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C-Gun was the first kid I ever met who called himself a Crip. He wore black wrap-around shades, a blue bandana, and a Raiders cap. He carried an old leather briefcase instead of a back pack, like he was transporting drugs. Basically, he was trying to live the Single Story of a young thug. Unfortunately, he wasn't alone.
One afternoon, I was standing with a group of my friends near the side entrance to school. Lunch was almost over and nobody wanted to leave the cool fall breeze. All of a sudden my friend LeRoi yelled out fight!, dropped his backpack, and raced for the main courtyard. LeRoi was a bloodhound when it came to fights in school, so we ran too. Kids from every direction were amassing, circling. I got lost among the crush of bodies and backpacks. Kids were smiling and laughing and ready to see someone get beat down. 

The Dalton brothers, who stomped around school like an army unit in army fatigues and tan khakis, were after C-Gun. His fists were twirling like water circling a drain, but it wasn't going well. The worst thing about the Daltons was the smiles they wore while delivering pain with their large fists. Bryan Dalton was the youngest, and also the meanest. While his two older brothers pushed C-Gun back and forth, Bryan stepped in from the side and socked C-Gun on the temple. C-Gun fell. Kids in the crowed laughed, some cheered, while others, like me, just looked on in shocked silence. But we all kept looking.

 I knew this was wrong, but I also knew I didn't want to get beat up myself. There were no teachers in sight and no telling what type of damage the perpetrators could do before help would come. I also thought C-Gun was a weird goofball and a wannabe gangster. So what if he was a resistor to injustice? If he didn't beat down that day, I told myself, it would probably happen the next day, or the day after that. I chose to stand with the wall of bystanders encircling him, saying nothing. 

C-Gun lay stunned for a moment. Barry jumped high in the air and landed on the side of C-Gun's face. It sounded like someone dropped a bag of potatoes dropped on the floor. I'm not sure what other people heard, but for me that sound made it clear that this was no longer a play situation. C-Gun's life was in danger. 
I didn't know much about Abraham Mertens, besides that his mom was a chemistry teacher, he was white, and seemed like a nerd. But out of nowhere he stepped out of the crowd and got between the Daltons and C-Gun. He shouted at them to stop. Now he was an upstander. Everyone was stunned because only teachers stopped fights. The Daltons seemed a little surprised too, and they broke off the attack, hooting and hollering about what they'd done. Abraham helped C-Gun to his feet and walked with him to the main office. 

I've thought a lot about Abraham since. We were never friends, but he changed the course of at least two lives that day. C-Gun must have suffered some serious injuries because he came to school less and less after the attack and his behavior became more erratic. He held his briefcase tighter and moved with more purpose, although no one knew where he was going since he rarely went to class. If the attack had continued, even for a moment more, C-Gun might have suffered serious brain damage. The incident changed me because it showed how much difference one person could make, but also the cruelty of remaining silent in the presence of injustice.

Nothing changes if we don't involve ourselves. Even if we're convinced we have nothing in common with the afflicted, we still have to do something. Not only to preserve the dignity and humanity of the afflicted, but to preserve our own as well. 

