

[image: Image]






Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.


Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP







Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: Images]





To Jordan, whose eye is on the sparrow and I know he watches me.


To Curtis, who walks in faith beside me.


To my family, who never lets me fall.




“Tell the priests who carry the ark of the covenant: ‘When you reach the edge of the Jordan’s waters, go and stand in the river.’ ”


—Joshua 3:8 NIV





INTRODUCTION





In Guns We Trust


IN THAT DARKENED AUDITORIUM, I was one of a few brown faces among the mostly white evangelicals filling the seats around me. Not for the first time, I wondered why so few of the faith congregations I spoke to reflected the multihued family of God. I was in Columbia, South Carolina, for a screening of the award-winning documentary The Armor of Light. This deeply provocative film wrestles with theological questions of guns and faith, and features a pro-life white evangelical minister, and me, an African American mother grieving the loss of my only son to gun violence.


The Reverend Rob Schenck and I had been asked to participate in a panel discussion following the screening, along with Abigail Disney, the filmmaker who brought us together. As the opening credits rolled and a haunting score filled the theater, I silently asked God to speak through me that night, and to open my listeners’ hearts to his message. Twenty-five minutes later, my body clenched against a fresh onslaught of pain as I watched myself on-screen: I was talking about my son, Jordan Russell Davis, who at seventeen had been fatally shot at a Jacksonville, Florida, gas station by a white man who thought the rap music he and his friends were playing on their car stereo was too loud.


As Jordan lay dying, the shooter drove away from the scene. We would soon discover that he was a licensed gun owner in the state of Florida, and a member of the National Rifle Association (NRA), which likely meant he took it as an article of Second Amendment faith that the blood he’d just spilled would soon be washed clean by a law called Stand Your Ground. He knew that under the statute, all he had to prove was that he believed the four black boys in the red Dodge Durango would do him harm. That claim alone gave him the right to use lethal force rather than to seek de-escalation and retreat.


There was no question my son’s killer was versed in the particulars of this statute, and the way it could provide legal cover after the fact. The leadership of the NRA had assertively educated its members to drum up support for the law’s inaugural passage in Florida in 2005. Versions of the legislation have since been adopted in twenty-three more states, leading in every case to a spike in deadly shootings. In Florida, for example, justifiable homicide cases tripled after the passage of Stand Your Ground, and in Georgia, they increased by 83 percent.1


The NRA’s response to this increase was to offer up to $150,000 for criminal defense reimbursement, and up to one million dollars in liability protection should its members face legal reprisals after invoking the “shoot-first” law. And so, when arrested the next day, my son’s killer immediately told police he’d felt threatened by Jordan and his friends. Despite the boys being unarmed, the shooter insisted he’d fired on them in self-defense.


I will never forget the way my breath left my body at the moment I grasped that the value of a black boy’s life had been part of the shooter’s split-second calculation before he reached for his gun. Suddenly, it was crystal clear to me what my son had been up against—a man who believed he could shoot to kill based on nothing more than a feeling, because he reckoned the state’s gun law would absolve him in the death of an African American boy. No doubt he was rolling the dice that, if charged, his fate would lie in the hands of jurors who harbored the same deep-rooted biases and fears as he did—prejudices as old as America itself.





It was my opposition to the Stand Your Ground law that had led to my initial meeting, the one that would be filmed, with Rev. Rob Schenck. As chairman of the Evangelical Church Alliance, Rob had been unable to reconcile the pro-life stance of the Christian Right with its intense pro-gun fervor. He would eventually break with the evangelical leadership over its position on guns, but at the time we were making the film that hadn’t happened yet. His theological struggle was the subject of our taped discussion as we’d sat in his rock-walled garden in the nation’s capital and shared our respective encounters with gun violence.


Abigail Disney, founder of the feminist nonprofit Peace is Loud, kept the cameras rolling as we reflected on America’s flawed gun policies, and the culture of fear and tribal antagonism that lobbyists for the nation’s perilously lenient gun laws had cultivated. I could not help the tears as I observed to Rob that for so many Americans, guns had become a substitute for trust in God’s protection. “As Christians, we have replaced God with our guns,” I told him. “Instead of looking to God righteously, as the Protector, we’re looking at our guns as the protector. And that’s not the word of God.”


My comment stunned the minister into silence, because he knew as well as I did that the largest and most zealous gun-owning demographic in America was his own flock—white evangelical Christians—along with less religious whites who held strong right-wing political views. They were, in a sense, “political evangelicals,” unshakably committed to the party of Reagan.


Now, sitting with the reverend in a darkened theater in Columbia, South Carolina, I contemplated how one squared the commandment “Thou shalt not kill” with the readiness to take a human life. I weighed the ironies. Earlier, I had seen a man in a T-shirt emblazoned with the words “IN GUNS WE TRUST.” I felt exactly the opposite. Surrendering my personal safety not to guns, but to God, felt like the ultimate security. Perhaps my own lack of fear had something to do with the fact that the very worst day of my life had already come and gone, and somehow, I was still standing. Even so, I believed my Heavenly Father would protect me always, no matter the threats of death or sexual violence that I so often received as an advocate for commonsense gun laws—and despite the bullets that had pierced the flesh of my beloved child.





The United States is a notoriously gun-friendly culture, with more than 300 million firearms currently in circulation, almost one gun for every American man, woman, and child. Our country represents 5 percent of the world’s population, yet we hold 50 percent of the world’s guns. Our national passion for bearing arms was first encoded in the twenty-seven words of the Second Amendment to the Constitution of the United States, set down in 1791 by the Founding Fathers at the birth of our frontier nation: “A well regulated Militia, being necessary to the security of a free State, the right of the people to keep and bear Arms, shall not be infringed.”


While most gun safety advocates, myself included, have no quarrel with an individual’s right to own a firearm, we would argue that, as written, the Second Amendment does not preclude the responsibility of the government to regulate how and by whom that gun might be purchased, discharged, carried, and stored for the protection of fellow citizens. Indeed, in the landmark DC vs. Heller decision of 2008, conservative Supreme Court justice Antonin Scalia held that “the Second Amendment right is not unlimited. It is not a right to keep and carry any weapon whatsoever in any manner whatsoever and for whatever purpose.”2


To be clear: I completely understand owning a gun for sport or recreational purposes as well as for self-defense. I am not, and have never been, opposed to the Second Amendment. My own father was a hunter. I grew up in a household where there was always a licensed firearm, one that was stored and used with utmost respect and care. Even so, I question why so many white evangelicals, as well as non-churchgoing Christian whites, are now stockpiling military-grade assault weapons and high-capacity magazines expressly designed to wipe out scores of people quickly. Do they feel that unsafe? More to the point, doesn’t our faith require that we put our trust in God to guard and defend us, rather than in our guns?


I have since come to understand that the attitudes that helped create a gun culture so dangerous to boys like mine, were bred in the hearts of citizens who profess their faith in God as fervently as they profess their right to bear arms. With the rise of the Christian Right as a political wave in the 1980s—one dedicated to preserving, among other values, the supremacy of whiteness—large swaths of America’s evangelical population were coached by the profit-making agenda of the NRA to embrace fear and suspicion of anyone they saw as different from themselves, forsaking trust in God’s protection and faith in the humanity of their fellow citizens.


These were some of the people I hoped to connect with in Columbia, South Carolina, that evening. I wanted to reach across America’s cultural divide to open people’s eyes to the epidemic of gun violence that has the nation in its cross hairs. I wanted that audience to understand that it isn’t only boys like Jordan who are at risk; their sons and daughters are endangered, too, because whenever there is a gun in the midst of a conflict, no matter how minor or survivable the circumstance, too often someone ends up dead. In America, while individuals might discriminate based on deep-seated historical prejudices, firearms are ruthlessly egalitarian. People of every complexion fall victim to gun violence—a total of thirty-three thousand fatalities every year and ninety-six gun deaths every single day.


Among the dead are those spectacularly cut down in mass shootings at schools and churches, malls and movie theaters, workplaces and public parks. Less visible, but exponentially more numerous, are the women and other relatives murdered by domestic abusers who kept a gun in the bedside table drawer; heartsick teenagers who sucked on the barrel of a pistol; gang members acting out cruel grudges and initiations; children who accidentally discharged a weapon they believed was a toy. With so many guns in the possession of ordinary citizens, no one is immune. The scourge of violence cuts across all races, all ages and economic classes, all familial circumstances, affecting every corner of our society. Death by firearm can just as easily occur in poor, crime-ridden neighborhoods as in middle- and upper-income communities. We are, every one of us, trapped in this ongoing nightmare together. We have no choice but to stand together, and to stand our ground.





As the national spokesperson and faith and outreach leader for Everytown for Gun Safety and Moms Demand Action for Gun Sense in America, I’ve learned that one of the most effective tools in our arsenal is sharing our stories. The potency of personal experience is one reason that student survivors of the February 2018 school massacre in Parkland, Florida, were able to galvanize the nation with their calls for gun law reform. In much the same way that protesters had spilled onto the streets of Ferguson, Missouri, four years before, demanding an end to police violence against African American bodies, the survivors of the Parkland school shooting challenged us all, insisting we confront the failures of culture and government that allowed a troubled nineteen-year-old to mow down seventeen of their friends with a weapon of war.


I could cite numbers to show the enormity of the crisis we face, but in the end, it is our stories that will arouse people to step into the fray. By telling our stories, we shed light on the issues that define our lives; we become familiar and known to one another; and we create a space for other people to become engaged. Survivor stories like mine have helped convince 90 percent of Americans to support laws preventing the mentally ill from purchasing firearms, and fully three-quarters of the five million members of the NRA support universal background checks on all firearm sales. But their voices mean little to the organization’s leadership. Guns in America are a deep, dark business, one that disguises its base capitalist motive by misdirecting our attention to issues of race, politics, and faith.


Beyond the smoke and mirrors, this book shows how the gun lobby won the allegiance of evangelicals in the 1980s, and traces how the Second Amendment came to symbolize freedom from government intrusion, even as NRA money put lawmakers in office who would loosen regulations beyond reason. The narrative also examines how the gun lobby enshrined whites’ Second Amendment fervor by inciting fear of black and brown bodies; explores theological arguments surrounding the right to bear arms; and suggests how faith ministries can help redress the violence tearing our communities apart. But this is not a dry social analysis of America’s gun culture. Rather, this book is the blood and guts of my life, the hard nights, and the unexpected brilliance of morning. It is the account of my son’s short life and violent death, our family’s search for justice, and my awakening to a call that will drive the rest of my days.


At its heart, this book is a mother’s story—my way of making sure that my son’s seventeen years on this earth will continue to have meaning. Perhaps the most extraordinary part of my journey has been watching my life be transformed in the wake of Jordan’s death, being called out of the boat, stepping out on the water for a cause. Just as God did with Abraham, he said to me, I am going to take you to a land where you’ve never been. You won’t know anybody at first, you won’t know how to do what I am asking of you, but I just need you to go. I will guide your steps.


I know in every cell of my body that my son came into this world to make a difference, and in the end, he helped deliver me to my highest calling. His death showed me that I am to be a voice in the wilderness, joining a dynamic group of activists who are working to stem a red tide of violence, one fueled by the deadly interplay of guns, race, politics, and faith in American life. I have no doubt this is my divinely appointed purpose, but when tragedy arrived at my door in a sudden senseless burst of gunfire, I thought I had failed my child. I believed my life was over. And perhaps it was. But a new life opened up before me, and there was nothing else for me to do but claim it. In telling my story—and honoring the life of the child God entrusted to me—I am claiming it still.





PART ONE





THE PROMISE





CHAPTER 1





Black Friday


I THINK NOW THAT JORDAN himself called to me that evening.


It was the night after Thanksgiving, November 23, 2012. My husband, Curtis, and I were in Chicago, spending the weekend with my lifelong friend Terry and her husband, Earl. We had feasted on leftovers for dinner, and now the four of us were relaxing in the living room, watching television and chatting. I no longer recall what we talked about. I only know that at a few minutes before 10 PM, for no reason at all, I got up from my chair and walked upstairs to the bedroom in which Curtis and I had slept the night before.


“I’ll be right back,” I told the others. I’m sure they didn’t give it a second thought. My own mind was a complete blank as I pushed open the bedroom door. Before any question as to why I was there could flicker into consciousness, I noticed that my phone, lying on the dresser, was buzzing and flashing the name “Ron Davis” on the screen. The ringer was off, so I would not have heard the phone from downstairs. I picked it up and answered my ex-husband’s call.


“Hey Ron, how’re you doing? You and Jordan have a good Thanksgiving?”


Almost two years before, our seventeen-year-old son, Jordan, had moved to Jacksonville, Florida, to finish out his high school years with his father. Jordan had lived with me in Atlanta ever since his dad and I divorced when he was four. But in the fall of 2010, when Jordan was fifteen and a tenth grader, I’d been diagnosed with breast cancer for a second time. I was facing surgery and radiation while Jordan and I were still getting used to being a refashioned family unit with my new husband, Curtis. Having beaten cancer once before, when Jordan was seven, I had full faith that I would once again recover. But as I underwent the rigors of radiation treatment, I worried about being able to give Jordan the attention he needed as a smart, energetic, and socially popular adolescent on the threshold of becoming a man. I made the tough call that it was time for him to go and live with his father.


Jordan opposed the idea at first. In fact, he was so angry with me for sending him away that he wouldn’t take my phone calls for weeks. He’d always been an unabashed mama’s boy, and the truth was, there was nothing in my life that I loved more than being Jordan’s mother. But I felt sure he would grow from this time with his father, who was grateful to finally have a turn at raising our boy and showing him how to be a man.


Now I was healthy again, and by all accounts, Jordan was thriving in Jacksonville. But on the call that evening, Ron cleared his throat, and the hairs on my arms prickled. I sensed something ominous in his hesitation.


“Where are you?” he said finally.


“In Chicago, with Terry and Earl.”


“I know,” he said, “but where are you in the house?”


“In the bedroom.” I paused. “Ron, what’s wrong?”


“I need you to go and get Earl.”


“Why? What’s wrong?” I said, my voice rising.


On the other end of the line, Ron made a strangled sound, a cross between a moan and a sob. I think that was the moment when I knew. I felt suddenly hollowed out, a sick, sinking feeling at the center of my being, in the part of me where I had carried Jordan for nine long months and nurtured him to life.


“Where is Jordan?” I heard myself screaming. “What’s wrong with Jordan?”


“Get Earl,” Ron said again weakly, but I cut him off.


“I’m not getting Earl unless you tell me right now what is wrong with Jordan!”


“Jordan’s at the hospital,” Ron said. He spoke haltingly, as if he could barely summon the words. “He’s been shot, Lucy. I need you to get on the first plane and come down here.”


I sank down onto the side of the bed, my whole body shaking.


“Is my son alive?” I whispered.


Years would pass before I remembered Ron telling me that, no, Jordan had died. Our son, he said, had been out with his friends that evening when someone had taken his life. For a long time, I had no memory at all of Ron uttering those words, but I know he must have said them, because Terry told me later that she suddenly heard a piercing scream from the bedroom, and then I was running down the stairs, and everyone was running toward me, and I made it halfway down before I collapsed in a broken heap.


“Somebody shot my boy,” I sobbed. “Jordan’s been shot.”


My voice was the sound of my heart ripping itself from my chest.


“Jordan is dead.”





Terry and Curtis helped me down the stairs and onto the couch. Terry stayed by my side as the world swam before my eyes, dim and surreal. All I wanted was for Curtis to hold me until I woke from this nightmare. Because surely I would awaken soon—how long could this ordeal continue? But Curtis had become practical and businesslike. From somewhere in the room, I heard him on the phone with Delta Operations making arrangements for us to fly out in the morning. We were both longtime flight attendants with the airline, and that night the agents in Operations could not have been more kind. We had non-revved to Chicago (the industry term for non-revenue passengers who fill empty seats in a cabin), which usually meant traveling standby, but now the agents immediately issued emergency “Must Ride” passes for us back to Atlanta, and then on to Jacksonville.


After Curtis put down the phone, he went upstairs to pack our things. An eerie silence settled over Terry and Earl’s house. It was as if the entire world had gone still, and in one small corner of it I sat huddled with my arms wrapped around myself, weeping and rocking, weeping and rocking. Terry was sobbing, too. It was the first time in all the decades I’d known her that I’d ever seen her cry. Despite his efficient activity, Curtis was also in tears, and so was Earl, who seemed angry and bewildered. He paced up and down the house, his fists balled against his sides. “Not Jordan,” he kept saying. “How could this happen?”


It slowly dawned on me that I needed to let others who loved Jordan know he had been taken from us. I roused myself enough to call my sister, Lori, out in San Diego. She had been like a second mother to Jordan. We always spent Christmas and the month of July at her home in California. Her three children and Jordan had grown up as bonded as siblings.


“Oh my Lord, who shot Jordan?” Lori wailed in disbelief.


I told her I didn’t know.


Later, people would say: Didn’t you want to call Ron back and get more details? Didn’t you want to know how everything had unfolded, and who took the life of your child? Looking back, I can see that none of it really mattered that night. The only thing that counted, the only truth I knew, was that I would never again hold my son’s physical body close. I would never again feel the warmth of him, or rest my gaze on the particular shade of brown of his skin, or bask in the light that danced in his eyes as he bent to kiss my forehead before heading out of the house with his friends.


“Peace out, Mom,” he would call, holding up two fingers as he shrugged into his favorite brown hoodie and stepped into his red Vans sneakers. All night, this vision of Jordan was all I could see—my son, vibrantly alive.





Ron and his wife, Carolina, met us at the Jacksonville airport. We hugged each other solemnly and hardly spoke. The forty-minute car ride back to the house was thick with sorrow. My robotic numbness only hinted at my state of shock. By this time, Jordan’s death was all over the news, so we knew that a white middle-aged man had pumped ten bullets into the SUV in which my son and his three friends were sitting. Mercifully, the other boys escaped physical injury, but three of the bullets had found their mark in my boy. I still didn’t know why he had been shot or if his killer had been taken into custody, but I was determined to wait until we got to Ron’s house to ask questions, because once we started talking, I would surely fall apart.


But we did everything right.


The thought ticked in my brain like a metronome. How could a volley of bullets from a man completely unknown to us have taken the life of my only son? We’d raised Jordan in a protected environment. He’d always lived in a nice house on a quiet residential street, and he went to church every week. God was at the center of our lives and we had loving relationships with family members and friends. When I’d sent Jordan to Jacksonville, it was only so that his father could watch over him. Like me, Ron had monitored his friends, made sure there was no unlawful activity around our boy, and never any threat of violence in the gated middle-class community where they lived. His friends were decent kids on the verge of graduating high school. Most of them planned to go on to college, while Jordan, who excelled in ROTC, had been talking about joining the Marines. Mentally, emotionally, and spiritually, he had been in a good place.


When I’d last spoken with my son on Thanksgiving morning, he’d told me he planned to go shopping with his friends on Black Friday. He was excited because his girlfriend, Aliyah, worked at Urban Outfitters in the mall, and he’d get to see her. A few weeks before, she’d been disappointed when he refused to bring the flowers he’d got for her birthday to school. Jordan hadn’t wanted to deal with the other kids teasing him, but now he couldn’t wait to see his girl and make it up to her. His dad had given him some money, and he planned to get her a Christmas present. We’d tossed around some gift ideas before hanging up the phone.


“I love you, son,” I’d signed off the call.


“Love you, too, Ma,” he’d said.


At least my boy got to experience being in love, I thought as we passed small white sailboats bobbing in the distance of the St. Johns River, which ran for a stretch along the highway. The river was the same gunmetal gray as the sky, the same bleak gray as the world without my son. I had the strange sensation that I was floating alone on a gray overcast sea, as aimless as those boats. I reached across the back seat and grasped Curtis’s hand, hoping it would anchor me.





Throughout the morning, Ron gave us the details he’d learned from the police, and from the boys who had been in the car with Jordan. Two of them—Leland Brunson and Tevin Thompson—had come by with Leland’s parents to offer condolences to Ron and Carolina the day before. No one could understand how Jordan had ended up dead. “Jordan was my third son; I loved that boy,” Leland’s mother, Tanya Booth-Brunson, said later. “He had this shine on him that lit up the room. He was a star, and everyone knew it.”


Ron told me Leland had sat for a long time in Jordan’s room, crying inconsolably. He was skinny and small for his seventeen years, and he had been Jordan’s best friend ever since our son moved to Jacksonville. Tevin was a big guy compared to Leland. He was also seventeen, with a round face and a megawatt smile, but it was nowhere in evidence that day.


The third young man, Tommie Stornes, had driven the boys to the mall in his red Dodge Durango that Black Friday afternoon. Tommie, two years older than the others, was lean and somber-eyed, with shoulder-length dreadlocks. Ron didn’t know him as well as the other two boys; he and Jordan had met through mutual friends only a couple of months before. But Tommie was unfailingly polite, which Ron appreciated.


At the Town Center mall, Jordan had hung out with Aliyah while the other boys chatted up girls they knew. On their way to another mall, they cranked the music up loud in Tommie’s car, all of them rapping along and having a good time. The boys wanted gum and Tommie wanted Newports, so he turned the SUV into the Gate Gas Station at the corner of Southside Boulevard and Baymeadows Road. He pulled into a parking spot in front of the convenience store at nearly 7:30 PM. There were no cars on either side of him. As he shut off the engine, the song “Beef” by rapper Lil Reese came on the radio. Tommie was moving his shoulders to the beat as he went into the store.


A few minutes later, a car pulled into the parking spot on the passenger side of the Durango. A brown-haired woman got out and entered the store. The driver, a barrel-chested white man with iron-gray hair, who looked to be in his late forties, rolled down his window and told the boys to turn the music down. Tevin reached over and turned down the volume, but from the back seat, Jordan told him to turn the music back up. Tevin later speculated that Jordan didn’t like the way the man had spoken to them. They exchanged words. Tommie was completely unaware of the conflict between the man and Jordan as he danced his way back to the car. But as he slid into the driver’s seat and switched on the ignition, he suddenly saw the man in the vehicle next to them aiming a pistol their way.


Pop! Pop! Pop!


Pop! Pop! Pop! Pop!


The shots kept coming.


Wild with panic, Tommie threw the car into reverse, floored the gas pedal, and backed away from the gunfire as fast as he could. The man kept shooting at them. He even got out of his car and crouched so he could aim better. Tommie executed a frantic two-point turn and raced toward an adjacent parking lot. When he couldn’t hear the sound of gunfire anymore, he stopped the vehicle.


He jumped out of the car, breathing hard.


“Everybody okay?” he asked.


He called each of his friends by name. Jordan was the only one who didn’t respond. There was a gurgling sound coming from his throat, as if he was gasping for air. Leland reached around and patted Jordan down to see where he was hurt. When his hands touched the warm, sticky wetness spreading across Jordan’s chest, Leland wrapped both arms around his friend and held him as he died.





At around 9 PM, Ron got the call from Leland’s mother. Tanya told him Tommie’s car had been shot at in the parking lot of the Gate Gas Station, and that Leland, Tommie, and Tevin were downtown at the Police Memorial Building giving statements. She was headed there now.


“Where’s Jordan?” Ron asked her.


“All I know is Jordan is at Shands Hospital,” Tanya told him. “The other boys are okay, but Jordan—” she faltered. “Ron, Jordan took a bullet.”


Ron ran to his car and raced to the hospital. He burst into the ER, heart pounding, demanding to see his son. At first the nurses wouldn’t give him any information because they couldn’t be sure who he was. He was a tall, agitated African American man with no identification; he’d rushed out of the house grabbing only his phone and his keys. Finally, he showed them a photo of Jordan on his phone to convince them he was his father. That’s when they took him into a room, and called the doctor and the chaplain. The two men sat him down and told him that his son was dead, and they needed him to identify the body. They explained that three bullets had pierced Jordan’s pelvis, lungs, and aorta, and they asked him not to touch his body, as there was an active police investigation and they didn’t want him to disturb any evidence. But as soon as Ron saw Jordan lying there on the stretcher, he collapsed over him, cradling his head in one palm, kissing his face, his tears soaking the sheet that covered his son’s mortal wounds.


“Jordan looked like he was sleeping,” Ron told me as we sat in his living room. He stared down at his large hands. I knew he was remembering the last time those hands would ever touch our son. “I swear Lucy, he looked as peaceful as an angel.”


He said the chaplain had prayed over Jordan’s body, and that was comforting to me. I suddenly remembered a night several months before, on one of Jordan’s visits back home to Atlanta. He had told me, seemingly out of the blue, “Mom, I’m not afraid to die, because when my time comes, I know where I’m going.”


He’d been perched on a stool at the kitchen counter, watching me stuff manicotti shells with ricotta cheese. “That’s right, son,” I had answered, smiling as I layered the manicotti in a casserole dish. “You’ll be with your Heavenly Father.”


It was only then that the strangeness of my strong, athletic boy contemplating his own death occurred to me, and I understood my son’s comment to be something more than a declaration of his faith.


Earlier that week, we’d talked about Trayvon Martin, an African American boy the same age as Jordan, who’d been shot and killed in Sanford, Florida, several months before. A neighborhood watch captain had pursued the unarmed teen while he was walking home from the store, his hoodie pulled up against the rain. I realized Jordan was weighing the fact that being profiled to death was a possibility more real for him than for his white peers—because we both knew that if Trayvon had been a white teenager walking home from the store that night, he would still be alive.


“You know, Jordan,” I said, “as a young black man you will meet people in life who do not value you. But never forget that God values you, and I value you, and you must value yourself. I truly believe you are here to do God’s work, and”—I winked at him as I stirred tomato sauce to pour over the manicotti—“you better marry and give me grandchildren.”


Jordan didn’t laugh as I’d expected he might. Instead he was silent for a few moments, shoulders hunched, elbows on the counter, his brow knitted in thought. Then he sighed. “I’m just saying, Ma, you never know. But I’m not afraid.”


And now, in the blink of an eye, in the pull of a trigger, he was gone. I shivered to think that somewhere in his spirit, Jordan had seen that his life with us would be cut short. Could God have shown him that his time was at hand—because what seventeen-year-old contemplates his own death while his mama is making his favorite meal on an ordinary summer evening?





I didn’t see my son’s body until his memorial service at Giddens Funeral Home three days later. A larger service of thanksgiving for his life was planned for the following Friday, to be held at Trinity Chapel back home in Atlanta, but Ron and I wanted Jordan’s friends in Jacksonville to have an opportunity to say goodbye. I stood beside my boy’s open casket, undone by the stillness of death. This was my child’s body, so handsome in dark pants, a crisp white shirt, and blue tie, but it was clear to me that his animating spirit was elsewhere. As I’d requested, Jordan’s left hand was curled around a ceramic figurine I’d given him the Christmas before, a small boy with a big red heart on his chest, bearing the words “You’ll always have my heart.” His right hand rested on the much-used Bible he kept in his bedside table drawer. I touched the Bible and tried to imagine my son safe in the embrace of his Heavenly Father and loved ones on the other side.


Suddenly, there was a stir of whispers in the chapel. Everyone looked toward the door as three beautiful young women entered the sanctuary. Two of the girls were comforting the one in the middle, who was crying, and I realized this must be Aliyah, the girl Jordan had talked to me about. She paused a few feet away from me, her eyes meeting mine uncertainly. I saw that she was unsure how to approach me, so I went to her and took her hands in mine, and thanked her for being there for Jordan. Tears sat on her eyelashes as she looked into my eyes with such pity and regret. “I’m so sorry,” she mumbled. It stunned me to see my grief reflected in the eyes of one so young. Her sorrow made my own more real, but I tried to push it down. I wasn’t ready yet to relinquish the delusion that this was all a nightmare from which I would soon awaken.


That entire afternoon was a blur for me, my sense of unreality compounded by the fact that I knew hardly any of the people in the small chapel, weeping over my son. I was an outsider there, at my own child’s memorial service. And while I was grateful to see that my son had been warmly embraced in his father’s hometown, I couldn’t wait to bring his body back to my own faith congregation at Trinity, and to the village of people who had helped me raise him in Atlanta, his first home.





By Monday, we knew who had shot Jordan. A homeless man living out of his car had witnessed the entire incident and had jotted down the license plate of the shooter’s vehicle as he left the scene. We would learn that the man who killed Jordan was Michael Dunn, a forty-five-year-old software developer and gun collector from Satellite Beach, Florida. He had traveled to Jacksonville with his fiancée, Rhonda Rouer, to attend his son’s wedding that afternoon. On the way back to their hotel, they’d stopped at the Gate Gas Station because Rouer wanted to pick up a bottle of wine and some chips. She’d heard the gunshots from inside the store, and when she got back to the car Dunn yelled for her to get in.


“I just fired at those kids,” he told her as he peeled out of the parking lot.


The next morning, Rouer saw on the news that one of the kids from the previous night’s shooting had died. Upset, she insisted she and Dunn leave Jacksonville immediately and return home. Police arrested Dunn at his residence in Satellite Beach later that day. They charged him with one count of first-degree murder and three counts of attempted murder.


It was our attorney, John Phillips, who briefed us on all this. He’d driven out to Ron’s home on Monday afternoon to meet Curtis and me, and to update us on the status of the investigation. A friend of Ron’s, a newscaster in the Jacksonville area, had referred John to us. We trusted him immediately. He was compassionate but plainspoken as he outlined the details of the case so far. He reported that Michael Dunn would plead not guilty at his arraignment later that week, and he warned that Dunn’s attorneys would most likely invoke Florida’s Stand Your Ground law, arguing that their client feared for his life and had fired at the boys in self-defense.


And there it was—the inevitable calculus of race in the violent encounter that had ended the life of my son.


Michael Dunn was white.


Jordan and his friends were black.


And now my son’s killer was claiming he had fired ten bullets into the boys’ vehicle because he’d believed he was in imminent danger. In statements made through his lawyer, Dunn insisted the boys had threatened his life, and that he’d seen Jordan point a gun at him. Or maybe it was a metal pipe. Except we knew there had been no threat, just as there were never any weapons in that car of good and loved young men.


In his law office a few days later, John Phillips was meticulous in helping us understand the hurdles we would face as we pursued justice for Jordan. He explained that Stand Your Ground was based on the castle doctrine in English common law, which gave homeowners the right to forcefully defend their homes and property from a perceived threat without the requirement to retreat. Stand Your Ground essentially extended the concept of defending one’s castle to include one’s physical body, giving individuals who felt endangered the right to shoot to kill and ask questions later.


The tricky thing about the law, John reminded us, was that the threat didn’t have to be real. Michael Dunn merely had to claim the perception that he was in danger in order to seek the shelter of Stand Your Ground. If my son’s killer could convince a jury that four young black men had mortally terrified him, he would walk away from his crime. Indeed, in the twenty-four states where Stand Your Ground had already been adopted, 70 percent of those who sought its cover avoided legal punishment. Worse, in cases where the shooter was white and the victim black, criminal charges were seldom filed at all. And when such cases were brought before the court, a white defendant charged with shooting a black victim in self-defense was eleven times more likely to be acquitted than in cases where the defendant was black and the victim white.


I recalled bitterly the words on a handmade sign I’d seen at a rally protesting Trayvon Martin’s death. Like Michael Dunn, Trayvon’s killer had invoked the protection of Stand Your Ground. As the case wound its way through Florida’s criminal justice system, the country had become painfully familiar with the doctrine. Gun safety advocates and Second Amendment proponents were increasingly polarized over Stand Your Ground, and the deadly way it so often intersected with race. Across the country, people marched to proclaim that black lives mattered. At one of those marches, the sign that a young woman held high perfectly summed up for me the trouble with the Stand Your Ground law: “When my skin is the weapon you fear, I can never be unarmed.”


The truth of those words cut through me now, because I understood that Michael Dunn would insist he’d been confronted by a car full of “thugs” that evening. He’d commented as much to his fiancée before she went into the convenience store. “I hate that thug music,” she would later report him saying. He could not see that my tender child was no thug, and neither were his friends. They were just teenagers out having a good time, young men looking to the future, one of them already finished high school and the other three just months away from walking across the stage for their diplomas.


My whole body slumped in my chair as the full reality of my son’s murder hit me squarely in the chest. God show me what to do now, I beseeched my Lord. My child was dead. My whole purpose for waking up each morning had been torn away. How would I go on? Where would I find meaning? I had no clue. I begged God for an answer, my desolation at last absolute.


What I didn’t yet understand was that my years of parenting Jordan were not over. As his mother, I still had work to do, because just as my son’s spirit had called me upstairs on the night of Black Friday, he had left me a charge to move forward in the very manner of his death. But I couldn’t see it yet. I was too lost in grief and anguish to realize that through Jordan, I was already being guided to a purpose greater than any I could have dreamed for myself. It was a call to action that I would come to understand had been mine all along. God had begun planting the seeds right from the beginning, starting with the family into which I had been born.
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