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I'd been up for close to 24 hours unsuccessfully working on my family's web site when I decided that I was too tired to 
see and laid down to grab a couple of hours sleep before returning to my high school that night for the first time in 
over 20 years. I sank into the cool white sheets of my bed exhausted, frustrated and almost overwhelmed with the 
amount of work I had to do. But I'd promised a very special person that I would be there, at Cleveland Heights High 
School, to revisit the landscape of my youth and help celebrate a milestone. 

I awakened a couple of hours later to learn that four white Bronx policemen had gotten away with murder. They had 
been acquitted of all charges stemming from the shooting of African immigrant Amadou Diallo last year. And to make 
matters worse, there were four black women on the jury. 

I dragged my tired self into the bathroom to wash my face and hair and shower before my cousins arrived to  accom-
pany my mother and I to my alma mater. As I went about my preparations I could hear CNN discussing the verdict, 
interviewing New Yorkers and the outrageous news conference held by the police officers' attorneys. It all  seemed 
just this side of surreal. A man is shot 41 times for doing nothing more than being black at a time when the police 
were allegedly looking for a black rape suspect. By all accounts Diallo did nothing that could be considered suspi-
cious or out of the ordinary--unless you were four white Bronx, NY cops. He's dead and no one is going to jail, at least 
on state charges. 

If I'd had the time I would have sat to dwell on the frightening prospect of open season on black people in New York-
City, if not New York State and its 49 sisters. But I did not have time. I could only feel hopeless about the racism that 
seems to grow each and every day in this country. The divide is growing as large as the Grand Canyon with no end in 
sight. The long, hot summer of 1968 is beginning to feel more like the future than the past. A change must come 
soon. 

My adult cousin knocked on our front door with two young children in tow. One, her daughter Marguerite, has become 
a surrogate daughter for me. She is the child I will probably never have. The other, her sister's daughter Erin, is 
equally as dear to me but less in need of another adult to help guide her through life. The love we share is something 
I could never have imagined before I decided to take an active part in their lives. It is precious to me and I will do 
whatever is necessary to see that they both grow into strong, educated young women. But what if...?

We piled ourselves into two cars to travel the short distance from our house to the high school. The parking lot and 
surrounding streets were packed with cars, buses and people. You see, this night was a celebration. It was a celebra-
tion of love, fellowship and culture--a gospel music festival with performances by several area high school gospel 
choirs, including the one in which I last sang 22 years ago. The Heights High School Gospel Choir celebrated its 25th 
anniversary this year and it is only serendipity that my family and I were in attendance. Had it not been for a fateful 
meeting of the choir director in a dark drug store parking lot earlier in the week I never would have known how impor-
tant this Friday night would be to my family and I. 

We made our way through throngs of people heading to the school's auditorium, careful to make sure the two young 
girls did not get separated. I shouldn't have worried. They both fought to hold my hands. We marveled at all the choir 
members in various clothing that announced their school spirit. I remembered that some of those schools were bitter 
rivals when I was a teenager. That night, they'd come together to share with their communities the joy their music 
brings. We found seats, but had to sit separately. The girls and I sat a row apart while my mother sat two rows in 
front. Marguerite's mother sat so far away that I couldn't find her by sight. It didn't matter because once the choir be-
gan to sing everyone joined in fellowship with everyone else. 

What a joyful noise was made! Hundreds of dedicated young people from many area schools celebrated love with 
spectacular grace and talent, calling on all spirits to rejoice. The audience was moved to its feet so often that it be-
came pointless to sit down. Looking at those bright, hopeful faces still brimming with possibilities did not allow previ-
ous thoughts of hopelessness to escape their bounds. Dancing and clapping with the person in the next seat filled 
hearts with good tidings and pride. The kids on stage belonged to all of us for those few hours. We stood with them in 
committing to make this a better place for them to achieve academically, artistically and, above all else, spiritually. But 
what if... ?



Three hours later, the concert was over but the warm feelings remained. Everyone eventually went back to their 
homes in various parts of the county to bask in the glow that changed each of us a little for having experienced it. We 
were greeted by our evening news of hardship, war, robbery and sadness. Somehow, the acquittal of those four po-
lice officers was a little easier to take because hope flowed where there was none. But what if. ? What if one of the 
youngsters who sang so poignantly, or one of the children I love with all my heart, were shot down by four white cops 
for no other reason than the color of his or her skin? What if those same cops were acquitted for that shooting? 

Amadou Diallo died again when 12 people said that his murderers could shoot defenseless black people with impu-
nity. It is a circumstance whose repetition is too awful to allow. Therefore, it is our duty, as responsible people with 
loved ones we want to see flourish in a very harsh world, to do whatever we can to make sure it does not happen 
again. It does not matter whether we live in New York or Cleveland Heights. The dangers are everywhere. 

I want the hundreds of young people I heard to be able to return to their respective high schools 22 years later to re-
joice in having been a part of a spiritual event that could only have happened with their presence. I want Marguerite 
and Erin to reach womanhood and motherhood, should that be their choice, without fearing the people who are sup-
posed to protect them. All it takes is demanding change. But first, we much change ourselves. We must move from 
feeling hopeless and powerless to embracing both hope and power. If each person who sat in the thousand or so 
seats in a school auditorium on a paradoxically warm winter's night were to move an inch forward together, they will 
have collectively moved a great distance. They will have moved far enough, with enough collective strength, to be 
noticed. They will then be in a position to demand that trigger-happy police are convicted of their crimes and placed 
where they will not be in a position to harm our children again. They will be in a position to demand that officers who 
show the slightest propensity to use undue force be taken off the streets immediately before irreversible harm occurs.  
Finally, they will be in a position to demand that all people, regardless of appearance, religion, nationality or sexuality, 
be granted their civil and human rights. Only then will Amadou Diallo not have died for nothing. Then, and only then, 
can we rest.


