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A Pianist’s
Final Piece:
DeWitt’s
Descent

His Classical Touch Dazzled
But He Roamed the Streets.

By AMY WALDMAN

E had marvelous hands, magical hands. DeWitt

White grew up poor in a Bronx neighborhood

where piano lessons, not to mention pianos, were

in short supply. But at 12, he discovered classical
music and a prodigious talent for playing it.

By 15, he had played in student performances at
Carnegie Hall, Columbia University, the New York Botani-
cal Garden, performed so beautifully that he silenced and
shamed those who judged him by his baggy jeans, his wild
hair, his dark skin. He was raw, but his playing had a power,
a passion, that portended greatness.

In school, he lacked discipline; at the piano, he could sit
for seven hours straight. Through music he escaped trou-
bles at home, troubles at school; he made sense of a world
that seemed profoundly unfair. He had been born into a
hard life, and in his teens, when his mother sickened and
died, it only got harder.

He had a spark that prompted teachers, friends and
counselors to reach out to him. One teacher said he made
her believe in God: how else to explain a wellspring of
beauty from such barren terrain? His talent, they thought,
would be enough to save him from the drugs, violence and
hopelessness that suck young black males in like a black
hole. He believed it too. Music, he said, would be his way out
of the ghetto.

At some point, he stopped believing. Most of the
plagues of New York City — AIDS, homelessness, drugs,
violence — came to roost, like crows, in DeWitt’s life. In the
last year, he became an itinerant, bouncing from borough
to borough like a pinball, like nobody’s business, which is
just what he was

The Monday before Thanksgiving found DeWitt, at 17,
selling drugs on a desolate Staten Island street. Before
midnight, he was dead of a gunshot wound in the back, one
of the city’s 767 homicides last year, one of 15 in the 120th
Precinct.

DeWitt White fell through the cracks. For a parentless
child, being loved by everyone could not compensate for
belonging to no one. The system could not substitute for
family. From one perspective, if anyone should have made
it, it was DeWitt. He did not take every opportunity offered ;
he made bad choices. But from another, he was selecting
from a limited menu.

“In our community,” said one of DeWitt’s former
teachers, Gordon Walker, who is black, ‘‘there is more
opportunity to do damage to yourself and others than there
is to do creative work."” For DeWitt, rising was hard.
Falling was easy.

He was born on Aug. 21, 1980. His father was not
around, never would be. His mother, Denise, had a hard life,
a stew of poverty, abuse, teen motherhood, aborted educa-
tion, drugs, and eventually AIDS

The family — Denise, DeWitt, and his sisters Shanequa
and Kamitra — lived in small Bronx apartments. They
were poor and dogged by instability. At 15, DeWitt's older
sister, Shanequa, moved out. DeWitt talked little about his
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SHARDS OF A LIFE A piece of music composed
by DeWitt White. The program from his me-
morial service. And DeWitt, at a concert per-
formance. His talent was “electric.”
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In Buzz, the Rolling Stones play Madison Square Garden and the power set
Jockeys for position. And why did Donald Trump watch the concert standing up?
With reports from the East Village, the Upper East Side, Upper M

COPING/ROBERT LIPSYTE

Case Dismissed. But INot Resolved.

ELVA Max, cop fighter, was

squirted out of the criminal-jus-

tice system last week. If it was

n’t for all the anxiety, expense
and the troubling ramifications of her case,
it would be another amusing instant urban
legend. A 41-year-old mother of two is ar-
rested outside her Chelsea restaurant at
midnight after complaining to a passing po-
lice sergeant about noisy motorcyclists an-
noying her customers. According to the offi-
cial complaint, she hurled herself into the
patrol car and grabbed his badge. She was
handcuffed in the street and strip-searched
at the precinct house. It wasn’t until 4 A.M
that her husband, Jean-Francois Fraysse,
who is the chef, was able to take her home.

So why didn’t everyone feel better after

the case was dismissed? Oh, they hugged in
the dismal corridors of 100 Centre Street
and made plans to meet later in the day for
a victory meal at her restaurant, La Lun-

| Williamsburg, Flushing, Woodside and Throgs Neck.
} PAGES 5-8

ALSO INSIDE

F.Y.1L 2 PLAYING IN THE NEIGHBORHOOD 12

MAKING IT WORK 3
A rabbi whose weddings are unorthodox.
He'll even marry a Catholic to a Baptist.

NEW YORKERS & CO. 4
Now playing in an envelope near you: the
face that launched a thousand greeting
cards.

MOVIE CLOCK 9
What's showing at the local movie
houses, today through Thursday.

How the city inspires mystery writers;
observing Martin Luther King Jr.’s
birthday, around the city: a film on urban
agriculture, despite the odds.

GOOD EATING 12
Tried and new in TriBeCa: Odeon and
TriBeCa Grill keep up quality; Salaam
Bombay and Layla offer exotic mix.

SOAPBOX 13
City, country, city. And letters.

but you could tell they were let
down, especially the lawyer, Joseph Taco-
pina. His juices were bubbling. In less than
12 hours he would be on television for his
weekly appearance on Geraldo Rivera’'s le-
gal show. This is a 34-year-old, camera-
ready ex-jock with two major clients on his
cellular phone’s memory — a police officer
involved in the Abner Louima assault and
the reputed head of the Genovese crime
family accused in a major Wall Street stock
swindle. But Melva Max, so dark-haired, so
pale, so willowy, so clean, gave a certain
sense of completion to his calendar. A cop, a
crook and a citizen, I told him

.

‘‘None of them are crooks,” Mr. Tacopina
said firmly. “Rosario Gangi is a hard-work-
ing individual pigeonholed by the govern-
ment. Thomas Wiese is a highly decorated
police officer who happened to be in the
wrong place at the wrong time. And Melva
Max...."”

His associate, Tama Beth Kudman, a 27-

year-old out of Barnard
and the Cardozo Law
School, said: “1 wish all
our clients looked like
Melva Max.”

Last Wednesday
morning in Room 400,
Ms. Max, jaw set, hero-
ic in a red jacket, faced
Judge Eileen Rakower
for the second week in
arow. OnJan 7, the
case had been ad-
journed because the as-
signed assistant dis-
trict attorney had not
read the motion for dis-
missal. That was an edgy morning for Ms.

if it could happen to
me, just imagine what
could happen to a black
woman in Brooklyn,”
Ms. Max said. ““There
was a pause, then she
told me she was a black
woman in Brooklyn,
and when their boys
get to be 10 or so they
start training them
how to act when the po-
lice stop them for noth-
ing at all.”*
.

Then Ms. Max was
called through the yel-
low chain. For the second week in a row, the

Mark Matcho

Max and Mr. Fraysse in a reeking
of fear and failure. But last week, now sea-
soned defendants, they seemed more re-
laxed. Mr. Fraysse even raised his eye-
brows with Gallic worldliness when a court
officer in jeans and T-shirt began scream-
ing at a young man with dreadlocks under a
backward cap. That young man had stepped
over the yellow chain between the spectator
seats and the judge’s bench rather than un-
hooking it. Lightning bolts of attitude
flashed between the two until the young man
stepped back over, removed his cap and un-
hooked the chain while mouthing *‘I’'m sor-
ry”’ without a hint of apology.

Anything could happen in this tense place
So why didn’t Ms. Max just accept the D.A’s
offer of an adjournment in contemplation of
dismissal, a routine plea bargain that would
be wiped from her record after a few
months? A trial could cost her thousands
and end in jail. She whispered that she had
been asked the same question by a fellow
Mount Holyoke alumna, a woman she had
never met, who recently called to offer sup-
port from the college’s New York chapter.

‘I told her that I had a responsibility, that

D.A. did not show up. Who could
blame him? What a case, an anthill better
left unpoked. Had cops perjured them-
selves? How far would the city go to defend
a sergeant — one of the guardians of our
night — when the complaint sounded so
shaky? Who wants to address the mounting
perception that police disrespect and brutal-
ity has spread from Mr. Louima’s neighor-
hood to Ms. Max's?

According to Mr. Tacopina, when Judge
Rakower dismissed the case she said the
charge of ‘‘obstruction of government ad-
ministration’ was flawed: how could Ms
Max obstruct a police officer from doing
something about the motorcyclists when he
had refused to do anything at all? 1 do not
blame Judge Rakower for refusing to dis-
cuss her decision with me; this legend is not
over. A civil litigator, Joel Berger, has filed
a suit for false arrest. Ms. Max wants the
city to pay Mr. Tacopina’s fee

Outside the courtroom, Mr. Tacopina's
cell phone was ringing and his pager was vi-
brating and he was moving on his exit line
‘‘Okay, Ma Barker, now don’t go jumping
into any more police cars.”
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home hie, but his behavior told a story By
third grade, he was in special education
classes at P.S. 86 in the Bronx. By sixth
grade, he was frustrated, fighting and on the
verge of expulsion

A teacher named Robert Pape offered 1o
take Dewits in bis reguinr sixth-grade class.
Surrounded by bright, motivated students,
DeWitt settled In and scttled down. Time
revealed two DeWitts: one frusirated, dis-
tracted, disruptive: the other {ocused, en-
gaged, well behaved. Which one emerged
seemed to depend on whether he felt loved
and undersiond,

In Mr. Pape’s class, he dcmon:lrult.d

csthetic i e awed 2
\’vmmey Museum curator with his observa.
tions about art during & class ficld trip.
When the class leamed she basices of music,
he claborated on the simple tunes and be-
came a regular at the class keyboard cen-
ter.

Mr Pape trica to have Dewitt decertified
as 4 special education student; the Board of
Education said no. DeWitt went on 1o Inter-
mediate School 137, and back to the frustra-
tion und fights.

‘I used to cail his mather every day when
he was acting up.” said his teacher, Sellls
Roberthson. ““*Get aver here before 1 kill
him,” " he would say, and she would come.

His mother, by sll accounts, tried, beth in
her own Iife and DeWite’s, She furthered her
own educatlon, taught him manners When
he heard 2 boy play the piano and it struck a
chord, she got him o Tasie keyboard.

He taught himself to piay clnasical music
on the Casto, and he played incessantly [t
sometimes drove Denise White crazy.

“Get yourself some carptugs,”” a friend,
Marjorie Joffe 1old her '‘That music s
£0INg 10 sove him.'”

The Discovery
Of a Prodigy

Mrs. Jotfe took him e Mind.Builders Cre-
ative Arts Center in Willinmsbridge, found.
od to give Bronx children artistic epportun-
tes

Walter G
weacher.  quickly dlscavcrvd 13-year-old
DeWitt - taciturn, self-taupghy, en scholur-
ship - piaying remarkabic pleces by ear.
Mr Grandberry became his teacher, men-
tar, friend, and as close to a father as he
wautd ever have it became apparent that
he needed mere than lessens,'” Mr Grand-
berry said
influenees.”

He taught Dewitt, and took him to con-
certs and to films about mustc. They tatked
aver the German composers whose biogea
phies DeWitt had memorized.

DeWitr's absorption was total He “bor-
rowed"” bags al music from the Lincaln
Cenler ibrary. He composed, imitating Bee-
thaven and Bach, he would improvise on the
piano, then write in pen, scratching out
changes like Becthoven, whom he war-
shiped. He identificd with the strength and
defiunce embixiied in bis musie. He said he
vas Beethoven remcarnated.

He would play untit the doors were locked

“He needed guidance, positive

‘He did not want to
reveal himself to his
public unless he was
perfect.’

at night I he could 1ot pracice prana ¢very
day, he said, he did not want 1o practice at
all “He digd not want Lo reveal imsel! to his
public unless he wes perfect,” Mr Grang-
berry safd. DeWitt ware pratse uncomfort.
ably, resisted teking bows at concerts.
Other children aspired to his dry wit, his
cool appearance ~— endiessly varying hair-
styles. the Iatest in hip-hop fashions — and
especially his talent Yery Acosta, a shy
Dominican tmmigrant, now 14, said he
would sit outskie the room where DeWitt
was pracjieing and just listen to his plnvlnn
During his three b
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At the Mind-Builders Creative Arts Center in Williamsbridge, DeWitt White would practice for hours at a time,

turbed. He was placed in several maine
stream classes but wonld not do the work.

His mother was dying in tront of his cyes.
When she accompanied her son to open
school week ut Evander in the fall of 1994,
she Tooked ill, recalled isabet Scherz, his

. Most were em-
barrassed of their parents, DeWitt was
delighted his mother was with him

In Recember, she died. DeWitt, 15, was at
Mind-Builders when he heard. The normally
steie boy cried. Family members said that
he had argued with his mother before she
died, that he felt guiity. A light scemcd to
have gone out in him 1t was like hie could-
n't live unymare,” said his aunt Laura. *‘He
lost imerest In everything.'

Soon alter her death, he auditioned ut Lo
Guardia High Schoot for Music, Art, and the
Performing Arts, where his ido), Mr. Grand-
berry, had gone to school He was accepted

but not ly: his school
record was littered with fajlures and ab-
sences. Letters were wrilten — by Mr.
Gramdberry and other tegcliers ~ appealing
far an exception *'We moved heaven and
carth to get him $n,” Ms, Scherz said,

DeWitl was vietimized hy a society with
too narrow a definition of mitelligence, said
Myron Weiss, whe taught music history at
Evander Childs and also appealed to La
Guardin on DeWitt's behadf. “Imagine a
Beethoven or Bach sonata all in your head
and betng able to sit down and repreduce it
at concert tcmpe, ot 15, Me. Welss sald
“That requires a snassive brain'’

f.a Guardin said that unless he could
bring his grades up, the answer was no. The
schoo! no lenger has records on DeWitt, but
Ellott Salow, the assistamt principal f{or
putdance, said the school’s admissions

th which il Y ace
ademic standing,” are set hy the state
Besides, he said, siudents bave o {ull sched-
uic of academics and studio wark. < There is
no time in the Kids' program for remedia-
uon," he said.

E
bridge, an academic earichment progrim
for middie s on the
groonds of Riverdalc Country Dny Schoel,
he carred  sheet music aroumd, telling
teachers he had to “catch up.”’

"l llll thc place with music,”” he wrate in
in to bridge's nimh
prade program He taoght musik theory to
younger students They adored him

4 mink he was most happy when he was
playing.” said Leren Swan, @ Summer-
bridgge student  That’s when he came
alive.”” You could see the sire aving him,
hts sister Shanequa said

DeWitt took o few lessons fram Marya
Sielska, & master o teacher who had
been Mr Grandberry’s 1cacher for decades.
On one of the three pianos in her Upper West
Side apartment. DeWitt practiced Beelho-
ven's achingly lovely “‘Pathétique™ Sonata.
DeWit, she said, was electric

When he played, he hlatted out the werld,
but away from the ptano, the blolting was
trickier He was clearly intetiigent but at
Summerhndge, as in public school, he was
chronically disorpanized, often disruptive,
behing i writing and {0 study skills, in need
of attention

Home was chaotic, not ieast because De-
otse White had contracted NIV “*There
were days you could tell 2o much was going
on eutside of class that the mere fact he
;. alter waking two trains oand o
necomplishment for the day,"”
..nld Gordon Walker, who (aught him ut
Summerbridge. He never seemed to know
where he was gomng after class, recadled
Michelle Barrss, then Summerbridye’s dean
of Taculty. To bis mother's? His sister’s?
Nowhere?

DeWitt began attending Evander Childs
High School. & large inner-city school in the
Bronx. Despite reading and moath scores

above rradt‘ level, he was st in special

as dis-

draped around DeWiel
hku a foy. He didn't understand why bhe
couldn't ge. when he knew he was talented
Academics were not going to save him,
music was Hadn't Beethoven left school at
He

After DeWit's mother's death, his litthe
sister, Kaniitra, went te live with thelr aunt
Laura. Lnera would not take DeWitt. “1've
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i
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In His Own Words

In his sixth grade application te a summer program, he wrote of his

Bronx neigthborhood’s “erack spot’’:
)14 2!

“Around my block there is a drug probom. About 10 prople die
every year because of drugs. If you pass the crack spot you'll sec
hundreds of erack viles on the floor and they even try and offer
vou a job to deliver for them. I always say nol But sometimes
they try to force me, but then I run and try to avord the ‘crack
spot’. But, they are all over, I guess around my block you can’t
run away from drugs unless you MOVE!

got four children of my own” she sald.
“There's not 100 much 1 could do.*”

Thas left DeWite’s older sister, Shanequa,
then 22, a tall, berutiful gir) who had seen
her own share of hardship and was still
struggling to find her awn way, working job
upen job and still barely making the rent,
Shc took temporary custody of Dewitt.

The Marshals Come;
A World Disintegrates

DeWitt continued playing, but his world
was disintegrating. In school, his concentra-
tion diminished Then, in summer 1996, he
and Shanequa were evicted, In the process,
the marshals ook everything, includis
DeWitt's music nnd compositions. T didn® t
cven follow up to get it back,” Shancqua
sald. T just moved on.*’

‘They tanded at nhomeless shelter Shane-
qua cvemually went to stay with friends.
Dewitt, with bis knapsack, went to Mr
Grandberry and stayed in his elegant Har.
iem apartment, with a plano I one reom, &
small Buddhist shrine in the next. He then
stayed with Mind.Builders’ oxecutive direc-
tor, Camille Akeju, then with her neighbor.
“He was 2 model guest,” Mr. Grandberry
sajd. “Kind, a gentleman, fun 1o be with "’

Worried that DeWitt would end up in a
group hame for teen-agers, Mr. Grandberry
found DeWitt o potentia) foster lnmuy con-

the Harlem store where she worked, she
satd, “He knew that. He wouldn't listen 1o
me.”

But DeWitt loved his sister, wanted the
relationship to work. 1 couldn't suy any-
thing abowt his sister in front of him,"”
Camille Akeju satd. She's doing the best she
can, he would say.

Dewill, now 16, also seemed uncertain
abaul the viability of u musical carcer He
was spending less time in school and more
on the streets, where the role models were
cash-flush drug dealers, not classical pian-
Ists. Be was making dizzyving shifts arsong
worlds with differeal lingiuages and surviv-
al skills.

Once, he got seme money, bought a gotd
10014 and wore it 1o Mind-Builders, despite
Camille Akeju's warning not to. He would
ask her and Mr Grandberry how much he
coutd make as a planist. 'He was challeng.
ing us ta stiew him why he shauld go one way
Instead of another,” Ms. Akeju said.

DeWitt’s Jife was less and less conducive
to pracrice, et alone perfection. He was
arriving late for school because no one had
waked him up. He was eating hadly, or not
al all. The fighting at home escalated The
police were called, DeWitt was taken into
custody

In December, Shancqua decided she had
had enough. *He was more than ! could
handle,’ she said.

De\va—n briefly homeless apain, riding

nected 10 My
the offer. saying Dewitt didn‘t want lo live
with a stranger.

Shanequa feund an apartment with room
Tor DeWitt, but (n their relatenship, love
and friction clbowed tor space She had toid
Camille Akeju once that she was o young
woman with her own life 10 live, that it way
unfair thal she had o carc for Dewit.

‘They tought, a lifetime of small resent-
ments providing  kbdiing My mother
treared him special, because he was the only
boy,*” Shanequa said **He gol everything
We had 10 wait." He was spoiled. she said
**He didn't want 10 do a#nything, he didn’t go
1o school. He just wanted to eat, sit on my
couch :\ll day, watch TV and make my housc
dirry.””

DeWitt's 1eachers felt she hiad no ot 1
n trainmg him 10 he a cl; Al musician.
To Shanequa, other reutes seemed more
practieal 1 could have gotlen im o jeb™ in

ys ol night, reading at Barnes &
Noble by day. With winter biting. he would
try o gel locked into Mind-Builders at
nigm; a custedlan found him in & closet.
Finally he went temporarily to Covenant
Hause, a youth shelter in Chelsea

The foster opportunity Mr. Grandherry
had proffered, which would have cnabied
DeWiiz 10 stay in the Bronx and continue at
Mind-Builders, was pone. In Junuary 1997,
Shanequa veluntarily placed DeWitt in the
foster earc system. Too old for placement
with a family, he would now go live [n n
proup heme.

“#He was upset,” Shancqun smd. ™
n't undersiand why 1 was doing th
after that, she said, ‘“He went buck wild ™

The eily put DeWitt in the care of the
Cathotic Guardian Society. He boegan lils
foster career in a Bronx group home. was
moved to Brooklyn, and then, in July, 10 a
home in Staten Island Euch time, he was
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There was Buddhist chanting at DeWitt's funeral on Staten Island, and sounds of grief from the people who loved him.

assigned 3 new soctial worker.

He was moved from the Bronx, satd an
Administration for Children’s Services offis
clal wha would not speak for attribution,
because he was “'not adjusting well to place-
ment.’”

In Brookiyn, far from friends, relatives,
music and suppert, his iaclation deepened.
He stopped going to Mind-Builders. Friends
and teachers had u harder time petling
messages tohim. He teld of fights with other
kids, of having clothes stolen and his photos
ripped up. He told counselors at the homie he
didn’t want 10 be there.

He was not going to school, Instead, a boy
craving tamily was spending more and
more titne on Staten lsland, where his aunt
Shella lived. Her sons, his cousins, moved on
the streets, where drugs were a livelihood
and fights viere waged with guny.

In June, DeWitt was arrested in the Bronx
for carrying a $-millimeter handgun and a
bag of marjuana. He said a friepd had
asked him to earry the gun, and he was
released on bis own recognitance. Walter
Grandberry went to his [irst court appear-
ance; th each subsequent one, he was alone.

“There wasn'l anyone who wis taking an
interest in him,” said Japicl Filiaci, the
Legal Aid lawyer who represented him He
struck her, she said, a5 someane who
“might hang cut with the wrong people just
10 B¢ with people.””

At the Staten Island group hame, (n Porl
Richmond, DeWitt began going absent with-
aut leave with a vengeance. He would disap-
pear for days, sometimes wecks, materinfiz-
ing at Shancqun’s or Spping in the window
of $helia's white ciapboard house like a cat
She would find him curled up, sleeping with
his eyes epen. By the ime he came (6 us,”"
sald Kelth Robinson, the supervisar at (ho
home, I don™ know #f be was reachable.”

“The more you get 1o know the kids in the
home, the more they take advantage of
you,' DeWitt tolé Meredith Urband, & for-
mer Summerbridge teacher, in August. So
he would aveid meals there, filE emply time
with fong subway rides

Music, Drugs and Violence
On Staten Island

DeWitt bad found a soulmatce in his 19+
year-bld cousin Michael Both were devos
tees of the Wu-Tang Clan, the hip-hep group
that had exploded onte the music scene
from the Park Hills housing projects, not far
from Port Richmond. On weckends, they
would hang out at Wu Wear, the group’s
Staten Island store 1n Sheiln’s house, they
would vap. Some of Wo-Tang's sangs on
thely new album, “Wu-Tanp Forever.” arc
Llaced with violins DeWitt’s new dream was
te be a rap star, but he wanied to rap over
¢lassical music that he would compase Wu-
‘Tang songs are powerful tales of sciling
Grugs 1o survive, death from guns and A1DS,
run-ins with cops, and the pressure for cash,
£old, gear. 11 was & world Dewilt was com-
ing to know well

Early in the summer, Michae! was sent to
jall Dewine felt abandoned again, Sheita
sald. He started spending more time with
her son Malik, a 25-year-old she describes as
& bad influence. They spent their days, sald
Nahk, rhyming, talking ta girls, hanging In
July, the police satd, DeWitt was arrcsted on
& drug charge

In Aupust, he apparently stepped off 5 bus
and inte the middle of a {fight involving
Malik. Matik was shot and wotinded, he left
Sraten lsland snd (ay low. On Oct. 22, DeWist
was shot in the Jeg as he rode his bike in Port
Richmond. The perpelrator, the potice satd,
was the same person who had wounded
Malik.

At the hospital, sadd Sgt Brian Kennedy of
the 128th Precinet, he had to convinee a boy
terrified of patn 10 take an injection. DeWitt
sald be was o plantsi, had gone 10 school
"We didn’t believe him," Sergeant Kcmwdy
said. “'But be was really vehement ™

A wecek later, DeWitt was jadled briefly for
missing an carller court date on his gun
<harge. Around the same time, he disap-
peared from the group home. Walter Grand.
berry and other friends trying to reach him
sald they were glven evasive answers, then
tinally told he was missing. He had gone
huek to An
ton with her lsing the social security sur-
vivor benetits he had been getting since bis
mather's death, he would pay $60 a week for
f room upstircs trom hers in Washingron
l[etphls

A

il L Ca-
mlllc Akeju heard Snch s Prelude and
Fugue s F mnor being played in DeWite's
distinctive style. He was back, but he was
different thin, uncommunicative He told
Walter Grandberry he had hated his brief
{all stay, hated being around vislent crimi-
nals “Yeu're nol a drug dender,” Mr
Gramiberry said “Don'l try o be some-
thing you're not ™

e began coming to Mind-Bullders and
pinymg for hours straight He argued one

day with Kimberly Johnson, another Mind-
Builders student, about whether there was n
God There was, she said There was nol, he
tnststed Too many had things had happencd
e him.

On a morntng soon after, his aunt Shesle
saw him stnding on o Staten Island street
corner His eyes, always bright and clear,
were bloodshot He lacked sad, she said, no
longer young. A young biack man on the
streets, she thought. Was he trying 1o get
himsell killed? 3 don't know,” he an
swered

Around that ume, Shanegua spid she
asked him Af he cared whether he died
“No, 1don"t care.’ he said. ““Because then
1 to be with Mommy and | don’t have to
orry about reat ™
Shanequa s21d she lotd DeWitl not 1o go
biack to Staten Istand, that it was dangerons
But on Monday. Nov 24, !w went bnck That
night, the palice
Port Richmond with Ha 9, o
friend who had once been a high school
basketball star

In August, DeWitt bad sheepishly  told
Jermaine  Caldwell, o former Summer-
bridge weacher, that he had left school far
the streets. He was a young man, now, who
wanted to be bis own person, and needed his
own meney just to survive.

Bul the Jure of the streels, said Sheilin

W




