THIS TRAGIC DEATH WAS TRULY NOTEWORTHY
By Sylvia Metzler
While preparing to move from my two story house to a small one
bedroom apartment, I came across this article I had written about a boy I
knew well, who was shot when he was sixteen. The article I wrote was
published in the Philadelphia Daily News in 1997. To my dismay, it tells a
story as relevant today as it was then. This is an edited version. No
important part has been left out.
Ms Sylvia, how come they write about Eddie Werner, a white boy,
getting strangled in New Jersey, but not about me getting shot in North
Philly?
This is what I imagine this young man would have said, had he lived to
say it. But he didn’t.
Let’s start at the beginning. He was ten when I first met him, loud,
quick to take offense, curious, bright and painfully honest.
He said to me, “I need sneakers and Payless is having a sale. I don’t
care if the kids laugh at me. Can I do some work for you?”
They did laugh at him. His clothes were off-brands. He had no gold
chains. He was overdue for a haircut. He didn’t mind. He worked to earn
money. He washed my car, and repaired some things around the house. We
bought the sneakers. Then I took him for a ride to the suburbs. He looked
around.
“Where’s the trash? Where’s the graffiti. Do they have drive-by
shootings here?” These were some of his questions. “Why are black people’s
neighborhoods so dirty and ugly?” this was another.
In response to this, I drove him to middle and upper class black
neighborhoods and to poor white neighborhoods and talked to him about
class and race. When he was twelve he asked, “will you be my mentor?”

Why would a black kid from North Philly want a fifty-six year old white
woman to be his mentor? Did he even know what a mentor was? I accepted
this honor with humility and some trepidation.
His aggressive behavior frustrated his mother and me. His father had
been in prison for most of his son’s life and was a negative role model at
best. His mother struggled to raise him alone and did the best she could.
I knew he got tired of begging for enough to wear, enough to eat,
school supplies, deodorant, laundry money – things my grandchildren take
for granted. He was always looking for work, but jobs in his neighborhood
were hard to come by for adults, let alone young black males.
He fought the lure of the streets and our preoccupation with material
things for a long time. But that didn’t last forever.
So a year or so later he began to sell marijuana. That was when he
was thirteen. He wore nice clothes and bought his mom groceries. He grew
tall and lost weight, and the girls chased after him.
I told him his life was at risk. I argued, pleaded, reasoned and begged
him to stay away from the drug scene. He did for a while, but the lure of
easy money was too powerful. A few weeks later his mother called me at
5:00 AM and said he’d been arrested for selling marijuana. While waiting for
a hearing before a judge, he said the cops had roughed him up. During his
fifteen hours in custody, he faced cold, beatings and hunger.
We talked about his last trip to the suburbs, where we visited a young
friend in the hospital and played miniature golf. He wanted to know why
there were no miniature golf courses in North Philly and why we couldn’t
build one. He wanted to know why his friend was on dialysis three times a
week and asked if he could give her one of his kidneys.
In the waiting room, crowded with other young people and their
parents, I asked him, “are you trying to play out ‘Third and Indiana?’ Either
the cops or the dealers are going to kill you.” ‘Third and Indiana’ was a then
current play by then Inquirer columnist Steve Lopez about a fifteen year old
protagonist who gets pulled into the drug world and eventually killed.

The judge released him with a court date for the following Monday.
The next day he went back to the drug house, ostensibly to retrieve his
expensive sneakers. Four hours later he was found shot in the eye. I spent
the night in the ICU with his comatose body as his life oozed away, his blood
and brains staining the bandages and sheets. I held his hand and told him
that I loved him and his mother loved him and his sister loved him and we
didn’t want him to die, but we knew he would.
His mother, remembering his offer of a kidney to a friend, agreed to
his becoming an organ donor. In death he saved six lives with his heart,
lungs, liver, pancreas and kidneys.
Thank you, my friend, my child, my teacher. You were only sixteen,
but as much my teacher as I was yours. Maybe we can build that miniature
golf course in your memory, instead of another prison.

