fairview. The stupid, dangerous tradition we'd started last summer. Testing ourselves against something scarier than our own neighborhood.

      "I'm in," Toney said.

      Anthony nodded, that fighter's gleam in his eye. "We meeting here?"

      "Eight o'clock," I decided. "Early enough to get through before they're all awake, late enough that it won't look suspicious."

      "My moms will be at work by then," Toney said. "So we're good."

      We fell quiet after that, just four boys on a corner, listening to Camden's nighttime symphony: sirens in the distance, music from three different apartments, somebody's mother calling their kid inside long past midnight. This was our corner, our moment, tomorrow still a promise we hadn't broken yet.

      That's when I noticed Anthony's head doing that thing it always did, swiveling slow and steady like a radar dish, tracking everything that moved on our streets. Even while Toney kept going on about some new girl he'd seen at the corner store, Anthony's eyes never stopped scanning. Left to right. Behind us. Back again. It was second nature to him. Like he came out of the womb knowing Camden would test you when you weren't looking.

      A dark blue Dodge Ram Van rolled down Van Hook, moving too slow for somebody who knew where they were going.

      My spine came off the tree bark on its own. Something cold went down the back of my arms and the hair stood up along them and my whole body knew before I did. Those vans were trouble, more often than not, perfect for stick-up crews. Big enough to hold four or five dudes, dark enough to hide faces, and common enough that nobody remembered seeing them after.

      Anthony's eyes locked with mine. Just a flicker, but I caught it. We both knew what that crawl-by meant. The van's windows were tinted black—dark enough to get pulled over for if you weren't careful, but stick-up boys didn't worry about traffic tickets.

      "—and she had on these shorts, right?" Toney kept talking, oblivious. "I'm talking about⁠—"

      The van slowed even more at our corner. My hamstrings tightened up under me, my heels came off the ground, and I felt my hands go flat against the dirt on either side of my hips without deciding to put them there. Anthony shifted his weight, casual-like, one knee coming up out of the cross-legged sit so his foot was under him. He was still smiling at nothing. But he was facing the street now.

      The engine hummed low. I could feel it in the ground through my palms.

      Then it turned left onto S. 9th and disappeared.

      "You listening?" Toney asked me.

      "Yeah, shorts," I said, still watching where the van had gone. "Dope."

      Danny brushed something off his Jordans, but I saw him clock the exchange between Anthony and me. He knew the streets, too, just different. His radar was tuned to different frequencies: when to flash money, when to hide it, when his nice clothes made him a target, and when they bought him respect.

      "Y'all bugging or something?" Toney finally noticed the shift.

      "Blue van," Anthony said, still watching the corner where it had turned. "Moving funny."

      "Probably nothing." But Toney stood up anyway, brushing grass off his shorts. His entire body language changed, becoming looser and ready to run. Everyone understood survival physics here. Being the fastest wasn't necessary. Just faster than someone else.

      "Maybe we should—" Danny started.

      "Nah," I kept my voice steady. "We're good. They were shopping, not buying."

      That's what we called it when crews were scouting. Shopping meant they were looking for marks, checking corners, seeing who was out, and who was worth the risk. Buying meant they'd already picked their target. The van had been shopping, but something made them keep moving. Maybe four of us were one too many, and they recognized us as neighborhood kids, not worth the static it would cause. They could have been looking for somebody specific.

      "Besides," Anthony's mood shifted again, that fighter's grin spreading across his face, "they don't want none of this."

      "Man, sit down," Toney laughed, but it sounded forced. "You ain't Mike Tyson."

      We settled back into our spots, but the energy had changed. Before, we'd been loose, arms and legs everywhere, taking up the whole patch of grass. Now everybody had pulled in.

      Danny moved closer to the tree and put his back against it, both hands in his lap, one thumb going around and around the other. Toney stayed on his feet with his weight forward on his toes, bouncing a little without knowing he was doing it. Anthony never stopped that slow scan of the streets, and his hands had gone from picking grass to resting flat on his thighs, fingers spread.

      And me. I sat there counting exits. The alley behind Building C, forty feet. The gap between the fence and the dumpster, thirty. Which yards had dogs. Which fences were too high to clear in a hurry. My mouth had gone dry enough that swallowing hurt.

      "So, what time tomorrow again?" Danny asked, but his heart wasn't in it.

      "Eight," I said. "Don't be late."

      "Think that van's coming back?" Toney asked what we were all thinking.

      Anthony's head never stopped moving. "They always come back. The question is when."

      The squeal of tires cut through everything. Toney's nervous laugh, the distant music, my own heartbeat. Rounding the corner of S. 9th, the blue Dodge Ram Van came speeding straight at us. No shopping this time. They were buying.

      "Move!" But my voice was swallowed by the screech of brakes.

      The van hadn't even stopped moving when the doors flew open. Three men were out before we could process it, before our muscles remembered how to run. They moved as if they'd done this same dance a hundred times. The driver stayed behind the wheel, engine running. Burnt rubber came off the tires in a smell so sharp it stung the back of my throat.

      The first one stood about six feet tall, built thick through the shoulders. Black bandana over the lower half of his face, Phillies cap pulled low. He carried a snub-nose .38, chrome catching streetlight. The second man was shorter and lean, with his white T-shirt pulled up over his nose. Some kind of Glock in his right hand, maybe a 17, the way the grip extended past his palm. The third stayed by the van's sliding door. Tall, maybe six-two, Raiders jersey, no face covering, but shadows doing the work for him. His piece looked like a .357, the long barrel steady as stone.

      "Don't nobody move!" The thick one's voice came out muffled through the bandana, but carried that Camden authority. Your body obeyed before your brain caught up. "Hands where we can see them!"

      My hands went up before I decided to put them up.

      Beside me Danny stopped with one foot still off the ground and stayed like that, half a step from running, the foot coming down slow like the concrete might be hot. His mouth hung open. Not screaming, not talking. Just open, the way it goes when you're about to say something and your throat quits on you.

      Toney breathed through his teeth. Short and wet. His eyes had gone too wide, whites showing all the way around, jumping from the Glock to the ground to the Glock again like they couldn't find anywhere safe to land.

      Anthony I couldn't see. But I heard him swallow, and I knew that sound. It meant his jaw was set and his weight had already shifted to his front foot. If his hands were up, they were up at the wrong height.

      And me. My tongue stuck dry to the roof of my mouth. My hands were shaking over my head and I could feel the shake going all the way down into my shoulders, and what was in me right then wasn't fear exactly. It was embarrassment. Like getting robbed was something I was doing wrong in front of my friends.

      "Pockets! Empty them!" The wiry one stepped forward, Glock sweeping across us like he was painting. "Now!"

      Danny's hands wouldn't work. He got them down to his pockets and then they just sat there, fingers half curled, like he'd forgotten what pockets were for. His chin stayed tucked toward his chest, eyes on the ground about a foot in front of the thick one's boots, because that's where you look.

      The thick one saw the chain first. Fake gold, but it caught streetlight like the real thing. He reached across with his free hand and yanked, and the clasp went off like a firecracker.

      Danny's hand came up to his neck. Fast, before he could stop it. Then the .38 swung four inches left and his arm dropped so hard it slapped against his thigh. His face didn't do anything. That's the part I kept. His face went flat, wiped clean, and I'd known Danny since we were in diapers and I'd never once seen his face do nothing.

      "Money, too, pretty boy."

      Danny pulled out a fold of bills, maybe twenty, thirty dollars. More money than the rest of us had combined. The bills were damp and stuck together and he had to pick at the fold twice to get it loose. The thick one took it out of his hand and pocketed it, smooth and professional, no wasted motion.

      The wiry one moved to Toney. Toney went at his shorts with both hands at once and got nothing out the first try. Crumpled ones and fives came up on the second. His left hand stayed in his pocket a beat too long.

      "You think we stupid?" The Glock came up against Toney's temple, and Toney's whole head tilted away from it, that slow careful lean you do when something's touching you that you can't push off. His eyes closed. Just for a second. Then they came open again and he was looking at nothing at all. "All of it."

      Toney's free hand came out with another five dollars and some change. His fingers had gone so stiff that the coins went straight through them. They hit the concrete and rolled off in four directions, and one of them spun on its edge for a long time before it went over. Nobody bent to pick them up. Nobody's eyes even followed it.

      The tall one by the van kept his .357 on Anthony and me, barrel steady as his breathing. "Y'all too."

      I got my hand into my pocket and my fingers didn't feel like mine. Three dollars and fifty cents. Anthony had maybe two. We held it out flat on our palms like an offering, and now I could see him, and his chin was down and his eyes were up, and that was the worst thing on that corner. Not the guns. Anthony looking up out of the top of his eyes with his fists half made around two dollars.

      I moved my foot maybe an inch toward him. Just enough for him to feel it. His hand opened.

      The wiry one snatched it and stuffed everything into his jeans without counting.

      "Shoes," the thick one said, looking at Danny's Jordans.

      "Come on, man⁠—"

      The .38 moved maybe an inch. Didn't need to move more.

      Danny stooped. He got down on one knee like he was tying up for a race and went at the laces, and his fingers kept going past the loops and coming back. He pulled the first knot tighter instead of looser. Then he stopped and put both hands flat on his thigh for a second and started again.

      I could see the top of his head. The part his mother put in his hair, straight as a ruler. I'd never looked at the top of Danny's head before in my life.

      "Faster."

      The thick one grabbed the Jordans before Danny finished pulling the second one off, and Danny went sideways off his knee onto his hand and caught himself on the sidewalk. He came up with grit stuck to his palm. He didn't brush it off.

      The tall one backed toward the van, .357 still trained on us. Professional. Controlled. They'd done this before—every weekend, maybe every night, depending on how much they needed.

      "Stay right there," the thick one said, already moving.

      They piled back into the van with that same practiced rhythm, the tall one last, gun still on us as he pulled the sliding door shut. The engine roared. Tires screamed against asphalt, leaving two black stripes and the smell of burned rubber hanging thick in the air. The van tore down Van Hook, hung a right, and disappeared into Camden's maze of streets, where every block looked the same in the dark.

      The whole thing took maybe ninety seconds. Ninety seconds to strip us down to nothing, leave us standing there with empty pockets and our pride scattered like Toney's coins on the concrete. They worked it clean, no names used, no unnecessary violence, no time for anybody to play hero or do something stupid. Just business. Camden business.

      Nobody moved. Nobody's arms came all the way down at first. Mine stayed up around my chest with the elbows bent, and I had to think about putting them at my sides, and then they felt wrong there too. My ears were ringing a little, though nobody had fired anything. My back teeth ached from how hard I'd been holding them together.

      We just stood there, four fourteen-year-olds reduced to statistics in somebody's crime report that would never get filed. Because what were we gonna do, call the cops? Tell them we got robbed on our own corner by three men whose faces we couldn't identify in a van that looked like a dozen others in the neighborhood? They'd laugh if they even bothered to show up.

      Danny stood in his socks on the sidewalk, looking down at where his shoes used to be. The socks were white that morning. He kept his weight rocked back on his heels, toes up off the concrete, like the ground was something that could still get at him.

      Toney crouched down and started picking up his scattered coins. Working fast, both hands, sweeping them toward him across the sidewalk. Not because they mattered. Because he needed somewhere to put his hands. His shoulders were up around his ears and they stayed there the whole time.

      Anthony hadn't moved at all. He stared down Van Hook where the van had gone, and his hands opened and closed at his sides, opened and closed, and there was a wet shine along his jaw that had nothing to do with the heat.

      Me? I memorized every detail I'd never report.

      The silence stretched, nobody wanting to be the first to break it. We stood there like some messed-up museum exhibit. Four Boys After, the Camden edition. Down the block somebody's window unit kicked on. Two buildings over, a TV laughed at something. The burned rubber smell thinned out and blew off and left just August again, tar and trash and the green from the tree, like the last ninety seconds hadn't put a mark on any of it.

      Danny's hand drifted to his neck, fingers searching for the chain that wasn't there. He kept touching that empty spot, over and over, as if the chain would reappear if he checked enough times. That chain had been his grandmother's gift before she passed away. Not worth much to anybody else, but worth everything to him. Now it was around some stick-up boy's neck, or more likely headed for a pawnshop window next to a hundred other stolen memories.

      "Well," Toney finally said, voice cracking in the middle and coming back an octave down, "least they didn't shoot nobody."

      The joke landed flat. Anthony snorted anyway, one hard breath out of his nose, and it wasn't a laugh but it was close enough to let the rest of us breathe. Dark humor was Camden's currency, the only way to pay off fear without going bankrupt.

      "Man, they got your snack money," Toney continued, warming up now. "What you gonna eat, air sandwiches?"

      "Better than eating concrete." Anthony's jaw worked, still tight. "Which is what your face would've tasted if you'd tried something."

      "Nobody was trying nothing." I kept my voice level. The last thing we needed was for them to turn on each other.

      "My feet startin to hurt, and my socks are getting dirty." Danny shifted his weight from one sock to the other and back, the concrete still holding the day's heat through that thin cotton. He wasn't looking at any of us. "Seventy dollars, man. Seventy."

      "Least you had seventy dollars to lose." Anthony said it to the street. His hands had stopped opening and closing. Now they were just fists.

      "That ain't⁠—"

      "Yo, we got robbed. All of us." I stepped between them before it could escalate. "They didn't pick sides."

      Toney pocketed his recovered coins, all ninety cents or whatever he'd found. "Y'all think they from around here?"

      "Nah," Anthony shook his head. "Probably from North Camden, maybe East. They hitting corners all over."

      "So we still meeting at eight?" Danny asked, trying to sound casual.

      We all knew what he meant: the White Fairview ride. After getting punked on our own corner, the last thing any of us wanted was to back down from tomorrow's plan.

      "Yeah," I said. "Eight o'clock."

      "I'ma need shoes, though." Danny looked down at his socks, already gray from the sidewalk.

      "Wear your old ones," Toney suggested.

      "They got holes."

      "So? Better than rolling through Fairview barefoot."

      We stood there another minute, nobody wanting to be the first to leave, as if walking away meant admitting what had just happened was real. But the corner felt different now. Poisoned. Even our
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