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            Dedication

         
         
            I dedicate this book to every family that is living through the reality of having lost a loved one from violent crime. God
               is with us. To my brother, you will NEVER be forgotten. I love you forever, little dude.
            

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            The groans of the dying rise from the city,

            and the wounded cry out for help

            —Job 24:12
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            Introduction

         
         
            June 24

         

         The day my little brother was murdered. Two thousand twenty-two.

         
         He was standing with friends on a street in the Morgan Park community on the South Side of Chicago when a black SUV pulled
            up and several men got out with various guns and opened fire indiscriminately into the crowd. For a heartbeat, time seemed
            to pause, the world holding its breath in confusion.
         

         
         Then came the recognition—the burst of defensive moves and noise; the staccato crack-crack-crack, harsh and unnatural against
            the night. People screamed, the sound primal and raw, as the crowd scattered. A young woman fell to the ground, shrieking
            out a friend’s name, her voice swallowed by the chaos.
         

         
         The SUV now sped away, its engine roaring, leaving behind more cries and glittering fragments of shattered glass. A lone shoe
            lay in the middle of the sidewalk, its owner unknown. Blood spread on the asphalt, creeping toward the gutter.
         

         
         Some fifty shell casings were found on the street, and bullets went through the windows of nearby houses.

         
         Three in the crowd were rushed to the hospital; only two survived.

         
         Christian had just turned eighteen years old.

         
         He loved school and sports and was excited about starting college. So much so that he and I had taken the tour at the University
            of California, Los Angeles, when he was just sixteen. He was elated then, and my hope for his future was very bright.
         

         
         The police tell me Christian was not the intended target. He just happened to be standing in the wrong place at the wrong
            time. He was part of a legacy now. Slaughtered. Another innocent victim of America’s ongoing violence.
         

         
         A report from the US Department of Justice in September 2024 reported an overall 55 percent increase in instances of reported
            rape, robbery, and aggravated assault over the past four years. (There was a 75 percent increase in 2022 alone.) Alarming
            numbers, especially when it’s also estimated that only 40 percent of violent crimes are reported to the police.
         

         
         My family was now part of this terrible escalating pattern. “Heartbroken” isn’t enough. My family’s hearts were shattered.

         
         I was—and am—devastated and couldn’t understand. My grief quickly accompanied a burning need to learn more, to uncover why things like this happen far too often. To know how our laws, institutions, and societal values perpetuate—and maybe even
            prevent—tragedies like his. To ensure that others won’t ever experience the same loss my family has and that justice truly
            serves the people it should protect.
         

         
         At first, it all felt overwhelming—like every new path or discovery only added more weight to my already heavy grief and uncertainty.
         

         
         How does one even start such an undertaking? Where?

         
         I made a list of what I might do:
         

         
         
            	Interview professionals

            	Follow legal cases; study key court cases

            	Engage in community-based learning and have discussions with affected communities

            	Read academic journals, foundational books, and historical texts

            	Follow and interact with relevant social media influencers

            	Gather government reports and data

            	Join legal advocacy groups

            	Engage in local activism myself

         

         When my brother was killed, I did what most people do in such tragic times: I got phone calls and visits from friends with
            genuine offers of support. Because of my career in media, I’ve made some notable friends. And as my research continued—as
            my questions somehow doubled with each new piece of information or insight—I called these same folk to continue the discussions we’d already been having:
            discussions about our struggling society, justice, and healing. From FBI agents and community organizers to world-renowned
            experts in their fields, I always accepted the support and knowledge they offered, and things they said echoed through my
            mind as I continued this journey.
         

         
         I’ve since met with hundreds of other experts on these same issues. From district attorneys and congressmen to community organizers, gang members (former and current), and those family members, like my own, too often left behind in the wake of violence. I’ve traveled our country, the world even, seeking to uncover the roots of the violence that claimed my brother’s life and to explore all avenues for meaningful reform. This was “random” and “senseless” violence for him, but it doesn’t mean there is no pattern or logic to our society. We do know why this happens every day. And, we even know how to prevent it. This understanding just takes some work and painful
            truths.
         

         
         Eventually I founded the Caldwell Institute for Public Safety, a nonprofit dedicated to combating crime and violence across
            the United States. Dozens of the best minds in the country with a range of expertise joined the mission—a mission to foster
            safer communities through innovative strategies, combating soft-on-crime prosecutors and legislation—all bolstered by evidence-based
            policies and robust community partnerships.
         

         
         And I finished this book—which you now hold.

         
         It recounts my journey as I was left grappling with profound questions about justice and how something so tragic could happen
            in a society that claims to protect its citizens. A journey to understanding that has been anything but straightforward.
         

         
         Rather, it’s one that’s often been filled with confusion, missteps, and surprising revelations I never anticipated. I began
            naively, thinking the system was more clear-cut. I thought I would be able to make sense of my brother’s death. I soon realized
            it wasn’t that simple. Understanding the root causes of both our broken justice system and the violence required diving into
            deeply uncomfortable topics—things I hadn’t expected to confront so intensely.
         

         
         I was shocked to find out how many moving parts there are within the justice system, and how deeply entrenched some of our
            problems really are.
         

         
         *  *  *

         The first conversation I had with a detective was the Sunday after my baby brother was murdered. It came after several tries
            but he finally got back to me. It was only hours into the case, but I still hoped they had leads. He responded: “We have had
            other cases come in since your brother’s murder.” Instead of reassuring me that things were being handled, I was blown off.
         

         
         My only recourse, it seemed, was to exploit the full power of the connections I’d made being a TV personality and lobbyist.
            Headlines in People magazine, NBC News, the Daily Mail, and many other publications. I got myself on to every news show I could to tell Christian’s story and to help awaken others,
            and myself, to the dilapidated state of our justice system—a system often intentionally weakened to protect the criminals. I even shared our story with America’s Most Wanted’s John Walsh for his new program, In Pursuit, in hopes of getting someone in the community to speak out.
         

         
         The news now spread that “Fox News’ Gianno Caldwell’s brother” was murdered in Chicago. After all the quick press, I now got
            another call from the same detective. “We saw you on Sean Hannity last night.” “We saw you on Fox & Friends.” “Don’t worry, we are on it.” I felt good, proud that the platforms I have access to were supportive and seemingly had put
            pressure on the police to do their jobs well.
         

         
         I was wrong.

         
         Now three years since my brother’s murder, there’s been no arrest for the crime. I’ve been on television almost every week for the first two years since his murder talking about this and am surprised. I once believed that working for the number one cable network on the planet would somehow ensure justice would be dispensed in a timely manner. 

         
         But my family and I were no different than the rest. And, I know, we shouldn’t be.

         
         In 2022, Chicago had 630 homicides and 2,600 shootings.

         
         Christian was “just” one of those.

         
         * * *

         I first learned how violent our cities can be at a very young age.

         
         Growing up on the South Side of Chicago, we lived in “the projects.” The term originated in the 1940s when the federal government
            began building large public housing complexes in inner-city neighborhoods. They were called “projects” because they were seen
            as “ambitious and innovative.” But they were soon underfunded and poorly maintained, and so the term is now and forever synonymous
            with poverty, crime, urban decay—and death.
         

         
         Almost every day I saw people being beaten.

         
         My first true awareness of violent crime. My own mother was also struggling with serious drugs at the time. Would she be the next one killed?
            Would I?
         

         
         I had never imagined it could happen to my brother.

         
         Outside my hometown, it wasn’t much better.

         
         I soon discovered there were close to 150 murders and shootings across the United States that same day: June 24, 2022.

         
         One hundred fifty murders. In one day.

         
         And there is nothing paranormal or afflicted about June 24.

         
         This book could have just as easily been written about June 23 or 25, or October 1. It doesn’t matter the date chosen. It’s every day now in the USA. 

         
         Another 25,000 Americans were murdered in 2022.

         
         How did human life become so dispensable? Americans don’t just shoot people. We have more stabbing deaths per capita than almost every European country. When did we
            start choosing politics and surrender over people? If the death of one is a tragedy, and the death of many a statistic . . . it was time for statistics to end. My brother was
            more than another statistic. And if we are to ever achieve real change in the country, this tragedy must be met face-to-face.
         

         
         So that’s what I did.

         
         Before all the rest, I took to learning about these other victims—face-to-face, as it were. If Christian wasn’t just another
            statistic, I decided, neither were they.
         

         
         I began putting names and stories to many of the dead.

         
         On June 24, 2022:

         
         
            	James was seventy-three years old when beat to death with a traffic cone in Philadelphia. “Simmie” was known for his impeccable
               fashion and had just gone out for his usual early morning walk. The perpetrators were all teens, the youngest just thirteen.
            

            	Kathryn was driving home when a drug deal in Burleson, Texas, erupted into gunfire. Kathryn was a chemical engineer preparing
               for imminent retirement, a wife, and a grandmother. She’d just made a quick run to the grocery store. Six suspects, including
               two connected to a Mexican cartel, are now in jail.
            

            	Maleek stepped outside to see who was throwing rocks at his family’s apartment windows in Pittsburgh. It’s a stranger, Shaun Scott, another teen, who shoots and kills Maleek. Scott is also charged with the death of Dayvon Vickers, fifteen, who’d been riding his bike home. 

            	Abrina, a mother of five, was killed in Sacramento, California, when a guy named Quentin returned to work and killed the thirty-eight-year-old.
               At the time of the shooting, Quentin was already on probation for a firearms conviction.
            

            	Christopher was a Marine veteran with a history of mental illness. He was also wielding a knife. When warnings and beanbag
               rounds failed, he charged the Topeka, Kansas, police and was ultimately killed.
            

            	Kurtis was shot and killed while living in a swelling homeless encampment in Seattle’s Chinatown International District.

            	Randon, the night before his nineteenth birthday, was shot and killed in downtown Mobile, Alabama, in a seemingly minor weed
               deal gone horribly wrong. His mother, a TikTok influencer with 9 million followers, uses the platform to find leads.
            

            	Cecelia was in the car beside her mother, father, and three-year-old brother, Kemone, when shots rang out in Chicago. Cecelia
               was just six months old. Her mother, Juanita, struggled with how to pay for her baby’s funeral and a future without her little
               girl.
            

         

         And, hours before Cecelia, just blocks away . . . Christian is standing with friends when a black sedan slows down beside
            them.
         

         
         Just another day in America.

         
         One year to the day after my brother’s murder, I started this book.

         
         I wrote: Christian’s death was senseless, but it doesn’t have to be meaningless. Cities once considered the greatest in the world are
               now dangerous and open war zones. I hope readers will find solutions here, and courage. And I hope we will again somehow find
               justice. Not just for Christian but also for the thousands of people whose names are never truly shared, those families and
               communities whose cries are never televised or heard.

         
         My first goal was to put a true face on many of the victims of these shocking crimes. So many others were killed the same
            day: Miles, Jacob, Melody, Allieon, Gret, Amad, Joe, Darius, Darryl, Raheem, Jerry, Daveon, Nakita, David, Eddie, Ronald,
            Giovanni, Jasir, Willie, Jovahnte, Kaleb, Yazid, Jordan, Markco, Melvin, Edward, Micah, Myron, Nigel, Ramir, Laquan, Santos,
            Vincent . . . These are just a few of the names from that single day. Most in random violence by strangers; most still without the killer arrested.
         

         
         Who they were? And, who they were becoming. What they’d meant to their families and communities. Each deserves his or her own chapter. Each had a story to tell and cries out to be remembered.
            As do the other 20,000 killed each year.
         

         
         The eight chosen for this book were selected as a representative of the many problems facing our country. A glimpse into our clearly broken society
            and system; as I uncovered their stories, I was also uncovering our national tragedy. Readers, I hope, will come to know each person as I did—as more than statistics. Despite interviews with family, coworkers, former classmates, community leaders, and police, this book will capture just a sliver of the life of each one lost too soon. 

         
         And there are other losses in these tragedies.
         

         
         While studying these crimes, and the cultural causes behind them, I came to better understand the lives of the perpetrators.
            Some were no older than fourteen and, in their own way, had as much chance as my brother did. We must consider the paths that
            led them to murder. What prospects were lost along the way? What opportunities were never found or offered? What crimes had
            they endured first?
         

         
         To be fully clear: I want justice.

         
         For my brother and for all those we’ve lost. These criminals—if ever caught, which is a poorly weighted coin flip—must answer
            for their horrendous crimes.
         

         
         But these people were probably not born killers. Something happened along the way.
         

         
         I’ve come to understand that if we are ever to turn this swell of violence, addressing that “something” will be paramount.

         
         I am a Christian with deep convictions. And I strongly believe these people can still turn their lives around to one day give hope to others. That there are solutions within their stories. That rehabilitation is possible. That understanding—and even forgiveness—is essential. But forgiveness must come
            with accountability.
         

         
         Both victim and suspect were, it turns out, failed by our system.
         

         
         By broken promises and broken laws. By soft-on-crime policies. Politics and perception over heartbreaking and blood-soaked
            realities. Communities ravaged by poor local governance, corruption, weak finances, and planning.
         

         
         From Chicago to Seattle. Minneapolis to Madison.

         
         America’s cities are failing. Once-great beacons of industry, culture, and opportunity are now tragic examples of decay, corruption, and violence. 

         
         By examining these specific crimes, I had a rare opportunity to survey and reveal the historical, political, and cultural
            causes behind the violence in America’s cities—from corrupt city leaders to the failed liberal policies of tolerance and dependence.
            Exploring these nine “everyday” crimes provides the perfect frame to explore our collective failings.
         

         
         However, merely pointing out how we got to this point is only a start.

         
         I must surely also find, demonstrate, and celebrate those cities who have introduced successful programs to help turn the tide. To provide real-world examples of policy and citizens taking the right
            steps to bring our cities back, from organized recreation for youth and after-school tutoring programs, to community gardens
            or building partnerships with police and attracting back industry.
         

         
         “I think you have become a powerful voice,” Fox News legend Sean Hannity comforted me back in the summer of 2023. (He had graciously called when my brother was killed and we’ve
            been close since.) “A voice that can hopefully tip the balance. When somebody’s coming from a place they’ve been through something
            like this . . . people hear it more clearly. It comes alive because they can see and understand and put a face to the family,
            to what you’ve been through. It creates a sense, hopefully, of urgency for the needed change that I think, and hope and pray,
            is coming. Because we need to turn this back around quickly.”
         

         
         Words I needed to hear.

         
         I will not allow my brother Christian’s name and death to mean nothing.

         
         He will, instead, join the legacy of other Americans lost on one day and help put a very real face on the nightly statistics to provide the platform for an honest discussion of our failings, to expose the policies and choices that got us here and the real solutions to do better.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            1
James

         
         It was 1972. James Lambert and a friend were out celebrating at the neighborhood bar. Twan, the friend, had just come home
            to Philly from the military; the Vietnam War was nearing its end. There was plenty to celebrate.
         

         
         The two men were both in their twenties. They met at the neighborhood bar, where everybody was happy to see Twan back in town.
            This guy, according to the local ladies who remember him still today, was “handsome and fun.” He had stopped in with James
            to let everyone know: I’m home.

         
         Then a fight broke out. Strangers. But Twan was in the military, a good guy, and he separated the two men quickly and easily.

         
         “Y’all brothers don’t need to be fighting like this,” he told them.

         
         That’s all he did.

         
         The fight ended. He then hugged James and the rest of his neighborhood friends and said an early good-night because he hadn’t yet made it home yet to visit his mother. He walked the few blocks home and rang the doorbell; his mother opened the door. 

         
         Twan was shot in the back of the head from behind and collapsed forward into his mother’s arms. One of the men from the bar
            fight had followed him. The echo of the gunshot still ringing, the murderer ran off into the night. Twan had come home from
            Vietnam to be shot dead in the streets of his hometown, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.
         

         
         Neighbors helped clean up the porch and doorway. His mother died shortly after Twan, her only child: “Died of a broken heart,”
            everyone said later.
         

         
         James Lambert was never the same after that night either.

         
         Something in his heart had also died when his friend was killed.
         

         
         And for the rest of his life, in the late evenings—2 to 3 a.m.—he would feel a strange and unnerving foreboding. He’d get
            anxious. Nervous. Fearful even. As if the ghost and memory of his old friend still hovered too closely nearby. As if the icy
            dead fingers of violence and death had crept into his room.
         

         
         He would sometimes need to walk it out in the streets outside.

         
         Heroin also became an escape for a while, one he eventually overcame.

         
         To help there, he joined the Nation of Islam and was what’s called a “First Resurrection” Muslim—when many African Americans
            in the 1960s first converted. He followed Elijah Muhammad and Malcolm X and sent away for his own “X,” which came from Washington,
            DC, in a letter with a seal and everything. His name was no longer James Lambert Jr. It was now “Brother James X.”
         

         
         It might have been Saladin X, his family remembers now.
         

         
         Many decades after all this, James now sat at seventy-two years old on a favorite bench by the park in the very early morning
            of June 24.
         

         
         He couldn’t sleep again. And it was a bench he’d sat on a hundred times before, a park he’d passed his whole life.

         
         Half a dozen kids, barely teens, were out too.

         
         “Why you kids out here so late?” he asked them.

         
         That’s all he did.

         
         *  *  *

         This case made national news. For a few days at least.

         
         The age of the culprits. The number of kids. The randomness of the attack.

         
         So this—after lifting my head out from my own grief and loss—was one of the first other June 24 killings I learned of: Mr. James Lambert.
         

         
         Everyone in the neighborhood, they now say, knew James.

         
         By every account, he was a well-dressed older man. Distinguished. Like he’d walked off the cover of a catalog or Ebony or GQ. Always spruced up as if Philadelphia magazine was doing a photo shoot of the Gentlemen of North Philly.
         

         
         He still loved his Motown records: Smokey Robinson. The Miracles. The Marvelettes. Wilson Pickett. Music from the 1960s.

         
         I’d come to learn he had two nicknames: Simmie and Lamb.

         
         “Everyone would always ask, ‘Where’s Simmie? Has Simmie got here yet?’ He just had this swagger, this cool,” his niece, Tania Stephens, remembers. James helped raise Tania and her siblings when their father left. “My uncle stepped in and became the father we didn’t have.” 

         
         “Simmie” would sit on a park bench by the playground; sit there when he couldn’t sleep. In his early seventies now, as those
            of that age can attest, that was becoming the case more and more often. “He’d earned that right,” Tania says.
         

         
         Now, almost two years since his murder, she remembers: “All everybody ever said was he was just a cool oldhead.”

         
         Oldhead is a common Black term and one of genuine respect. It signifies a person who’s seen it all before, especially one who acts
            as a leader or mentor. Where I grew up on the South Side of Chicago, just about every block had that one old guy who gave
            advice on anything from family and faith to keeping a job and staying out of trouble. They knew the streets—they’d survived the streets—and so you hung to their real-world gospel almost like holy writ. I know I did.
         

         
         These seven kids involved in his killing should have all seen James as this same type of neighborhood sage. The guy who could
            tell them about Malcolm X or Mayor Frank Rizzo or the MOVE bombing in 1985 or even Dr. J. But any sense of neighborhood had
            been destroyed years before these kids were born.
         

         
         So, almost everyone in the neighborhood knew James Lambert.
         

         
         But these kids didn’t. These kids, his killers, just saw him as “some guy.”

         
         How does such a thing happen?

         
         In recent years, there has been a recharged trend of revitalization—or gentrification—in cities across the US.

         
         Gentrification, of course, refers to the process of urban renewal connected directly to an influx of wealthier residents, businesses, and investments, resulting—in theory and hope—in positive changes to the neighborhood’s “character.” 

         
         While gentrification can lead to positive outcomes—everything from improved infrastructure to increased investment—it also raises concerns about the
            preservation of affordable housing for the diverse populations who likely lived there before all that renewal. (Studies estimate that as many as hundreds of thousands of residents have been displaced in major cities experiencing such rapid gentrification.)
         

         
         In urban planning, revitalization is the bedfellow of gentrification but usually considered the kinder, more just, alternative.
            Revitalization efforts can include physical upgrades, economic development projects, social programs, cultural initiatives,
            and environmental improvements. Unlike gentrification, revitalization does not necessarily entail the influx of new and wealthier residents with the displacement of existing ones. But it usually does.
         

         
         And with it, the loss of a neighborhood’s social cohesion.

         
         Look at James’s own family. They all grew up basically in the Fairmount section of Philadelphia and moved from Nectarine Street
            to Buttonwood to Mount Vernon Street, where a four-story building became home to generations.
         

         
         “My mother, father, and my siblings,” recounts Tania. “We were all on one floor. My great-grandparents were on another. My
            aunt Carrie, my uncle Leonard, her husband, and their children were somewhere in the same building. It was a village, a family
            and a village within it. Everyone was there because my mother raised her brothers and sisters. Everyone slept together, ate
            together, went to church together.”
         

         
         The church was at Eighteenth and Green Streets, the historic Enon Baptist Church just behind their house. (The church overlooking Twenty-Second Street and Cecil B. Moore Avenue, where James Lambert was killed on June 24, has been covered for years by plywood, graffiti, and evidence of attempted arson.) 

         
         When James was a kid, there was also a general store on the street: Stella’s. Here young James’s mom had a tab. He and his
            brothers and sisters would sometimes steal candy and cookies from the store. “The owner was an older Jewish lady who didn’t
            raise a fuss or call the police or anything,” says Tania. “At the end of the week, she’d just give Mama Graham, our great-grandmother,
            the bill.” She’d put an extra dollar on the tab for the candy, and the two women would laugh about it and shake their heads.
            Then young Simmie and his siblings would get disciplined when mom got home.
         

         
         “That’s neighborhood,” Tania says. “Yeah, that’s the village. No matter what. Everybody looked out for one another. So, good
            memories.”
         

         
         The children who would attack James had no such memories.

         
         To them these streets were just the place they lived and survived. There was no history there. If these kids were connected
            to neighbors in an actual neighborhood—their neighborhood—would James Lambert still be alive?
         

         
         This man didn’t mean anything to them.

         
         Because these kids had no pride in, or appreciation of, where they lived.

         
         The people they passed every day on their way to school or the park weren’t neighbors to be admired or judged by. They weren’t
            part of the same struggle or experience. They were “only” people.
         

         
         And that’s the kind of thinking that leads to murder.

         
         James had worked construction most of his life, including as a laborer with a local union in the city of Philadelphia.

         
         Ironically, his last job was with the Philadelphia Housing Authority. He worked under their Uniform Relocation Act helping
            to relocate families displaced by public projects such as highway construction and urban renewal. One notable example was
            the relocation of the residents of the East Poplar neighborhood, located in a blighted area of South Philadelphia. (In the
            early 1990s, Philadelphia decided to redevelop the neighborhood as part of a larger effort to “revitalize” South Philly.)
            James also helped with the relocation of the residents of the Stadium District, located in North Philly, with the same goals.
         

         
         He himself had been part of the system that destroyed hundreds of neighborhoods’ cultural identities under the notion of making
            things better.
         

         
         *  *  *

         James Lambert was at his sister Elsie’s house for dinner hours before the attack on June 24. They enjoyed homemade barbecued chicken, some mac and cheese. His sister told him he was late, so there were no sides left. James just laughed and enjoyed the meal with his family. They talked about upcoming volunteer work. When James retired from the housing authority, he had started doing community service. Through the family church, James had joined his sister Elsie to help clothe the homeless and provide meals for people in the neighborhood. The lifelong Muslim was now a Baptist volunteer. There is more laughter, then hugs after dinner as everyone says good night and goes their separate ways. 

         
         Blocks away, several children are planning a sleepover at a friend’s house. The plan is to hang out at the local park first.
            It’s a Friday night. They know there will be other kids their age there too, until all hours. At this point, as I imagine
            this ordinary evening unfolding, I can’t help but wonder: How do these seemingly unrelated lives collide so tragically? I
            struggle to comprehend how something so routine could spiral into brutality.
         

         
         This Friday is one of those many nights James can’t sleep. At around 3 a.m., he dresses slowly, methodically, and then begins
            one of his early morning strolls through the neighborhood. A stroll he’s taken hundreds of times before.
         

         
         When his path takes him past his favorite park, he finds a group of local kids who have gathered. “Why you kids out here so
            late?” he asks them. Angry words are exchanged. By the time James realizes he’s in danger, it’s too late. He is seventy-three;
            these mouthy kids are all twenty or teenagers, he figures. Threats are now shouted, and James shuffles to retreat away from
            the park. How could a simple question provoke such violence? What has changed so much in our society?

         
         He hears the pursuing footsteps padding behind him as he withdraws as quickly as he might. Dozens of feet, he hears. And menacing
            laughter. Children’s laughter. The narrow shadows of those behind him expand and elongate across the street after him like
            looming giants. Like hungry phantoms. Their monstrous shadows getting closer with each labored step he takes. Until the dark
            forms overtake him completely and enshroud him in a new chilling darkness he’s never felt before.
         

         
         How could kids, who are supposed to be full of innocence and joy, become so warped in their sense of right and wrong? It makes me question how our society has failed them. Are these kids merely products of “broken homes,” violent surroundings, or is something more deeply wrong with the way we are raising the next generation? 

         
         Maybe James thinks to turn and confront them or to pacify. To apologize or chastise or plead. We’ll never know. A terrible
            weight slams against the back of his head. He pitches forward with the blow. This is all captured on video. Security cameras—the
            few that still work on the street—and also the children’s cell phones. Several of them are recording the attack. One, the
            oldest girl, even stops to make sure her brother is using the camera right before she picks up the traffic cone for a second
            strike. It’s not just the act itself that disturbs me but the entire mentality behind it—the cold detachment.
         

         
         The first to swing the heavy cone is a fourteen-year-old boy. Richard. A big kid. Tall, solid. The kind of kid football coaches
            seek out in hallways across the country. He grabs the cone like a club from its pointy top and, already a head taller than
            James Lambert, swings it at Simmie’s retreating skull. There is a dreadful whoosh and focused grunt from the teen before the
            strike. “The boy,” says Tania, “if you saw him walking down a dark street in any city, you’d cross over because you would
            think he was a grown man. Shows no remorse.”
         

         
         This idea of “no remorse” lingers still in my mind. How do you reach a point where you can take someone’s life and feel . . . nothing? In later surveillance footage, taken blocks away, Richard is captured reenacting the crime for his friends and laughs as he pretends to be “the old man” stumbling away for his life. Shows no remorse. But now it’s the teen girl with the cone. Gamara. Her first attempt doesn’t do much. James Lambert only staggers from her attempt but has continued to stumble away down the street. Another girl holds both hands to her mouth in astonishment. A young boy, Richard’s little brother, is laughing uproariously. The juxtaposition of children laughing and participating in such a heinous act continues to haunt me. Where are the boundaries of empathy and understanding in these kids? 

         
         Gamara quickly circles back to grab hold of the cone again and makes her second attempt. This time, she clutches the cone
            in both hands and lifts it completely over her head like a weight lifter, even gets a running start. She strikes with full
            force. The third strike proves too many to absorb, and James Lambert finally pitches forward to the ground. His head splits
            open. As I imagine this brutal moment, I can’t help but feel a deep sense of helplessness and confusion. It’s overwhelming
            to think about the layers of failure that lead to this moment—failures in parenting, in education, in community care.
         

         
         James Lambert lies awkwardly still and twisted on a street he’s walked a thousand times. He looks just like one of the girls
            has dropped a doll. The children, ages ten to fourteen, gather in a small semicircle behind him. The lights from the Martin
            Luther King Recreation Center cast a spectral haze over the now-tragic scene. The kids soon disperse into the night. James
            Lambert rests alone in the dark, the sidewalk still warm against his face from the day’s sun. But the world grows colder with
            each passing minute. Hours later, he dies in the hospital.
         

         
         *  *  *

         There were no arrests. For weeks.

         
         I found myself grappling with this delay—which only gave me more trepidation about my brother’s case. How could a murder like
            James’s—one so brazen, so public—go unresolved for so long? How does a community watch footage of such violence and stay silent?
            What drives that silence—fear, loyalty, distrust of the police, or something else?
         

         
         If this nationally reported murder in Philadelphia wouldn’t be solved, what chance did Christian and our family have with
            another drive-by shooting in the South Side Chicago?
         

         
         The video footage and pictures of the suspects were in every Philly paper, on every news channel. Detectives went door-to-door
            gathering whatever information they could. There were no leads. The community—the Black community—remained quiet. The Philadelphia
            Police Department added a $20,000 reward for information.
         

         
         I keep thinking about the role of the police in this silence. Is it that the community doesn’t trust the system to deliver
            justice, or that they don’t feel connected to it at all? There’s this ongoing tension between law enforcement and marginalized
            communities, but how does that tension leave a man like James, a member of that same community, abandoned after death? The
            people he shared space with, the people he might have helped in life, are now withholding the information that could bring
            his killers to justice.
         

         
         Philadelphia remains one of the most segregated cities in the country—indeed in the Western Hemisphere. Only Chicago is worse in the United States. There remains the belief that “snitching” is the worst of sins. Blacks don’t talk to the police. Don’t trust the police. A Black man is dead, but Black children—per the video footage—are his murderers. 

         
         It’s a painful cycle. The distrust of authority creates this code of silence. How did the divide between the police and Black communities grow so deep that justice itself feels unattainable? I think about what could change this mindset—what could make people feel safe enough to talk, to trust the system. Has the
            damage gone too deep, the cycle too ingrained to break?
         

         
         “Let them turn themselves in,” James’s sister, Elsie, tearfully pleads on the local news. “Turn yourself in!” It’s a challenge.
            Then: “How can you let us suffer like this? You took him away from us.” Her words stick with me—the grief, the plea for accountability.
            She, like me, is not asking for revenge, just for something to be made right . . . for someone to take responsibility. How
            do you carry the weight of such a loss, knowing the people responsible are still out there, and that your own community may
            be protecting them? It’s not just grief; it is compounded by this sense of betrayal and injustice.
         

         
         Finally, arrests were made. Almost three weeks after the attack. Richard and his brother—whose faces were still on the news
            everywhere—turned themselves in. Next, Gamara also surrendered. The teens were just fourteen, we learned. Some of the kids
            there that night, the police have discovered, were as young as ten.
         

         
         I can’t help but wonder about those children. I think about their lives before this moment. It’s easy to label them as monsters,
            but doing so avoids the bigger question: What kind of society produces kids like these?
         

         
         Only Richard and Gamara are ultimately arrested and charged. James Lambert’s family wanted more. “I want accountability from the parents to the ten-year-old,” Tania then said publicly. Her demand for accountability beyond just the teens themselves feels justified, yet it raises difficult questions. Can we really hold the parents responsible? What role did they play—or fail to play—that led to this?
         

         
         When the DA’s office is asked if any parents connected to the crime could also face charges, the response is “no comment.”
            (No parent has yet been charged.) Rather, the suspects’ parents have taken to the airways. “I’m not a bad mom,” cries the
            mother of the teen girl beside their new pro bono defense attorney. “It was the other kids,” she says. “A bad influence.”
         

         
         The various defense lawyers are already questioning which cone strike is the one “most responsible” for James’s death. The
            cold legal parsing of events, the attempt to assign technical blame to one strike or another, feels like another cruel twist
            on justice. Does it really matter which blow was the fatal one? The focus on legal minutiae, quite common in our justice system,
            always feels like it misses the bigger moral failure here. Yet this is how our system all too often works. Dissecting every
            second, every action, until the humanity of the crime is lost in the details.
         

         
         James Lambert’s family believes, mistakenly, there is now maybe some peace to be had. The two most responsible are behind
            bars. Accountability and justice will be slow, they already know. Hard truths, but it’s a start. It’s also heartbreaking to
            think about how little comfort this must bring.
         

         
         As another sun sets over the streets of North Philly, they have no way of knowing the hardest truth: the nightmare is only
            just beginning.
         

         
         *  *  *

         They had gathered around the house just east of Fairmount Park like birds of prey, like lurking vultures. Neighborhood kids.
            Two or three at times, sometimes half a dozen. Watching the house at all hours. Cawing taunts at those within. Circling and
            glaring menacingly if the Lambert family dared pass by.
         

         
         This was at the house of James’s sister, Elsie. The last place he had ever laughed and eaten and been with family. The sanctuary
            where the extended family now met each night to mourn him and question and pray.
         

         
         The survivors of his murder were marked for harassment.

         
         As if, by warning them, the teens who had just been arrested would soon be free if only the Lamberts would accept James’s
            murder and go away quietly.
         

         
         “We’d become prisoners in our own home,” Tania recalls. “We were the ones who couldn’t go out, hiding every night.”

         
         Eventually a judge granted a “stay away” order to Richard and Gamara and all third parties.

         
         Gamara’s attorney admits some of the teens who approached the family were once friends of Gamara “previously”—but that no one related to his client was part of the group. “If [my client’s family] could
            stop it, they would,” the attorney said. “But they have no control over what other people are doing.” Richard’s attorney also
            claimed this had nothing to do with Richard’s family either and that “they’re not involved in any harassment or intimidation
            of any sort.”
         

         
         Days later, Tania’s daughter passes a familiar face. A dreadfully familiar face.

         
         She does a double take. But that’s not possible. There’s no way that—

         
         The boy. Richard.

         
         The teen accused of murdering her grand-uncle.

         
         He is walking free on the streets in North Philadelphia. Lumbering by without a care in the world. It looked so much like
            him, but she almost believed she had only imagined it. And the family couldn’t, wouldn’t, believe her story either.
         

         
         “I brushed it off,” Tania says. “Didn’t think anything about it because I know the [district attorney’s office] would have
            called me, would have told us,” Stephens told Fox 29 in Philadelphia.
         

         
         The DA’s office hadn’t told her, or anyone else in the Lambert family.

         
         Because they possibly didn’t know yet either.

         
         But it had been Richard.
         

         
         “Well, how long has he been out?” Tania now asked. “No one could tell us that. I lost it.”

         
         The family couldn’t understand how, days after the teen’s arrest for murder, he had already been released back onto the streets.
            How had this inner-city kid paid the million-dollar bond?
         

         
         That answer was simple: complete strangers had bailed him out.

         
         A local organization called the Movement Alliance Project posted his bail.

         
         Bail was set at $750,000, which is a lot. But the cash bail system in Philly, as in most of our cities, doesn’t require a
            hearing and requires only 10 percent of the set bail to actually be paid. In other words, setting bail at $750,000 really means the bail is $75,000. Furthermore, typically no notification is given to the district attorney’s office when a suspect is freed. They find out—as do victims and their families—days, weeks, or months after the fact. 

         
         With the $75,000, the Movement Alliance Project issued a response that included the following justification:

         
         
            The child was interviewed while incarcerated and a support interview was done with the family in order to assess what support
               the child would require should the child be bailed out and to make sure they understood any conditions that were put on release.
               The 15-yr-old has been receiving mentorship and supportive pretrial services that will support the child to keep showing up
               to court, continue receiving a high school education and ultimately be a positive contributor to the community.
            

            The longstanding practice of community-led efforts to fund bailouts is grounded in a recognition that too many people are
               imprisoned pretrial, not because a jury found them guilty, but because they cannot afford to pay the cost to be free. Community
               organizations do this work, especially to bail out children who are incarcerated, because it leads to better outcomes for
               the community. There are documented, long-term public safety benefits to having people remain connected to their families,
               their housing, their schools, and their jobs while they await trial.
            

         

         A noble idea with good intentions, but at what cost?

         
         The criminal justice system is tasked with maintaining a balance between preserving individual rights and ensuring public safety. While bail serves as a crucial method for protecting the rights of the accused, its application to violent offenders often has far-reaching and perilous consequences. 

         
         The most compelling argument against bail for those arrested for violence centers on public safety. When individuals charged
            with violent crimes are released on bail, they have the opportunity to return to their communities, posing a direct threat
            to the safety of others. Violent criminals often have a history of aggression and violent behavior, and releasing them before trial increases the likelihood of them reoffending. This not only endangers the immediate victims but also creates a sense
            of fear and insecurity throughout the whole community.
         

         
         It also opens the door to witness intimidation and tampering. Defendants facing serious charges often attempt to influence
            witnesses, obstruct justice, or seek revenge on those who testify against them.
         

         
         John Walsh, best known as the host of America’s Most Wanted, a groundbreaking television series dedicated to helping law enforcement capture fugitives and solve crimes, recalls: “We’d
            recovered a little girl, fourteen years old. Spokane, Washington. We all know how liberal Washington State is. This girl had
            been on the street so long, she didn’t know where she was; sex trafficked for years. They should have put her somewhere safe
            for the trial but say they didn’t have the budget. The guy they’d arrested for trafficking her, his defense lawyer gets the
            witness list . . . and she was murdered. Never showed up at the trial. We never found her body. The guy stood there when the
            judge dropped the case and he just grinned.”
         

         
         This obviously undermines the integrity of the legal process and discourages witnesses from coming forward—already a problem in most underprivileged neighborhoods. The pursuit of justice is even further hindered. 

         
         Now take this girl in Philadelphia.

         
         She’s thirteen. It’s been an especially hard summer. She’s one of the witnesses to the James Lambert murder. She didn’t strike
            him; never once touched the traffic cone. But she was there that night. She saw everything. And she will soon be a witness in court.
         

         
         It is July 22. This is a week after the arrests are made—the same week the Lambert family was being encircled by neighborhood
            teens. Almost a month to the day since the killing. And there is about to be another.
         

         
         It’s dark on the street just outside her home, but she’s taking some garbage out to the trash bin. Two young men shroud themselves
            in the shadows just outside her home. Waiting. These two young men spring from the darkness at her. One, of course, has a
            gun. This girl is shot in the back of the head.
         

         
         The bullet passes behind her right ear and through her jaw as she spins away to flee. Literally running for her life, she
            staggers free with more strength than she ever knew she had. Too much strength. Her leg snaps as she stumbles from her assassins,
            a broken femur.
         

         
         The two assassins run off into the night. She trembles on the sidewalk until someone dares check on the sound of gunfire.

         
         Somehow, thank God, the girl survived.

         
         Was her attack related to James’s murder? Was a willing witness being silenced? One can’t say for sure. But the timing is
            unquestionably suspicious.
         

         
         Another significant concern of bail is, of course, the risk of flight. Those facing severe penalties often have pretty strong incentive to flee and evade prosecution. The Movement Alliance, at least, is convinced these teens will be easy to find when court time finally comes years from now. 

         
         Most damning of all, however, is that permitting probable violent criminals out on bail erodes public trust in our entire criminal justice system. Citizens, rightly so, perceive these decisions as prioritizing the rights of the accused over the safety and well-being
            of our communities. And it is this erosion of trust that undermines the professed legitimacy of our justice system, making
            it much harder for individuals to have any real confidence in its ability to protect our
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