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    PART ONE:

    NO POWER, NO PEACE

  


  
    Chapter 1


    Day 0


    Tension always accompanied a dispatch regarding a structural fire, and a certain quietness settled over members of a fire company as they approached the reported address. Oftentimes, they could see flames from several blocks away, or an orange glow against the sky at night. The more experienced the company, the quieter it was. And, with an average of two calls per day every day of the year, all of Detroit’s fire companies that comprised the city’s thirty operating fire stations were, if anything, experienced.


    During winter, like now, that tension was even higher. It was bitterly cold with temperatures below freezing, and most of the back streets remained unplowed from the previous day’s snow storm, which still lingered with flurries and a bone-chilling, blustery wind that sapped the warmth right out of the old, poorly insulated wood-frame houses that made up the majority of the homes of Detroit and its surrounding inner-ring suburbs—homes with utilities like gas, heat, water and electricity. Among Detroit’s poor and jobless, however, which arguably accounted for more than seventy-five percent of the city’s labor force, such utilities were a luxury. Unable to pay a monthly electricity bill, many people relied on dangerous fire-causing devices like portable gas and kerosene heaters to stay warm during the winter months.


    This winter had proved to be more brutal than normal. With the latest cold snap lasting almost sixty consecutive days, and with the jet stream remaining far to the south for the foreseeable future, there was no end in sight. With the greatest economic crisis affecting the nation since the Great Depression deepening still further following recent financial crises in China and the European Union that sabotaged the still-fragile U.S. recovery from its own recent financial crisis, the ranks of the unemployed swelled—and, consequently, so did the number of house fires in Detroit and its surrounding suburbs. In previous years, the average number of deaths by fire in Detroit was forty-five to fifty, an already tragically high number. This year, however, the number of fire-related deaths had surpassed four hundred, and it was only mid-February.


    * * *


    Engine 54 of the Detroit Fire Department was the first to arrive at the address on Alter Road on the east side in the Jefferson/Mack neighborhood adjacent to the town of Grosse Pointe Park.


    Alter Road is perhaps the most startling boundary between neighboring communities anywhere in America. Not only is it a political boundary, it is also an economic and social boundary between the mostly poor and black City of Detroit, and the mostly white and largely affluent townships of Grosse Pointe, Grosse Pointe Park, Grosse Pointe Farms, and Grosse Pointe Shores. The median household income in Detroit was just twenty-six thousand dollars. One block over from Alter Road, in Grosse Pointe Park, the median household income was more than four times higher, at one hundred ten thousand dollars.


    Alter Road was where Detroit ended. The next street over, one block to the east, was Wayburn Street in Grosse Pointe Park. The well-kept, cozy homes along leafy Wayburn Street were snuggled close together, creating a vibrant and family-friendly neighborhood.


    On Alter Road, though, the homes were sporadic and spaced out. Overgrown unkempt lots filled in the spaces where dense housing once stood, making the Detroit side of the Alter Road divide seem more like the country than a city. Only a few of the homes that remained were actually lived in, and most of them were in disrepair. The rest were abandoned years ago and were crumbling where they stood. Alter Road and the Jefferson/Mack neighborhood were not an anomaly for the City of Detroit. They were representative of nearly all of Detroit’s neighborhoods.


    It took Captain Nelson Carter and his fire crew less than five minutes from the time of the call to arrival at the scene. It was snowing heavily, keeping visibility to less than a mile, as they pulled out of the station. It wasn’t until they turned onto Alter Road itself that they saw dark gray smoke drifting up ahead and blending in with the snow. A crowd was gathered on the street in front of the burning structure.


    Captain Carter parked the firetruck in front of the burning house, which appeared to be a small Starlight Bungalow Sears Catalog home, probably close to a hundred years old, common to Detroit’s working class neighborhoods. He spotted a fire hydrant jutting out of the ground in front of an adjacent overgrown empty lot. The fire crew wordlessly laid out the fire hoses across the street and connected them with the truck and nearby hydrants. The crowd was quiet as well, and the only sounds came from the fire truck pumps as the crowd watched the firemen work.


    * * *


    Detroit Mayor André Murray sat behind a large oak desk, poring over the latest data and a write-up on Detroit’s economy from the Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago. Jazz music played softly from a small radio at the edge of André’s desk. It was tuned to a local station at a low enough volume to not be distracting.


    André flipped a page and continued reading while keeping time with the music by tapping his fingers on the desk. Despite the herculean efforts of a generation of civic work aimed at revitalizing Detroit’s economy and improving the city’s finances, including tens of billions of dollars in investments in downtown and New Center, “official” unemployment had now surpassed fifty percent following the latest global financial crisis that plunged Detroit right back to the depths of the 2008-09 Great Recession, and then some. People were calling it the Second Depression or, more colloquially, the Great Depression 2.0. People were leaving, and the bleeding of population was projected to continue largely unabated.


    The 60-year-old mayor grunted. It wasn’t anything he didn’t already know. A veteran and author of so many economic development projects and proposals over the years, André had learned long ago to temper his expectations of success, and to look for silver linings wherever he could find them.


    It wasn’t all doom and gloom. The automobile industry was making measurable progress incorporating Silicon Valley-led “autonomous car” technologies in which cars drove themselves and talked to each other, exchanging information such as location, speed, destinations, and other data. While the mass production and sale of self-driving cars was probably still some years away, the benefits appeared to be enormous, including fewer traffic accidents, reduced insurance costs, reduced congestion, higher speed limits, and more.


    There were some drawbacks as well, but Detroit was now firmly behind the technology. Many of the jobs emerging from the new and associated technologies, particularly in engineering, had started to converge on Detroit because of its agglomeration of multiple automobile manufacturers and their suppliers—at least, what remained of them. Those jobs required higher education and skills, and therefore paid wages at least as high as those of the bygone era of assembly line production. Certainly the low cost of living in Detroit made the city more inviting for young engineers and computer scientists.


    This was the silver lining Mayor Murray seized on. He shoved his chair back from his desk and swiveled around to look out on the city. He stared out his window, lost in thought as he watched snow flurries tumble lazily from the leaden sky.


    The jazz song ended and the radio host chimed in with the early morning’s headlines to lead off the news program beginning at the top of the hour. André swiveled back to his desk and reached across it to turn the volume up when the radio host mentioned Great Lakes Energy Enterprises, or GLEE, a global utility company and one of Detroit’s largest employers. He leaned back in his chair and listened.


    The first part of the news segment was dedicated to an interview with Mrs. Louise Jackson, a 55-year-old woman who had lost her granddaughter to a house fire a few months earlier. Mrs. Jackson held a daily vigil outside the corporate headquarters of GLEE to call attention to their policy of shutoffs due to late payments. The vigil had started solo but had grown to more than fifty people on any given day, and sometimes up to as many as two hundred people or more on weekends.


    André stared off into space as he listened intently. He was well aware of Mrs. Jackson and her vigil. GLEE’s globetrotting CEO, Charles Desmond, had personally called André and asked him to do something about the vigil and the growing crowds. Desmond said he was concerned for the safety of his employees, but André suspected that he was more worried about embarrassing publicity if the protests persisted or grew any larger. André promised a larger police presence; at the same time, he pressed the CEO to do more about the shutoffs.


    After some testy back and forth over several phone calls, André secured an agreement whereby GLEE would implement a relief program for low income households. GLEE instituted a telephone hotline for customers in shutoff status that was, naturally, entirely automated and gave callers the run-around. It was nearly impossible to reach an actual human customer service representative, and there was no internet website that consumers could go to. The so-called relief program was, by design, a colossal blow-off of the mayor and citizens of Detroit.


    But you pick your battles, André mused. Jobs and attracting businesses and people to the city and the downtown was the most pressing priority, and had been for decades. But now…


    André swiveled around to look out on the city again and thought about the potential ramifications of Mrs. Jackson’s vigil.


    * * *


    The scene on Alter Road in Jefferson/Mack was ugly. Captain Carter and his company were busy battling the blaze as flames licked out of the second-floor windows and leapt skyward from the roof. One crew had cut its way into the home with a Halligan bar and did a sweep as fast as it could before retreating. The team could not climb the stairway to the second floor; it was fully engulfed in flames and the first floor ceiling had disintegrated in multiple places.


    “It’s bad, Chief,” said a young firefighter, removing his mask as a ladder crew sprayed water down on the house from above. “Maybe the worst so far. We couldn’t get upstairs. But, from the look of things,” he added, nodding to four battered cars parked in the driveway and along the curb in front of the house, “I’d say the house was pretty crowded.”


    Nelson nodded solemnly and turned as loud crackling sounds, followed by a deafening swoosh, marked the complete collapse of the house into itself. Angry flames leapt high into the sky. Swarms of glowing embers danced across the night sky like angry fireflies amid still-falling light snow.

  


  
    Chapter 2


    Day 1


    Jason Reid printed out his schedule for the day and hopped into his work van. He had two energy-efficient thermostat installations to do, two apartment units and a house to be hooked up for power, and three scheduled shutoffs.


    It was company policy to work through the shutoffs first and work your way down to the efficient thermostats. It was all about the money, Jason suspected. Shut off those who aren’t paying to stop even one more penny of energy outflow, add new clients to get that income inflow (which included the initial connection fee) and, lastly, delay any savings on the part of environmentally-conscious consumers by installing energy-saving thermostats last. Surely it must add up.


    It was a temporary job, although it paid okay. He just needed enough money, about a thousand dollars, which he’d have saved in another month or two, maybe three, to get to California. His mom—fifty, obese (it was her thyroid, she insisted), bad knees, diabetic, and his pop, 55 going on 80, bad back, overweight, ruddy face, calloused hands—were so very proud of him getting the job with GLEE. “Now there’s a company that’s growing,” his pop liked to say.


    Jason drove east on Jefferson Avenue. Reaching over, he turned up the radio. “How high’s the water, Mama?…Four feet high and risin’,” sang Johnny Cash.


    People milled about alongside the road after he passed the sprawling—and now closed—Jefferson North Assembly Plant where the vaunted Jeep Grand Cherokee was once built. Jason glanced at the time display on the dashboard. It was 8:25 a.m.


    An eerie feeling settled over him as he stopped at a traffic light. He’d drawn a lot of angry stares, and the tiny hairs on the back of his neck stood up. There wasn’t much traffic, but an unusual amount of people were just standing around. The light turned green and Jason drove on. Heads turned in his direction. People pointed at his van, their faces hard with anger.


    Jason slowed as he neared a large group standing on both sides of the road; he was careful to give them a wide berth. A teenager sprinted forward and hurled a bottle at his van. Jason swerved. He felt two thunks against his van and stole a look into his side mirrors. The teenager had landed a direct hit, as did a second one, and they both gave chase behind his van for a full block before giving up.


    Fifty people or more walked about in the middle of the street ahead of him, and Jason slowed to a crawl. As he came upon them, the group parted without looking to let him pass, but their faces and demeanor turned hostile when they did look.


    The crowd swarmed around Jason’s van, forcing him to stop as they pounded on its front and sides. Pieces of the windshield smashed inward, leaving a large spider-web configuration of cracks. His driver side window smashed inward, and arms reached in to grab him.


    “Get the fuck off me!” he yelled, fending off the arms groping for him. The driver side door was yanked open and he was pulled out onto the street, scraping his hands and knees on the ground. He covered his head as the crowd pummeled him with kicks and punches.


    The van, now driverless, surged to the right and bounced against the curb. Forced back left onto the street, it careened along until it rammed into a light pole.


    “Kill that muthafucka!” someone hollered. Jason, realizing he was “that muthafucka,” scrambled to his feet and dashed away. He absorbed more punches as others took swings at him as he ran by. A rock whizzed past his head as he made his escape.


    The crowd turned its attention to the van and pounded it with rocks and whatever debris they could find. Jason slowed and stole a look back. The crowd swarmed the van, yanking at the doors and breaking the windows. He turned and walked east at a fast pace, still the focus of a lot of attention.


    “Yo, man, get the fuck out of here!” yelled an older black man, who appeared to be somewhere in his fifties. About the same time, a boy about ten ran up to Jason and hurled a pebble at him. Jason instinctively threw his arms up in defense, but he was too late, and the pebble skipped off the top of his head. He stumbled and fell.


    “Get outta here, boy!” the same man snarled at the kid. The boy fled down the street to join the others now setting fire to the van.


    “Come on, white boy,” the man said, offering a hand to help Jason stand. “Let’s get your crazy ass outta here before you get yourself killed.”


    * * *


    Ian Nguyen was up at 5:30 a.m. He did his morning wake-up routine of brushing his teeth, getting dressed, and downing a bottle of Red Bull before meeting up with some of his long distance track and cross country teammates for a 6:00 a.m., fifteen-minute shuttle to Belle Isle, located in the middle of the Detroit River. Once there, the team ran twice around the roughly five-mile circumference of the island and were back on campus in time for Ian to take a quick shower, down a muffin, surf social media, and check his emails before his first class at 9:00 a.m.


    Social media was abuzz about a fire in the Jefferson/Mack district of Detroit, accompanied by hashtags like #EndtheShutoffs and #NoPowerNoPeace. Ian skimmed a breaking news article about the fire tweeted by the Detroit Free Press in which an entire extended family had tragically perished. His breath caught in his throat when he saw the name of one of the victims presumed killed in the fire: Mrs. Bernadette Price. That was the name of his 9th grade social science teacher, who had taken an interest in him and made him think about college. As he read the article, it was pretty apparent that his former teacher and the Mrs. Price in the article were one and the same.


    In class, Ian’s mind wandered as the professor lectured about endoskeletons. He nodded as though he was paying attention, but memories from high school and Mrs. Price wouldn’t wait. It was Mrs. Price that got him into cross country running, an offhand suggestion for him to find both a place of inner solitude and something to focus his hyperactivity and simmering anger on.


    He had had a tendency to resort to fists at the first sign of anti-Vietnamese or anti-Asian sentiment, real or perceived, among his mostly black and Latino classmates. Running calmed him. His teams, both in high school and now in college, were a diverse group, and he learned he had a lot in common with his fellow runners and students.


    His cell phone vibrated repeatedly in his hoodie pocket, and he glanced at it whenever he could while the professor lectured.


    Text messages and emails rolled in, most of them about Mrs. Price, but he couldn’t read any of them without getting noticed. He fidgeted; the class seemed to drag on longer than the scheduled fifty minutes, but glimpses at the clock confirmed that time was simply moving at an excruciatingly slow pace.


    When class finally let out, Ian headed for the Student Center. He navigated through unusually busy pedestrian traffic to get into the Center and tried to find a place to sit. At last, he found a spot and sat with his second Red Bull of the day to read his emails and texts, trying to learn more about what had happened to Mrs. Price. When he finished, he texted Sarah. In addition to being a runner on the women’s cross country and track teams, Sarah was active in the campus Amnesty International group, serving as the group’s vice president. It was another reason he liked her. She was passionate about social justice and human rights. And she was a fellow runner.


    Ian: Did you hear the news about Mrs. Price?


    Sarah: Yeah, I’ve been texting you. We’re protesting outside SC right now.


    Ian: Ha ha, I am inside SC. Price was my 9th grade teacher!


    Sarah: No way!


    Ian: I’m on my way out. See you in a few.


    * * *


    Out in front of the Student Center, roughly three hundred students were gathered at Fountain Court. Many students were between classes, but the majority seemed to just be hanging around.


    “Yo, Ian!” someone called to him.


    It was Walter Clay. A few years older than Ian, Walter was dreadlocked, well-dressed and bespectacled. He looked like a hipster intellectual—but he was genuine. He was a first-year Ph.D. student in Physics, and was the president of the campus African American Society.


    With Walter were several other AAS members and two athlete friends of Ian’s, both of them football players. Each of them met Ian with a brief embrace and a “What’s up, brother?”


    After bumping shoulders with Trevor, a cross-country teammate, he turned around to find Sarah and three of her friends, women’s cross country teammates Tina, Dakota, and Michelle, coming toward him.


    “Hey, there, big guy,” Sarah said, punching him in the shoulder.


    “What’s all this? Is this for Mrs. Price?” Ian asked, gazing at the fast-growing crowd as more students were apparently ditching their classes to be there.


    “Yeah, man,” said Sarah.


    “Hey, bro!” Roland, a grungy skinny kid from Wisconsin, bumped shoulders with Ian. Roland was a friend and another cross country teammate. “Thought you might be here, man,” he told Ian.


    Ian, jostled by the group around him, noticed that the crowd had rapidly increased in size and was still growing.


    The dense crowd faced the small rock fountain at the center of Fountain Court, where a group of activist students representing the campus Black Lives Matter and African American Society student groups led various chants, including shouts of “No Power, No Peace!” and “Stop the killing, end the shutoffs!” Different students took turns with a single bullhorn passed among them to rally the crowd and voice their thoughts, but it was hard to hear over the din of the growing crowd.


    After more inaudible rallying words from another activist, the throng surged forward along Gullen Mall southeast toward downtown, and Ian and his friends were swept along.


    “Let’s stick together,” Roland yelled. “This is wild!”


    Roland was getting into it. He held Tina’s hand and tried to get her pumped up as well.


    “No power, no peace!” the crowd shouted as it strode from Gullen Mall down the middle of Second Avenue, halting traffic and swarming around stopped cars. Roland pumped his fist in the air to emphasize each chant. Others slapped their hands on the hoods of stopped cars. A young couple in one car—probably fellow university students—were clearly frightened as the crowd enveloped them. In another car, an elderly woman seemed to take it in stride, just watching and waiting for the large crowd to pass by.


    As they marched down Second Avenue, Ian recognized a few members of the university faculty marching right along with them, including the dean of the College of Liberal Arts, though he couldn’t imagine any of them slapping cars or threatening drivers. He chuckled at the thought.


    Residents, too, streamed in from side streets and joined the march. Their numbers continued to swell as they walked, and the growing crowds also filled in along the parallel-running Cass Avenue, a commercial corridor, all the way to downtown. Ian and Roland emulated other marchers by jumping up and down to try to see how big the crowd was, but the march stretched as far as they could see, both forward and backward.


    “Wow, this is massive!” shouted Roland.


    A helicopter with ‘POLICE’ clearly marked on the tail boom made a low, loud pass, rose up and hovered high over the expanding march.


    The noise was overwhelming. There was the helicopter above, sirens at various distances, protestors chanting, hands clapping, car horns honking, music playing, and people yelling to talk with each other over the racket. People all along the march had whistles—Ian wondered where they got them—and blew them spasmodically, adding to the incessant uproar.


    Some kind of commotion seemed to be happening up ahead and, as Ian and his friends marched on, they came upon a police car abandoned in the middle of the road with its siren still blaring and its headlights and emergency lights flashing. Its four doors were flung wide open. Its windshield was cracked and splintered, and two of the door windows were smashed.


    Some of the marchers jumped on top of the police car. Two young guys stood on the hood and another on the car’s roof as they kicked at and stomped on the emergency lights, trying to break them and strip them off.


    The three protestors were forced to jump down as another, larger group of young men began rocking the police car; more people joined them, including Roland—against Tina’s protestations—and the car was eventually tilted over onto its side, eliciting a raucous cheer from the crowd. And still the siren blared.

  


  
    Chapter 3


    Tony “JD” Wiggins, a 29-year veteran of the Detroit Police Department, had only recently become the city’s chief of police. He had joined the force (or ‘the Farce,’ as the rank and file called it) after graduating from Cass Technical High School and, after three years on the job, took night classes at Wayne County Community College. Some fifteen years later, he even earned a law degree from Wayne State and passed the bar exam, and his fellow officers began calling him “JD” for his Juris Doctor. Soon thereafter, JD was promoted to major and assigned his own precinct.


    That was fourteen years ago. And now he had just one year to go for a full thirty years of service and retirement with a full pension at the young age of forty-eight. But first things first; into the breach once again.


    A firm believer in community policing—posting officers to districts in which they lived and encouraging them to be active members of their neighborhoods—Wiggins found it difficult to enact. The police department was too short-staffed and getting smaller each year, and the city too geographically dispersed to fully enact community policing. So he had to rely more on “strategic policing” and long-term, real-time crime data analyses in which police assets were deployed from across the city to where they were needed most, which often changed from month to month, sometimes even day to day.


    It was a game of Whac-a-Mole. Wiggins took a page out of the U.S. Army’s playbook and “swarmed” crime hotspots with hundreds of police, sometimes nearly the entire on-duty police force from across the city. Car and foot patrols, even cops on horseback, would saturate the area for days on end until, naturally, they would be needed elsewhere in other parts of the city—often two, three or four areas at the same time—where crime spiked as a result of the relative absence of police. Then police would redeploy and swarm to the new hot spots, and on it went.


    When reports of crowds gathering along Alter Road and Mack Avenue in the Jefferson/Mack neighborhood in the early morning following the Price fire and the attack on the GLEE van started coming in, Wiggins issued a “Code Blue” for the Fifth Precinct—the signal for an emergency “swarm.” The Jefferson/Mack neighborhood was not a high-crime area, at least by Detroit’s standards, but the calls were mounting fast and the precinct was swiftly overwhelmed.


    The first patrol cars to respond came under a barrage of rocks and bottles at Mack Avenue and Alter Road, and they withdrew to safety. They called out a 10-34, the police code for “riot,” for all of Jefferson/Mack and tried a mini-swarm of their own with all the patrol cars in the precinct they could muster. But people were gathering all along Mack Avenue from Alter Road in the east to Gratiot Avenue four miles to the west, and that was simply too much geography for the precinct to effectively swarm.


    Chief Wiggins reluctantly issued the “Code Blue” for the rest of the precinct. For the next thirty minutes, police units from across the sprawling city sped, lights flashing and sirens blaring, to the Jefferson/Mack neighborhood. Mack Avenue in particular was of most concern; this was where the crowds first formed and where the GLEE van was attacked. A police helicopter took flight above.


    A confrontation between crowds of angry protesters on Mack Avenue and the fast-growing numbers of police, dressed in helmets and wielding batons and shields, flared as the police methodically moved in. They would cordon off a particularly rowdy segment of a crowd in a pinching move, then swarm in and subdue a number of protestors and haul them to a waiting police van. This was repeated multiple times, and the initial flashpoint appeared to be coming under control even as more crowds amassed at various intersections well beyond the Fifth Precinct.


    The Detroit Police Department’s use of strategic deployment could arguably handle unrest confined to a particular geography. Even multiple hot spots spread out over several miles might be effectively managed with good communication and coordination, the mobility of police units, use of helicopters, etc. But given the gutting of the department over the last few decades due to budget shortfalls year after year, anything beyond an isolated incident would be more than the department could handle. It was overstretched as it was just handling day-to-day crime and patrols, and the various small scale Code Blues.


    When reports of crowds gathering at other places came in, like along Grand River Avenue, Chief Wiggins grew anxious. He knew he didn’t have the resources to cover much beyond Mack Avenue and the Jefferson/Mack neighborhood. If this turned into anything like the Black Lives Matter protests in Ferguson, Baltimore, and other cities in the 2010s, or the national Trump protests in 2020, as unlikely as that could be, Detroit PD would be in serious trouble. He sighed as he picked up his phone and dialed. He would have to cancel all leave and call in the night shifts. “I need to speak with the mayor,” he said.


    * * *


    Ian, Sarah, Tina, Roland, Dakota, and Trevor didn’t know where the march was going, except that it was headed for downtown. Ian imagined they were marching to City Hall. However, as they passed Cass Technical High School to their right, the twenty-five-story Great Lakes Energy Enterprises corporate tower, with the word ‘GLEE’ emblazoned on the top of the tower astride its logo of a powerfully built man wielding a lightning bolt in one hand and the sun in the other, emerged directly in front of them, marking the entrance to Detroit’s downtown. It was then clear to all where they were heading.


    It took a little more than an hour for the head of the march to trek the just under two miles from Fountain Court to cross over Interstate 75 and enter downtown. As they crossed the interstate, the congruity of the march melded into an even larger sea of protesters and pedestrians occupying the streets and sidewalks all around the four-block long and two-block wide corporate complex.


    As Ian and his friends crossed the interstate and entered downtown, they were blown away by the sheer size of the crowds in the city. There was an excitement in the air as well, and Ian was struck by the kinds of people they encountered. There were people of all ages and all walks of life and, while the majority of people were black, the crowds were ethnically diverse.


    Overhead, the police helicopter Ian and his friends had spotted earlier remained overhead. Two other helicopters circled the downtown; Ian spotted ‘WHWK Skyhawk’ displayed on the tail boom of one helicopter with a cartoonish eye and beak painted on its front nose. He watched yet two more helicopters, one hovering far to the west and the other hovering off to the south. Pointing to them, Ian shouted to his friends, “There must be more marches coming!” but no one could hear him.


    * * *


    Approximately three miles to the west of downtown in Detroit’s West Side, Michelle wrapped her arms around Aaron’s narrow waist and rested her chin on his shoulder, causing Aaron to stutter-step as she clung snugly to him. AJ smiled and threw his arm over her shoulders, put his lips to her forehead and made a sucking sound. “Mmmm…brains,” he said in a zombie voice, “mo’ brains.” Michelle giggled and pulled away from him.


    Now Aaron ‘AJ’ Jones and Michelle Gibbs walked with a crowd of nearly twenty others, mostly high school students who, like DJ and Michelle, had just gotten out of school for the day. Social media had buzzed all day about the fire the night before and about scores of people marching on downtown in protest. Some teachers were visibly upset by the news of the fire, and some had even abandoned their planned lectures for the day and instead talked about the GLEE shutoffs and Mrs. Price. And, as the school day wore on, social media reported large protests and sporadic rioting. The kids all knew something big was happening and they couldn’t wait for school to let out.


    After returning home from school, AJ and his friends met up and strolled south along North Campbell Street amid sparsely spaced single-family homes—most of which were abandoned long ago and crumbling into ruins—to Michigan Avenue, which they found packed with crowds on the sidewalks and in the boulevard. A large crowd milled around a few blocks to the south at the intersection of Michigan and Livernois, and Aaron and his friends made their way to the large and gathering crowd.


    A parked car several blocks ahead burned with flames dancing out of all of the broken windows. Thick black smoke billowed into the sky. More columns of smoke rose in the distance toward downtown. It seemed that the land itself—broken and burned houses, abandoned buildings, and the brown roots of overgrown vines and weeds that teemed untamed during the summer months—had shifted beneath their feet and somehow set aflame random cars and buildings that had thus far escaped the rotten touch of neglect.


    Car traffic was light; the few cars that did pass blew their horns and were packed with young people, some hanging out of the windows and giving the “V” sign. Two GLEE vans heading south on Livernois came upon the intersection and found themselves under a barrage of rocks and bottles. They zigzagged through the intersection, ignoring a red light, passing through the gauntlet of flying projectiles.


    There was anger among the crowd, especially among the older adults. But, for the teenagers and young men and women in their twenties and thirties, the atmosphere was electric. They fed off of each other’s excitement around a feeling that they hadn’t really known before, a feeling of being part of something important.


    A police car speeding west down Michigan Avenue toward the intersection with its siren blaring and lights flashing absorbed a barrage of assorted missiles before the driver slammed on the brakes. The car skidded to a halt. The crowd fearlessly swarmed in front of it and unleashed another, even more withering barrage of rocks and debris.


    The police car reversed and peeled backward, its tires smoking. A Molotov cocktail hurled against the vehicle exploded in a burst of flames on its hood. The driver threw the car into a 180-degree turn and fishtailed east, leaving a trail of smoke as it headed back in the direction it had come.


    The restive crowd, including DJ and his friends, raised their fists and cheered in approval.


    * * *


    “Shit,” muttered Assistant Chief (Field Operations) Elliott Wilson, standing outside the Detroit PD’s Mobile Command Center (known as “the beast” among the officers), which was parked in an empty lot behind the intersection of Gratiot and Mack Avenue. He had just ended a call with the chief of police on his cell phone and now it chimed with new text messages. “Isolated unrest,” he said, shaking his head and chuckling. “There goes that theory.”


    “What’s that?” asked Commander Ronald Rawlings.


    “Nothing,” Wilson answered. “Downtown’s erupting,” he added cryptically.


    * * *


    For Ian and his friends, the atmosphere downtown was like a big party. Many protesters had homemade signs reading “End the Shutoffs!” and “No Power, No Peace!” and more. Like at Fountain Court on the Wayne State campus, multiple young people held bullhorns and led marchers and protestors in chants. Most participants had come with friends and family, and they chatted loudly to be heard over the clamor surrounding them.


    The demonstrations appeared largely spontaneous, but organized quickly through social media and word of mouth. For most, it was a welcomed disruption of work and school, like a snowstorm, but it was also meaningful. They were doing something and hopefully making a difference.


    Things were decidedly different, however, as the close friends navigated the crowds and got closer to GLEE headquarters. They could see police personnel lining up all along the eastern perimeter of the corporate headquarters along Grand River Avenue and First Street. The officers were decked out in full riot gear with shields, helmets, and batons. The northern perimeter, Plum Street, was free of police and packed shoulder to shoulder with protestors, with more streaming in. The other side of Plum Street seemed to be the main event, and Roland and Tina led the way, purposefully plotting a course through the thick crowds to the end of Plum at Third Street.


    “Roland,” pleaded Tina, begging him to slow down. As they entered Third Street, the crowd grew more dense and was packed in between the GLEE complex of four buildings to their left, including the company’s main tower, and the sprawling Grand Arnault Casino and Hotel complex to their right. Somehow it seemed befitting to Ian that the power company would be co-located alongside a massive casino.


    The crowd blocked the main entrance to the casino and hotel, where a group of burly men stood abreast of each other in front of the entrance to prevent protesters from entering the lobby. But the protesters were focused on the GLEE building, not the casino. With the large complexes on either side of the road, and Interstate 75 behind them, Ian and his friends felt hemmed in. While the march felt righteous and just, even celebratory with all kinds of people coming together rather spontaneously, the crowd along Third Avenue seemed more on edge, more militant.


    They appeared to have arrived at the center of it all. It was a small, nondescript street corner, the corner of Third Street and GLEE Plaza Drive, right across from the main entrance to the Grand Arnault Casino and Hotel. GLEE Plaza Drive was gated and ran between the main tower of GLEE headquarters and the GLEE parking garage, the bottom two levels of which comprised the executive parking lot. The Third Street entrance to GLEE Plaza Drive was the exclusively reserved executive entrance to the complex; company employees entered the parking garage from Bagley Avenue via a ramp that took them to the third level and higher. Bagley Avenue marked the southern perimeter of the GLEE corporate complex.


    Multiple television cameras were trained on various reporters in sports jackets, all of them with their backs to the corner of Third Street and GLEE Plaza Drive, the epicenter of the demonstrations. It occurred to Sarah that the corner was where Mrs. Louise Jackson led her daily morning vigils in memory of her granddaughter and to protest GLEE’s policy of shutting off electricity to households behind in their payments.


    And there, amid a small tightly-knit group of people of various ages huddled together, an older woman looking distinguished and somber was standing behind a young man with a bullhorn. Sarah pointed out who she thought had to be Mrs. Jackson to Ian.


    “Pretty cool,” responded Ian.


    “Who’s that?” asked Roland, not hearing Sarah over the din of the crowd. “Who?” he asked again.


    “Never mind!” Sarah shouted and returned to watching the small group and the young man with the bullhorn.


    The bullhorn was tinny and nearly inaudible amid the cacophony of whistles, voices, and competing chants. Nevertheless, the young man’s voice carried over the racket.


    “How many more needless deaths?” he shouted.


    “No more!” the crowd responded in a single thunderous voice.


    “How much longer do we wait?” the young man asked.


    “No longer!” the crowd roared.


    Roland and Tina pumped their fists as they shouted with the crowd, and Ian and Sarah joined in as well.


    A block south of the epicenter of the protests on Third Street, and across the wide fork intersection of Bagley and Michigan Avenues from the GLEE headquarters and Grand Arnault Casino, sat a third sprawling complex of concrete and glass. This was the former temporary Grand Arnault Casino, which had operated there from 1999 to 2007 while its new location was being built across the street.


    The IRS had been originally located in the building before the casino moved in, and then it stood empty—like so many buildings in Detroit—for several years until it was fully refurbished and upgraded to serve as the joint headquarters for the Detroit Police and Fire Departments. Now the Detroit Public Safety Headquarters, or DPSH, the 600,000 sq. ft. facility housed nearly one-third of the city’s 2,500-strong police force, the upper echelons of the city’s fire department, and a number of other city departments and state offices.


    In other words, Detroit’s center for police and emergency response was located in the heart of the fastest-growing protest anyone could remember, with tens of thousands of protesters and demonstrators converging on a six-block radius surrounding the GLEE corporate headquarters.


    * * *


    About three quarters of a mile to the east as the crow flies of DPSH and the GLEE Corporate Headquarters, Mayor André Murray was holding a press conference. A podium was set up in front of the Woodward Avenue entrance of the Coleman A. Young Municipal Center, out near the sidewalk so that the towering Spirit of Detroit statue of a seated man, powerful and muscular, holding the sun in one hand and a family standing in the palm of the other, served as a backdrop. That forced the closure of Woodward Avenue to accommodate the press and a growing number of others who gathered to hear the mayor’s words.


    The mayor reported that isolated pockets of unrest existed, mostly in the city’s East Side, in the Jefferson/Mack neighborhood near Grosse Pointe Park, and that the disturbances were largely sporadic. A GLEE van had been set on fire and its driver beaten, and multiple cars had been hit with rocks and bottles, mostly on Jefferson Avenue. Police, he said, were on the scene and managing the situation, and he asked that citizens remain calm and respect the law.


    The mayor eulogized Mrs. Bernadette Price and her family. He was familiar with the name, and after a brief inquiry by his staff, he learned that she was a popular school teacher with more than thirty years of service in Detroit City. She was a two-time Michigan Teacher of the Year recipient, and she had been awarded the prestigious NEA Foundation Award for Teaching Excellence, presented to her by President Barak Obama himself near the end of his term in 2016.


    The fire had claimed Mrs. Price; her husband Tommy, a retired forklift operator on disability and a veteran of the First Gulf War; her daughter Angelika; five grandkids; her daughter’s boyfriend; and another young woman, a childhood friend of Angelika, and her child. The children’s ages ranged from one to twelve years old.


    Angelika had been foreclosed on in the previous year despite working two part-time jobs, including one as a nursing assistant at the Detroit Medical Center. And, despite their own financial woes, mostly due to the cost of medications and other health care bills related to Bernadette’s diabetes and Tommy’s bad back, the parents took in their daughter and her three children. They had fallen two months behind in their electricity payments and, with the addition of late fees on top of what they already owed, they fell even further behind.


    GLEE had cut their power off six weeks ago.


    “Poverty is no crime,” the mayor said, concluding his remarks about Mrs. Price and her family. “Enough of the shutoffs!” he exclaimed. “We must put lives before profit.


    “Tomorrow morning,” the mayor continued, trying to get ahead of the unrest in Jefferson/Mack before it spread (the massive crowds attending the Mrs. Jackson vigil notwithstanding), “my administration is filing papers in court for an injunction against the GLEE Corporation to immediately halt all shutoffs in Detroit and to restore power to those without it during this cold weather emergency. Further,” he added, “I am requesting the state and federal governments to declare the City of Detroit a disaster zone in order to implement emergency procedures like this injunction and to free up emergency funds to aid us in these extremely difficult times.”

  


  
    Chapter 4


    The girls huddled together, which had the effect of bringing the boys in closer as well. They had been standing, taking part in the vigil and protest for more than three hours as many different speakers took their turns with the Mrs. Jackson group bullhorn. The speakers were largely people who, like Mrs. Jackson, had lost family members or friends to recent fires after GLEE had shut off their power, and many had also known Mrs. Bernadette Price.


    It was nearing 4:00, and the crowds had reached incredible sizes. To Ian, it seemed as if the whole world had come out. He had never seen such large crowds in Detroit’s downtown, not even during Lions games on Sunday afternoons during football season.


    It began to flurry again.


    “I’m hungry,” announced Dakota. It was clear that she wasn’t really into it so much, at least not now, all of a sudden, perhaps because of the snow shower.


    “This is history in the making and you’re hungry?” asked Trevor as he wrapped his arms around her.


    “It’s getting colder,” Tina piped up.


    And it was becoming colder, with the blast of snow and a lot of standing around in the frigid weather.


    “Yeah, let’s go,” said Ian, “I’m hungry, too.” Truth be told, Ian was getting bored with the protest.


    The group looked to navigate their way back the way they had come, but the crowd had thickened to the point that people were standing shoulder to shoulder and were not able to part for them, so the friends headed for Bagley Street at the southern periphery of the GLEE complex instead. The going in that direction was much easier, and they soon discovered why.


    When they reached the corner of Third Street and Bagley Avenue, the crowd was much thinner and stretched out along Bagley Avenue and the wedge-shaped Michigan Third Street Park that separated Bagley and Michigan Avenues. Throngs of police in full riot gear were lined up in the street on Michigan Avenue. Behind the police line were even more police, countless more, standing around informally, some in riot gear or partially so, talking with each other and watching the protests. Television and media trucks were parked amid the multitude of police, and people entered and exited the large concrete complex behind them that nearly rivaled the casino in size.


    “What is that, police headquarters?” asked Roland. His question went unanswered because, though it took them a moment to register, it was obviously so. The headquarters was a fortress, a beehive, and countless police seemed to ooze out of its pores.


    * * *


    Chief Wiggins stood on the steps of DPSH, gazing out over the masses of police methodically falling into muster and putting on shields and helmets. Beyond the police encamped on the lawn of DPSH, protesters continued their chants and noise-making as they maintained their still-growing siege on GLEE corporate headquarters. A young and militant few attempted to provoke a line of Detroit’s finest who, by training, looked disinterested.


    Wiggins imagined that the scene was not unlike watching opposing Civil War army camps gearing up for battle as they warily sized each other up across a wide bucolic field that both sides knew would soon be despoiled with the blood of wretched young soldiers.


    He shook his head and dismissed the analogy; this was a protest in a free society, not combat. Not yet, anyway. But he had his orders. It was already after 4:00, and hundreds of GLEE employees were trapped in their building and unable to leave. The casino, meanwhile, had been on lockdown since mid-morning, stranding guests, and new arrivals were unable to even get near the building because of the siege.


    After strategizing with his assistant chiefs and directors, and the mayor, Wiggins decided that Third Street was the obvious target for a spear-like thrust to clear out protesters and end the siege on the GLEE executive entranceway and the casino across the street.


    Wiggins didn’t want to make any move at all. The police force was already stretched thin dealing with the unrest out on Mack Avenue and now Grand River. It seemed to him that they should let the downtown protest run its course. Come 5:00, most people would be heading home for dinner before it got dark. Mrs. Price was a goddamn legend, for Christ’s sake, and the protesters were mostly families and working folk. And they were right to be angry; anyone could see that.
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