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     Every time you see me, you want to harass me, you want to stop me. I’m so sick of it. I’m minding my business, officer. I’m minding my business. Please just leave me alone. I told you the last time, please just leave me alone. I did not do anything. . . . Please, please don’t touch me. Do not touch me. . . . I can’t breathe!

  
  — Eric Garner


  In Memory of Erica Garner


  Erica, you are my son’s first child, my first grandchild. I just can’t come to grips with you being gone so soon. It seems you were here but a day, and now you’ve gone away. But your fight for your dad will live on in me, and so will my love for you and yours.


  Mrs. Carr’s incredible strength in the face of tragedy is monumental and awe inspiring. Though there are dark days, she continues to fight for the rights of victims everywhere. She was thrust into action because she had to; she did it for Eric. The fight for justice continues.


  —Viola Davis and Julius Tennon,
coproducers of the TV docuseries Two Sides
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  Foreword


  Hillary Rodham Clinton


  THE WRITER ELIZABETH STONE SAYS THAT having a child is forever deciding to have your heart go walking around outside your body. Those words were echoing in my mind the day I first met Gwen Carr and the other Mothers of the Movement. Over iced tea at the Sweet Maple Cafe on Chicago’s West Side, I listened to the stories of these brokenhearted mothers. Despite living through every parent’s worst nightmare, they radiated strength and quiet, fierce dignity. Their stories, and their strength, have stayed with me ever since. So has Gwen’s declaration that she intended to turn her sorrow into a strategy, and her mourning into a movement. By channeling her private pain into public activism, and sharing her truth in the pages of this book, that’s exactly what she has done.


  It’s easy to feel overwhelmed by all that’s happening in our country, especially now—to read one heartbreaking headline after another and start to think, There’s nothing I can do, and it hurts too much to even try. But we cannot grow weary of doing good. Just think of Gwen’s resolve, her resilience, and her refusal to give up. She has endured some of the most painful circumstances imaginable—the excruciating loss of her firstborn, attempts to silence her voice, inaction from her own government, even attacks in the media. Yet, far from growing weary, she is doing everything she can to make our country a better place. As Gwen writes of her journey from quiet grandmother to unlikely activist, “I didn’t know if I could make a real difference, but I did know that I could try.” And so can we all.


  From the title to the final page, Gwen’s book is a powerful call to action for our country. It’s also a deeply personal story that any parent can relate to—the story of a proud and loving mother determined to fight for her son. It can be a daunting challenge to pour your heart onto the page, to write candidly and courageously about things you may never even have spoken out loud. But with her trademark eloquence, Gwen bravely shines a light on her own doubts, her struggles, and her quest to push through her “limits and pain as a woman in her golden years who would rather be at home in her recliner.” Not only that, but she also summons the generosity to share her son Eric with the world: “He was much more than just a Black man in a viral video. He was a caring, compassionate man who had love as wide as the ocean.” Knowing Gwen is a gift, and so is reading this book.


  I am grateful every day to Gwen for her friendship, and for her willingness to share her ideas and perspective with me with the same honesty and eloquence that radiates from these pages. These are complicated issues. But, as Gwen points out, “It’s our responsibility to figure out what each of us can do to contribute.” In our current political climate, reading and sharing books like Gwen’s, and adding our voices to hers, is even more vital. And while progress is still too slow, when the opportunity arises to move forward and create real change, the policy principles Gwen has laid out in this book are a fantastic place to start.


  In the meantime, each of us owes it to Gwen and the Mothers of the Movement to ask what we can do in our own lives—to follow Gwen’s lead and refuse to grow complacent. At a minimum, we can start by facing hard truths, confronting our own implicit biases, and finding the courage to speak out. And we can try harder to walk in one another’s shoes. That means police officers and all of us doing everything we can to understand the effects of systemic racism that young Black and Latino men and women face every day, and how they are made to feel like their lives are disposable. It also means imagining what it’s like to be a police officer, kissing his or her kids and spouse goodbye every day and heading off to do a dangerous but necessary job. That kind of radical empathy isn’t easy to come by in a time when divisions in our country run as deep as they do today. But I am convinced that it’s what we need, now more than ever before.


  The stories of the Mothers, and others who have lost loved ones to gun violence and police incidents, deserve to be told and heard. As Gwen writes, “Our children were people with hopes and dreams just like anyone else, and . . . they [deserve] to be remembered for more than just their violent ending.” We have got to keep saying their names: Eric Garner, Sandra Bland, Michael Brown, Jordan Davis, Dontre Hamilton, Blair Holt, Trayvon Martin, Tamir Rice, Hadiya Pendleton—the list goes on. This cannot be seen as a political issue; it can and must be seen as an issue of fundamental justice and basic human decency. We should insist on nothing less from politicians, candidates, and anyone hoping to lead. The killing and mistreatment of young Black men and women has been the reality of life in America for too long. But we can’t accept it as our inevitable future. Let’s take Gwen’s words to heart and ensure that this stops today.



  Chapter 1

  South Brooklyn


  Angels in heaven, hear my plea. Take care of my baby, just for me.



  —Unknown


  ON JULY 17, 2014, I WAS working my job as a train operator for the New York Metropolitan Transit Authority (MTA). I had just driven to Queens and was taking a break when my phone started blowing up. Calls, messages—they just kept coming. I was underground and totally unaware of the happenings in the bustling city above. I could tell from the sheer volume of messages that something was wrong, but I was working and couldn’t get the whole story. Something about my son, Eric. I called my husband, Ben, and said, “I just heard that something happened to Eric. I’m not sure what’s going on. Can you meet me at Stillwell Station? I’m on my way there now.”


  I climbed back into the train and headed that way, my mind racing. I wasn’t allowed to check my phone while I was driving, and the suspense was making me a nervous wreck. I still hadn’t figured out exactly what had happened to my son. Then I realized that I was rocking back and forth, trying to will the train to go faster. I could feel the anxiety building up inside me. When I arrived at the station, I was alarmed to see Ben standing in the office waiting for me. “What are you doing up here? You can’t be in here. I’ll get in trouble. I told you to meet me downstairs.” I was furious that he was breaking the rules at my job.


  “Gwen, it’s OK. They let me in. You won’t be in trouble. I told them that you needed to get home.”


  I was still confused, and I had a strange feeling in my stomach. When we got downstairs, I started questioning him nonstop. “What’s going on? Did you hear anything? What happened to Eric?”


  He said, “We’re headed to the hospital to see him. He should be there now.”


  “Hospital? What do you mean he should be there? I don’t understand! We need to call somebody to find out exactly what happened!”


  “Make sure to put your seatbelt on,” he said.

  “I have my seatbelt on. I just—” Just then his phone rang. I couldn’t hear what the person on the other end was saying, but I could tell by the look on his face that it was bad. “Was that about Eric?”


  “Yeah, he’s there, so we’re going to the hospital to see him now.”

  I tried to calm myself down. “OK, but what did they say?” He was silent. “Is anything wrong with my son? Tell me! Tell me!”


  He looked at me, and I saw tears streaming down his face, something I’d never seen before. I was truly getting scared.


  “Gwen, Eric is dead.”


  I don’t remember much after that. He told me later I was flailing my arms and legs, trying to kick the door open and bust out the window. I was a mother in pain. He had to turn on the automatic locks to keep me safe. He had tried to reason with me: “Gwen, we will be there soon! Please leave the door alone!”


  I’m not sure what was going through my mind, but I do recall thinking that if I could just get out of the car, I could run faster. I could get to my son. I could help him. My boy needed me. My mind was spinning. This couldn’t be happening again. It couldn’t be real. I couldn’t have lost another child. There had to be some explanation.


  On the way to the hospital, Ben tried to get assistance from a police officer. He was of no help, but at the time I didn’t understand his reluctance. When we got to the hospital, they told Ben that I couldn’t go in since I was obviously in no condition to see Eric. We went home so that we could try to find out what had happened. I remember sitting in the living room just feeling numb, not sure what was going on. Nothing was making sense to me. Everything around me seemed to be moving really fast and in slow motion all at once. It was like my senses couldn’t comprehend what was happening around me.


  I tried a trick that I had heard about on some


  

  


  

  

  
  

   

  

  

  

  

  
  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

   

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  About the Author


  AS THE MATRIARCH OF ONE OF Staten Island’s largest African American families, Gwen Carr has earned nationwide recognition as the mother of the late Eric Garner, who was murdered by New York police in July 2014. Because the incident was captured on a cell phone video and posted online, his death has played an integral part in raising awareness about the issue of police brutality in the United States, particularly for the Black community.


  Gwen Carr’s story began in South Brooklyn, where she lived most of her life and raised her family. A longtime employee of both the United States Postal Service and New York City’s Metropolitan Transportation Authority, she had planned to retire before the tragedy occurred. Now Mrs. Carr has become an activist, determined to hold the city accountable for the shocking treatment of her son. With three children, fifteen grandchildren, and six great-grandchildren, she represents the voice of several generations, all of whom have suffered greatly from the loss of their beloved Eric.


  To assist with the healing of others, the nonprofit organization the Garner Way Foundation was established. Within the foundation, Mrs. Carr facilitates the program This Stops Today, which provides ongoing support and education to the ever-increasing victims of violence and to the families suffering from tragedy and loss. The name of the program comes from her own son’s words. Immediately before his death, Eric Garner said to the police, “This stops today,” to express his frustration with their constant profiling and harassment.


  As the legal proceedings continue in the case of her son, Gwen Carr’s maternal sensibilities will not allow a moment’s pause in the fight for justice, and she will forever remain stridently dedicated to the cause. Learn more about her mission at www.ThisStopsToday.com.
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