
 
BYSTANDING 

An excerpt from Bought Wisdom 
by Tony Lamair Burks II  

 
 

Because human [beings are] endowed with empathy, 
[we] violate the natural order if [we do] not reach out to those who need care. 

- Saraswati 
 

“Stay in your lane; mind your business,” is what I said to myself and I focused on the call. 
 “How are you this evening, Debbie?  I’d like to request a shuttle . . .”  I looked around just as 
a little girl on an escalator lost her grip on the handrail. 

“Stay in your lane; mind your business.  Remember you are the sole black man in this 
baggage claim area.  She’s a little white girl.  This is America.  You’re in Connecticut.  People 
have guns.  They shoot first and ask questions later.  Folks don’t always respond positively to 
Black men running . . . even if it’s to help.  Even if you’re a ‘good guy.’  Even if you’re a 
doctor (not the hospital kind ‘who can cut people up,’ but a doctor nonetheless).” 

“Stay in your lane; get to your rental car, and to your awaiting hotel room.  Plus others are 
closer; they’ll step in.” “Sir?  Sir?  Are you at the terminal?” 

I looked around, no parent in sight, and did what good people do.  I dropped the phone, 
ran towards the child, scooped her up, and rode up the escalator to where I prayed her parents 
would be. 

People focused on her parents to see their reaction to a wailing little white girl safely 
cocooned in the arms of a tall, bespectacled Black man.  I waited, too.  This is America. 
 People have guns.  They shoot first and ask questions later.  

The mother crouched to hug her daughter, and she gently whisked the hair from the 
child’s face.  The father never lost eye contact with me.  His face betrayed him; he was 
conflicted.  They hadn’t realized they’d left one of their two children near the lower level 
baggage claim area.  She’d been mesmerized by the syncopation of the whirring escalator. 

“Thank you, thank you,” cried his wife.  “No problem . . . I used to be an elementary 
principal . . . it’s what we do.”  I turned around and descended the escalator as my heart 
drummed. 

I spent the bulk of the shuttle ride to the rental car agency analyzing my response to the 
situation: “Why did I hesitate before responding?  What does that say about me as a human 
being?  What does that say about the current climate in the United States of America?” I 



zipped through the line at the rental car agency.  I really wanted to share my experience with 
someone.  I scanned the room: we were an eclectic mix of travel-weary people, so I kept my 
story to myself.   

On the long drive to the hotel I replayed the scene and asked more questions: “Did I 
hesitate because of fear?”  Yep.   “Was I worried about being mistaken for a threat?”  Absolutely! 
“Did I respond out of love?”  Ultimately, I chose to respond from a place of love.  “ What if I had 
taken a second longer?”  I didn’t, so I don’t even want to consider the possibilities of inaction.   “What if 
the child had been injured as I watched as a bystander?”  I wouldn’t have forgiven myself.  “ What if 
she had been a child of mine?” I would have wanted someone to get involved.   My responses to most 
of the questions speak as much to my concern with my well-being as a Black man in the 
United States as they do to the notion of people staying in their lanes and minding their own 
business. We are in the space where people are emboldened to take life-ending action before 
asking a single question of clarity.  I did wonder for a moment if I was putting my life in 
jeopardy to save a child from being harmed by a rapidly moving escalator.  This is America. 
People have guns.  They shoot first and ask questions later. 
 
YOUR REFLECTION 

Think about three moments in your life: one where you were a victim of something, one where 
you were a bystander (who did nothing), and one where you were an upstander (who did 
something).  What might you lose by being a bystander in a situation?  What might you gain as 
an upstander?  How might your life be if you followed the words of American writer Og 
Mandino who offered, “Beginning today, treat everyone you meet as if they were going to be 
dead by midnight.  Extend to them all the care, kindness, and understanding you can muster, 
and do it with no thought of any reward”? 

 
PRAISE FOR BOUGHT WISDOM 

 
You walk in his shoes, feeling the awakening pinch of failure and the joy of triumph. 

KADHIR V. RAJAGOPAL, ED.D., author of Create Success! Unlocking the Potential of Urban 
Students 
 

Tony’s writing is engaging, delightful, and thought- provoking. 
RUBY K. PAYNE, PH.D., author of A Framework for Understanding Poverty and Learning Structures 

 
BOUGHT WISDOM creates conditions for leaders to become their own best teachers. 

LARRY D. COBLE, ED.D., co-author of The Hidden Leader and Staying on Track  
 


