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1. What Richard did was a crime. But the sentence, the deal offered, seems to be more about making an example of this young man, rather than applying the right consequence under the circumstances. Sasha was seriously injured. But the consequence here seems to cause more harm than is required by justice. I'd have liked for a balanced and restorative justice model to have been used to a greater extent here. This is a heartbreaking situation from every angle. It looks like Sasha is fully recovered, and I'm so pleased about that. Richard's actions were wrong and criminal. But he has learned from this and deserves to move beyond this and live a positive life. I wish him the very best in his effort to do so.


2. A very thoughtful and engaging story.

Richard should be held accountable for what he did as a 16 year old, but one has to wonder what the motivations of the DA were at times in the progression of the events of the story.

Can a 16 year old ever have the cognition and moral and ethical understanding of an adult? It does not seem that way in the real world. 

The sentence seems marginally appropriate for the most part if it ends up being 5 years, but the reasoning by the DA that he is going to receive extra treatment while incarcerated it is a smokescreen for looking tough on crime and worrying about getting reelected.

The single greatest flaw of our justice system – whether part of the initial concept, or a twisted distortion – is the concept of vengeance or retribution. It never seems to serve a greater purpose.


3. This is the perfect example of why we need restorative justice. Richard Thomas is now another young black man who is in the system, from which he will probably never escape. What good does that do for society? For him? His potential is squandered. Wouldn't volunteering in the LBGTQ community provide a chance for education and change? Wouldn't it empower Richard and help Sasha achieve the goal of spreading awareness about gender identity? #JusticeforRichardThomas


4. I have sympathy for Richard but he set a kid on fire after trying three previous times. It makes it worse that his mother and family appear to be good people. Yes there are institutional blocs to Black children, adolescents and teens that result in inequitable incarceration and failed education - but he set a kid on fire and the DA could not be lenient.


5. One spontaneous, thoughtless act, and two lives are changed irrevocably. We all skate on the thinnest of ice every moment of our lives, though we choose not to recognize how everything can change in the blink of an eye, in the flash of a flame. What an incredibly tragic story.


6. Wonderful piece, very compassionate. But what happened was more than just an assault on Sasha. It was an assault on everybody on that bus, really an assault on the community. Justice is more than just what the crime victim wants. Justice is about that community and its future safety as well. I'm not convinced that Richard is safe to have on the streets till he grows up a bit. Anybody who would light another human being on fire... You can't escape the fact that he did it -- an unprovoked and very barbaric act.


7. A very sad story. On second thought perhaps not so sad.
Dan Gayle and his friend acted bravely and maturely by helping Sasha.
Sasha sounds like a wonderful young man who doesn't fall into self-pity or recriminations. Richard was scarred by a highly disfunctional society long before Sasha was scarred by the flames. He acknowledges the stupidity of his actions and expresses his regrets to his victim. Wouldn't it be more appropriate for him to work with burn victims rather than be warehoused in a juvenile facility for the next several years?
My heart goes out to the parents.


8. I live in one of Oakland’s nicer neighborhoods and hate the level of crime throughout this city. I’m glad Richard was arrested. However it is bizarre that Jamal, the boy who instigated the attack, handed Richard the lighter and egged him on was never interviewed, arrested or charged. A far fairer deal would have been to keep the original 5-year sentence for Richard and also charge and sentence Jamal as an accessory. Two years for Jamal plus the 5 for Richard equals 7 years. And then fire Nancy O’Malley and Richard Moore.


9. Richard needed to be punished for his actions but, at age 16, lacked the understanding, moral judgment and impulse control of an adult. That is why 16 year-olds are treated as not legally competent to execute most contracts or manage their own financial affairs. They are kids.

There is no reasonable explanation, therefore, for the DA's decision to send Richard to jail for an additional 2 years, particularly when that longer sentence meant that he would be confined with adult criminals. Switching the sentence at the last hour was also, I think, ethically unconscionable. 

What possible advantage to society is to be gained by the incarceration of a very young man, particularly a young man of color, with hardened criminals? How is this a just outcome for the assailant, victim or society as a whole? Who will benefit? It was already clear that the authorities were taking the crime against Sasha seriously. How does ruining Richard's life contribute to that goal?

Sasha and his family have the right take on what happened: it was terrible, but Richard is not a terrible or lost person. What the DA -- the system -- has done to him, however, may make him one. 

Why do we never learn?


10. I choose to disagree with the commenters here who believe Richard will be "lost," because of this. I believe his sentence is unjust, but I'd like to see some good people step forward and make sure to track him in the system. Follow his progress, visit, make a job available to him when he leaves prison. Let's make it possible for all of us to learn from this story by telling it and retelling it again. There are some magnificent human beings here -- including Sasha and their family. Richard, we are pulling for you.


11. I'm surprised at the criticism of the DA and the general leniency many would apparently grant to Mr. Thomas. He set a kid on fire. He's incredibly lucky to only do five years incarceration for that. At least during that five years he won't be able to set any more kids on fire.


12. Let's try a different outcome. The skirt fails to ignite and Sasha awakens to three boys laughing and possibly taunting. Then what happens? They tell Sasha it was just a goof and leave Sasha alone? What if Sasha insults them or demands an apology? This situation ends poorly even if Sasha is not burned and disfigured and saying it was a simple miscalculation is naive. Those boys were looking for an outcome where someone else is humiliated and upset. It's a hate crime no matter how you look at it.


13. Please, let Richard come out of this a young man with a future. What he did was terrible but nothing indicates he intended actual harm.

Think back to when you were 16--you thought you were invulnerable, if you thought at all, and you certainly didn't think about consequences. And in a small crowd, people do things they wouldn't ordinarily do. Please surround Richard with the right people who will get him onto a path toward a decent life, and let this not be the last time or only thing we hear about him. Think of the lessons he could impart to other young men if someone helps him.
And how does this DA get away with this sentencing stunt?
Best regards to Sasha and his family, who eschewed vengeance for understanding. Good for them.


14. These are the kinds of "children" who made it so difficult for my mother, in her 80's, to navigate through Oakland and Berkeley. After she needed to stop driving, taking buses, including the 57, was how she got around. 

She wanted to keep her independence and refused to move. There were times of day, after the middle and high school kids were released from school, that she couldn't walk down to the corner store to go shopping. People should be able to travel their city and ride public transportation without being terrorized.

Jamal, laughing because his buddy lit someone on fire. But a coward at heart - yeah, I've seen his sort, way too often. Watch the old people cringe when they get on the bus, and try to stay close to the driver. Richard Thomas and his ilk are thugs, terrorizing the city of Oakland. 

I was raised by a single mother in Oakland. And there are lots of children, of every color, growing up poor in Oakland, who turn out just fine. I have no sympathy for those who choose to turn into thugs. As other's have mentioned, I'll save all my sympathy for the people who have to live around this antisocial behavior.


15. Chris, my daughter is also transgender and I worry about her safety every day on her bus and at school. However, I also have sympathy for the kid who did something dumb, even with his comments about not liking gays. He's a kid too- an impulsive, dumb, and troubled kid who may someday learn better, if he gets the chance. All kids do dumb things at times, and I for one am willing to give him the benefit of the doubt about his intentions. I remember as a college student some kids flicking lighters at the fringe on jeans as a joke- this was 18 and 19 year olds, and as intelligent as they may have been, that could have gone very wrong, too. This story is tragic all around.


16. I used to live in Oakland near where this occurred. I remember once looking out a bus window and seeing someone riding past on a bike toss a cup of water at a pair of genderqueer young people walking down Telegraph Ave in Temescal. This hateful not particularly violent act stunned me for a moment and had a lasting effect for months - it made me wary of an entirely new group of people, people riding bikes past me. I'm concerned about Sasha not expressing more anger. I can identify with the pressure to be quick to forgive, to minimize your pain. Which is just to say, I wish the article had included more discussion regarding the lasting trauma such a barbaric assault caused the victim and members of the community. The lasting terror is the real reason we prosecute these crimes.


17. It's stories like this that make me proud to be a paying reader. I'm happy I can support this kind of long-form journalism.

Thank you for following, writing and publishing this story. 

I'll keep an eye out for a follow up, hoping for good news for both Sasha and Richard.


18. Richard was clearly a kid acting stupidly. There was peer pressure involved. (Why was Jamal not arrested for aiding and abetting?)
Richard needs appropriate punishment, and more importantly, rehabilitation.
Time spent in adult prison is likely to expose him to very hardened criminals.
A punitive sentence served in an adult prison is likely to produce a gangster.
This is NOT what we or he needs.


19. Why did Jamal get a pass? By providing the lighter and working out this "prank," he is an aider and abettor under California law. Aiders and abettors are liable for the same charges and punishments.


20. Sad. Tragic, even. All around. I also don't understand why Richard's friends were not implicated- or at least interviewed by the police.


21. I do not understand why Jamal was never interviewed by police. He gave Richard the lighter. Why? What did he think Richard would do with it? If he thought Richard would set Sasha on fire, why isn't he being charged as an accessory to the crime?


22. Gripping article, thanks. At the end I can't really tell who I pity more, Sasha or Richard. Sasha was badly hurt, and society is going to treat them worse than society treats most people, probably for the rest of their life. But Sasha will heal, and be able to go to college, get a good career going, and with luck have a fairly happy life.

Richard on the other hand made one colossally stupid mistake. I believe it really was inadvertent, that the momentary plan was to cause a fire the size of a quarter, not harming Sasha just scaring them. And now, Richard will serve 5 to 7 years in jail and have his life ruined, when it seems like it was in the process of being turned around. It's not going to be possible to get a college-grad level job after that long in prison. If he's lucky he'll get to drive a delivery truck or similar, and barely make enough money to survive on. And if he makes any other criminal mistakes, he'll be getting longer sentences due to this.

I think two problems were really highlighted here, the violence towards LGBT people, and the violence within the segregated African American communities. Segregation still exists, obviously, it's merely tacitly applied. They're both problems but I think the violence in the majority black areas of the country affects more people. When Richard grows up having teenage friends gunned down, what does that do to his worldview, and hope for the future?

No easy answers here but I hope we improve these issues.


23. A just sentence would have been to put Richard to work in a burn unit at a major hospital for seven years. Having spent many months visiting a child at the Shriners' Burn Center, it changes your life when you see what fire does to people. The suffering is horrible and the scars are forever. Sending Richard to jail will not make him a better person.


24. Robert should be in jail, no matter his age, personal circumstances or race. He had plenty of opportunity to think about the wrong being committed. He lit the lighter a fourth time.


25. Lighting someone on fire, no matter how big they thought the fire was going to be, is quite a bit more than "boys will be boys." A 16 year old should know better.

The life sentence is not mandatory. It is a potential maximum. I don't support a life sentence, but this is a real crime not some game.

		
26. I get that you were trying to paint Jasmine Jackson as a sympathetic character, but describing her as deeply religious in the context of an attack on a sexual minority is a bit tone deaf. Deeply religious people are openly attempting to turn back legal protections for for people like the one her son is accused of attacking.


27. I think more could be accomplished with community service. Whether they realize or not, the Fleischman family has forgiven Richard. Thank God Sasha seems to be on the way to recovery, at least physically. Richard's act was that of a very impetuous, immature, dumb teenager who had no moral compass, and forgive me for sounding like a liberal, no father figure in the picture. Imagine if rather than time in jail, Richard was required to speak to high schools and middle schools about tolerance, forgiveness, forethought, diversity. Rather than an ex con, you could turn him into a leader. What dividends society would reap. And I think in the long run, this would better benefit Sasha.


28. Life in prison and being tried as an adult is outrageous. This is political correctness gone mad. This was a kid who should have gotten in a lot of trouble but to effectively end his life at the age of 16??? This was no "heinous crime". It was a kid who did something stupid. I seriously doubt he thought the skirt would burn like that and there would be injury involved. It was a kids prank that went bad. This stinks of an ambitious prosecutor trying to make a name for himself at the expense of a kid's life. I think the real criminals in this story are the ones that are supposed to be enforcing the law.


29. The travesty of the US judicial system is in painful evidence in this tragic event. Richard's actions were terrible but how is putting him away in an adult jail supposed to help him? Given what we know about the realities of young African-American men and the US judicial system his life might as well be over. If Sasha, his family and the LGBT community could bring themselves to ask for a restrained and thoughtful response to his actions from the judicial system, why did the prosecutor felt it necessary to bury Richard and in whose name? This is not justice.


30. Sad story all around. The Assistant DA, Richard Moore is clearly incompetent and probably has his own sexual, racial issues that have to do with feelings of inadequacy in addressing the tide of crime in parts of Oakland. While Richard Thomas should have certainly been punished, treating him as an adult only guarantees that he will come out of jail worse off and a contributor to East Oakland's criminal sub culture.


31. Richard Thomas at 16 lit someone on fire for entertainment and he didnt stop trying until the clothing ignited. 

If you look that hard enough for trouble every day, you will find it.


32. "Sensitive and well-meaning" would have been great qualities for him to have when his friend handed him the lighter.


33. Among many other issues this article raises, it asks what expectations we have for 16 year olds. In California, 16 year olds are allowed many types of part-time employment, and may be licensed to drive. So California law expects 16 year olds to be able to navigate society responsibly without engaging in actions that will seriously endanger others.

The law acknowledges that sometimes juveniles cannot be expected to appreciate a situation and consequences the same way an adult might, later in life. But is this one of those situations? Is it unreasonable to expect a 16 year old to know better than to light someone on fire? How old do you need to be before you know that setting someone on fire is seriously wrong?


34. I'm sorry but if you set someone on fire, yes, you are in fact a bad person. Nothing in your past, nothing you can tell me can justify that disgusting, callous act.


35. What an incredibly sad story for everyone involved. I wish the best for Sasha and hope that Richard can overcome the tough path in front of him.


36. If it was reversed, if Richard was white and Sascha black, there would have been at least 500 posts from NY Times readers on the evils of white racism. As it is, it seems there is more sympathy fo Richard than Sascha. Weird.


37. I have a question for the author or perhaps one of the publication's editors. Based on this parenthetical, it seems that the conventions set forth by the NY Times prohibit the use of certain terms:
"Sasha prefers “they,” “it” or the invented gender-neutral pronoun “xe.” The New York Times does not use these terms to refer to individuals."

If the individual who is the subject of a story (or even a single sentence) clearly expresses a personal pronoun preference, why ignore that? I am genuinely seeking an answer.


38. I confess I'm trying to understand why it is I should have any particular sympathy for a kid who deliberately and persistently attempted to set another human being on fire until he succeeded. Leave the gender questions aside; that's disturbing.


39. Oakland has a very high crime rate and Richard's behavior is not sad, it is appalling. I live near Oakland and the city is crippled in many ways by the crime that is tied to drug use and young men like Jamal and Richard that are so callous at age 16, that they could not comprehend the cruelty of their actions.
Jamal should have been arrested and seven years for Richard is not that severe a punishment for setting a person on fire and doing nothing to put out the fire. Amoral at age 16. Oakland has many young men like Jamal and Richard and so far nothing has stopped the crime or the dismal school graduation rates.


40. How come I have the feeling that if Richard had been white, he would have received probation and not spent any time in prison?
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