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THEY’RE ALL UNDERAGE, of course. It’s a requirement. So the hardest drink I can serve here at the Sweet Chariot is a lemonade or pop.

Outside, the rotted wooden sign hangs at an angle, held in place by a single remaining, rusted nail, tacked onto the weathered clapboards beside the door frame. The sign’s white paint blistered and peeled long ago so the black lettering is hard to make out in the thick, wet fog that never lifts. But those who need to read it can make it out.

COLOREDS ONLY

OVER 18 NOT WELCOME

NO EXCEPTIONS

They step inside the door looking confused and scared, even the older teenagers. They look at me with distrust or maybe anger, and who can blame them? Some step back outside to look again at the sign before returning to look at me, their skins ranging from lightest brown to darkest black but mine is undeniably white.

I’m an old man, dressed in a fraying, gray, button-down shirt and dark pants, with liver spots on hands I can barely hold steady. Some days the shakes are so bad it’s all I can do to hand over a bottle of Coke without sloshing the whole damned thing all across the stained, dark wood counter top.

“What’ll ya have?” I ask a youngster who’s just walked in the front door. He’s maybe fifteen, rail thin but close to six feet tall, skin dark as coal, wearing a gold-and-purple LA Lakers jersey and cut jeans. A purple Lakers cap, facing backwards, covers most of his close-cropped hair. His eyes are haunted, as is the case for almost all who enter here, but they also flash with anger. In his wake walks a younger boy, certainly his brother based on the strong resemblance, maybe twelve or thirteen. He wears cut jeans as well, but with only a plain, white T-shirt.

“I got Coke, Diet Coke, Dr. Pepper, Mountain Dew, and lemonade,” I say.

The younger one looks like he’s ready to respond, but the older one shakes his head. “Don’t need nothing you got.”

Maybe it’s the damned sign outside. It was here when I arrived, just part of the empty building. I don’t know who put it there. Over the years, I’ve considered putting up a new one, getting rid of the word COLOREDS. Change it to NEGROES, then BLACKS, and now AFRICAN AMERICANS. But I’ve never found a piece of wood, paint, nails or a hammer. Those things just aren’t around.

It doesn’t seem to matter. The kids find their way here no matter what. Probably would walk inside even if I put up a stop sign, or a skull-and-crossbones. Doesn’t matter, eventually the kids get comfortable enough to tell their stories while they sip on a nice cold pop. Or soda, as some of them call it, though back home in Detroit, it was pop and will forever remain that for me.

“It’s free,” I say to the two boys.

“And you white,” the older one says.

I nod and grab a glass from a tray of them sitting on a shelf a foot below the bar top. I begin to polish the glasses, one by one. The three of us are alone, and the boys take in their surroundings. Quivering dark walls, barely thirty feet to both sides of us, shimmer like air atop asphalt on a hot Detroit summer day. There was a time, until about fifty or sixty years ago, this place was damned near as wide as a football field is long, its walls bulging at the seams, stretching wider and wider. But over the years the walls have contracted, like an organism finding less and less to feed on, closing in on itself till now it feels tiny.

It’s a trickle of kids coming in compared to the old days. But still a steady trickle.

A damned steady trickle.

“I’ll take a lemonade,” the younger one says, and takes a seat on one of the seven stools, just to my right of center. He has to almost jump on top of it and wiggle himself into place, ignoring the glare of his older brother. “I’m Marcus and I’m twelve. This is my brother, Jamaal. He’s fifteen.”

“Don’t talk to him,” Jamaal says, though he sits on the middle stool as I busy myself pouring freshly squeezed lemonade into the glass I’ve just polished. “Specially about me. Don’t never talk about me. But you, too. Ain’t you got no sense?”

Marcus looks downcast at the bar, eyes filled with sorrow. With my hands shaking so bad the lemonade is splashing over the edge and onto my hand and the bar top, I set the glass in front of Marcus, on a black coaster with a red center that says Coca-Cola. I grab a plain white towel off the lower shelf and wipe away the spill and dry my hands, noting that the towel is still damp from the last time and next time I need it, it’ll probably be soon enough so it’ll still be damp. Considering all the stains on the bar top, coasters may seem a bit silly, but to my mind they give this place the tiniest air of class. I think that’s something these kids deserve.

“Ain’t you got no TV?” Jamaal asks.

I think of pointing out that when I first came here in ’59, most folks alive in the US had a TV, but it was black and white. No one had color TVs in those days because there wasn’t no color TV programs. But I know that neither of these kids want to hear about the old days, life before color TVs, iPhones, and videogames, which I hear them talk about but still can’t quite figure out what they mean. So I keep my message short.

“I’m your only entertainment,” I say.

Jamaal shakes his head. “Shiiiit.” He pulls from his jeans pocket what serves as a passport of sorts in these parts. It has a grainy, stiff exterior and an interior that pops open exposing his photo as he tosses it on the bar. “Marcus, give yours to the old guy and let’s get out of here.”

Marcus fishes his out of his pocket, opens it to his photo, and places it beside his brother’s. He takes a long drink of the lemonade.

“Doesn’t work that way,” I say.

“I knew it,” Jamaal says with disgust.

“You have to tell me your story,” I say. “How you came to be here. Then I stamp your book.”

“We walked through the fog,” Jamaal says. “Came to this place. Stepped inside. Now stamp our damned books and let us get the hell out of here.”

“No, the real story,” I say. “That’s what you did after the real story happened. What happened so you had to come here?”

“That how you get your rocks off, old man? You some kind of perv? Must be. Your little, wrinkled white dick gets stiff hearing about black boys dying. You gotta hear every last detail?”

It takes a long time before I answer. “It breaks my heart every time.”

“I bet!”

Silence hangs heavy in the air. It stretches out longer and longer and as it does I almost feel the glimmering dark walls contract ever so slightly, closing in on us the barest fraction of an inch.

“Maybe we should—” Marcus says tentatively.

“Shut up!” Jamaal says.

After a time, I say, “Stay here as long as you want. There’s no hurry.” I wait, then say, “But I can’t stamp your book until you tell me your story.”

“Says who?”

“It’s the rule,” I say. “And you can’t move on to whatever comes next unless I stamp your book.”

“What comes next?” Marcus asks, and for once Jamaal doesn’t cut him off or tell him to shut up. Jamaal wants to know that answer as much as Marcus does.

Unfortunately, as much as I do, too.

“I don’t know,” I say. “This is where I’ve been ever since I crossed over. I don’t know what’s outside that door other than the fog and the exterior of this building.”

“The Man screws us from the day we born,” Jamaal says, turning to Marcus. “And The Man screws us till the day we die. Then He start screwing us again all over. The Man makes all the rules, and we supposed to just say, ‘yessir,’ Whitey here don’t know shit, but we got to tell him our stories, else we can’t move on. We stuck here with this sorry ass geezer, like he’s got a gun to our heads. Like he be a cop gonna do a choke hold and make us gasp for breath we don’t do what he say.”

Jamaal turns to me. “Before we tell you anything about us, you gonna tell us everything about you. How you like that, whitebread?”

“Fair enough.”

Jamaal reacts with a start. He was all set to continue arguing, but I’ve stolen his thunder.

I draw air through my nostrils noisily and begin. I’ve told the story many times before.

“I was a cop,” I begin, and Jamaal explodes out of his seat.

“Whaaat?”

“In fact, that’s why I’m here,” I say. “You might say I’m serving a sentence.”

*

I SHOT A kid. A black kid. Fourteen years old. And yet that isn’t why I’m here.

It was 1955, and I was a rookie cop. Green as I could be. I’d say I was just out of the academy, but back then there were no police academies. I got paired with an Irish cop named Patrick O’Sullivan, originally from Boston. Everyone called him Sully. I wouldn’t have been surprised if his paycheck was just made out to Sully. I didn’t wonder, at the time, why he’d ever left his hometown for Detroit. It was only later that I’d consider that perhaps he’d been asked to leave.

One day, my second week on the job, we got a call to go into the projects. Gang problems. Sully called the projects Negro Town, although Negro wasn’t really the word he used, if you know what I mean.

We went in, flying up the stairwell with its single dangling lightbulb, wooden steps half rotted out, and an eye-watering stench of urine you figured would stick with you for days. Next thing we knew, the lights went out and this kid came out of his apartment, holding a revolver pointed straight at Sully. I couldn’t even see the kid, just a dark figure in the doorway.

He fired a split second after Sully ducked.

I had no choice.

I had to shoot. Had to take him down.

And as the kid went down, a beam of light suddenly turned on inside the apartment, illuminated his face, a face with a jagged, four-inch scar directly underneath the right eye.

And I saw the look of shock.

He hadn’t known we were police. We hadn’t had the chance to announce ourselves, he thought it was a rival gang come to take him down. We weren’t the rival gang’s hit squad. We just did their work for them.

I did their work for them. I had no choice, and he didn’t have a chance.

That kid’s shock-filled face filled my nightmares for over a year. His appearances only became less frequent because he had competition. You see, that kid isn’t why I’m where I am today. I was put in a no-win situation. I had no choice. Kill or be killed. In fact, Sully
























































OPS/CoverDesign.jpg
Maybe Hell is having your heart ripped open time after time....

THE KIDS
KEEP
COMING

DAVID H.
HENDRICKSON

Bestselling Author





OPS/Kids_Keep_Coming_title_page.jpg
THE KIDS
KEEP
COMING

DAVID H.
HENDRICKSON

Pentucket Publishing

www.pentucketpublishing.com





