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      For Rachel, Danny, Dave, Cassie, Steven, Corey,

      	Kelly, Matthew, Daniel, Isaiah, John, Lauren, and Kyle.

      	And for Patrick, for
            giving me hope.

   
      Author’s Note on Sources
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      A great deal of this story was captured on tape or recorded contemporaneously in notebooks and journals—by the killers before
         the murders, and by investigators, journalists, and researchers afterward. Much more was reconstructed or fleshed out from
         the memory of survivors. Anything in quotation marks was either captured on tape, recorded by me or other journalists or police
         investigators at the time, published in official documents, or, in the case of casual conversations, recalled by one or more
         of the speakers with a high degree of certainty. When the speaker was less sure about the wording, I used italics. I have
         abbreviated some exchanges without insertion of ellipses, and have corrected some grammatical errors. No dialogue was made up.
      

      The same convention was applied to quotations from the killers, who wrote and taped themselves extensively. Their writings
         are reproduced here as written, with most of their idiosyncrasies intact.
      

      Passages of this book suggesting their thoughts come primarily from their journals and videos. A multitude of corroborating
         sources were employed, including school assignments; conversations with friends, family members, and teachers; journals kept
         by key figures; and a slew of police records compiled before the murders, particularly summaries of their counseling sessions.
         I often used the killers’ thoughts verbatim from their journals, without quotation marks. Other feelings are summarized or
         paraphrased, but all originated with them. The killers left a few significant gaps in their thinking. I have attempted to
         fill them with the help of experts in criminal psychology who have spent years on the case. All conjectures about the killers’
         thinking are labeled as such.
      

      Actual names have been used, with one exception: the pseudonym Harriet was invented to identify a girl Dylan wrote about obsessively.
         For simplicity, minor characters are not named in the text. They are all identified in the expanded version of the endnotes
         online.
      

      All times for the massacre are based on the Jefferson County sheriff’s report. Some of the victims’ family members, however,
         believe the attack began a few minutes later. The times used here provide a close approximation, and are accurate relative
         to one another.
      

      I covered this story extensively as a journalist, beginning around noon on the day of the attack. The episodes recounted here
         are a blend of my contemporaneous reporting with nine years of research. This included hundreds of interviews with most of
         the principals, examination of more than 25,000 pages of police evidence, countless hours of video and audiotape, and the
         extensive work of other journalists I consider reliable.
      

      To avoid injecting myself into the story, I generally refer to the press in the third person. But in the great media blunders
         during the initial coverage of this story, where nearly everyone got the central factors wrong, I was among the guilty parties.
         I hope this book contributes to setting the story right.
      

   
      I am a wicked man…But do you know, gentlemen, what was the main point about my wickedness? The whole thing, precisely was,
         the greatest nastiness precisely lay in my being shamefully conscious every moment, even in moments of the greatest bile,
         that I was not only not a wicked man but was not even an embittered man, that I was simply frightening sparrows in vain, and
         pleasing myself with it.
      

      —Fyodor Dostoyevsky, Notes from Underground

      The world breaks everyone and afterward many are strong at the broken places.

      —Ernest Hemingway, A Farewell to Arms

   
      PART I
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      FEMALE DOWN

   
      1. Mr. D

      [image: art]

      He told them he loved them. Each and every one of them. He spoke without notes but chose his words carefully. Frank DeAngelis
         waited out the pom-pom routines, the academic awards, and the student-made videos. After an hour of revelry, the short, middle-aged
         man strode across the gleaming basketball court to address his student body. He took his time. He smiled as he passed the
         marching band, the cheerleaders, and the Rebels logo painted beneath flowing banners proclaiming recent sports victories.
         He faced two thousand hyped-up high school students in the wooden bleachers and they gave him their full attention. Then he
         told them how much they meant to him. How his heart would break to lose just one of them.
      

      It was a peculiar sentiment for an administrator to express to an assembly of teenagers. But Frank DeAngelis had been a coach
         longer than a principal, and he earnestly believed in motivation by candor. He had coached football and baseball for sixteen
         years, but he looked like a wrestler: compact body with the bearing of a Marine, but without the bluster. He tried to play
         down his coaching past, but he exuded it.
      

      You could hear the fear in his voice. He didn’t try to hide it, and he didn’t try to fight back the tears that welled up in
         his eyes. And he got away with it. Those kids could sniff out a phony with one whiff and convey displeasure with snickers
         and fumbling and an audible current of unrest. But they adored Mr. D. He could say almost anything to his students, precisely
         because he did. He didn’t hold back, he didn’t sugarcoat it, and he didn’t dumb it down. On Friday morning, April 16, 1999,
         Principal Frank DeAngelis was an utterly transparent man.
      

      Every student in the gymnasium understood Mr. D’s message. There were fewer than thirty-six hours until the junior-senior
         prom, meaning lots of drinking and lots of driving. Lecturing the kids would just provoke eye rolling, so instead he copped
         to three tragedies in his own life. His buddy from college had been killed in a motorcycle accident. “I can remember being
         in the waiting room, looking at his blood,” he said. “So don’t tell me it can’t happen.” He described holding his teenage
         daughter in his arms after her friend died in a flaming wreck. The hardest had been gathering the Columbine baseball team
         to tell them one of their buddies had lost control of his car. He choked up again. “I do not want to attend another memorial
         service.”
      

      “Look to your left,” he told them. “Look to your right.” He instructed them to study the smiling faces and then close their
         eyes and imagine one of them gone. He told them to repeat after him: “I am a valued member of Columbine High School. And I’m
         not in this alone.” That’s when he told them he loved them, as he always did.
      

      “Open your eyes,” he said. “I want to see each and every one of your bright, smiling faces again Monday morning.”

      He paused. “When you’re thinking about doing something that could get you in trouble, remember, I care about you,” he said.
         “I love you, but remember, I want us all together. We are one large family, we are—”
      

      He left the phrase dangling. That was the students’ signal. They leapt to their feet and yelled: “COL-um-BINE!”
      

      Ivory Moore, a dynamo of a teacher and a crowd rouser, ran out and yelled, “We are…”

      “COL-um-BINE!”
      

      It was louder now, and their fists were pumping in the air.

      “We are…”

      “COL-um-BINE!”
      

      “We are…”

      “COL-um-BINE!”
      

      Louder, faster, harder, faster—he whipped them into a frenzy. Then he let them go.

      They spilled into the hallways to wrap up one last day of classes. Just a few hours until the big weekend.

      ____

      All two thousand students would return safely on Monday morning, after the prom. But the following afternoon, Tuesday, April
         20, 1999, twenty-four of Mr. D’s kids and faculty members would be loaded into ambulances and rushed to hospitals. Thirteen
         bodies would remain in the building and two more on the grounds. It would be the worst school shooting in American history—
         a characterization that would have appalled the boys just then finalizing their plans.
      

   
      2. “Rebels”
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      Eric Harris wanted a prom date. Eric was a senior, about to leave Columbine High School forever. He was not about to be left
         out of the prime social event of his life. He really wanted a date.
      

      Dates were not generally a problem. Eric was a brain, but an uncommon subcategory: cool brain. He smoked, he drank, he dated.
         He got invited to parties. He got high. He worked his look hard: military chic hair— short and spiked with plenty of product—plus
         black T-shirts and baggy cargo pants. He blasted hard-core German industrial rock from his Honda. He enjoyed firing off bottle
         rockets and road-tripping to Wyoming to replenish the stash. He broke the rules, tagged himself with the nickname Reb, but
         did his homework and earned himself a slew of A’s. He shot cool videos and got them airplay on the closed-circuit system at
         school. And he got chicks. Lots and lots of chicks.
      

      On the ultimate high school scorecard, Eric outscored much of the football team. He was a little charmer. He walked right
         up to hotties at the mall. He won them over with quick wit, dazzling dimples, and a disarming smile. His Blackjack Pizza job
         offered a nice angle: stop in later and he would slip them a free slice. Often they did. Blackjack was a crummy econo-chain,
         one step down from Domino’s. It had a tiny storefront in a strip mall just down the road from Eric’s house. It was mostly
         a take-out and delivery business, but there were a handful of cabaret tables and a row of stools lined up along the counter
         for the sad cases with nowhere better to go. Eric and Dylan were called insiders, meaning anything but delivery—mostly making
         the pizzas, working the counter, cleaning up the mess. It was hard, sweaty work in the hot kitchen, and boring as hell.
      

      Eric looked striking head-on: prominent cheekbones, hollowed out underneath—all his features proportionate, clean-cut, and
         all-American. The profile presented a bit of a problem however; his long, pointy nose exaggerated a sloping forehead and a
         weak chin. The spiky hair worked against him aesthetically, elongating his angular profile—but it was edgy, and it played
         well with his swagger. The smile was his trump card, and he knew exactly how to play it: bashful and earnest, yet flirtatious.
         The chicks ate it up. He had made it to the homecoming dance as a freshman, and had scored with a twenty-three-year-old at
         seventeen. He was damn proud of that one.
      

      But prom had become a problem. For some reason— bad luck or bad timing—he couldn’t make it happen. He had gone nuts scrounging
         for a date. He’d asked one girl, but she already had a boyfriend. That was embarrassing. He’d tried another, shot down again.
         He wasn’t ashamed to call his friends in. His buddies asked, the girls he hung with asked, he asked—nothing, nothing, nothing.
      

      His best friend, Dylan, had a date. How crazy was that? Dylan Klebold was meek, self-conscious, and authentically shy. He
         could barely speak in front of a stranger, especially a girl. He’d follow quietly after Eric on the mall conquests, attempting
         to appear invisible. Eric slathered chicks with compliments; Dylan passed them Chips Ahoy cookies in class to let them know
         he liked them. Dylan’s friends said he had never been on a date; he may never have even asked a girl out—including the one
         he was taking to prom.
      

      Dylan Klebold was a brain, too, but not quite so cool. Certainly not in his own estimation. He tried so hard to emulate Eric—on
         some of their videos, he puffed up and acted like a tough guy, then glanced over at Eric for approval. Dylan was taller and
         even smarter than Eric, but considerably less handsome. Dylan hated the oversized features on his slightly lopsided face.
         His nose especially—he saw it as a giant blob. Dylan saw the worst version of himself.
      

      A shave would have helped. His beard was beginning to come in, but sporadically, in fuzzy little splotches along his chin.
         He seemed to take pride in his starter patches, oblivious to the actual effect.
      

      Dylan cut a more convincing figure as a rebel, though. Long, ratty curls dangled toward his shoulders. He towered over his
         peers. With a ways to go in puberty, he was up to six foot three already, 143 stretched pounds. He could have worn the stature
         proudly, casting aspersions down at his adversaries, but it scared the crap out of him, all exposed up there. So he slouched
         off an inch or two. Most of his friends were over six foot—Eric was the exception, at five-nine. His eyes lined up with Dylan’s
         Adam’s apple.
      

      Eric wasn’t thrilled with his looks either, but he rarely let it show. He had undergone surgery in junior high to correct
         a congenital birth defect: pectus excavatum, an abnormally sunken sternum. Early on, it had undermined his confidence, but
         he’d overcome it by acting tough.
      

      Yet it was Dylan who’d scored the prom date. His tux was rented, the corsage purchased, and five other couples organized to
         share a limo. He was going with a sweet, brainy Christian girl who had helped acquire three of the four guns. She adored Dylan
         enough to believe Eric’s story about using them to hunt. Robyn Anderson was a pretty, diminutive blonde who hid behind her
         long straight hair, which often covered a good portion of her face. She was active in her church’s youth group. Right now
         she was in D.C. for a weeklong trip with them, due back barely in time for the prom. Robyn had gotten straight A’s at Columbine
         and was a month away from graduating as valedictorian. She saw Dylan every day in calculus, strolled through the hallways
         and hung out with him any time she could. Dylan liked her and loved the adulation, but wasn’t really into her as a girlfriend.
      

      Dylan was heavy into school stuff. Eric, too. They attended the football games, the dances, and the variety shows and worked
         together on video production for the Rebel News Network. School plays were big for Dylan. He would never want to face an audience,
         but backstage at the soundboard, that was great. Earlier in the year, he’d rescued Rachel Scott, the senior class sweetheart,
         when her tape jammed during the talent show. In a few days, Eric would kill her.
      

      Eric and Dylan were short on athletic ability but were big-time fans. They had both been Little Leaguers and soccer kids.
         Eric still played soccer, but for Dylan it was mostly spectator stuff now. Eric was a Rockies fan and found spring training
         exciting. Dylan rooted for the BoSox and wore their ball cap everywhere. He watched a whole lot of baseball, studied the box
         scores, and compiled his own stats. He was in first place in the fantasy league organized by a friend of his. Nobody could
         outanalyze Dylan Klebold, as he prepped for the March draft weeks in advance. His friends grew bored after the first major
         rounds, but Dylan was intent on securing a strong bench. In the final week, he notified the league commissioner that he was
         adding a rookie pitcher to his roster. And he would continue working a trade through the weekend, right up to Monday, his
         last night. “His life was baseball,” one of his friends said.
      

      Eric fancied himself a nonconformist, but he craved approval and fumed over the slightest disrespect. His hand was always
         shooting up in class, and he always had the right answer. Eric wrote a poem for creative writing class that week about ending
         hate and loving the world. He enjoyed quoting Nietzsche and Shakespeare, but missed the irony of his own nickname, Reb: so
         rebellious he’d named himself after the school mascot.
      

      Dylan went by VoDKa, sometimes capitalizing his initials in the name of his favorite liquor. He was a heavy drinker and damn
         proud of it; supposedly he’d earned the name after downing an entire bottle. Eric preferred Jack Daniel’s but scrupulously
         hid it from his parents. To adult eyes, Eric was the obedient one. Misbehavior had consequences, usually involving his father,
         usually curtailing his freedom. Eric was a little control freak. He gauged his moves and determined just how much he could
         get away with. He could suck up like crazy to make things go his way.
      

      The Blackjack Pizza store owner during most of their tenure was acquainted with Eric’s wild side. After he closed the shop,
         Robert Kirgis would climb up to the roof sometimes, taking Eric and Dylan with him, and chugging brewskis while the boys shot
         bottle rockets over the strip mall. Kirgis was twenty-nine but enjoyed hanging with this pair. They were bright kids; they
         talked just like adults sometimes. Eric knew when to play, when to get serious. If a cop had ever showed up on that rooftop,
         everyone would have turned to Eric to do the talking. When customers stacked up at the counter and drivers rushed in for pickups,
         somebody needed to take control and Eric was your man. He was like a robot under pressure. Nothing could faze him, not when
         he cared about the outcome. Plus, he needed that job; he had an expensive hobby and he wasn’t about to jeopardize it for short-term
         gratification. Kirgis put Eric in charge when he left.
      

      Nobody put Dylan in charge of anything. He was unreliable. He had been on and off the payroll in the past year. He’d applied
         for a better job at a computer store and presented a professional résumé. The owner had been impressed, and Dylan had gotten
         the job. He’d never bothered to show.
      

      But nothing separated the boys’ personalities like a run-in with authority. Dylan would be hyperventilating, Eric calmly calculating.
         Eric’s cool head steered them clear of most trouble, but they had their share of schoolyard fights. They liked to pick on
         younger kids. Dylan had been caught scratching obscenities into a freshman’s locker. When Dean Peter Horvath called him down,
         Dylan went ballistic. He cussed the dean out, bounced off the walls, acted like a nutcase. Eric could have talked his way
         out with apologies, evasions, or claims of innocence—whatever that subject was susceptible to. He read people quickly and
         tailored his responses. Eric was unflappable; Dylan erupted. He had no clue what Dean Horvath would respond to, nor did he
         care. He was pure emotion. When he learned his father was driving in to discuss the locker, Dylan dug himself in deeper. Logic
         was irrelevant.
      

      The boys were both gifted analytically, math whizzes and technology hounds. Gadgets, computers, video games—any new technology
         and they were mesmerized. They created Web sites, adapted games with their own characters and adventures, and shot loads of
         videos—brief little short subjects they wrote, directed, and starred in. Surprisingly, gangly shyboy Dylan made for the more
         engaging actor. Eric was so calm and even-tempered, he couldn’t even fake intensity. In person, he came off charming, confident,
         and engaging; impersonating an emotional young man, he was dull and unconvincing, incapable of emoting. Dylan was a live wire.
         In life, he was timid and shy, but not always quiet: trip his anger and he erupted. On film, he unleashed the anger and he
         was that crazy man, disintegrating in front of the camera. His eyes bugged out and his cheeks pulled away from them, all the
         flesh bunched up at the extremities, deep crevices around the looming nose.
      

      Outwardly, Eric and Dylan looked like normal young boys about to graduate. They were testing authority, testing their sexual
         prowess—a little frustrated with the dumbasses they had to deal with, a little full of themselves. Nothing unusual for high
         school.
      

      ____

      Rebel Hill slopes gradually, rising just forty feet above Columbine, which sits at its base. That’s enough to dominate the
         immediate surroundings, but halfway up the hillside, the Rockies are suddenly spectacular. Each step forward lowers the mesa
         toward eye level, and the mountains leap up behind, a jagged brown wall rearing straight off the Great Plains. They stand
         two to three thousand feet above it—endless and apparently impenetrable, fading all the way over the northern horizon and
         just as far to the south. Locals call them the foothills. This Front Range towering over Columbine is taller than the highest
         peaks in all of Appalachia. Roads and regular habitation stop suddenly at the base of the foothills; even vegetation struggles
         to survive. Just three miles away, and it feels like the end of the world.
      

      Nothing much grows on Rebel Hill’s mesa. It’s covered in cracked reddish clay, broken by the occasional scraggly weed failing
         to make much of a foothold. Up ahead, in the middle distance, humanity finally returns in the form of subdivisions. On fat
         winding lanes and cul-de-sacs, comfortably spaced two-story houses pop up among the pines. Strip malls and soccer fields and
         churches, churches, churches.
      

      Columbine High School sits on a softly rolling meadow at the edge of a sprawling park, in the shadow of the Rocky Mountains.
         It’s a large, modern facility—250,000 square feet of solid no-frills construction. With a beige concrete exterior and few
         windows, the school looks like a factory from most angles. It’s practical, like the people of south Jefferson County. Jeffco,
         as it’s known locally, scrimped on architectural affectations but invested generously in chem labs, computers, video production
         facilities, and a first-rate teaching force.
      

      Friday morning, after the assembly, the corridors bustled with giddy teenage exuberance. Students poured out of the gym giggling,
         flirting, chasing, and jostling. Yet just outside the north entranceway, where the tips of the Rockies peeked around the edges
         of Rebel Hill, the clamor of two thousand boisterous teenagers faded to nothing. The two-story structure and the sports complex
         wrapped around it on two sides were the only indication of America’s twentieth-largest metropolis. Downtown Denver lay just
         ten miles to the northeast, but a dense thicket of trees obscured the skyline. On warmer days, the sliding doors of the woodshop
         would gape open. Boys set their cutting tools into the spinning blocks of wood, and the sudden buzz of the lathe machines
         competed with the exhaust system. But a cold front had swept onto the high plains Wednesday, and the air was hovering around
         freezing as Mr. D told the students that he loved them.
      

      Cold didn’t deter the smokers. Any day of the year, you could find them wandering near, but rarely in, the official smoking
         pit, a ten-by-eight grass rectangle cordoned off by telephone-pole logs just past the parking lot, just beyond school grounds.
         It was peaceful there. No teachers, no rules, no commotion, no stress.
      

      Eric and Dylan were fixtures in the smokers’ gulley. They both smoked the same brand, Camel filtered. Eric picked it; Dylan
         followed.
      

      Lately, friends had noticed more cutting and missed assignments. Dylan kept getting in trouble for sleeping in class. Eric
         was frustrated and pissed, but also curiously unemotional. One day that year, a friend videotaped him hanging out at the lunch
         table with his buddies. They bantered about cams and valves, and a good price for a used Mazda. Eric appeared entranced with
         his cell phone, aimlessly spinning it in circles. He didn’t seem to be listening, but he was taking it all in.
      

      A guy walked into the crowded cafeteria. “Fuck you!” one of Eric’s buddies spat, well out of hearing range. “I hate that putrid
         cock!” Another friend agreed. Eric turned slowly and gazed over his shoulder with his trademark detachment. He studied the
         guy and turned back with less interest than he had shown toward the phone. “I hate almost everyone,” he replied blankly. “Ah,
         yes. I wanna rip his head off and eat it.”
      

      Eric’s voice was flat. No malice, no anger, barely interested. His eyebrows rose at the Ah, yes—a mild congratulation for the clever line about to come. He went vacant again delivering it.
      

      No one found that reaction unusual. They were used to Eric.

      They moved on to reminiscing about a freshman they’d picked on. Eric impersonated a special ed kid struggling to talk. A busty
         girl walked by. Eric waved her over and they hit on her.
      

   
      3. Springtime
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      Spring had burst upon the Front Range. Trees were leafing, anthills rising, lawns growing vibrant in their brief transition
         from dormant winter brown to parched summer brown. Millions of mini-propeller maple seedpods twirled down toward the ground.
         Spring fever infected the classrooms. Teachers zipped through remaining chapters; kids started to stress about finals and
         daydream about the summer. Seniors looked ahead to fall. Columbine had one of the best academic reputations in the state;
         80 percent of graduates headed on to degree programs. College dominated the conversation now: big fat acceptance packets and
         paper-thin rejection envelopes; last-minute campus visits to narrow down the finalists. It was time to commit to a university,
         write the deposit check, and start selecting first-semester classes. High school was essentially over.
      

      Up in the Rockies, it was still winter. The slopes were open but the snow was receding. Kids begged their parents for a day
         off from school for one last boarding run. An Evangelical Christian junior talked her parents into letting her go the day
         before Mr. D’s assembly. Cassie Bernall drove up to Breckenridge with her brother, Chris. Neither one had met Eric or Dylan
         yet.
      

      Lunchtime was still a big daily event. The Columbine cafeteria was a wideopen bubble of a space protruding from the spacious
         corridor between the student entrance at the south corner and the giant stone staircase that could fit more than a dozen students
         across. Kids referred to the area as “the commons.” It was wrapped with an open latticework facade of white steel girders
         and awnings and a decorative crisscross of steel cables. Inside, a hive of activity ignited at lunchtime. At the start of
         “A” lunch, more than six hundred students rushed in. Some came and went quickly, using it as a central meeting hub or grabbing
         a pack of Tater Tots for the road. It was packed solid for five minutes, then emptied out quickly. Three to four hundred kids
         eventually settled in for the duration, in plastic chairs around movable tables seating six to eight.
      

      Two hours after the assembly, Mr. D was on lunch duty—his favorite part of the day. Most administrators delegated the task,
         but Principal DeAngelis could not get enough. “My friends laugh at me,” he said. “Lunch duty! Ugh! But I love it down there.
         That’s when you get to see the kids. That’s when you get to talk to them.”
      

      Mr. D made his way around the commons, chatting up kids at each table, pausing as eager students ran up to catch his ear.
         He was down here for the start of “A” lunch nearly every day. His visits were lighthearted and conversational. He listened
         to his students’ stories and helped solve problems, but he avoided discipline at lunch. The one situation where he just couldn’t
         stop himself, though, was when he saw abandoned trays and food scraps. The Columbine Mr. D had inherited was short on frills,
         but he insisted it stay clean.
      

      He was so irritated by entitlement and sloppiness that he’d had four surveillance cameras installed in the commons. A custodian
         loaded a fresh tape every morning around 11:05, and the rotating cameras continually swept the commons, recording fifteen-second
         bursts of action automatically cut from camera to camera. Day after day, they recorded the most banal footage imaginable.
         No one could have imagined what those cameras would capture just four months after installation.
      

      ____

      A terrifying affliction had infested America’s small towns and suburbs: the school shooter. We knew it because we had seen
         it on TV. We had read about it in the newspapers. It had materialized inexplicably two years before. In February 1997, a sixteen-year-old
         in remote Bethel, Alaska, brought a shotgun to high school and opened fire. He killed the principal and a student and injured
         two others. In October, another boy shot up his school, this time in Pearl, Mississippi. Two dead students, seven wounded.
         Two more sprees erupted in December, in remote locales: West Paducah, Kentucky, and Stamps, Arkansas. Seven were dead by the
         end of the year, sixteen wounded.
      

      The following year was worse: ten dead, thirty-five wounded, in five separate incidents. The violence intensified in the springtime,
         as the school year came to a close. Shooting season, they began to call it. The perpetrator was always a white boy, always
         a teenager, in a placid town few had ever heard of. Most of the shooters acted alone. Each attack erupted unexpectedly and
         ended quickly, so TV never caught the turmoil. The nation watched the aftermaths: endless scenes of schools surrounded by
         ambulances, overrun by cops, hemorrhaging terrified children.
      

      By graduation day, 1998, it felt like a full-blown epidemic. With each escalation, small towns and suburbia grew a little
         more tense. City schools had been armed camps for ages, but the suburbs were supposed to be safe.
      

      The public was riveted; the panic was real. But was it warranted? It could happen anyplace became the refrain. “But it doesn’t happen anyplace,” Justice Policy Institute director Vincent Schiraldi argued in the Washington Post. “And it rarely happens at all.” A New York Times editorial made the same point. CDC data pegged a child’s chances of dying at school at one in a million. And holding. The
         “trend” was actually steady to downward, depending on how far back you looked.
      

      But it was new to middle-class white parents. Each fresh horror left millions shaking their heads, wondering when the next
         outcast would strike.
      

      And then…nothing. During the entire 1998-99 school year, not a single shooter emerged. The threat faded, and a distant struggle
         took hold of the news. The slow disintegration of Yugoslavia erupted again. In March 1999, as Eric and Dylan finalized their
         plans, NATO drew the line on Serbian aggression in a place called Kosovo. The United States began its largest air campaign
         since Vietnam. Swarms of F-15 squadrons pounded Belgrade. Central Europe was in chaos; America was at war. The suburban menace
         of the school shooter had receded.
      

   
      4. Rock’n’ Bowl
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      Eric and Dylan had “A” lunch, but they were rarely around for Mr. D’s visits anymore. Columbine was an open campus, so older
         kids with licenses and cars mostly took off for Subway, Wendy’s, or countless drive-thrus scattered about the subdivisions.
         Most of the Columbine parents were affluent enough to endow their kids with cars. Eric had a black Honda Prelude. Dylan drove
         a vintage BMW his dad had refurbished. The two cars sat side by side in their assigned spaces in the senior lot every day.
         At lunch the boys loaded into one with a handful of friends to grab a bite and a smoke.
      

      Mr. D had one major objective on Friday; Eric Harris had at least two. Mr. D wanted to impress on his kids the importance
         of wise choices. He wanted everyone back alive on Monday. Eric wanted ammo and a date for prom night.
      

      ____

      Eric and Dylan planned to be dead shortly after the weekend, but Friday night they had a little work to do: one last shift
         at Blackjack. The job had funded most of Eric’s bomb production, weapons acquisition, and napalm experiments. Blackjack paid
         a little better than minimum: $6.50 an hour for Dylan, $7.65 to Eric, who had seniority. Eric believed he could do better.
         “Once I graduate, I think I’m gonna quit, too,” Eric told a friend who’d quit the week before. “But not now. When I graduate
         I’m going to get a job that’s better for my future.” He was lying. He had no intention of graduating.
      

      Eric had no plans, which seemed odd for a kid with so much potential. He was a gifted student taking a pass on college. No
         career plans, no discernible goals. It was driving his parents crazy.
      

      Dylan had a bright future. He was heading to college, of course. He was going to be a computer engineer. Several schools had
         accepted him, and he and his dad had just driven down to Tucson on a four-day trip. He’d picked out a dorm room. He liked
         the desert. The decision was final; his mom was going to mail his deposit to the University of Arizona on Monday.
      

      Eric had appeased his dad for the last few weeks by responding to a Marine recruiter. He had no interest, but it made a nice
         cover. Eric’s dad, Wayne, had been a decorated air force test pilot; he’d retired as a major after twenty-three years.
      

      For the moment, Blackjack was a pretty good gig—decent money and lots of social opportunities. Chris and Nate and Zack and
         a mess of their other buddies had worked there. And Eric was alert for hotties. He had been working this one chick for months
         now. Susan worked as a part-time receptionist at the Great Clips in the same strip mall, so she was always having to pick
         up the pizza orders for the stylists. Eric saw her at school, too, usually when he was smoking. He addressed her by name there—she
         wasn’t sure how he’d gotten ahold of it—and came by the store now and then to chat her up. She seemed to like him. Eric could
         not abide embarrassment, so he had been checking with her friends to gauge his prospects. Yeah, she liked him. Business was
         slow Friday night because of a late spring snowstorm, so they had time to chat when she picked up her order. He asked her
         for her number. She gave it.
      

      Susan was looking good and Eric’s new boss had an announcement, too. Kirgis had sold the store six weeks ago, and things were
         changing. The new owner fired some of the staff. Eric and Dylan were keepers, but the roof was closed: no more brewskis and
         bottle rockets. Eric, however, had made a great impression. Kirgis had trusted Eric enough to leave him in charge frequently,
         but on Friday, the new owner promoted him. Four days before his massacre, Eric made shift manager. He seemed pleased.
      

      Both boys asked for advances that night. Eric wanted $200, Dylan $120, against hours they had already worked. The new owner
         paid them in cash.
      

      After work, they headed to Belleview Lanes. Friday night was Rock’n’ Bowl, a big weekly social event. Sixteen kids usually
         showed up—some from the Blackjack circle, some from outside. They jammed into four adjacent lanes and tracked all the scores
         on the overhead monitors. Eric and Dylan played every Friday night. They weren’t great bowlers—Dylan averaged 115, Eric 108—but
         they sure had fun doing it. They took bowling as a gym class, too. Dylan hated mornings, but Monday through Wednesday he drove
         to Belleview in the dark. Class started at 6:00 A.M., and they were rarely late, almost never absent. And they still couldn’t wait for Friday night: same venue, but no adult
         supervision. They could get a little crazier. Eric was into all this German shit lately: Nietzsche, Freud, Hitler, German
         industrial bands like KMFDM and Rammstein, German-language T-shirts. Sometimes he’d punctuate his high fives with “Sieg Heil”
         or “Heil Hitler.” Reports conflict about whether or not Dylan followed his lead. Dylan’s friend Robyn Anderson, the girl who
         had asked him to the prom, usually picked them up at Blackjack and drove them to the alley. But this week, she was still in
         Washington with her church group.
      

      They went home early that night—Eric had a phone engagement. He called Susan after nine, as promised, but got her mother.
         The mom thought Eric seemed very nice, until she told him Susan was sleeping at a friend’s house. Eric got mad. How odd, the
         mom thought, that Eric would get so angry so quickly, just because Susan was out. Rejection was Eric’s weak spot, especially
         by females. He wouldn’t quite pull a Klebold, but the veil came down, and his anger spilled out. It was just infuriating.
         He had a long list of betrayals, an actual “Shit List” on his computer of despicable young girls. Susan did not make the list.
         Her mom offered Eric her pager number, and he pounded out a message.
      

      Susan called back, and Eric was suddenly nice again. They talked about school, computers, and kids who had knifed Eric in
         the back. Eric went on and on about one kid who had betrayed him. They chatted for half an hour, and Eric finally asked her
         about Saturday night. Was she busy? No. Great. He would call her early in the afternoon. Finally! Prom night. He had a date!
      

   
      5. Two Columbines
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      On Friday nights, Coach Sanders could usually be found in the Columbine Lounge: an ass-kicking strip-mall honky-tonk with the
         feel of an Allman Brothers club gig in Macon in the 1970s. All ages piled in—mostly rednecks, but blacks and Latinos mixed
         easily, punkers and skate rats, too. Everybody got along. Biker dudes with gleaming scalps and ponytails chatted up elderly
         women in floral cardigans. Most nights included an open-mike period, where you could watch an aging drunk strum “Stairway to
         Heaven,” segue into the Gilligan’s Island theme, and forget the words. The bartenders covered the pool tables with plywood sheets when the band started, converting
         it all into banquet space. A stack of amplifiers and a mixing board marked off the virtual stage, spotlit by aluminum-clamp
         lights affixed to the ceiling tile frames. A narrow strip of carpet served as the dance floor. Mostly, it was filled with
         fortyish women in Dorothy Hamill wedge cuts. They tried to drag their men out there but seldom got many takers. Dave Sanders
         was the exception. He loved to glide across the carpet. He was partial to the Electric Slide. He was something to see. The
         grace that propelled him down the basketball court thirty years ago had stuck with him. He played point guard. He was good.
      

      Coach Sanders outclassed most of the clientele, but he didn’t think in class terms. He cared about friendliness, honest effort,
         and sincerity. The Lounge had those in abundance. And Dave liked to kick back and have fun. He had a hearty laugh, and got
         a lot of use of it at the Lounge.
      

      When Coach Sanders arrived in 1974, he personified the community. He’d grown up in Veedersburg, Indiana, a quiet rural community
         much like the Jefferson County he found right out of college. Twenty-five years later, it was not such a snug fit. The Lounge
         sat just a few blocks south of the high school, and in the early days it was brimming with faculty after school or practice.
         They mixed with former students and parents and siblings of the current ones. Half the town rolled through the Lounge in a
         given week. The newer teachers didn’t approve of that behavior, and they didn’t fit in at the Lounge anyway. Neither did the
         wave of upscale suburbanites who began flooding into Jeffco in the late 1970s, overwhelming Columbine’s student body. New
         Columbine went for fern bars and Bennigan’s, or private parties in their split-level “ranch homes” and cathedral-ceilinged
         McMansions. Cassie Bernall’s family was New Columbine, as were the Harrises and the Klebolds. Mr. D arrived as Old, but evolved
         with the majority to New. Old Columbine remained, outnumbered but unfazed by the new arrivals. Many older families lived in
         actual ranch houses built half a century earlier on the small horse ranches occupying most of the area when the high school
         was constructed.
      

      Columbine High School was built in 1973 on a dirt road off a larger dirt road way out in horse country. It was named after
         the flower that blankets sections of the Rockies. Scraggy meadows surrounded the new building, fragrant with pine trees and
         horse manure. Hardly anybody lived there, but Jeffco was bracing for an influx. Court-ordered busing had spurred an avalanche
         of white flight out of Denver, and subdivisions were popping up all along the foothills.
      

      Jeffco officials had debated where the arrivals would cluster. They erected three temporary structures in the wilderness to
         accommodate the stampede. The high schools were identical hollow shells, ready for conversion to industrial use if the population
         failed to materialize. Columbine resembled a factory by design. Inside, mobile accordion-wall separators were rolled out to
         create classrooms. Sound carried from room to room, but students could overcome such minor hardships.
      

      Developers kept throwing up new subdivisions, each one pricier than the one before. Jeffco kept all three temporary schools.
         In 1995, just before Eric and Dylan arrived, Columbine High School underwent a major overhaul. Permanent interior walls were
         installed, and the old cafeteria on the east side was converted to classrooms. A huge west wing was added, doubling the size
         of the structure. It bore the signature new architectural feature: the curving green glass of the commons, with the new library
         above.
      

      By April 1999, the plain was nearly filled, all the way to the foothills. But the fiercely independent residents refused to
         incorporate. A new town would only impose new rules and new taxes. The 100,000 new arrivals filled one continuous suburb with
         no town center: no main street, no town hall, town library, or town name. No one was sure what to call it. Littleton is a
         quiet suburb south of Denver where the massacre did not actually occur. Although the name would grow synonymous with the tragedy,
         Columbine lies several miles west, across the South Platte River, in a different county with separate schools and law enforcement.
         The postal system slapped “Littleton” onto a vast tract of seven hundred square miles, stretching way up into the foothills.
         The people on the plain gravitated toward the name of the nearest high school—the hub of suburban social life. For thirty
         thousand people clustered around the new high school, Columbine became the name of their home.
      

      ____

      Dave Sanders taught typing, keyboarding, business, and economics. He didn’t find all the material particularly interesting,
         but it enabled him to coach. Dave coached seven different sports at Columbine. He started out with boys but found the girls
         needed him more. “He had this way of making everyone feel secure,” a friend said. He made the kids feel good about themselves.
      

      Dave didn’t yell or berate the girls, but he was stern and insistent at practice. Again. Again. He watched quietly on the sidelines, and when he spoke, they could count on analysis or inspiration. He had taken over as
         head coach of girls’ basketball that semester—a team with twelve straight losing seasons. Before the first game, he bought
         them T-shirts with ONE IN A DOZEN printed on the back. They made it to the state championship tournament that spring.
      

      When someone crossed Dave Sanders, he responded with “the look”: a cold, insistent stare. He used it one time on a couple
         of chatty girls in business class. They shut up momentarily, but went back to talking when he looked away. So he pulled up
         a chair right in front of them and conducted the rest of class from that spot, staring back and forth at each girl until the
         bell rang.
      

      Dave spent almost every night in the gym or the field house, headed back for more on the weekends, and ran summer training
         camps at the University of Wyoming. Dave was a practical guy. He admired efficiency, tried to do double duty by bringing his
         daughter to work after school. The basketball girls knew Angela by the time she was a toddler. She hung out in the gym watching
         Daddy drill the girls: dribbling, tip contests, face-offs…Angela brought her toys with her in a tyke-sized suitcase. By the
         end of practice, they would be strewn all over the bleachers and the side of the court. The girls let out a big sigh when
         Dave called out for Angela to start packing up. He worked them hard, and that was the signal that they were nearly done.
      

      Angela treasured those late afternoons. “I grew up at Columbine,” she said. Dave was widening out into a big bear of a man,
         and when he hugged Angela, she felt safe.
      

      Her mom was less impressed. Kathy Sanders divorced Dave when Angela was three. Dave found a home a few blocks away, so they
         could stay close. Later, Angie moved in with him. It was such a happy divorce that Kathy became friends with his second wife,
         Linda Lou.
      

      “Kathy’s such a sweetheart, and she and Dave got along so well,” Linda said. “I asked her one day, ‘Why did you two ever get
         a divorce?’ And she said, ‘He was never home. I was kind of like married to myself.’”
      

      Linda thrived with the arrangement. Angie was seventeen when she married Dave, and her two girls were nearly raised as well.
         Linda had been a single working mom for many years and was used to alone time. She grew steadily more dependent on Dave, though.
         She had been strong when she needed to, but she liked it better with a man to lean on. Independence had been great, but that
         life was over now.
      

      Linda Lou often met Dave at the Lounge after practice, and they spent the evening together there. She loved the place almost
         as much as Dave did. They’d met at the Lounge in 1991. They’d held their wedding reception there two years later. It felt
         like home. Dave felt like home to Linda.
      

      Dave was exactly what Linda had been waiting for: caring, protective, and playfully romantic. He’d proposed on a trip to Vegas.
         As they’d strolled over a bridge into the Excalibur casino, he’d asked to see her “divorce ring”—which she still wore on her
         wedding finger. She presented her hand, and he threw the ring into the moat. He asked her to marry him. She gleefully accepted.
      

      Linda and her two daughters moved in, and she and Dave finished raising the girls and Angela. Dave legally adopted Linda’s
         younger daughter, Coni. He considered all three girls his daughters, and they all called him Dad.
      

      Dave’s lanky runner’s build filled out. His beard grew speckled, then streaked gray. His smile held constant. His blue eyes
         twinkled. He began to resemble a young Santa Claus. Otherwise, Dave remained remarkably consistent: coaching, laughing, and
         enjoying his grandkids, but not seeing them enough. He drove an aging Ford Escort, dressed in drab polyester slacks and plain
         button-down shirts. His hair dwindled, but he parted it neatly on the left. He wore great big oversized glasses with frames
         from another age. Each night ended with him in his easy chair, chuckling to Johnny Carson, with a tumbler of Diet Coke and
         Jack Daniel’s in hand. When Johnny retired, the Sanderses had a satellite dish and Dave could always find a game to settle
         down with. Linda waited for him upstairs.
      

      Out of the blue, just a few weeks before the prom, he decided to update his image. He was forty-seven—time for a change. He
         surprised Linda in a pair of wire-rimmed glasses, the first big fashion statement of his life. He’d picked them out himself.
         “Woo-woo!” she howled. She had never seen a Dave like this before!
      

      He was so proud of those glasses. “I finally made it to 1999,” he said.

      The big debut came Easter Sunday. He showed up in the glasses at a boisterous family gathering with the grandkids. Nobody
         noticed.
      

      Alone with Linda that evening, he confessed how badly it hurt.

      Dave was planning more changes: No basketball camp this summer. Less coaching, more time with his own girls and his grandkids.
         There was still time to set it right.
      

      He was trying a new bedtime drink, too: Diet Coke and rum.

      The Sunday before the prom, the family threw a birthday party for Angela’s four-year-old, Austin. Dave liked making peanut butter
         and jelly sandwiches for the grandkids. He sliced off the edges, because they liked it fluffy all the way through. Dave would
         hide a gummi worm in the jelly, which surprised them every time.
      

      Austin called to talk to Grandpa on prom weekend but missed him. Dave called back and left a message on the machine. Angela
         erased it. She would try again during the week.
      

      ____

      Prom was scheduled for April 17, but for most kids, it was the culmination of a long, painful dance stretching back to midwinter.
         Night after night, Patrick Ireland had lain on his bed, phone in one hand, a ball in the other, tossing it up and snatching
         it out of the air, wishing his best friend, Laura, would take the hint. He kept prodding her about her prospects. Any ideas? Anybody ask yet? She tossed the questions back: Who you going to ask? When? What are you waiting for?

      Indecision was unfamiliar ground for Patrick. He competed in basketball and baseball for Columbine and earned first place
         medals in waterskiing while earning a 4.0 average. He kept his eye on the ball. When his team was down five points in the
         final minutes of a basketball game, and he’d just miss an easy layup or dribbled off his foot and felt like a loser, the answer
         was simple: Brush it off! If you wanted to win, you focused on the next play. With Laura, he couldn’t focus on anything.
      

      Patrick was modest but self-assured with regard to most things. This mattered too much. He couldn’t risk fourth grade again.
         Laura had been his first love, his first girlfriend, in third grade. It was a torrid romance, but it ended badly and she wouldn’t
         speak to him the next year. It took them until high school to become friends again. For a while, it was friendship, but then
         his pulse started racing. Had he been right about her the first time? Surely she felt it, too. Unless he was imagining it.
         No, she was flirting, totally. Flirting enough?
      

      Laura grew impatient. It wasn’t just prom night at stake, it was weeks of planning, dress shopping, accessorizing, endless
         conversations to risk being excluded. The sad looks, the pity—a full season of awkwardness.
      

      She got another offer. She stalled for time, then, finally, accepted. The guy was way into her.

      So Patrick asked Cora, just as friends. His whole group was going as friends. No pressure, just a good time.

      Prom night arrived. Most groups turned it into a twelve-hour affair: photos, fine dining, the dance, the afterprom. Patrick’s
         gang started at Gabriel’s, an old Victorian home in the country that had been converted into an elegant steak and seafood
         house. They pulled up in a limo and ate like kings. Then it was a long ride into Denver for the big event. The prom committee
         chose the Denver Design Center, a local landmark known as “that building with the weird yellow thing.” The “thing” was a monumental
         steel sculpture called The Articulated Wall, which looked like an eighty-five-foot DNA strand and towered over the shops and restaurants converted from old warehouses.
      

      The trade-off with a famous city location was space. You could barely move on the dance floor. Patrick Ireland’s second-most-memorable
         moment was dancing to “Ice Ice Baby.” He had lip-synced to it in a third-grade talent show, so whenever they’d heard it for
         the next decade, he’d grabbed his buddies and performed the same goofy dance. That was nothing compared to holding Laura.
         He got one dance. A slow song. Heaven.
      

      ____

      Cassie Bernall was not asked to prom. She was pretty but, in her estimation, a loser. The church boys from the youth group
         barely noticed her. At school she got attention, but strictly sexual. Friends were hard to come by. So she and her friend
         Amanda dressed up anyway, did their hair, and got all glamorous for a work banquet Amanda’s mom had going at the Marriott.
         Then they cruised to afterprom, where dates were optional, and partied till dawn.
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