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Preface

 


 


Let’s get one thing clear from the
beginning — this novel is not meant to be a documentation of the
events surrounding the riots of 1967 in Detroit. There are plenty
of publications already documenting the events of the infamous
night, and another is not needed. The soul purpose of this work is
to give the reader an insightful recounting from a street level
point of view of the atmosphere in the streets, before, during, and
after the civil unrest, commonly called the Detroit riot of 1967,
while telling an entertaining tail as inspired, and experienced by
several individuals who were there. You could say this story is a
fictionalized accounting of the riot.

Although, it’s commonly accepted, the
“civil unrest” began when police, vice squad officers, executed a
raid on an after-hours drinking club, or “blind pig” in a
predominantly black neighborhood located at Twelfth Street and
Clairmount Avenue, others who were there at the beginning of the
riot, might disagree.

It’s speculated, by those who were
there, the official’s proclaiming the legal raid on the blind pig
as the fuse that ignited the unrest, was actually a cover-up for
the actual reason for the riot, which happen to be an unlawful
event that was never brought to the forefront of the public’s
attention. But understand, any other reasons for the outbreak of
riotous behavior, is purely speculation, and shall, after all these
years, remain so.

I'm not attempting to dispute where or
how the disturbance began. I’m only writing from the point of view
of someone who was there at the onset. It’s very possible the
location and origination of the unrest could have had more than one
focal point — I’ll leave that to others to decide. (See
Addenda)

As you read this work, keep in mind,
some of the sorted details of the many events depicted here in, are
true as they happened, and as were experienced by the, fictional,
central characters of the story, who’s names have been changed,
while many other graphic events, and places, are no more than
fictitious fabrications cooked up in the mind of the author to keep
the story flowing. So don’t take this story too literally. Like I
said, it’s not meant to be a documentary.

 


 



Prologue

 


 


…The trooper leveled the rifle at the
fleeing looter. He’d been told to order anyone he’d caught,
looting, to stop, and then take them under arrest. And if they
didn’t stop, to shoot them.

The guardsman yelled “Halt,” his
southern drawl, thick, and unfamiliar to Robert….

 


 



Chapter 1

 


 


The slap was loud,
sounding like a small firecracker going off in the tiny restaurant
and soda shop, the Sodas of Michigan, one of the night-life’s
popular resting spots on 12th street, and on Detroit’s near west side.

Greg turned from his conversation with
Jordan, to see Walking Mary getting up off the floor while rubbing
her cheek. She gave her attacker a look that would kill
Superman.

Her assailant paid little attention to
her expression. After setting down his half-eaten hamburger, a
burger she bought, he got up from his stool at the counter, and
turned to face her with his fist balled.

He took a half-step toward the cowering
Mary. It appeared he was about to administer another lesson in
pimpology, but seeing her back away, he stopped short. Had she
stood her ground, he’d have been forced to begin lesson
two.

He, in a show of bravado, pointed his
blingless finger at her head, and with a dope fiend frown on his
face, said, "I done told you about messing with my money, wench,"
Tennessee, Mary's pimp, said. "I know you bought some scag with
some of it. Now get yoo lazy ass back out there on the track, and
make my money right before I kicks yoo ass again," he finished,
while taking another step towards the bruised Mary, but seemed to
change his mind, and slammed out of the restaurant — the small bell
hanging over the door ringing his departure.

He paused outside the plate glass
window in front of the shop, and stood looking back inside at Mary,
and pointing a finger at her again, he left.

After he was gone, Mary turned to see
Greg staring back at her with compassion in his eyes, and said,
"one day I is going to cut that mutha from nutt-sack to gullet if
he keeps hitting me like that," she said, to no one in particular,
while trying to maintain some measure of dignity.

Everyone in the place knew she was just
flapping her gums. She and Tennessee had been together more than
ten-years, and many in the place had seen him pimp-slap her,
before. It was the way the small time, want-ta-be, pimps, treated
their whores.

Actually, at this level of pimping, it
wasn’t necessary to pimp-slap the women keep them working. Most of
the whores were strung out, like Mary, and would work whether they
had a pimp or not. Most of them were hopelessly hooked on heroin,
and had to make money to buy their drugs, which they needed every
day, most of the time, several times a day. But most of the women
felt a pimp was a necessary evil to keep the johns in
check.

It’d been known to happen, a hooker
would be robbed and raped if she ran into the wrong trick, and the
pimps provided some measure of protection. Besides, it was also
known, to maintain a reputation of their violent tendencies, the
pimp had to act crazy, and the safest way to show how mean he was,
was to attack his whoes in front of everyone, while knowing the
beaten woman wouldn’t put up much of a fight.

 


******

 


It was 1967 and a hot,
early summer, late night, in Detroit. It was, also, a simpler time.
A period before crack, and meth got a death grip on the city. There
were fewer guns on the streets, and a time before the emerging
gangs began their run on terror. VD was on
the upswing, but the worst one could catch was Syphilis, Herpes, or
Gonorrhea, or, maybe, a good dose of crabs. This was a time before
the Aids epidemic, and a time when pimping was popular.

 


******

 


It was getting late and
everything would be shutting down soon. Most businesses, the clubs
and bars in particularly, shut down at two in the morning, if not
earlier. Just a few late coming, amorous, men, prowled the street
in search of a hurried minute with the still working girls, some of
whom would work well into the early morning to get their fix of
heroin. Those tricks, who walked instead
of cruising in their cars, would stop at two places for a chance to
meet with willing dates — the Starlight Show Bar — or the Sodas of
Michigan hamburger shop.

The Sodas of Michigan was a tiny corner
restaurant that served as place to rest your feet, while enjoying
an ice-cream cone, or smallish, burnt, greasy, hamburger, with too
many onions on it to cover the fact it was overcooked, and was
washed down with a weak milkshake, or, over strong, cup of
coffee.

The cook, even then, before the “Mad
Cow Disease” scare, and while worried about tapeworms, had a thing
about serving undercooked beef. It didn't matter how you ordered
your burger, it always came back just this side of charcoal, and a
few people ate them, but not for nourishment, but more for
something to do while hanging out in the dairy shop.

Many, pimps, whores, johns, and the
curious, stopped by the place, usually late at night, when most
respectable people were home in bed.

The place stayed open long after the
lounges and bars closed. If there was a dollar to be pried out of a
hungry customers pocket, it would be spent in the smallish
restaurant.

Walking Mary was one of
several prostitutes, who frequented the establishment, and who made
12th Street their stroll.
She, at twenty-two, was a veteran hooker. She was a tall, thin,
woman, who was dark complexed, with sharp features. Her red, blood
shot eyes, and short uncombed hair, was usually covered by a scarf,
and gave her a hardened, rugged, appearance. She wore a loose
fitting, once white blouse, to disguise the fact her bra-less
breast hang flat against her chest. Her cutoff jeans exposed two
thin legs, with rusty, knobby, knees. Her bare feet glided in a
pair of well-worn pumps, the heels in a permanent lean.

Mary could be seen walking
up and down 12th at any time of the
day or night, her head turning, looking behind her for a
prospective date, those low heeled black pumps clicking on the
sidewalk. She was always walking fast, as if she had some place to
go. It wasn’t long, early in her profession, the regulars began
calling her Walking Mary, and the moniker stuck.

Having been introduced to heroin at an
early age by her older sister, she was a long termed addict, and
tricking was her way of supporting her habit, as well as her pimp’,
Tennessee.

Because of the way she was built, her
pleasure pit being grossly oversized, and incapable of rendering
pleasure, she developed a talent for lip service. It was that
talent that kept her tricks coming back — some saying she was the
best they’d ever had.

Over time, she'd managed
to compile a list of satisfied, older, customers, who didn’t care
what she looked like. Most or her regulars lived on the eastside of
town. She visited them at their homes on a regular basis, usually
on the first of the month, when the social security checks came
out. But right now, she strolled 12th looking for anyone who would pay to spend a few hurried
minutes with her. The monkey on her back was beginning to jump up
and down — and she needed a fix, and she needed it right
now.

 


******

 


12th Street was a litter strewn,
one-way, avenue, which ran through an economically depressed,
Westside, Detroit, neighborhood. The area
around 12th was inhabited by tens of thousands of people, many of them
youths and young adults.

12th had a reputation as a business strip, where, both, legal, and
illegal, activity coexisted, in an equilibrium that served the
immediate interests of those who lived and visited the
community.

For example, people could hear music in
one of the storefront bars or clubs, or could order soul food at
several restaurants such as Carl’s, or they could purchase clothing
and furniture at the various small businesses on the strip. Record
stores sold the latest hits and pawnshops provided opportunities
for people to get quick cash for jewelry and other items. It was a
thriving community, but was on the decline because of white
flight.

Just north and west of the
12th Street area,
enclaves of middle-class and working-class neighborhoods existed
where African-American factory workers, and a few business people
and professionals lived in close proximity to the working poor,
welfare recipients, and those involved in the informal
economy.

As the economical
situation in Detroit continued to spiral downward, many of the
12th Street businesses
folded and closed, leaving a sundry of abandoned store fronts, in
which the working girls used as cover whenever the vice police
happened to pass by. Many of the working girls used the business
entrances as their staging area, while stepping into the street to
flag down any slow moving vehicle that might be driven by a
searching trick.

Even though there was no “red light
district” as such in Detroit, the police rarely hassled the women
as long as they didn’t make a nuisance of themselves, and they
didn’t receive any reports of being robed from the girl’s clients.
Sometimes, if an unsuspecting young man happen to wonder into the
wrong part of the area, he could be set up and robbed, but, despise
the exaggerated, rumors, those situations happened
rarely.

Prostitution was not the only illegal
trade on the beleaguered street. It was a known fact, by those in
the know, a person could purchase any drug of his choice from the
street dealers, or from the dope houses around and on the street,
weed and blow being the drugs of choice at the time. And if a
person needed a place to, let’s say, shoot up, there were, also,
several shooting galleries / dope houses above many of the
abandoned storefronts that were set up by squatters, who broke into
the abandoned buildings and opened for business. A few less
enterprising fellows, while, also, squatting in several of the
abandoned apartments above the closed businesses, rented out any
extra rooms they might have to the constant flow of prostitutes and
their johns for as little as two dollars per half hour.

The owners of these deteriorating
structures never visited the properties, and, actually, didn’t mind
the squatters, because in most cases, the squatters, also, dope
dealers, protected their domains from looters who would strip the
places clean if left unoccupied. Some of the defunct business
owners went so far as to leave the electricity and water on in a
tacit lure for prospective squatter.

As stated above, before
the riot, the upper part of 12th had a few small markets, several pawnshops, and its share of
hole-in-the-wall bars. Two of the more notable of these dives were
the Starlight Show Bar, and the Banter’s Lounge.

The Starlight, a local watering hole,
had a long bar running from the entrance to the rear of the
building. A couple pool tables and a few, small, round, tables that
were never wiped down, had someone seated at them most of the time
the place was open. Many men would stop in the place to have a cold
beer, kill some time shooting pool, or just hang out. It, also,
served as a nexus for those wishing to meet a willing woman. In it,
a few of the working women would sit at the tables while waiting
for a trick to approach them, well, the lazy ones did,
anyway.

The bars manager seldom
complained about the hookers in his place, because they brought in
more foot traffic, who tended to spend a few extra dollars on a
beer or two. The old jukebox, was seldom
used, and only had a few R&B and Blues records in it, and was
just as likely to take your quarter as play the tunes you paid
for.

The front door to the place was always
open to the street, an invitation to come in and spend some money.
The women pacing the street in front, and seated inside, assured a
steady flow of customers. The place was a smoky, poorly lit,
rundown, joint, and had no pretense of class. The paint was pealing
from the walls, and ceiling. The toilets, both men and women,
reeked of stale urine. The club, which resembled a dive, more than
anything else, stood out like a bright light in a dark field, its
open door beckoning to those late night prowlers with nothing else
to occupy their time, or wanting cheap sex.

The Banter’s Lounge, however, had a
different persona. It was a small, show bar, type of lounge. It had
the name of the club in neon, and was kept reasonably clean. Darkly
lit, with small booths, and a diminutive stage, it featured some of
the local talent, especially, blues guitarist, and singers, and
provided a place to take a companion for a drink without being
hassled. Although, a few hookers could be found in the club, it was
understood they had to be accompanied by a client, and had to keep
their activity on the down-low.

 


******

 


“Are you all right?” Greg asked Mary,
after Tennessee left.

“Yeah, I’m Okay. If he thinks I’m going
to buy him a hit tonight, he’s out of his mind. I ain’t made enough
for the two of us. I got to get back to work. Say, would you like a
date? I give good half and half. You got any money?”

“Naw, baby, I don’t need a date
tonight. Me and Jordan was about to leave. But I got a few dollars.
Why?”

“I needs me a hit real bad, and that
mutha took what money I had. You sure you don’t want some good lip
service? How about your friend, maybe he wants some TLC?” Mary
persisted.

“He might, but I can tell you right
now, he’s broke. This night out was on me.”

Mary, sensing a soft heart in Greg, and
feeling he was a premo trick, the kind you could get money from
without any sex, wasn’t going to take no for an answer, and
persisted. “Damn, I sure needs me a hit. Do you think you can loan
me five dollars? I'll take care of you the next time we meets. I
promise. I only need a five-dollar pack to get this monkey off my
back — just five.”

“Well... I don’t know. I only got ten
on me right now. Aw, what the hell, I’m going home and don’t need
all of the ten. Here take this five, but don’t forget, you owes
me.” Greg said, pulling one of the two five’ he had in his pocket,
and handing it to Mary.

“Thanks. I'll make it good to you the
next time I sees you. What’s your name, anyway?” Mary asked, as she
took the money, and while heading for the door.”

“I’m Greg,” he answered to her back, as
she passed him.

“Thanks Greg. See you later. Bye,” she
said, in a hurry to get her nickel bag of heroin.

Greg watched her leave, while walking
fast, those well-worn pumps clicking on the restaurant’s tilled
floor.

I don’t know who she
thinks she’s fooling? I know I won’t be able to collect on that
five, he thought, as he watched her
leave.

he'd seen her in the restaurant a few
times before, but never said anything to her. He, like many others,
was only in the place to gawk at the working women as they came and
went. He, also, knew an addict would say anything to get their hit,
but you never know?

“Come on Jordan. It’s time we got our
drunk asses home,” Greg told his buddy, and co-worker.

The two men had downed a fifth of
Orange Driver apiece, and weren’t feeling any pain. It was nearly
two in the morning, and both men had to get up later in the day to
work the afternoon shift at the auto parts plant, and would need
time to sleep off the powerful hangovers they'd surely have from
the bottled mixed drink they’d consumed.

By the time the men were back on the
street, Mary was on the other side, going into the abandoned
storefront in which Sam ran a dope house and shooting gallery,
upstairs.

The determined look on her face
indicated she needed a hit real bad, and it wouldn’t be long before
she got one.

 


******

 


Greg, at twenty-five, was a family man,
having a wife, Rochelle, and one child, a precocious one year old
girl, who, in advance of the terrible twos, was already into
everything.

He, like Jordan, worked in
one of the auto plants and made pretty good money, which put him a
step above most of the people who lived on his street — most of
whom were working minimum wage jobs, or were on welfare. The small
family lived in a well-furnished upper flat on a side street not
far from 12th.

As is not uncommon with couples who
marry to early in life, Greg’s marriage was on the rocks — he and
his wife weren’t getting along well. After they married, she seemed
to change, and became argumentative, finding the smallest thing to
fight over. She'd put on more than the usual weight during her
pregnancy, and seemed to not like herself, probably, the reason for
her disagreeableness.

She'd also become
sanctified and was constantly on Greg’s back about his drinking and
smoking, and staying out all night after work. The constant arguing
was the reason Greg seldom went home after doing his stint on the
afternoon shift. On most nights, he and his coworker, and running
partner, Jordan, would stop to pick up a bottle apiece of their
favorite prepared cocktail, Orange Driver, a concoction of Vodka
and orange juice, and head for one of the many blind pigs, or
12th Street.

 


Jordan, an alcoholic, was also a
married man, and a few years older than Greg, at twenty-nine. He
lived in a three-bedroom brick bungalow home on the West Side. He
was a short, fun loving, type of fellow, who also liked to have fun
with females on the side.

Valerie, Jordan’s wife, was a gentle
forgiving woman, only five-foot tall, and kind of homely. She put
up with Jordan’s drinking, and his coming home drunk, which seemed
to be happening more frequently lately. She never complained about
Greg and Jordan’ going out to drink together, because she
understood Jordan was going to get drunk whether he was with Greg
or not. And being with Greg, at least Jordan was more or less safe.
As a matter of fact, she and Greg would work together to get Jordan
into bed after a night out. They'd make arrangements to make sure
Jordan got up the next day to get to work on time while Greg,
sometimes, having to come over and literally drag Jordan out of the
bed after receiving a call from Valerie, she complaining she
couldn’t wake Jordan up. But as a whole, Valerie being, shy,
forgiving and gentle, and Jordan, the fun loving, outgoing, type,
were a good match for each other — the law of opposites at
work.

 


******

 


Now on their way home, Greg driving,
and Jordan passed out on the passenger side, Greg was wondering how
he was going to get Jordan out of the car, into the house, and in
the bed, once they reached his house. He sure didn’t want to wake
Greg’s wife, again.

Oh, well, I’ll worry about
that when I get there, he thought, as he
drove.

 


 



Chapter 2

 


 


It took a moment for the noise to
penetrate to Greg’s, alcohol soaked, mind.

What is that mutha-loving
sound, he thought, as he lay on the couch
in his livingroom, trying to open his eyes?

The noise became louder as his liquor
saturated mind neared consciousness.

Aw, crap. It’s the damn
alarm clock. It can’t be time to get up and go to work
already, he thought?

Popping one eye open to look at the
demanding clock, he saw it was going on 1 p.m., the usual time he
got up to get ready to go to work. Reaching out to shut off the
alarm, he missed and knocked the clock onto the floor where it
continued its annoying demand for attention — now he had to get
up.

 


******

 


After coming in late last night, he and
his wife, Rochelle, got into another argument. She, for the
hundredth time, complained about his drinking, and accusing him of
messing with another woman, hence his sleeping arrangements in the
livingroom.

After getting home, Greg tried to go to
bed, not wanting to argue, but she followed him into the bedroom,
her mouth still flapping. She followed, her arms flailing, her eyes
bucked, and talking real fast, as if she was in some kind of
trance. Greg wondered if she was in the early stages of some kind
of mental illness. Something was wrong with her — that was for
sure. Her latest devotion to religion wouldn’t account for her most
recent behavior. Every since she got saved, and put on the extra
weight after having their baby, she seemed to want to argue more
than what was called for. She’d call him a heathen, and a disciple
of the devil, while saying something about not casting her pearls
before swine, or something like that. She even stopped having sex
with him, claiming he was not worthy of her, and she didn’t consort
with the devil, and judging by the way she said it, she actually
meant what she was saying, and not trying to be sarcastic. The what
— he’d think every time she said something stupid, followed by —
yep, she’s gone all right.

No matter where he went in the house,
she followed, ranting and raving about him going to hell. Greg
tried to pay her no mind, but she was getting on his alcohol soaked
nerves. There was one moment when he got into her face, screaming
for her to shut the crap up, and threatened to punch her lights
out, but after thinking about it, decided to go and sleep in his
car.

As he sat in his car, he
was thinking no woman will run him out of his crib. He went back
upstairs, quietly letting himself in, he found she'd gone to bed.
He decided to sleep on the couch, not bothering to take off his
clothes, and not wanting to face her again. As drunk and tired as he was, it didn’t take long for him to
fall into a comma, snoring loudly. From that moment on, sleeping on
the couch, after she'd gone to bed, became his way of handling her
potential outburst. The problem was waiting for her to go to bed.
Most of the time, she’d call it lights out, early. But there were
those occasions when she seemed to sit up all night, reading her
bible. On those occasions, he’d come in, peep into the bedroom, see
her with her glasses perched on the end of her nose, and looking up
at him when he stuck his head around the corner. He’d immediately
turn around and go to his sanctuary, his car, and try to dose off
until he saw the light in the bedroom go out.

 


******

 


Rochelle must have set the
alarm clock, he thought, getting up to
silence it — at least her fat ass was good
for something.

He seriously thought about laying back
down for another moment’s rest. He looked at the inviting couch and
then at the clock in his hand. Realizing laying back down would
only mean he’d have to rush later, he tossed the clock onto the
couch, and headed to the bathroom to shit, shower and shave, before
making his lunch. A quick check of the bedroom revealed Rochelle
had gone to church already, and there wouldn’t be any arguing this
afternoon.

Great, he thought,
the fat wench is gone.

Forty-five minutes
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