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Chapter 1

 


 


“Un-hun, there is a
Hatchet Man. My cousin said so,” said Willie, as he sat on the
bottom step of his dilapidated porch and bounced his well used
basketball on the crumbling sidewalk of his front yard. He paused
for a moment to watch a rather large black ant come toward him out
of the crabgrass infested yard. He pulled out his magnifying glass
from a back pocket of his jeans with a hole in one knee, and
looking up at the evening sun, called his friend and constant
companion, Tommy, "Hey, Tommy, here's another one of them amazon
ants. Watch this."

Tommy, who'd been throwing a stick into the
branches of a chestnut tree outside the small, picket fenced, yard,
while hoping to knock down one of the few chestnuts still hanging
on in the late fall, came running. He got down on one knee, and
peered at the large mandibles of the ant. "Whooo, I bet them
pincers would hurt if it bit you," he said, as he picked up a thin
twig and redirected the insect. "Come on Willie, let me do this
one. You did the last three."

"Okay, but I do anymore that come out.
Here." Willie handed Tommy the small, dirty, one-inch in diameter,
plastic, magnifier, that he'd got out of a Crackerjack, box. "You
know how to do it?"

"Yeah, I seen you do it enough." Tommy held
the glass over the ant and tried to focus the dying sunlight, but
couldn't seem to get it right as he twisted it this way and that as
the ant turned and began moving back towards the sparse grass.

Willie, bent over and redirected the insect
again. "Naw, dummy, you gonna let it get away. Here, let me show
you how to do it." He took the toy and held it at an angle, and
with practiced fingers, brought the focal point of sun light to a
white pinpoint, causing the ant to curl up, and smoking, quickly
die.

"Why you do that Willie? You said you was
gonna let me do that one." Tommy searched for another emerging ant
and found none.

"You need some practice. Take the glass over
there and learn how to burn some holes in some leaves, and I'll let
you try again if you gets good enough." Willie returned to his seat
on the bottom two steps of his porch and began bouncing his under
inflated basketball that was smooth from many hours of use on the
blacktop playground.

Instead of burning leaves, Tommy, stood and
watched the ball rhythmically thumping off the cracking concrete,
and made a move to snatch it between bounces, and missing, said, “
I ain't no dummy. You the dummy. You’ll believe anything your
cousin says, won’t you?”

Willie knew his friend, and could tell by
the way Tommy watched the ball bouncing, he was waiting to try and
take the ball. He'd tried it many times in the past, and the first
few times, was able to, at least, slap it away every now and
then.

As soon as Tommy made his move, Willie
bounced the well-worn ball in such a way as to make it come back to
him, and well out of the reach of Tommy. He then jumped up from his
perch, and dribbled the ball around his surprised friend, turned
and arched a perfect shot off the roof of the porch. Because it had
low air pressure, it bounced one time and rolled down the roof.

Catching the rebound, Willie turned and
began dribbling towards the glass-strewn playground that had an
ancient basketball hoop on one end, and behind it, a large hole in
the cyclone fence where someone had, under the cover of night,
removed several sections.

Tommy followed the three blocks to the
playground as the boys passed the ball back and forth between
themselves.

Once inside the playground, the challenge
was on, and although it was getting late in the evening and
nightfall not far away, the two boys would tire each other out
while playing one on one, or a round of horse, a game in which a
point is won when a shot is made from a certain position on the
basketball court. In any event, no matter the game they played,
most of their shots would drop through the hoop because of the
ball's low inflation.

The two boys, Willie, a black youngster of
eleven, and Tommy, a white boy of ten, were friends from the very
first time they met.

Willie's family of five, and life long
residents of Detroit, was only the third black family to move into
the neighborhood of lower classed white families. And Tommy's
family, while moving up from Georgia, had moved to the economically
depressed neighborhood a year or two earlier after hearing jobs
were plentiful in the auto companies at that time.

This is the late fifties, and amid all kinds
of racial strife, the boys knew nothing of white and black, and
ignorant of any racial strife prevalent during that era. They were
youngsters who happen to share common interest and got along
famously.

As a matter of fact, the whole economically
depressed neighborhood seemed to get along with each other, as is
common in low income communities. It seemed that poverty had a way
of uniting people when they had other concerns than the persuasion
of a neighbor.

The boy's parents, however, while more
concerned with the never-ending problems of everyday life, and
neither harboring bigoted feelings, were no more than cordial to
each other. But, when one of the boys or other spent the night at
his friend's house, he was treated like part of the family.

Willie's father, a WWII vet, while serving
with the Army's Corps of Engineers, was an industrious man, but
because of the racial discrimination of the times, was denied jobs
he was more than qualified for. He had to work three minimum wage
jobs, one in a small banner shop, another as a boiler operator,
combined with another as a night watchmen where he ran the boiler,
to begin to support his family.

Actually, Tommy's farther, an uneducated
red-neck from the deep south, didn't fare much better than Willie's
dad. He was, however, able to secure a job in a slaughter house
while being paid a bit more. Unfortunately, though, he was bitten
by the gambling bug, and managed, week after week, to loose most
of, or all of, his weekly paychecks before he got home. It was a
miracle he was able to keep a roof over his family's head.

 


Now in the playground, the boys took turns
shooting at the basket while playing a game of horse, and as usual,
the game moved along swiftly because of the soft basketball.
Anything near the hoop, didn't bounce away, and managed to drop
through the hoop most of the time, which was missing a whole
net.

It was getting dark, and just before the
sparse streetlights came on, John, Willie's younger brother, came
running around the falling down fence that still remained, and
which partially encircled the cracked cement slab of the court.
"Willie, mom said to be home before the street lights come on. Let
me take a shot," he, said, with his hands out.

"I know that," Willie, responded, as he
bounced the ball to, John, "Let me see you make one from
there."

After adjusting his oversized T-shirt, a
hand down, that once was his older brother's, John looked up at the
basket that seemed twenty feet up. "It's too far, can I come in
closer?"

"Yeah, little brother. Move in to half the
free throw, but you gotta make all net," Willie, said, even though
the net was no more than a hanging remnant.

The eight year old hefted the ball a couple
times, and while swinging it between his legs, sent it on a perfect
arch, with it dropping cleanly through the hoop. "Yeah. Easy two,"
he said, while holding up a hand for a high five.

Willie, slapped his brother's hand. "Nice
shot. You'll be a good player in a few years. Now, let's get home.
Momma don't play."

As the boys walked home, they played a game
of keep away, as Willie and Tommy, tossed the ball between
themselves, just out of reach of the shorter John.

"Y'all going to the movie at Sophie Wright,
tomorrow?" asked, Tommy.

 


Sophie Wright Settlement was a nearby
neighborhood community center where kids could gather to
participate in small woodworking projects, get old tattered books
from its small library stocked with donated books, play
semi-organized basketball, or watch old thirty-six-millimeter films
that were projected on a white sheet hung on the side of the
building every Thursday night — a real favorite of the kids.

 


Back at home and on Willie and John's porch,
Tommy said bye and began his walk, home, a few houses down the
street.

"Don't let Hatchet Man get you," warned,
John.

"Ain't no such thing," countered, Tommy.

"Yeah it is, too. My cousin who lives in the
projects said so. He said Hatchet Man hides in the dark and comes
out to cut off your head. I saw him down that alley that runs
behind Miss Brown's house," John, argued, as he pointed toward a
dark alley that ran north and south next to his house, and which
intersected central allies that ran east and west, parallel to the
streets and behind the houses on the streets.

It was down those litter filled alleys that
ran the length of the blocks and behind old the houses where the
dented and well used metal garbage cans were left out for trash
collections by a large garbage truck with a single man hanging on
the back.

It was, also, down those alleys, the aging
rag and junk man drove his ancient horse drawn cart in search of
anything he could find of some value — mostly, broken and discarded
furniture, old clothes, pieces of wood, or anything he could find
that he could later sell to the junk yards or find an alternative
use for.

He'd set atop his rickety wagon, seemingly
asleep, but his eyes keenly scanning each yard he passed, as his
swayed back horse, which, more or less, knew its way while having
made the trip so many times, dropped, intermittent, piles of horse
manure as it ambled, slowly, down the concrete alleys.

It was the wagon the boys, while dodging the
stinking, fly covered, piles of horse crap, would sneak up behind
and while hanging from the end, sneak a short ride.

The old wagon driver wasn't fooled. He knew
they were hitchhiking a ride, and would, on occasions, without
turning his head, yell at the boys to get off his wagon before they
got hurt, but not often. He'd been following the same rout many
years, and feared if he angered the boys, they, at some time in the
future, would shoot at his old horse with slingshots.

If an adult was in their yard as the wagon
ambled by with the horse's steel shoes clacking on the concrete,
they would glance up, but having seen him on so many occasions,
never spoke to him or wonder who the old man was, or where he
lived. Almost like a ghost, he'd be there, and while slowly making
his way down the alley, be gone, and just as quickly, forgotten,
until, in a week, he'd be there again. Actually, most adults
considered him an asset because they could set out broken and
discarded household items while knowing he'd pick them up.

It was strange, but no one ever saw the old
man stop and climb down off his wagon, but it was always,
magically, piled high with assorted discards, rags, and junk. He,
however, wasn't without some competition.

Another older gentleman, while pulling a
smaller two-wheeled cart down the middle of the street, and while
yelling "rag
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