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			Foreword

			The genesis of this book lies in the senseless attack on Alex Melchert.  I am grateful for the cooperation of the entire Melchert family in the writing of this book and hereby dedicate it to Alex, in particular, and to all victims of gun violence in this country.

			I need to acknowledge the assistance and insight which Valerie Johnson, Shawn Johnson’s mother, offered in compiling material for the first chapter of this book. 

			Let me express my gratitude to two clinical psychiatrists, Paul Linde and Michael Seely, who offered their professional help with the actions of some of the characters who appear in these pages. Paul’s experience in this country and in Africa were especially illuminating.

			I thank Edward Brunt for his careful and insightful reading of the chapter on Kansas.  A 30-year veteran of the Lawrence police force, he offered helpful criticism of that chapter.

			I am indebted to Dan Close of the Wichita Eagle for helpful advice about making contact with potentially recalcitrant interviewees. Without my journalistic sources, principally The New York Times, the Washington Post, and the British daily The Guardian, this book would never have seen the light of day. 

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE 

			A Christmas Card

			The Melcherts’ card arrived with a batch of others.  It began the way many others did. “It was wonderful to receive your Christmas card,” they wrote.  Then news of the family. Christmas is the one time of the year when we communicate.  First a perfunctory run-down of what the older children were doing; then that their younger son Alex had begun his freshman year at the College of Wooster.  At that point the card changed tone: “Unfortunately Alex was shot six times coming back from a weekend in Columbus.  Sunday morn at 11 a.m. a nutcase blasted him at a rest stop.  No reason, no explaining.”

			That card—that sentence—persuaded me to write this book.

			This is what happened on the morning of Sunday, October 2, 2016.  Alex Melchert had been returning with a classmate after visiting a mutual friend.  He hadn’t showered that day and wanted to freshen up before getting back to college.  Halting at a rest stop on Interstate 71, he went to the men’s room to splash water on his face.  There were no paper towels in the men’s room, so he returned to his car to retrieve a towel from the back seat.  Someone shouted, and Alex turned.  It was then that he heard three shots.  

			“I couldn’t hear anything more with the ringing in my ears,” he later said.

			The gunman had pumped six bullets into the young man’s body, five in his abdomen, one in his upper arm.   A witness told police that he was hearing pops, and he saw that there was a gun in the shooter’s hand.  “It was very small,” he said.  “It looked like a starter pistol.”  In fact, it was a 9mm revolver.

			What Alex could remember was lying on the ground in a pool of blood, draining from his arm “which had kinda exploded.”

			Over the course of the next few days, the young collegian underwent a battery of operations at a hospital in Columbus, Ohio.  One third of the patients in the hospital, the Melcherts later learned, had suffered gun wounds.  Alex underwent four operations all told, the first to stop the bleeding, two to repair the wounds in his diaphragm and abdomen, the fourth to rebuild his injured right arm. Alex played the cello, and he hoped to resume playing in the fullness of time.

			 One of the bullets to strike Alex had nicked his liver which became infected.  Most of the bullets were removed, but one slug remained lodged in his back.  A rib had prevented that bullet from severing his aortic artery.

			His parents, his older brother, and his sister all rushed to Columbus to be with Alex during the first few agonizing days of his recovery.   For the first two days, he could not breathe without a breathing tube.  It was removed the Tuesday after the shooting.  At first, he could not speak.  He communicated by writing.  That took an effort because Alex was right-handed, but he could only use his left hand.  What did he write?  “He told us to be happy, to stay calm,” his sister Adriane said.   “Don’t be worried.”  All that Alex could manage then was to cope with the pain riveting his body, a pain which he later described as “insane.”  There was no question of reflecting on what had happened to him or to think of anything but that pain.  The pain killers, which in the hospital he had taken intravenously, alleviated intolerable suffering for months afterward.

			Reaction to the attack on Alex at Wooster was immediate.  The day following the shooting, there was a vigil on campus organized by the college’s Dean of Students.  Students wrote letters and get-well cards.  The Columbus Dispatch reported that a cantor in Israel had offered a service in his honor. 

			***

			Melchert’s assailant was twenty-five-year-old Shawn Johnson.  The man had a troubled past.  He lived with his mother in Columbus.  Two days before he shot Melchert, the two had quarreled.   Johnson’s mother locked him out of the apartment they shared. Later that day, Johnson broke in and punched his mother in the head.  She then alerted police who issued a warrant for his arrest on Saturday, October 1.  That was the day before Johnson shot Alex Melchert.

			After the shooting, Johnson fled in a Camry that belonged to his mother.  The police were in hot pursuit.  Johnson led them on a high-speed chase north along I-71.  The cops laid down road spikes which blew the car’s tires and brought it to a halt, but not before the Camry had darted from one lane to another at speeds the police estimated to be in excess of 90 mph.  In trying to pass a tractor-trailer on the right, Johnson slammed into the side of the truck, swerved in front of the vehicle, then smashed into cable barriers along the highway median.  The State Highway Patrol had an armored vehicle which had come from Columbus.  Their caution was standard procedure in such a situation:  The Camry had tinted windows, and it was impossible to see what was going on inside.  The cops kept yelling at Johnson to come out, but there was no response.  Finally police used a battering ram to smash the passenger window of the car.  They found Johnson’s body inside.  He had died from a self-inflicted gun wound. 

			When Alex Melchert heard that Johnson was dead, he wept.  This was the one and only time he cried during the whole ordeal.  “I’m sorry he’s dead,” he said.  “He didn’t need to shoot himself.”

			Why had Shawn Johnson shot Alex Melchert, someone he didn’t know from Adam?  

			“I was worried that my son would commit suicide,” his mother, Valerie Johnson, told USA Today in a phone interview.  “But I had no idea that he would ever shoot somebody like that.”

			“He was never violent,” she continued.

			Five years before the shooting, Johnson was driving home with a friend when the friend’s car was struck by a drunken driver.  Johnson was knocked unconscious.  Upon regaining consciousness, his personality changed.  He began to hear voices in his head.  “The voices of demons,” he said.  Sometimes he answered back. “Who you talking to?” Valerie once asked him.  “The Devil,” he responded.  He would wake up in the middle of the night, screaming that demons were attacking him.  Shawn came to believe that he was the Angel Gabriel.  

			Hearing voices like that had occurred in Valerie Johnson’s family before:  Her great-grandmother and two uncles had experienced the same phenomenon.  Hearing voices is not as uncommon as one might think.  Estimates run as high as twenty-eight percent of the general population who hear voices unheard by others.  Psychiatrists regard the phenomenon as an auditory hallucination, a symptom of schizophrenia caused by chemical and genetic factors.

			I interviewed Paul Linde, a clinical professor of psychiatry at the University of San Francisco School of Medicine, who was reluctant to discuss Shawn’s case in detail since he was unfamiliar with the particulars. He did, however, offer some general observations.  Linde has had extensive experience dealing with psychiatric emergencies.  He told me that traumatic head injury can make people more prone to violence, and untreated psychosis can lead to violent behavior.  Shawn may have been suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder. But it is more likely that he was experiencing a psychotic disorder brought on by a traumatic brain injury.  It was not known whether any brain imaging was done after Shawn’s accident.  Linde points out that damage to some parts of the brain are more closely linked to psychosis than others.  Religious delusions could make someone like Shawn feel that he was doing God’s work when voices in his head commanded him to kill.  They told him that he himself had less than one year to live. 

			Linde spent a year working in an asylum in the east African nation of Zimbabwe.  He wrote his experiences in a book entitled Of Spirits and Madness:  An American Psychiatrist in Africa.  Some of the patients he encountered exhibited symptoms like Shawn Johnson’s.  One such man, whom Linde calls Tichaona, heard voices which he attributed to ancestral bewitchment.  The psychiatrist reported that in Zimbabwe, patients who suffered from auditory hallucinations heard the voices of their ancestor spirits rather than the voice of Jesus Christ.   As Shawn’s mother was to tell me, a couple of Linde’s patients said that they were hearing the voices of their great-grandmothers. Tichaona was one of these.  His great-grandmother may have suffered from schizophrenia.

			“Could it be,” Linde asked, “that Tichaona inherited his great-grandmother’s spiritual abilities along with her mental illness?”  Could she be the ancestral spirit’ who was communicating with Tichaona?

			In Tichaona’s culture, symptoms of madness can indicate the appearance of a healer—a n’anga in his Shona tongue.  Remember that Shawn Johnson, who was raised in a Christian tradition, said that he was the Angel Gabriel.  

			Phenomena, reminiscent of Johnson’s, arise in classical Greek mythology: The priestess at the Oracle of Delphi—known as Pythia—was consulted for her prophecies when she acted as a conduit for the god Apollo.  (The original mythic name for Delphi was Pytho, from the Greek verb puthein, meaning to rot—a reference to the odor of the decomposing body of the monster Python, killed by Apollo.)  It is possible that the Pythia prophesized while under the influence of ethylene gas which rose through fissures in the floor where she was sitting.  We have examples of supernatural communication closer to our own times.  Among Christians, particularly French Catholics, Joan of Arc is said to have heard the voices of saints commanding her to do certain things, and specifically to support the French Dauphin in his struggle with the English. Conveniently for Jeanne d’Arc, all these saints spoke French. 

			The creativity that Shawn evinced when he was younger—he had started drawing when he was six years old and even did some online commissions for small sums of money—began to dry up after his car accident.  He was studying graphic design at the time he shot Alex.  

			It was evident to his mother who was a registered nurse—she told me that she had been a nurse “for a long time’’—that Shawn needed professional help.  Her insistence that he seek help is what precipitated their row on the Friday before the shooting.  “Get help,” she told him, or she would leave.  Shawn then started screaming.  He threatened to kill someone.  He had a concealed carry permit which he had obtained legally despite his mental problems.  Shawn had purchased the gun—a Taurus PT111 Millenium G2 Compact—at a Gander Mountain store in Columbus a few months before that particular branch of the outdoor retailer closed.  It had cost him almost $300.  According to the manufacturer, this weapon was the “ideal concealed carry handgun.”

			“I wanted him to be arrested, not as a criminal but as a person who had psychological issues,” his mother told USA Today.  She had been in therapy since the fall of 2016 and had had to cut back on her work load. 

			“He didn’t want to face the fact that he had issues,” Valerie Johnson said.  “I told him that he needed medication, but he wouldn’t listen.” He wouldn’t listen whenever someone told him that he needed help. One of Shawn’s sisters was supportive and sympathetic; the other sister told him what his mother had said… that he needed help.  When Shawn heard that, he would stop listening.  His mother enlisted the assistance of Shawn’s father, a retired sergeant in the armed services.  She asked him to speak to Shawn, which he did.  Valerie never found out what they discussed. 

			At Valerie’s insistence, Shawn saw psychiatrists at Netcare, a local substance abuse and mental health clinic. Somehow, he persuaded the doctors that he was mentally stable.  According to Dr. Terry Kukor of Netcare, many patients “seek to minimize the problems that they’re having” because of the social stigma which comes with mental illness.  Valerie Johnson felt that men, in particular—men like Shawn who needed help—were the most likely to deny that they needed it.  

			What is often available to care providers is little more than a snapshot of a patient’s mental health.  That’s why family involvement is critical to an assessment of patients’ risk to others and to themselves.  “Information provided by people close to a patient is important,” said Dr. Kukor, “if they think that their loved one might not be sharing the full story.” 

			That was precisely the issue that frustrated Valerie so much, the way things failed to work out in Shawn’s case despite her insistence that there was something going on inside Shawn’s head, something that was seriously amiss.  The message she wanted to get out was this:  “When a family member says that someone like Shawn needs help, the authorities need to take this opinion seriously.”

			On Saturday, October 1, Shawn and his mother spoke on the phone.  Shawn said that he couldn’t come home.  “You have to respect that I’m ready to die,” he told his mother.  God, he said, had let him know that he shouldn’t celebrate his birthday because the time for him to die was at hand.  When Valerie Johnson continued to insist that he needed help, he told her to go to hell.  The next day he nearly killed Alex Melchert.

			***

			The College Of Wooster freshman stayed in a Columbus hospital for more than three weeks before being discharged and flown back to Wisconsin in a family friend’s private jet.  He had suffered the loss of his spleen and his lungs collapsed.  Still, he recuperated faster than might have been expected.  “A few nurses said that, for injuries like I had, people are in the hospital for about three times as long,” Alex told USA Today at the end of October. Valerie Johnson had heard that Alex had died, but I told her that that was not the case; he was recuperating at his parents’ home in Wisconsin. 

			Back home, he began the arduous task of physical and occupational therapy.  He was still on pain killers:  400mg doses of gabapentin and 45mg of oxycodone, every four to six hours a day. These were supplemented by morphine.  Rehabilitation continued apace, mostly in his own home.  The goal was to increase the range of motion of his mangled right arm.  He missed a full year of school at the College of Wooster, during which time he enrolled in an environmental studies course at the University of Wisconsin-Green Bay.  The course met four times a week, and Alex believed that the credits he earned in the course would transfer to Wooster.

			Alex confessed that he was now interested in questions of gun control although he had experience while in high school firing both a pistol and a shotgun.  He told his parents that he wanted to keep the five bullets which had been extracted from his body.  They were part of him.  The sixth bullet was still lodged in his back a year after the shooting. 

			After several efforts, Shawn’s mother, Valerie, succeeded in telephoning Alex’s mother, Rebecca Melchert.  The conversation went on for an hour.  According to Rebecca, Valerie had been most gracious. She was most concerned that the Melcherts not blame her or her family for what Shawn had done.  Rebecca assured her that no one blamed her.  Although Alex was still in constant pain and would be for the foreseeable future, he was still alive and even managed to play the cello at his aunt’s wedding the previous summer. Valerie’s pain was also constant—she had lost her son. Bonded by grief, Rebecca and Valerie agreed to stay in touch.  

			Shawn was African American, and I asked Alex if this had affected his attitude toward Black people.  No, Alex said that he had more of an adverse reaction to seeing in the street a guy in a hoodie with his hands in his pockets.

			This story has a relatively happy ending.  Alex was able to return to the College of Wooster. I last talked to him during his junior year, when he was following classes online because the coronavirus pandemic had closed the college. Although an MRI showed that he had lost use of half of one lung, he told me that he was up to 185 pounds and felt strong. He was majoring in psychology.  One can only speculate how his brush with death at the hands of a mentally disturbed young man influenced his choice of majors.

			One thing more:  His older brother recently bought a pistol. 

			. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE: 
Stats

			St. Charles, Missouri was the scene of the crime.  At the end of 2018, Richard Darren Emery shot and killed two children, both pre-teens.  He killed their grandmother who was trying to protect them and their mother who had been Emery’s girlfriend.  A shootout with the cops ensued.  Emery was wounded and bleeding profusely.  He abandoned his pickup truck and tried to carjack another vehicle, first stabbing the driver before fleeing into the woods.  The police finally nabbed him in the men’s room of a convenience store.  The clerk at the store had alerted the police.  Emery appeared so traumatized at his arraignment that all he could do by way of a response to the charges he faced was to nod his head yes or no.  He did ask later how the driver he had stabbed was faring, and he apologized for shooting at the police who had tried to apprehend him.  He did not utter so much as a syllable of remorse for the four souls he had snuffed out earlier that day.

			An extraordinary story? Yes. An isolated instance of butchery? Not so extraordinary, unfortunately. Not so isolated either.  The country is awash in guns.  People use them to kill other people.  A study of gun ownership was conducted by a consortium of universities including Harvard and the University of Washington.  The study, published in 2017 in the American Journal of Public Health, found that three million Americans pack loaded handguns every day.  Researchers estimated that thirteen to fourteen million Americans hold concealed-carry permits.  There were 265 million guns, most of them handguns, in circulation in the US.    There are still more people than guns in the US but not by as much as one might expect.  A minority of Americans—one estimate puts the number at one in three—own guns.  Still, people with multiple weaponry make up for those who are armless.  Case in point:  Police who raided the hotel room where Stephen Paddock, the gunman who killed fifty-eight people and wounded hundreds more in the Las Vegas massacre on October 1, 2017, found a total of twenty-three guns there. 

			The rash of gun ownership—and a flouting of the rules which govern their possession—has reached into the halls of Congress.   A Texas congressman evaded a metal detector in the Capitol.  In so doing, he was reported to have sneered, “You can’t stop me.”  Another congressman told police who tried to scan him after he set off the machine, “Nah, I’m not going to do that.”  And a third member of Congress, Lauren Boebert of Colorado, refused to let the police search her handbag after she bragged that she was going to carry a loaded Glock handgun to Congress.  “We need strong Christians to go on the offensive against socialists who want to rip our country apart,” chirped Marjorie Taylor Greene, a newly elected congresswoman from Georgia, who posted an image of herself on Facebook cradling an assault rifle in her arm beside three Democratic congresswomen known for their progressive views. One of those women, Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, said on CNN that she didn’t feel safe around other members of Congress.

			The profile of a typical handgun carrier in this country is that of a conservative, middle-aged White male, raised among guns and living in a Southern suburban community.  Twenty percent of gun owners are veterans.  Less than thirty percent have children.

			What do gun owners do with their weapons?  Some of them shoot themselves or, like Stephen Paddock, they shoot other people before shooting themselves.  What prompted Paddock to commit mass murder is a mystery and will probably remain so.  Police found no suicide message in the hotel room which he had occupied. The room normally rented for $590 a night, but the hotel let Paddock—a regular high-roller at the hotel’s casino—have it for free.  In response to why he might have committed such a heinous crime, the FBI agent in charge of the agency’s Las Vegas office said simply, “He didn’t want people to know.” 

			***

			Here is a sampling of gun-violence anecdotes, the first three of which have been taken from the website Parents Against Gun Violence:

			I was too drunk to drive, so I got an Uber.  In the back seat, I moved my legally-concealed handgun from one pocket to another and it went off.  I shot my driver in the back but he was really nice about it.

			My dad caught me doing some stuff on my computer so he took it away.  I was really mad, so I shot him and I also shot his roommate’s girlfriend because she happened to be there at the time.

			My wife moved out so I shot our two daughters dead and then I shot my wife in the legs and told her I wanted her to live so she can suffer with the grief.  I had permits for my guns.

			In January 2022, an English astrophysicist named Matthew Wilson lay in bed.  He was visiting his girlfriend in the Atlanta region when he was struck and killed by a stray bullet.  His killing made headlines in the U.K., a country with one of the world’s lowest gun homicide rates.

			Another stray bullet ended the life of a 12-year-old child who had just written the Governor of Tennessee to oppose reducing the state’s restrictions on guns.   He argued that “the new law will be bad and people will be murdered.” 

			A staff writer for the Washington Post, John Woodrow Cox, wrote a book entitled Children Under Fire. It tells the way the country’s epidemic of gun violence affects the young.  One chapter in the book about 11-year-old Tyler Paxton, was excerpted as an article in the Post.  The Paxton boy, the son of a church-going evangelical couple, retrieved a .357 magnum revolver from a cabinet in his parents’ bedroom.  Of all the guns in the cabinet, it was the only one that was loaded.  Tyler pressed the muzzle of the revolver against his temple, pulled the trigger and shot himself in the head.  There was no apparent reason for him to commit suicide.  He had not been depressed, he had many friends, and he seemed perfectly well-adjusted to his life.  Why then had he pointed the barrel of his father’s pistol at his temple and taken his own life?  Was it curiosity?  A child’s unthinking experiment? The answer went to the grave with Tyler.

			The numbers speak for themselves:  From 2000 to 2010, 332,014 people died from gunshot wounds in the US.  Of those victims, 2694 were children.  Eighty-two of them were under the age of five. At the end of that decade, in 2010, 31,328 people (including suicides) died by gunfire. That was one fatality every 17 minutes.  On what might be considered an “average day,” 93 Americans died from gun shots.

			At the end of January 2018, when this chapter was first written, the US had experienced eleven shootings on school property.  They occurred all over the country although slightly over half occurred in the South.  Four of these—in Kentucky, North Carolina, Arizona and Michigan—involved fatalities.   The country was rife with stories of gun violence.  

			One story to make all the major newspapers occurred in Washington just outside the Nationals Park where, on July 17, 2021, the Washington Nationals were playing the San Diego Padres.  In the middle of the sixth inning, the Padres leading 8-4, the game was stopped when inside the stadium, shots could be heard.  There had been an exchange of gunfire between people in two cars in an incident that left three people injured.  Panic broke out among the fans who sought cover behind seats as announcers advised people to stay inside the park.  

			“It was just a chaotic scene,” the umpire crew chief told the Associated Press.  “We heard what sounded like rapid gunfire; we didn’t know where it was coming from.”

			One fan, Jacob DeAngeles, who had been sitting with his girlfriend and a friend, heard someone cry out, “Active shooter!”  

			“You don’t think you will be in that experience, but you hear `Active shooter` and just run.” He and his friends jumped the turnstiles and made it onto the street.    

			In one of his articles, columnist Leonard Pitts of the Miami Herald focused on the reaction of an 8-year-old child to the shooting.  It was the second shooting in which she had been tangentially involved.

			“I was kind of prepared ‘cause I always am expecting something to happen,” she told a reporter from a local TV station.  Shaking her head, she added, “What are you going to do?”

			Pitts’ comment was simply: “This is what she has come to understand.  This is what normal looks like to her.”

			From January 2018 to February of the following year, D.C. authorities recovered 40,302 bullet casings from the nation’s capital. So how does the US stack up against other countries in instances of gun violence?  

			We have this statistic for 2012:  Sixty percent of the murders in the US were due to firearms.  For the same year, that figure for Canada was 31% and 10% for the U.K.  For that year, there were thirty deaths by firearms in the U.K. as opposed to nearly nine thousand in the US.  The figure for Canada for 2016 was 611.  Paradoxically gun ownership in this country has actually fallen off.  In 1980, fifty percent of men owned a gun.  Forty years later, that percentage had dropped to thirty-five.  To counteract this trend, some gun manufacturers have lobbied police forces to shift from their traditional arms—like Smith & Wesson .38 revolvers—to weapons like Glock pistols. 

			Despite the fall-off in private gun ownership, the firearm-related deaths per 100,000 people show how pervasive violence in the US has become.   There were, in 2014, more than ten fatalities by firearms in the US (per 100,000 inhabitants) as compared to far less than one in the U.K. (per !00,000 inhabitants).  In Canada there were slightly less than two firearm-related deaths (per 100,000 inhabitants) for a comparable period.  In fact, the death rate in the US for years around 2010 was exceeded only by ten countries—Brazil, Guatemala, Columbia, Honduras, El Salvador, Jamaica, Uruguay, Venezuela, Panama, and Swaziland—all, with few exceptions―in Central and South America and the Caribbean.  

			One apparent contributing factor that puts the US in a category of its own among developed countries is the relative ease of acquiring firearms in the country, even military-type weapons.  In 2016, the FBI requested the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives to confiscate more than four thousand guns from buyers who were not qualified to possess them, either because they had criminal records or mental health issues.

			Gun violence in the country generated the movement Black Lives Matter.  In our opinion, this was the most socially explosive development of the past twenty years in the saga of police use of guns to control a minority in America.   In 2017, police shot and killed nearly one thousand people, according to a Washington Post story.  This figure has remained more or less steady for three years.  The number of unarmed Blacks shot by police actually declined in 2017, when 19 men were killed.  There had been 36 such fatalities in 2015.  “The national spotlight on this issue has made officers more cautious in unarmed situations,” according to Chuck Wexler, the executive director of Police Research Forum, a Washington-based think tank.  “We are giving officers more options,” he said. 

			Still, Black males are shot at a rate which is disproportionately high.  Although they are only six percent of the country’s population, American Black males were the victims of twenty-two percent of fatal police shootings in 2017.  Police violence against Blacks—particularly young Black males—generated a movement that came to rival the civil rights movement of the 1960s.  We can touch on only a few instances.  These were depressingly common, and the three detailed below are just the most sordid.  Only one narrowly defines the category of police shootings. Yet they share similarities—armed authorities pitted against unarmed African American males.  

			Black Lives Matter

			The Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement grew out of the acquittal of the man who was charged with shooting and killing teenager Trayvon Martin.  That incident occurred on February 26, 2012, near the gated community of Sanford in Florida.  The 17-year-old Martin did not live in Sanford.  His father had arranged for him to stay with his girlfriend there after the teenager had been suspended from his high school in Miami.  This occurred when a drug residue was found in his book bag.  Sanford is about a four-hour drive from Miami.  On the night he was shot, the young Martin had gone to a convenience store to buy a snack.  On his way home, he encountered a neighborhood watchman who thought the boy’s behavior was suspicious.  “The guy looks like he’s up to no good, or he’s on drugs or something,” the watchman said at the time.  “It’s raining and he’s just walking around.”  The watchman, whose name was George Zimmerman, made a 911 call and talked to a police dispatcher who asked him if he was following Martin.  Zimmerman admitted that he was. “We don’t need you to do that,” the dispatcher told him, but Zimmerman followed Martin, anyway.   

			What happened next is moot.  An altercation between the two men broke out.  Zimmerman said Trayvon Martin threatened him. They scuffled. Part of the exchange between Zimmerman and Trayvon Martin was captured on his girlfriend’s cell phone.  At the time of the encounter, Martin was talking to his girlfriend who heard Zimmerman ask Martin what he was doing. Martin responded by asking Zimmerman why he was following him.  At this point she lost her connection.   The two men scuffled and Zimmerman shot the teenager with a 9mm semiautomatic handgun, hitting Martin in the chest.  By the time the police arrived, Martin was dying and Zimmerman was lying, face down in the grass.  His nose was bloodied.  One police officer thought that Zimmerman’s nose was broken.  His face appeared to be swollen, and there was blood on the back of his head.  Police offered to take him to the hospital, but Zimmerman declined their offer.  After questioning him, the police let Zimmerman go.  

			Analysis of scrapings taken from underneath Martin’s fingernails contained none of Zimmerman’s DNA.  You might have expected to find some if a prolonged tussle between the two men had taken place.

			Attorney Ben Crump became involved with the Martin family before Zimmerman’s trial.  The Florida lawyer was to become a nationally recognized spokesman speaking out against the racism implicit in the killings of Black men by the police.  He is best known for what he had to say eight years later at the time George Floyd, a 42-year-old African American from Minneapolis, died in May 2020 while in police custody. (A cop, Derek Chauvin, had pinned Floyd to the pavement; he dug his knee into the Black man’s neck for nearly nine minutes and suffocated him.)  Crump later said: 

			We all watched the horrific death of George Floyd on video as witnesses begged the police officer to take him into the police car and get off his neck.  This abusive, excessive, and inhumane use of force cost the life of a man who was being detained by the police for questioning about a non-violent charge.

			Charging Chauvin with third degree murder—upgraded later to second-degree murder—elicited this judgment from Crump:  “a significant step forward on the road to justice.”   A jury found Chauvin guilty as charged.  

			(What was so special about the Floyd killing?  Rashad Robinson, president of  civil rights organization Color of Change, offered this explanation: “The police officer is looking into the camera as he’s pushing the life out of [Floyd].”)  The incident in Minneapolis sparked nationwide protests.  Some of these deteriorated in a welter of opportunistic looting and vandalism.  

			Years before this all happened, Ben Crump had become involved in the Trayvon Martin killing.  During a court hearing, the lawyer prodded Trayvon’s father Tracy to offer details on the 2003 killing of Trayvon:

			“You said that your teenage son was unarmed?” Crump asked.

			“Yes, sir.  All he had was a bag of Skittles and a can of iced tea.”

			Again Crump: “And you said the neighborhood watch volunteer shot him.”

			“Yes, and he shot Trayvon in the heart.”

			Despite Crump’s assurances to the contrary, Tracy was convinced that nothing would happen to Zimmerman whose defense rested on something called a Stand Your Ground law.  This turned out to be prophetic: Florida’s Stand Your Ground law permits someone to protect himself, even by deadly force, if he fears “imminent death or great bodily harm.”  Such a person is immune from criminal prosecution.

			A jury of six women and six men acquitted Zimmerman of second-degree murder in the shooting death of Trayvon Martin.  Years later, the US Justice Department declined to pursue a civil rights violation case against Zimmerman.  Attorney General Eric Holder said at the time that “though a comprehensive investigation found that the high standard for a federal hate crime prosecution cannot be met under the circumstances here, [Trayvon Martin’s] premature death necessitates that we … be unafraid of confronting the issues and tensions his passing brought to the surface.”

			Alicia Garza, a Bay Area activist who rose to prominence in the wake of the Trayvon Martin slaying, said, “Seven years ago, we were treated like we were too radical, too out of the bounds of what is possible.  And now, countless lives later, it’s finally seen as relevant.”  The country, she went on to say, had reached its breaking point. 

			Zimmerman’s shooting of Trayvon Martin and his subsequent acquittal of murder ushered in a tumultuous period in his life.  He and his wife divorced in the fall of 2013.  In early September 2013, the woman soon to be his ex-wife told a police dispatcher, “He is in his car and he continually has his hand on his gun and he keeps saying, `Step closer.’ He is just threatening all of us.”  A couple of months later, he was charged with aggravated assault after pointing a shotgun at his then-girlfriend who claimed that he had first broken a table with it. The girlfriend later recanted, and the charges against Zimmerman were dropped.  

			The man went on a litigation binge, suing NBC in 2013.  Zimmerman charged that the chain had edited a story to make it appear that he had voluntarily told a 911 operator that Trayvon Martin was Black.  (The Florida judge handling the case threw the lawsuit out.)  In 2019, Zimmerman sued Martin’s family, their lawyer Benjamin Crump, and Crump’s publisher.  The suit claimed that Zimmerman was a “victim of a conspiracy along with malicious prosecution and defamation.”  Crump’s office issued a rejoinder, stating that Crump had “every confidence that this unfounded and reckless lawsuit will be revealed for what it is—another failed attempt to defend the indefensible and a shameless attempt to profit off the lives and grief of others.” If that were not enough, Zimmerman went on the following year to sue candidates Elizabeth Warren and Pete Buttigieg for a whopping $265 million for their tweets which he alleged were malicious although they did not mention him by name.

			Litigation did not take up all of Zimmerman’s time.   He managed to dabble in the arts, producing works with political content.  In 2014 he showed a work entitled “Angie,” a portrait of prosecutor Angela Corey, with the chyron “I have this much respect for the American judicial system.”  In 2015, he produced a piece featuring Confederate flags for the benefit of a “Muslim-free gun shop.”  In September of that year, he re-tweeted a picture of Trayvon Martin with the comment, “I sure hate offending people that have plotted and tried to kill me and my family.”

			In January, 2016, Zimmerman criticized Barak Obama for crying while discussing mass shootings.  He called the president “a disgrace to the country” and “a piece of garbage.” 

			After Zimmerman was acquitted, Alicia Garza posted a message on Facebook:

			“I continue to be surprised at how little Black lives matter,” she wrote.  It was this message that would generate a defining slogan—Black Lives Matter—for a nationwide civil rights movement. “Stop giving up on Black life.” 

			Opal Tometi, a Nigerian American activist who was born in Phoenix, AZ, but who later moved to New York, had just viewed a film about the police slaying of the young Black man, Oscar Grant, in Oakland when she learned that George Zimmerman had been acquitted of the murder of Trayvon Martin.  “I remember sitting on the street corner and getting a slew of text messages and tweets from folks who were frantic,” she said.  At a conference in Washington, D.C., Tometi said:

			I remember in that moment [when Zimmerman was acquitted] just sitting with the fact that everybody knew what took place.  And despite all the knowledge, despite the testimonies, despite all that, Trayvon Martin was put on trial for his own death … I was struck by the fact that my younger brother—who was fourteen at the time—could have been Treyvon.

			Motivated by Alicia Garza’s post on Facebook, Tometi joined in the movement:  “We need to have other people interact with this message and also share the work that they’re doing to ensure Black lives matter, and how can we, as a collective… make sure that we are coordinated and uplifting a message that will ensure that all of our Black lives would matter?” 

			The two women, together with Patrisse Khan-Cullors, a performance artist and queer activist from Los Angeles, went on to found the Black Lives Matter movement.  It was Khan-Cullors who provided the movement’s hashtag which she began posting on social media.

			“Before BLM there was a dormancy in our Black freedom movement,” Khan-Cullors said in an interview with the British newspaper, The Guardian.  “Obviously many of us were doing work, but we’ve been able to reignite a whole new generation, not just inside the US but across the globe, centering Black people and centering the fight against white supremacy.”

			Khan-Cullors wrote a book entitled When They Call You a Terrorist: A Black Lives Matter Memoir of which she told The Guardian that “What was most important for me is that I could share what I experienced as a young person, in particular what impact incarceration of family members and policing had on my life and my family’s life.”

			Both her
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