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Author’s Note

As a young boy growing up in Brooklyn, New York, until I was nearly fourteen, I can remember the multicultural environment surrounding my neighborhood apartment during my kindergarten and elementary school years. Whether you called it a melting pot, a salad bowl, a kaleidoscope, or some other cultural mix, the common denominator was the assimilation of numerous racially and ethnically diverse populations. Those who immigrated from Poland, Ireland, Germany, and other European nations lived a few steps away from my family of Italian ancestry. To me, they were all just people.

I do not recall many Black families in my neighborhood, even though migration from Africa, the Caribbean, and the South during different timelines beginning in the early 1800s, contributed to Black communities in Brooklyn, especially in the Crown Heights, Brownsville, and East New York sections.

From my perspective, everything seemed to be in harmony. Neighborhood families greeted one another, and the children played together, enjoying activities such as stickball, roller skating, snowball fights, and sledding. Family gatherings, especially Sunday dinners, played a significant role in fostering our close-knit relationships and traditions. There was always a celebration whenever someone had a birthday, regardless of age. It was a happy time that overshadowed any prejudices or racial tension that may have existed.

In 1959, having moved to Nassau County on Long Island, I commuted to a small all-boys Catholic high school about thirty minutes to the east in Suffolk County. The school had approximately four hundred students, all of whom were White. It wasn’t until I attended St. John’s University in Jamaica, Queens, New York, that I began to recognize the social aspects and issues of race. Low percentages of students of color attended the university, all of whom were pursuing their specific degrees of interest. This was the four-year period 1963–1967, and like a burst from holiday fireworks, along with the escalation of the war in Vietnam, was the ever-present scourge of racial tension and the civil rights movement in the news media.

Four years of study flew by, and significant events unfolded quickly. Two weeks after graduation, I married a student I met in my first semester. Eleven days after our wedding, I entered the US Air Force and attended Officer Training School in San Antonio, Texas. I returned home to retrieve my bride and headed back to Texas for more training. It was during the trip west through the Southern states that racial unrest amplified what I had observed and learned while in college.

Signs of racial prejudice were everywhere, flashing like a bright neon sign. You could not unsee it! Maybe we were naïve, but we discussed the distasteful, explicit hatred that took us both by surprise. The expressions were not so evident in the northern cities of the Eastern Seaboard, where racial discrimination existed, especially in housing and employment. It was like driving into a different world. To borrow a few lines from Manifestations of Apprehension, A Memoir, a book I previously wrote:


As we drove further to the south and west, it was disturbing to see signs of racial discrimination: “No Colored Allowed,” “White bathroom only,” and similarly divisive statements. That did not sit well with us. We would learn that there are not only open displays such as these but even more subtle ways to discriminate, discredit, and alienate African Americans and other people of color.

When I reflect on all the years of my service and beyond and the diverse composition of the men and women in the military, while it has its share of social problems, it has been an environment of teamwork, mission-oriented actions, and devotion to duty and country from all members—Black, White, Latino, Asian; the list goes on.



Serving in the military was one way to gain exposure to diverse ethnic and racial groups—people from all over the country. It was a force function that thrust many into the mix. This predominantly racially inclusive environment confirmed that there are ways to work together, to understand cultural differences, to appreciate what everyone can contribute to objectives, and to act jointly as a unified human family.

While the racial tensions in the early 1960s resonated in my mind, the struggle for civil rights, widespread segregation, police brutality—particularly in the South—limited opportunities for African Americans—not only in housing and employment, but also in education—were evident. The civil rights movement—most notably led by figures such as Martin Luther King Jr. and highlighted by a march on Washington, DC, in 1963, and King’s iconic “I Have A Dream” speech—offered nonviolent resistance tactics such as sit-ins, protests, and boycotts. More young activists led the vocal demand for change.

Fast-forward to 1993, when I retired from the Air Force and entered the civilian workforce. My experience and various roles in multiple information technology and defense companies have provided me with continued exposure to and appreciation for a multicultural environment. Once again, teamwork among the diverse employees contributed to company goals and shared success. Yet, while these harmonious interactions served us well within a contained workspace, the forces for widespread change against racism in America moved the needle slightly despite significant steps.

Earlier events, in addition to the March on Washington (1963), led to the cause for the elimination of racism: Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas (1954) was a landmark Supreme Court case led by Justice Earl Warren that declared racial segregation in public schools violated the Fourteenth Amendment and was, therefore, unconstitutional; the Montgomery Bus Boycott in Alabama (1955–1956) was led by Rosa Parks and Martin Luther King Jr., protesting segregated seating on public transportation; sit-ins (the late 1950s) were nonviolent protests where African Americans would sit at segregated lunch counters; freedom rides (1961) were conducted by interracial groups who rode buses through the South to challenge segregation on Interstate highways, bridging protests across states; and the Civil Rights Act of 1964 resulted from federal legislation that prohibited discrimination based on race, color, religion, sex, or national origin.

In the commercial world, where competition is fierce, hope is often viewed as a poor strategy for securing opportunities to grow a business. Dedicated analysis through SWOT—strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats—is a strategic planning tool that provides a framework to evaluate a company’s competitive position. In society, however, hope is essential, and when accompanied by the aforementioned legal strategies of antiracial proponents and other causes throughout the decades to the present day, it contributes to the fight to eradicate racism.

Despite these efforts, the advancement in social media continues to communicate racism and demonstrate that this scourge lives on in America through racist language, coded racist messaging, targeted harassment, and amplified White supremacist views. As an example to draw attention to racism, the July 2013 Facebook posting by Alicia Garza used the phrase “Black Lives Matter” following the acquittal of George Zimmerman in the shooting death of Trayvon Martin. On the other hand, social media can transcend certain boundaries that divide us and foster a sense of global solidarity, reinforcing the importance of civil rights in America and worldwide.

I do not propose that I am anything near an expert on Black history, slavery, racial discrimination, or the civil rights movement. I don’t claim to fully understand every facet of racism, but I’ve grown to appreciate its depth—the way it shapes lives, communities, and legacies in ways that aren’t always visible. I probably know as much as the average American. I could never say that I “walked in a Black person’s shoes,” but what I have come to recognize is that racism is not merely a matter of individual bias, but a deeply rooted system that’s woven into history, institutions, and everyday interactions. Its complexity demands not just awareness, but a willingness to listen, learn, and confront uncomfortable truths. 

I value our diversity and view it as a characteristic of our country that offers merit more than divisiveness. Embracing diversity or division is a matter of choice that requires action. We must act in a way that explores and exploits the merits of a rich variety of backgrounds, perspectives, and experiences that all individuals bring to society, extinguishing the mindset that differences among people justify inequality.

When we accept diversity, we foster inclusion—by creating an environment where everyone feels accepted, valued, and empowered to contribute their best without fear of discrimination or bias; we encourage collaboration—by integrating diverse viewpoints and solving problems more creatively; we promote equality—by valuing diversity means actively addressing inequalities and ensuring that all individuals have access to opportunities and resources; and we strengthen communities—by allowing diversity to enrich our shared experiences, helping us build stronger connections and understand different perspectives.

I am proud of my Italian heritage, the customs and culture passed down from my ancestors, and the fact that I occasionally enjoy sharing them with those from other backgrounds. If I expect them to accept me and how I’m different from them, how could I not treat them accordingly?

I admire the many great works by distinguished authors and scholars devoted to Black history and the plight of the Black community. I offer a story based on a relationship established early in youth, which created a bond and grew stronger in the face of the intertwined forces of prejudice and adversity, and resulted in a representation of a better social construct.

The Dream is a story of hope. Two boys, one Black and one White, form a relationship marked by young innocence, friendship, and mutual support, despite the ongoing hatred and turbulent societal shifts around them. Through their deeply enriching bond of genuine empathy and strength amid a world of racial separation, they affirm that we can hope  . . . we can dream.







Preface

In the interest of the integrity of events and figures in The Dream, I have preserved the accuracy of core historical content and notable individuals during the tumultuous years of civil unrest in the 1950s through the 1970s.

The locations and grade levels of Public School 91 (PS 91) in Brooklyn during this period have been altered slightly to fit the story’s plot without compromising the overall historical integrity of that period.

For example, in reality, PS 91 was located in the Crown Heights section of Brooklyn and taught kindergarten through sixth grade. Students progressed to junior high school for grades seven through nine, and to high school for grades ten through twelve. In this story, PS 91 is located in the East New York section of Brooklyn and teaches kindergarten through eighth grade, which is followed by four years in high school.

The location of Thomas Jefferson High School and the 75th Precinct of the New York Police Department is accurately set in the story’s East New York section of Brooklyn.

Fictitious names are used for hateful, organized network members who contribute to civil unrest. I have chosen to represent their disgraceful description of Black individuals by substituting the term “N-word” where appropriate.
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Chapter 1

East New York, 1957

Summer was over for the elementary school children, whose mixture of happy and sad faces was greeted by numerous eager teachers under an early-morning warming sun at PS 91, at the corner of Albany and East New York avenues in the heart of a residential neighborhood in the eastern section of Brooklyn. Margaret Lopez gathered her first-grade students and directed them to the classroom she had so diligently prepared for their big year ahead.

She worked especially hard to create thoughtful touches to make her classroom an inspiring environment where her students can thrive academically and emotionally. She desired that their first steps into the classroom would be a warm, inviting world designed to spark curiosity and joy in young learners.

Her classroom was a model of bright, themed walls in a cheerful color palette of murals that would inspire stories and learning. There were interactive bulletin boards—welcome boards, which displayed the students’ photos paired with their names, and learning displays—with the alphabet, numbers, shapes, and colors.

The cozy reading corners were fitted with bean bags or small chairs, creating a magical space for story time. The overall ambiance was one that blends fun with learning.

Lopez had recently graduated from the School of Education at St. John’s University in Jamaica, New York. She wore a conservative mauve dress with light blue flowers on her slender frame, which stood at five feet four inches. Her rich, long black hair flowed past her neck in natural waves, and her beautiful brown eyes and warm smile framed her flawless, light brown complexion. She radiated with enthusiasm.

After completing her challenging coursework, student teaching internships, and fulfilling the rigorous state certification requirements to secure a position in the New York City Public School system, she was excited about her new role and dedicated herself to a career in education.

The children scrambled to find the wooden desk of their choice in the classroom, which had about thirty-five students. Lopez quickly brought the room to order, directing the students to settle down and pay attention, and she introduced herself. She scanned the room, which contained a roughly fifty-fifty mix of boys and girls, and noted the diverse ethnic tapestry before her. She already had a good understanding of her class makeup based on previous enrollment statistics and information, but seeing it represented by real little kids brought a huge smile to her face and a realization that I’m here . . . with my students . . . this is wonderful!

The population in East New York changed from the late 1950s to the mid-1960s, with a previously predominant composite of mostly working-class Italians and Jewish residents, giving way to an increasing number of working-class Black people and Puerto Ricans. The classroom of first graders accurately reflected the local population. Lopez enthusiastically asked, “All right, students, are you ready for your first-grade year?”

About half the class shouted out, “Yes!” With their elbows on the desk and faces planted in their hands, the other half mumbled something unintelligible. They seemed lost in the summer that they wished would never end.

Lopez observed this and asked again, “Okay, now, everyone, are you ready to begin a very exciting year at school?”

“Yes,” bounced back much better this time.

 Lopez addressed her class again. “Students, please look around the classroom. These are your classmates whom you will get to know, become friends with, and help one another to do well in school. You will share learning, activities, and playtime with them.” As she continued to address the class, preparing them to accept their classmates with open arms, her voice began to fade from their hearing. They drifted a bit. They focused more on the human characteristics of their classmates, including differences in ethnic backgrounds, skin color, hair, eyes, and physical size.

Taylor Washington was sitting in a front-row seat and gazed around until he paused and held a focus on Nicholas Greene, sitting a few aisles across from him. Nicholas, in turn, stopped his head swivel when he noticed Taylor’s stare. The two boys seemed locked in a state of suspended time, frozen and unmoved.

 Lopez was still speaking to the class, and most students returned to reality as her voice grew louder and captured their attention. After what seemed like forever, Taylor slowly raised his hand slightly as if to say “Hi” to Nicholas. He did not smile when presenting this gesture but held his gaze firm. Nicholas did not immediately react, but as he had a pinpoint view of Taylor’s hand, he thought Taylor meant it for someone else, perhaps someone behind him. So he turned his head to see if anyone returned Taylor’s gesture of friendship. He didn’t see anyone and turned back to this Black student, who now smiled and pointed as he mouthed the words, “No, you.” Nicholas slowly raised his hand in reply but maintained a somewhat confused look.

A few seconds later, Lopez took complete control of her class. “Okay, let’s get started!” The school halls were now quiet as Taylor and Nicholas’ class, along with all others in PS 91, initiated a kick-start to the new school year.

School principal Dr. Mary Carpenter planned to chair a quick but crucial session in her conference room at the end of the day. She was well-known as an anomaly in the New York City public school system, as most principals were men. She was fifty-seven years old, short in stature, with a blend of brown and silver hair styled fashionably. Her glasses drew attention to her hazel eyes, which reflected wisdom and empathy. She earned her teaching degree at Hunter College in New York City and taught students across multiple grade levels in the 1920s and 1930s.

Carpenter was a widow, and while she loved children, she could not have any of her own. Her husband was killed in the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941. She dedicated the remainder of the 1940s to honing her credentials as an educator. She earned a master of science in education at Teachers College, Columbia University, and focused her learning on counseling and curriculum development. A few years later, she continued her studies at Columbia to earn a doctor of education degree. She had the respect and admiration of her entire staff for her dedication, intelligence, and authority.

Her team included teachers who specialized in different grades, assistant teachers who helped teachers with larger class sizes, a nurse who provided healthcare and first aid, a cafeteria staff, a librarian, a counselor for student guidance and support for academic and personal issues, administrative staff including secretaries and office managers for administrative support, and a janitor responsible for maintenance and cleanliness of the school.

 Lopez established some basic classroom rules. As part of her teaching degree requirements, she participated in student training sessions, gaining hands-on experience in actual classroom settings under the supervision of certified teachers. There, she learned that the critical job of first-grade teachers was to create schedules and routines that help the young students pace themselves, organize their energy and active ideas, and get them to the end of the day happy, albeit perhaps a bit exhausted. She knew that predictable routines have proved beneficial in maintaining energy and enthusiasm.

Lopez had carefully planned an up-and-down pace for the day, providing active engagement periods and sustained quiet work. She had given her students expectations for their daily routine, including singing, reading, basic math, writing, recess/playtime, and basic science and social studies. Her students would learn to participate individually and interactively—essential skills to build self-confidence, social appreciation, and acceptance of their classmates.

Taylor and Nick were very attentive, but occasionally, they would exchange a mutual glance as if their first encounter was a primer for further curiosity. Nick was an only child and had always been a bit shy, a reticent boy who was more interested in observing the world around him than initiating conversation or sharing his thoughts and emotions. He needed the comfort of a slow-developing bond before he opened up to any level of interaction. He was content listening to his parents and often playing alone more than with other children during his earlier years, but now he faced Taylor, a Black student who seemed to persist in getting his attention. He asked, “Why is he looking at me again? What does he want?”

Lopez noted the quiet “communication” between Taylor and Nick but ignored it as other children in the class were also occasionally distracted away from her. This appeared to be the usual behavior of youngsters thrust into a new school-year environment. Everything around them, including their classmates, piqued their curiosity and attention.

As the day progressed, Lopez’s class was excited about recess and playtime outside. There was a designated area for them to comingle and engage in various structured activities. Some of the kids made instant friendships, while others took a bit more time to warm up to one another.

Taylor gravitated toward a few other Black students but then spanned the area to find Nick, noting that he was talking with two other White boys. Nick would occasionally turn his attention from them to search the area for Taylor as if to ascertain if Taylor would still try to get his attention. Their eyes did not meet as they were in a simultaneous rhythm of just missing each other.

After the outdoor break, the children returned to their classroom, having expended some level of energy and now faced more time with quiet concentration, as Lopez initiated a short talk on what makes her class very special. “I hope you had a nice time during playtime outside and got to meet some of your classmates.” The children smiled and nodded in unison as they searched the room for the others they had met. “You know, you are all very special kids! We have a class with many different-looking kids, but we are all here to learn together, treat one another nicely, and help one another when someone may need it.”

Lopez transitioned to a curriculum subject as she did not want to go any further than this basic introduction of mutual respect. She determined this was enough for the young minds to absorb for now. The rest of the afternoon was focused on simple math and some fascinating science that captured every student’s attention. They would be excited to tell their parents about what they learned on their first day of first grade.







Chapter 2

PS 91, An Essential Staff Meeting

The bell rang, and day one of the school year ended as children lined up to be led outside to anxious parents. They were eager to get home to a sense of normalcy—their room, their toys, their pets. The day remained sunny and calm, which added to the cheerful atmosphere. Adults carried on light conversations with one another, some who knew each other and others total strangers—a mix of ethnic and racial representation that reflected the composition of students across all grades.

Mid-sentence, Mary Greene interrupted, “Oh, so nice talking with you . . . there’s my son, Nick. I hope to see you again soon.” She darted away before the other woman could answer. “Nick, Nick, over here!” Nick ran into his mother’s arms as she asked, “Well, how was your first day in first grade?”

Nick replied with one word as he was somewhat relieved to see his mother, “Good.”

“Did you like your teacher, Miss Lopez?”

“Yeah, she’s nice.”

“Did you make some new friends?”

“I played with a couple of kids outside at recess. I think their names are Kevin and Jimmy.” Before his mother could respond, he blurted out, “There was this one boy, a Black boy, he kept looking at me!” His expression told his mother that Nick was somewhat uneasy.

“Oh? Did he tell you his name? Do you see him here outside?”

“Yeah, he’s right over there.” Nick pointed to Taylor being led away by his mother, Makena Washington. She waved goodbye to several other Black mothers as they quickly dispersed with their children. The separate clusters of all-Black and all-White parents and students rapidly dissolved as if comingling would have a pernicious outcome.

Mary just glanced at them, not seeming overly concerned, then turned to Nick. “Well, let’s go home. I want to hear more about what you did today in class, what new things you learned, and what you liked.” Nick quietly walked hand-in-hand by his mother’s side. His light brown hair swept across his blue eyes as he occasionally looked in the direction where he last saw Taylor; his curiosity about the other boy seemed to have a firm grip on his focus.

Mary and Nick walked home. They lived in a three-story apartment building just a few city blocks from PS 91. Nick’s father, Jonathan, and Mary had decided to move to the apartment because it was within walking distance of the school. East New York in Brooklyn was a working-class neighborhood with residential and industrial areas. The streets had modest row houses, small apartment buildings, and occasional single-family homes. Many residences were built in the early twentieth century, featuring brick facades and stoops where neighbors would gather and children would play. The neighborhood had numerous local shops, bakeries, and delis scattered along commercial streets that catered to the diverse population, which included Italian, Jewish, and Black families.

Churches and synagogues were central to the community’s social life, hosting events and providing support to residents. Public transportation, including buses and elevated train lines, connected East New York to other parts of Brooklyn and Manhattan, making it convenient for workers to commute to jobs in the city. However, the area also faced challenges, including economic disparities and the beginnings of urban decline.

Jonathan’s parents, William and Sarah, had emigrated from Europe in 1918 at the end of WWI, were married in early 1920, and raised a family of three children. Jonathan was the second oldest of the siblings. Jonathan’s older brother, Michael, was killed in the Korean War in 1952, just two weeks before he was to return to the United States. His wife, Julie, and two children, Mikey (the oldest) and Jenny, lived nearby and heavily depended on their family support system. Jonathan’s sister, Kathleen, younger by three years, was single and lived in Manhattan, where she worked in the fashion industry.

Jonathan’s parents worked in a coat factory early in their marriage and, over nearly seventeen years, had become naturalized citizens of the United States. Like many other immigrants from across the pond, they worked hard and were proud to assimilate their family into the American way of life while preserving traditions and customs.

While the New World provided opportunities, it also presented a melting pot that offered divisions and clashes. As the population of the United States worked through the 1950s, it experienced the emergence of one of the most divisive and tumultuous times in world history. As they shifted toward the sixties, the civil rights movement, the Vietnam War and antiwar protests, countercultural movements, political assassinations, and the emerging “generation gap” took center stage. Families across the country would face the challenge of navigating through these tough times.

Once all student-parent matchups were made, the teachers reentered the school for the principal’s meeting. Dr. Carpenter greeted the group. “Good afternoon, everyone. I trust you had a good first day of our new school year. Our preschool meetings last week allowed us to focus on the year ahead, but we must continue addressing some of the issues raised. As you know, last year several students’ parents brought our attention to racial incidents that plagued not only our school but others throughout the New York City metropolitan area. We need to give that our full attention and effort.”

The staff’s attention perked up a bit as they sipped more coffee than they had consumed in the morning, but with head nods, they quickly confirmed the need for discussion. They were all familiar with incidents that ranged from verbal harassment and bullying to violence and were eager to find ways to prevent or mitigate, as necessary, any reputational damage for PS 91 built on these heinous activities. Donna Sweeney, an eighth-grade teacher who also served as the school counselor, quickly added, “Yes, although you are all somewhat familiar with much of this, I am ready to summarize the areas of most concern for our school.”

Dr. Carpenter interjected, “Yes, but I first want to emphasize, and I know I am repeating myself because it is worth repeating, that we are obligated as a team to work together in the best interest of all our students. They are here under our care for a good part of their day, and we must ensure they bring home the values and lessons we do our best to provide them.” She added emphatically, “We must especially impart respect for one another among our students and build on their appreciation for others in their class, regardless of their background, color, religion . . . you know the rest. And, it is our duty to gain the trust of their parents and guardians.”

Again, more head nods and turning to one another as if it were part of a ceremony to confirm what they already knew. “Before I hand it over to Donna, I want to remind everyone of some key schedule items. First, we have Parents’ Night in three weeks, our first formal opportunity to share our recognition of students’ progress and identify any issues with their learning and behavior. We will also begin other key meetings focused on school events throughout the year. So, we cannot delay preparing for these. Okay, Donna, please proceed.”

Donna opened a file on the table and handed out a two-page incident report related to issues of concern. “I am sure these will reignite your fury as it does mine. Over the years, I have been in contact with several other school counselors and, more recently, at some of the borough’s pre-school-year meetings. This is a widespread problem and only appears to be getting worse.”

The teachers nodded in affirmation.

“As you know, it was only three years ago when racial segregation in public schools was declared unconstitutional by Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas. Yet, we often witness a disrespect for that Supreme Court decision as incidents continue to rise. Recent local and national news media contain reports of violations of the decision.”

Carpenter chimed in, “Inequalities continue to exist.” As if she were a history professor giving a lecture on civil rights, she emphasized, “Even with Blacks serving in WWII and the Korean War, we still see racism. In this decade, while certain levels of open bias and racism have decreased, we still hear and witness bullying, verbal harassment, and incidents in the streets. And, I won’t even get started on parallel movements in women’s and gay rights, or problems in housing and job opportunities.” The dutiful staff gave their full attention.

As Carpenter’s meeting proceeded through the agenda, and the day was getting long, everyone had heard all they needed to commit to action. They emphasized the spirit of friendship among their students, who have so many differences. And they would raise their attention to the slightest hint of trouble. They all hoped for a year of solid relationships among students, harmony, and educational achievements—none of this would come easily, as hope is never enough of a strategy.







Chapter 3

Jamal Brown Weighs In

It was only one month later, September 19, 1957, when Donna Sweeney rushed into Carpenter’s office with a headline news story. “It’s terrible! A seventeen-year-old Black student entered an American History class at a high school in East New York and threw a bottle of lye at a White student. The corrosive liquid exploded and spattered eighteen other students and the teacher.” This incident appeared on the front page of The New York Times and sparked a debate, as well as a grand jury statement in favor of uniformed police officers in public schools across the city.

Carpenter replied, “I just heard from the superintendent. Awful! As I mentioned in our weekly staff meeting following Parents’ Night just a week ago, parents across all grade levels expressed concerns about the rising racial tensions in our educational community. We must immediately get the word out to our teachers and support staff. We need to be proactive.” A bit choked up but determined to do her part, Donna nodded and left hurriedly to draft an agenda for a later meeting.

Dr. Carpenter called a short special staff meeting for the end of the day. She did not want to waste any time addressing key points. She was a seasoned educator who had witnessed a wide range of behaviors in her thirty years of experience. The teaching staff and support personnel at PS 91 were informed of the racial incident, and after the “Oh my God, here we go again” and similar expressions of grief and despair, they tried to comprehend the challenges ahead. How do we prevent this in our school? What have we learned, and how can we use our collective effort to keep racism out of our school? They gave their full attention to the person they respected highly.

Carpenter offered some of the racist incidents she witnessed over the years, but quickly turned to preventive measures. She began, “We need to be specific in addressing this issue across our student body. Our kids range in age from six to thirteen, and therefore, their comprehension will require careful consideration regarding how and when we discuss racism. We have the perfect audience for this with our range of ethnic and cultural children, and we need to put all our energy and talent to work.” She glanced at Donna to ensure she was ready for the highlights of the meeting. “Donna.”

Donna nodded at Carpenter, scanned the conference room filled with serious-looking faces, and began, “Mary and I met late this morning to decide how best to address this today and to add specific frequent meetings throughout the school year focused on racism. We broke the age range into three groups: six to eight, nine to ten, and eleven to thirteen. We considered the expected comprehension levels for each group and compiled a short list of subjects to integrate into the curriculum for each.” She handed a stack of pages to Gracie Benson, a fifth-grade teacher seated to her right. “Gracie, please take one and pass them to the others.”

The teachers glanced over the handout, and before Donna could continue, Gloria Rivera, a seventh-grade teacher who recently transferred from a school in another area of Brooklyn, raised her hand and simultaneously said, “In Bedford-Stuyvesant (often nicknamed ‘Bed-Stuy’), we experienced a huge amount of racial tension.”

The Bed-Stuy section evolved from two middle-class communities in nineteenth-century Brooklyn: Bedford (to the west) and Stuyvesant (to the east). These communities contained German, Jewish, Italian, Chinese, Greek, and Irish immigrants. Blacks continued to move into the area; by 1940, Bed-Stuy was about 25 percent Black. After World War II, it became mostly Black. Now, the mixed communities are faced with economic decline and racial tensions, due to disparities in job opportunities, education, housing, and medical care.

Other teachers were ready to add their knowledge on the subject as Carpenter raised her hand to signal a pause. She was a true diplomat and never intended to make anyone uncomfortable or unnecessary. “I appreciate that you all have some valuable experience to share, and as we continue to meet on this subject, I want to ensure that you will have your turn telling your stories. But since it’s the end of the day, let’s quickly get through what Donna has prepared.” Everyone understood and accepted their leader’s request.

As the handouts made their way around the table, each teacher gave them a quick scan. Donna explained the approach for future meetings and the subject material: “We decided to conduct a monthly meeting to report any incidents in the wider educational community so that we remain aware of racist activity. We won’t delay the meeting if we observe any racism in our school. It should be reported immediately so we can initiate action quickly.” There were more head nods, no interruptions.

Carpenter emphasized, “Yes, immediately!”

Donna shifted into interaction with the other teachers. “Please look at the category columns and the bullet points under each for a moment. While this was the first cut between Mary and me, we want your feedback. Your experience with these age groups is invaluable, so any refining will be helpful.” The teachers’ faces brightened slightly as they heard their opinions mattered.

There was not one Black teacher among them. Yet, they understood that they needed to consider that they could “walk in one’s shoes” to appreciate what needed to be done to comprehend any racist behavior and its effect fully. Dr. Carpenter had made this point clear in the past, as she would always call on any Black perspective that may have been available. She always tried to consider the Black community’s view as much as possible.

Donna proceeded, “Okay, age group six to eight. Young minds have a good sense of right and wrong, but transitioning to the ‘age of reason’ varies among children in their development. It is widely accepted that the ‘age of reason’ is five to seven.” This being the first bullet under the age groups, she turned to the others. “Ages nine to ten generally have a clear sense of right and wrong. And, finally, ages eleven through thirteen have a clear sense of right and wrong and an increasing ability to apply logic.”

These definitions appeared to be widely accepted, as some teachers interjected with, “Yes, in general, this seems to be the case” or “Works for me.”

Before going any further into the actions for each group that teachers would employ, she initiated a short discussion of how each age group would react to the story of the bottle of acid thrown by a Black student, or if they witnessed this terrible act.

Lopez quickly reacted, “Oh goodness, I think my first-grade kids would be horrified, very scared, and probably cry if they saw such a thing!”

Second-grade teacher Angela Mancini agreed but added, “I think my students would ask, ‘Why did he do that?’ They would be confused as well as scared.”

Gracie Benson said, “My fifth-grade class would probably have some sense of racist activities, especially if they observed something in the news on TV or witnessed racist acts in a playground, store, or other public location.” She added, “They may not fully understand the reasons for such behavior.”

Rivera added, “In my previous seventh-grade classes in Bed-Stuy, we had several occasions to discuss racial violence; the students were well aware of the tensions of our times and were generally in favor of eliminating racism. However, I also observed students who felt otherwise and were perhaps influenced by their parents’ attitudes. Not everyone wants to see civil rights extended to all.”

“Okay, good points. Anyone else?” After a short pause, Donna worked her way down the handout. “Tiny steps. Ages six to eight need tiny steps when it comes to teaching and enforcing good relationships among their classmates. Consider their minds and comprehension, especially of right from wrong. Racism is complex. We all know that. We must also communicate our approach to their parents and emphasize that they should continue with tiny steps at home. This would be important to bring up at the next Parents’ Night. So, please work that into your meetings with the parents.”

The meeting progressed well up to this point, but comments became more intense as the discussion shifted to the next age group.

The janitor, Jamal Brown, a sixty-year-old, was also in attendance at the meeting. He was the youngest of nine children in his family. His mother thought he was the most beautiful of all her babies and aptly named him “Jamal,” meaning “handsome” or “beautiful.” Carpenter considered everyone on her staff to be important, and since Mr. Brown was Black, he might have a perspective at the meeting that others could not provide.

Brown smiled as he looked around the table. “Well, if I may?”

Donna and Carpenter replied, “Yes, Jamal, please go ahead!”

 “In all my years, I seen some bad stuff, Whites and Blacks at each other, fightin’, cussin’, using bad language and name callin’. I even seen it in our school here, in the halls ‘specially. But I don’t say nothin’, I mind my business.”

Carpenter looked at Brown with a smile and said, “Mr. Brown, you do not need to be concerned here. Like everyone else, you are part of this school, and your opinion matters. You have better insight than most, and we believe you can help, so please go on.”

Brown was not used to such acceptance in his past, but realized times were changin’. He said, “Thank you, Dr. Carpenter. I know boys get bad upbringin’ ‘cause they say things that they say they heard from their parents. That their White daddy says, like, ‘don’t mix with them Black boys. They just get you in trouble,’ or Black kids saying the same thing about White kids.” He made a point of distinction that seemed to resonate with the previous age group analysis. “I don’t mean the little kids, just the older ones. They gettin’ bad learnin’ from their folks.”

At this point, Donna asked, “Mr. Brown, what do you think we should do for these older kids?”

 “Not sure I got the answer, but I know when I was growin’ up, my momma and daddy always told me and my eight brothers and sisters to treat others the way we want to be treated, nice and respectful like. I seen with my own eyes that many times that worked, but there always be exceptions. What you all said about ‘tiny steps’ makes sense to me. Start young, even with babies a few years old, before school. I think they learn a lot before we even know it!”

 “You are absolutely right, Jamal.”

Hearing Donna call him by his first name again made him feel even more important and accepted at the meeting. Otherwise, it would be counterproductive to the meeting objectives.

The discussion continued as the dedicated group felt they were taking some reasonable first steps for their school. Everyone participated in some short side stories that lent credibility to their thoughts on the breakdown of age groups and associated actions. They wanted to make a difference. They were all in!







Chapter 4

The Spalding

During playtime one afternoon for Lopez’s class, the day was bright and warm, and the children were engaged in several activities. One group of girls was at the swings and seesaws; another small group of boys and girls was running around the grounds in an apparent race to a designated finish line. Nick was playing catch with the two White friends he had previously met. Taylor was with three other Black boys separated by some distance as they tried to bounce a pink Spalding high-bounce ball with black lettering to one another. They laughed as they tried to see who could bounce it the highest.

“Whoa, that’s really high,” said one boy. Taylor tried to catch it, but he dropped it. He picked it up. “I can bounce it higher,” he said. He put all his strength into launching a winner, and his buddies acknowledged that he did.

 “Wow, that is higher,” said another boy. He shouted, “My turn,” as heads from many of the other kids turned in response.

Eddie grabbed the ball and gave it everything he could. He hurled it into the ground, and the Spalding took on a new shape as it rebounded upward. All eyes were on the pink sphere as it ascended in an arc that finally gave way to gravity. Taylor was in a position to catch it, but realized it would go behind him as it descended. What appeared to be everything in slow motion suddenly ended quickly, as Taylor, eyes focused on the ball, backed up abruptly, moments away from a catch, and bumped hard into Nick, whose back was turned. They both fell to the ground. The young crowd saw the impact and stared in silence.

Nick’s friends stood motionless and wide-eyed. Taylor’s friends, likewise. Nick slowly got up and rubbed his left arm. It had been bruised slightly due to the fall. Taylor saw his friends looking at him as he raised himself from the ground. Neither boy had seen the other at this point, but as they stood up fully, they now faced each other by mere inches, eye to eye. They were the same height. The Spalding came to rest a few feet from them.

 Lopez had not seen the collision. Her attention was averted briefly as she engaged in conversation with another teacher. But the abrupt silence got her attention, and she began to approach Taylor and Nick. Her mind was immediately full of questions: What happened? Did someone get hurt? She saw a White boy and a Black boy facing one another at close range. They were not smiling. Oh no, she thought. With about twenty feet between them, Lopez stopped in her tracks. She observed something that eased her mind and piqued her curiosity.

After what seemed like an eternity, Taylor smiled and extended his hand for a handshake with Nick. Nick looked down at the gesture and returned his eyes to Taylor. He then broke into a smile of his own. Smiles and handshakes intact, the other children returned to their own activities. Lopez gave a sigh of relief, smiled, and returned to her post. She glanced at the group, and especially at Nick and Taylor again to verify what she had just witnessed. She would want to relate this to the other teachers at some point, as she was very proud of Nick and Taylor’s behavior.

Thoughts swirled in the heads of Nick and Taylor. This was a new experience for both. The “accident” was neither of the boys’ fault, nor were there any bad feelings that resulted from it. They were having fun, and now, all of a sudden, they were thrust upon one another in the next phase of their relationship, moving from curious stares on day one to handshakes and smiles on day 2. Nick glanced away to the other Black boys now standing closely behind Taylor. Taylor observed this as he, in turn, shifted his focus to Nick’s friends. The two groups continued to silently watch for the next thing to happen: a fight, yelling at one another.

Taylor shifted into the verbal phase, hands still in an embrace, smiles still traded. “Hi, I’m Taylor. Did you get hurt?” as he noted the bruise on Nick’s left arm.

Nick looked at his arm, “No, just a scrape; I’m okay. When I got up and first saw you, I thought you were gonna hit me.”

“No, why would I do that?”

 “I don’t know.” Nick couldn’t quite explain why he had that thought.

 “I wouldn’t hit my new friend!”

Nick’s smile broadened as he replied, “I like being your friend!”

Taylor matched Nick’s new level of smiling, “Good, me too!”

The White and Black groups overheard and gasped at the dialogue between Nick and Taylor. Whatever thoughts they may have had about people of color other than their own, they were briefly put aside as they saw the birth of a friendship emerge, committed by a White boy and a Black boy! The two groups slowly became one as they expanded the games of “catch” and “bounce the ball the highest.” The class was coming together in a relationship as Lopez had hoped.

The bell rang; playtime was over. As the children settled in for the afternoon, they looked around the classroom, especially at Nick and Taylor and the other groups that seemed separate but were now becoming one. These young minds could easily grasp and accept the spirit of friendship. Nick and Taylor didn’t realize just how much their behavior influenced their classmates.







Chapter 5

Slammin’ Sam

Police officer Shamus O’Reilly slammed the door on Maurice Kessler, a Black student from Thomas Jefferson High School who decided it would be fun to give a classmate, David Ozersky, a White student, a facial acid bath, and in the process, injured several others who would have permanent reminders of the incident. O’Reilly was a proud member of the 75th Precinct and, like many other police officers serving the community, was a veteran of World War II. He was committed to waging war on racism and gang-related activity in his neck of the woods.

After a long interrogation, he could not determine any specific motive for the attack other than it occurred during the period of heightened racial tension in New York City schools. The attack sparked a citywide debate about juvenile delinquency and school safety.

Shamus’ father, Francis, a retired New York City cop, gave him his first name as “a shamus,” which was slang for “police officer,” and he had hoped his son would follow in his footsteps. Francis had a good friend and Black partner cop named Samuel, who became Shamus’s godfather. Francis honored Samuel by giving his son, Shamus, the middle name Sam.

In the course of Shamus’s twenty-one years of service, he had earned a reputation for locking up more punks and hoodlums than anyone could count—Black, White, Latino—and it didn’t matter if it was a minor skirmish or an all-out rumble in a gang war. As the statistics piled up, he was embellished with the title “Shamin’ Slammin’ Sam,” or for those who preferred to shorten it, “Slammin’ Sam.”

The jail doors did indeed slam loudly and faster than the criminals’ realization of the error of their ways. Shamus would always follow his door-banging ritual by peering into the eyes of the new residents behind bars with, “Get comfortable, morons, you ain’t goin’ anywhere anytime soon!” He would accompany his words with a few solid taps on the jail bars with his nightstick, better known as a billy club, for a little extra communication and intimidation.

Two other racially motivated incidents happened the same day, and the precinct was on high alert for further criminal activity in East New York. The less serious of the day was also at Thomas Jefferson High School, where a fight broke out between White and Black students in the halls between afternoon classes. After some investigation, it was determined that some White boys did not like their Black classmates talking with White girls. Shouting and name-calling rapidly escalated to racial slurs, shoving, hurling fists, and kicking those who ended up on the floor, while other students who shouted in support were equally met with those who shouted, “Stop fighting!”

The school nurse, Emily Smith, was notified immediately and was prepared to treat several boys from both sides. The high school principal, Evan Walters, ran to the fight scene as several teachers broke up the melee and escorted
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