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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.













BEGIN EXCERPT


2004: Looking Down the Street a new introduction to Children of the Streets by Harlan Ellison®







This book was first published when I was twenty-seven years old. As I write this new introduction, I am one month away from my seventieth birthday. What the world was like, when I wrote these stories, is as lost and arcane as the prime time of the Ottoman Empire. No self-respecting vato loco or gangbanger would even consider using a zip gun (if, in fact, he had ever heard of such an implement); give him an Uzi or an AK-47. Or, even better, an Austrian 9mm Steyr MPi 81 with a 25- or 32-shot detachable box. Switchblade? Fuggedaboutit.


The book was originally titled Children of the Streets, but the paperback publisher felt something, well, ‘juicier’ or ‘more sexy’ was necessary in those days of lurid news-stand covers. He retitled it The Juvies, the term for juvenile delinquents that was in every tabloid headline. I only hated the new identity. And, oddly, this book became the only one of my seventy-five never to be reprinted. Until now. And now, of course, is a new world in which these stories are artefacts of a lost culture, a time as buried in the sands of memory as daily life of the Incas at Machu Picchu.


Yet I have rather a warm spot in my heart for this little collection. ‘No Game for Children’, for instance, was the first story I wrote while in the US Army. During basic training, no less. I was drafted in 1957, between World War II.3 and World War II.4, and I made the error of punching out a racist 2nd lieutenant in the reception center at Fort Dix, New Jersey. Laid the momser out with one good right hook, and they were going to court-martial me on the spot, but since I was not actually in the army, the worst they could do was to ship my young carcass off to Ranger basic training at Fort Benning, Georgia. Standard basic training in those days was eight weeks. For the Rangers, one did ten weeks. One day I may write about all that. It’s only been forty-eight years. I’m sure I’ll get over the trauma of those two years in the military any decade now.


But the connection to my affection for this book, via my stint among the weapons-bearers, is that I didn’t have the time to write that I’d enjoyed prior to my induction. I could only write late at night, after twenty-five-mile forced marches with full pack and M-1 at port arms. Or on weekends. So I ceased writing quick fiction for a buck, and I wrote what I’d really wanted to write, stories worthy of the talent I knew was in me somewhere.


And out of that limiting situation came the ‘Rough Boys’, ‘No Game for Children’, ‘Memory of a Muted Trumpet’ and quite a few others that critics have said were my best early works. At least five of those appear here, rediscovered after more than four decades.


What a strange, long trip it has been! The world of New York, Brooklyn and west-coast street gangs read as if they were cautionary tales by Louisa May Alcott or Horatio Alger. The universe in which we now move is far more deadly, far more random, infinitely less (what a peculiar word) ethical or strictured with unspoken rules.


Gangbangers today, particularly here in Los Angeles, will kill anything that moves if it’s in the path of a drive-by hit. They don’t give a shit if it’s a three-year-old baby or a gray-haired old woman in support hose. They use weaponry intended for insurrections and militias, and the venal scum who manufacture those weapons get fatter and more blood-engorged by the day. It is a madhouse out there.




When I wrote these stories, it seemed the youth of our nation were at the crossroads. They were, I thought, foolishly perilous times. Little did I know.


I don’t want to sound too impoverished of spirit, too sad and cynical, but it does sober one up to realize that no matter how bad or mean the crossroads look, there are always streets to be taken that are darker and more damnable than even the most tenebrous of us can imagine.


Here’s hoping that in another forty-something years, when Children of the Streets is reprinted, that whoever writes the 2044 introduction (it sure as li’l green apples won’t be me), s/he will be able to say: ‘Ellison should’ve lived long enough to see how swell everything became.’


Yeah. That’s a good thought with which to leave you. Enjoy the book, howzabout?


Harlan Ellison April 2004




END EXCERPT













 







The following is an account of ten weeks I spent as a member of a gang of juvenile delinquents in New York City. It is true. Sections of it have been telescoped to facilitate continuity of reading. It was first published as an article titled (rather melodramatically, I thought) ‘I Ran With A Kid Gang!’ But the message it conveyed then, five years ago, is truer today than it was then.


Since that time I have had published a novel on this subject and a book of short stories similar to this one…and still the kids go out hunting. Still the boys carry the Italian stilettos in their boot-tops. Still the chicks get themselves balled in back alleys and think their stud with his duck’s-backside hairdo is only slightly greater than Samson. Don’t things ever change?


Are we going to hell in a Dixie Cup?


I’ve seen these kids in South Philly, on San Francisco’s Embarcadero, in Louisville and Cleveland…and in the small towns too. They all think alike, though the trappings may be different. Highbrow, lowbrow, rich or poor; black or white, American-born or with the sweet silky lisp of the Spanish, they all hate. That’s the lowest common denominator. Hatred.


The following are portraits of hate, haters and the hated. They are not soft, pastel watercolors, done to bring a tear and a sigh. They are done in sharp black and white (and very often in blood red), and they are painted as they appear. Stark and stinking, and intended to scare the hell out of you.


Which may in turn scare you into helping to get these kids out of hell.















TEN WEEKS IN HELL







When he’s down, kick for the head and groin.


Never make it on the scene unless you’re shanked and the blade’s got six inches on a quick switch.


Avoid cops. Play it cool.


There aren’t many rules in the primer for gang kids, but they all count. They’re all easily understood because they use a simple and sound philosophy: it’s a stinking life, so get your kicks while you can; the gang is home, take what you want, tell them nothing—and don’t get caught.


And today, in the five boroughs of New York City, and all across America, wherever the hell of cities forces kids into the streets, young hoods are applying these rules.


They call themselves ‘juvies’—short for juvenile delinquents—and they revel in the notoriety they receive in newspapers and exposés. They try to outdo themselves, and each other, laughing at law and order and decency in the process.


I associated with two kid gangs in New York, attempting to get facts social workers could not obtain. I ran with those kid gangs, and did what they did, saw what they did, became sick at what they did.


Get it straight right now: these aren’t kids playing games of war. They mean business. They are junior-grade killers and public enemies numbers one through five thousand.


By now the kid gangs are aware of the potential dangers of the social worker and the honest reformer, and they no longer trust them fully. The only person who could get into a gang and see just what today’s youths are doing would have to be someone they could trust.


So I joined a kid gang.


My only attributes of trustworthiness, from the young tough’s viewpoint, were that I looked like a seventeen-year-old, I knew how to handle a knife and a zip gun, and I had ideas they could use.


 


The Barons, whose home turf is near Prospect Park in Brooklyn, and the Kicks, who carry on their illegal activities in Queens, Long Island City and Astoria, show basic similarities of organization and direction. Their thinking is much alike; their morals and language, their dress and weapons, the same.


I’ll tell you about the Barons. They are breaking up, and chances of them finding the author of this—who they knew by another name—are less than the Kicks, who are still rolling strong, and who have but recently organized a subsidiary club affectionately called the Jolly Stompers.


At the outset, I must make it clear that I engaged in activities which are outside the law. That was a necessity. But I will also assure the reader that the author is guilty of no crimes of any great stature. The kid gangster is a small-peanuts operator to begin with, and it is only the advanced, and sometimes warped, juvie that gets into the newspapers.


In the main, the kid gangster is a rat nibbling at the fringes of the candy box. For a time, I was such a rat.




 


The stud pays first homage to the gang, or club. He attends all meetings, he never rats on a pal, he never crosses a member unless the circumstances are inevitable; he is ruthless when those inevitable circumstances arise.


A recent gang rumble between the Barons and the Puerto Rican Flyers demonstrated just how ruthless today’s young toughs can be…


I had been in the club for two weeks. My introduction to the Barons had been in a malt shop called Nicky’s on the one main street of the Barons’ territory. From people in the neighborhood, I had gathered this was the place to go if you wanted trouble.


Residents in that neighborhood stayed away from the place. It was run by an old man who had hired a teenager, who in turn had brought in all his friends. They hung out there and in a short time it had become a meeting place for the juvies and their women.


There is no point detailing the kind and degree of terror that washed me as I made my initial appearance at Nicky’s. I felt very much like Daniel about to test the sharpness of a den full of lions’ teeth. In the lions’ heads.


My first meeting with one of the gang regulars was as auspicious as I’d hoped. In making a path to the telephone, one of the girls sprawled smoking at a table gave me a fourteen carat come-on.


‘I stopped picking green apples like you when I was thirteen, sister,’ I said, smiled, and went on back to the telephone.


I didn’t know it, but I had just taken my head in my hands. You just don’t sass a gang girl. I had, and it struck a funny bone somewhere in the crowd, because the joint rocked and when I came out of the booth one of the boys was remarking, ‘That’s the first one in weeks to shut off your water, Floss.’


Somehow I knew this was a good time to make my pitch.


I kept smiling and told them I’d buy Cokes for the crowd. The ‘set ’em up for the crowd’ routine is so old it’s got crutches, but it works. It worked then.


In a short time I knew half a dozen of the young rocks who were there with their girls. All of them were tagged with nicknames—Grease, Fish, Poop, Trump, Ice, Samson, Cherry—and all of them had a sort of pathetic eagerness to meet someone new, once they were sure he wasn’t a threat.


I kept coming in, three, four times a week, till I knew almost as much about the Barons as a real member. Finally I was asked if I wanted to join, and I told them I’d let them know in a day or two.


There were two good reasons for that. I didn’t want them to think I was anxious, and I had to think it over real hard. You don’t go outside the law willingly, unless you know you can get back.


I wasn’t too sure I could.


Finally I told them I wanted in, and I was taken to the clubhouse in a cellar beneath an athletic club.


My initiation was something I’d rather forget.


A few scars will make that impossible, though.


After two weeks, I was a full-fledged Baron, with all the rights and privileges therefrom derived. I had the right to attend all Baron functions and blasts. I had the right to wear a Baron jacket at official affairs. I had the right to call myself a Baron and pull jobs in Baron turf.


I had the right to get myself slashed or blown open in a rumble.




I was in.


 


Then along came the big rumble with the Flyers.


The war councilors of both gangs, middlemen and arbiters of sorts, met in neutral turf to discuss terms.


The rumble noises were spreading all through lower Brooklyn, the result of a fight over a girl at a YMCA dance some weeks before.


A Flyer had found out about the dance in Baron territory, assembled his forces—typical gang psychology demands the hoods travel in groups of not less than six; the old ‘might is right’ and ‘superiority in numbers’ jazz—and crashed late in the evening.


One of the off-limits studs took over a Baron girl while her date was off tanking up on sneaky pete.


The other Baron girls, sometimes called the auxiliaries, the Rockettes, the chicks, the debs, or usually just the broads, made a short line to the Baron, and gave him the word.


When he got back, the Flyer was dancing with his woman, and a stand was called.


A ‘stand’ is when single combat becomes necessary.


All the Barons and Flyers filed out quietly to the parking lot as their two men went at it. The stand wasn’t pretty to watch, but everything at least looked fine till the Baron pulled a zip gun and put a .22 bullet through the Flyer’s chest.


Then the hell that only kids on the loose can know, broke. In a matter of seconds, the entire parking lot was crowded with fighting, swearing, bloodthirsty gang warfare.


In case you’ve been lucky enough never to be near one, let me brief you: gang rumbles aren’t pretty.


The common weapons are switchblade knives, clubs, broken bottles, blackjacks, brass knuckles and lead pipes.


But American inventiveness has been taken in hand by the gang kid too. His weapons now have a charm all their own. Like the raw potato studded with half a dozen double-edged razor-blades. Or the snapped-off car radio antenna mounted on a block of wood, rubber hand driving a lethal .22 bullet—the ‘zip’ gun. Or the sheath knife, carried behind the neck in an oiled case, honed to razor-sharpness. Or the lit cigarette in the eye.


But more than that, gang warfare is typified by a callous disregard for the Marquis of Queensbury’s rules, or, for that matter, rules of simple decency.


A cat down is a cat that can’t bother you, man! Stomp him! Stomp him good! Wear army boots, kick him in the throat, in the face, kick him where he lives! Smash him from behind with a brick! Flat edge of the hand in the Adam’s apple! Drive your hand down hard on the bridge of his nose! Smash the nose and send bone splinters into his brain!


And after it’s over, slip your switch or zip to your deb, to be shoved in her bra or garterbelt or pants-top; cops don’t frisk the chicks, they get away clean. Or if you play it cool, use the potato-and-blades routine and then heave the weapon down the nearest sewer, and no loss.


There’s a grocery store on every block.


The police broke up that rumble before it really got going: no one was killed. A few went to the hospital in bad shape, but it was a dull play—no one was killed.


Next day, the Flyers got their revenge.




Ten of them invaded the high-school room where the offending Baron sat, trying to avoid being taught. They caught him from behind, leaned on him good and proper, and sent him to the emergency ward to have four broken ribs set.


The Barons sent out the word.


The word was retaliation.


Next night, a lone Flyer, walking to the corner, was jumped from a slow-moving car by a gang of Barons, and thrown through the front window of a nearby bar.


So the war councilors got together.


Where was it going to take place? What time? What kind of weapons? Would the debs be used? How was the cop situation in that neighborhood?


A methodical procedure that would have done credit to a Disraeli. The rules were set, the lines were out, the studs were sharpening their knives. This was to be the big rumble.


I was warned not to wear a Barons jacket. The Barons, as with most kid gangs these days, made sure they got rid of their nameplate jackets weeks before the war. A nice shiny satin jacket with BARONS written big across the back is a signpost a cop can spot a block off. It’s easier to keep a gang going if the cops don’t know you exist, then to ballyhoo it across the front page of the Daily News. So the jackets faded from the scene.


Then one night a week before the big rumble, I was asked if I wanted in on the big play. More guns were needed. The zips weren’t wide-ranged enough, though they caused more damage when they hit (yeah, like a dumdum!). A job would have to be pulled.


With thirty bucks any kid these days can own a piece. But there weren’t enough thirty-buck Barons around. Money was tight, and so the middleman would have to be eliminated. We were going to get the guns without worrying about the slimy little pawnbrokers.


The Barons were smart enough not to start heists in their own territory. It can only last so long before the shopkeepers and merchants recognize that they have a crime wave on their hands, and begin to spot the kids on the streets.


So the Barons rode the IRT, the BMT, the Independent Subway, calmly, coolly, looking like youngsters out for an evening of fun, and made their heists in other gangs’ turfs.


I rode with them. I didn’t like it, but I rode with them. It would have been punking out to have refused. To punk out is to commit suicide. I like living.


The neighborhood we chose was—well, I won’t tell you where it was, it’s safer that way, if you don’t mind, but it was in lower Manhattan, and it closed up early.


A typical gang job is a calculated thing, professional in timing and execution. Three men handle a store. A roll of adhesive tape is brought in to play, taping a circle on the plate glass of a door. The glass-cutter; a quick flat-hand smash while hanging on to the taped section; reach around to open the door and inside fast.


Grocery stores yield cash registers, cigarettes, beer, and Heart Fund contribution boxes.


But we weren’t after grocery stores this time.


It was a sport shop into which we broke. The alarm rang, it rang like hell, but there are few things quicker than kids who have been raised on stickball, basketball and climbing over rooftops. We had the stuff we wanted and were out in the clear before a cop could show.




Those raids that week netted the Barons five revolvers, a dozen assorted rifles, plenty of ammunition—most of it the wrong caliber for the guns stolen—and a Very pistol.


 


The time was growing short before the rumble. And in the restless, caged-animal attitude of the young hood, the Barons went looking for trouble to whet their appetities.


They found it.


They found it in the form of a lone boy playing basketball in his schoolyard. A Negro boy.


Few gangs are interracial; it would appear the bigot and the narrow-minded are predominant in kid groups. Since they also hate Puerto Ricans, Jews, Russians, anyone who differs from the accepted religious and racial norm for their area, they tied the boy in the schoolyard and worked him over.


I wasn’t there, thank God, but when I heard the story, related with much laughter, my blood turned to water in my veins.


I’m a Jew.


If they ever found that out, or if they even suspected I was in their midst to write about them, my life would be good for something like ten seconds after they got wise. Frightened? You bet your sweet life I was. And still am.


No one knows how many jumped that kid, but he was paralyzed on the left side of his face, his skull was fractured, his hand was broken and his body was a mass of welts from pelvis to chest. He was taken to a hospital, and two of the marauders were thrown in jail.


But that didn’t help the boy.


He was out in three months, but his face still sags a little where it was paralyzed.


 


Few of the Barons were idle. Most of them held down steady jobs. They relied on their facility as burglars and lush-muggers to augment their incomes, of course, because the bulk of their paychecks went to the heads of their homes. But the howling money came from the sweat of their own little brows, in the streets and on the rooftops.


But during those long, electricity-filled days, the Barons stayed out of school and away from their jobs. There was no sense letting an anxious Flyer commando group know where you were. They stayed cold away from Flyer turf, and the Flyers made sure not to inch over into Baron country, but still there was no sense taking any chances.


During those days the young studs sat around the brownstone steps of their neighborhoods, waiting.


I lived uptown, and I told them so. But I didn’t tell them where uptown. I had no interest in a Baron following me home to check on me. So during those days of wait and wait and watch, I kept going to work, and heading for Brooklyn after five o’clock.


Entering any of the streets in Flyer or Baron turf, you could feel the pulse of expectancy. Little Polish women with market-bags hurried to the store and back, making sure they kept to well-lighted, crowded streets. Mothers found themselves arguing more and more with their young daughters about going out. Fathers and businessmen looked grim and worried.


Beer cans fell out of windows more and more frequently.


Things were tightening up.


And the kids themselves—what did they look like?




They changed. They found themselves walking on eggshells and watching for groups of other teenagers. They found themselves hugging their knives and polishing their pieces. They grew tight-lipped and squint-eyed.


Like men about to go into battle.


There’s no model for a kid gangster. Each is a product of a different environment: middle-class home, slum tenement; church-going family, atheist background; intelligent, illiterate, feeble-minded. The only common denominator is their identification with the gang. It is a home away from home. The gang owns them and they have a very vital stake in the gang.


Groups range in type by area and age group. The ‘squirts’, or young teen groups—from twelve to fifteen—usually serve as fight instigators, lookouts, information gatherers, breeding grounds for the older groups. The stud groups—anywhere from sixteen to twenty-one—are the boys that make the headlines. From there God only knows into what group they graduate.


Many leave the gangs when they are mature enough to find a useful purpose in a society that till then has been cold and turned against them.


Some don’t.


You read about those boys in the newspapers too.


Some don’t make it alive to the newspapers. That is a result of the gang rumble, usually.


The rumble is psychologically satisfying to the immature mind of the young tough in many ways. It provides him with an adventurous escapade that will liven up an otherwise humdrum existence. It is packed with all the danger and romance that the motion pictures and comic books have come to associate with war and killing. It allows him to show his stuff.


Then, too, there’s the good healthy feeling of kicking a guy’s teeth in.


The Prospect Park rumble between the Barons and the Flyers was only days away, and the Barons’ president called a special meeting.


Every kid in the club, the nucleus of twenty-six hardened ‘rocks’ and the sixty-odd from surrounding neighborhoods, met in the cellar clubroom.


I was there too, in the back, and quiet.


The debs had been called in also, and the prez had a tough time keeping the boys’ minds on business.


The chicks of gang kids are in many ways even more ruthless. Their affairs with club members are violent, often deadly, and produce almost exactly the same effects in every case.


When debs fight it is a knock-down-blot-up of the first order. They have learned well from their male counterparts.


Knees, teeth, nails, and hair-pulling carried to a frightening extent are employed. A girl jumped by more than one deb can expect to have her pert features racked out of shape. Many young girls join the debs for kicks, and they get them—literally.


The current fad among kid gangs and their deb auxiliaries is the pretty indication of ownership and fidelity shown by carving the current boyfriend’s initials either on the girl’s back, arms, or breasts.


This makes for difficulty when the girl switches boyfriends.




The council of war in the cellar followed the usual lines taken by club meetings. The resemblances to a college fraternity meet are striking.


The executive council—prez, vice-prez, war councilor and aide, treasurer, social chairman and secretary—told the assembled membership what had transpired and under what terms the war was to be fought.


The place was reeking with cigarette smoke, and off in corners there were stubborn members who found it more interesting to examine the anatomy of their current Rockette than to dig the meeting.


Until the war councilor started outlining the terms. Then every stud sat up, squashed his butt, ignored his broad, and the eyes changed slightly, cat-like, narrowing, glistening. They liked the terms: all out. No holds barred. Anything goes. Stomp or be stomped.


The gang liked the terms real much. It meant the guns could be used. They would have been used in any case, but this made it legal. There were enough pieces to heel a good many of the members.


The prez told us all to go home and stay off the streets till the next night—some of the Flyers might get happy and jump the gun. He also told us to stay off the sneaky pete and H till the showdown. He didn’t want any good men out with the jags.


I almost burst into laughter at the sounds of commander-in-chief-briefing-his-men that he made.


Then I thought of where his men were going, and what they were going to be doing, and I wanted to burst into tears. If I’d been a million evangelists I might have stood up and tried to get them to stop their organized madness, but I was just one twenty-one-year-old writer masquerading as an eighteen-year-old street hood. I couldn’t have stopped them; no one could.


They were bound for hell, and they were chomping at the bit.


We broke up and, as the prez had suspected, some of the studs wanted some pot. They asked me if I wanted to head up to one member’s pad; he had some junk and we’d get high and cool. I told them I’d come along, but that I was off the stuff. They said okay, I could tag along.


When we hit the place, the smell was like an opium den and everything looked green and fuzzy around the edges. About fifteen members had already arrived, and the six studs I’d come with headed fast for the lad with the sticks.


They each shelled out and took their reefers into corners to get plastered.


The incidence of narcotics addiction in teenage gangs is high. Some teen gangs, that is. There are those who know that some men fight better with a little M in them, but for the most part it’s not a good thing to let the boys get too high.


Besides, they’d have to get the stuff from a pusher, and that’s usually cut into the club treasury, which was used primarily to sponser dances.


Pot, or low-grade marijuana, often grown in window-boxes and home-rolled, is an old stand-by of the teen gangster.


It’s his courage when he has none, his aphrodisiac when he needs one, his entertainment when he can afford none.


The higher-grade stuff, heroin and the like, must be purchased from a contact, but once you have it, it’s a pop and a cinch! A spoon, a needle, a good cigarette lighter to heat it, and you’re all set: mainline it!




And that set the prez hadn’t wanted them to be. Sometimes his boys got so well set it took two days to get them down off cloud thirteen.


I looked around. There weren’t any girls in sight, but the sneaky pete was out. They had it laid up in pint bottles. The stuff reeked like boiling urine. Sneaky pete was usually homebrewed (often strained through a loaf of bread to distill it) and calculated to either make you go blind or get your guts to running counterclockwise if you liked it too much.


This was to be the big rumble, and the prez had been smart in warning the boys off the pot and pete. He didn’t want anyone geeked up in a doorway from too much junk.


I took a glass of ginger ale from the icebox and hunkered down by the door of the apartment. It was a four-flight walk-up and I gathered the parents of the boy who had thrown the pot-blast were to be away all night.


About one o’clock I was bored and half-asleep, and about ready to cut out, when the door banged open by my head and the executive council came storming in.


The prez had gotten wind of the pot-blast and he was sore. He looked for one of the boys—the one who had started the blast. I was too new in the club to know how the prez was sure which boy it had been, but he went straight to one called Fish, and hit him full in the face.


The boy had been pouring water from a pitcher, and the thing flew across the room and smashed on the wall, spraying several smokers on the couch.


We all stood back and watched as the prez methodically beat the living hell out of Fish.


‘Now hit for home before the rest of you get it,’ he said, and we leeched out fast.


 


Next evening, as though an invisible chime had struck the hour in everyone’s head, the membership, including Squirt groups, debs and allies, met in the clubroom. The prez made a few remarks about the Puertos and what we would do to them, and then the guns were passed out.


I was a new member, so I didn’t get one. But I still had a vicious pair of brass knucks constructed from little metal cubes mounted on a steel bar, and a deadly bayonet. I have seen those knucks, wielded by another Baron, smash a boy’s jaw in five places, breaking it raggedly. They are not a pretty tool of destruction.


The bayonet is a formidable thing, originally used by the Rangers in World War II, and so constructed that you can either slide it into someone’s ribs or crush his head with the handle.


And I had the least vicious weapons there.


Mothers who vaguely were aware that their sons might have to go to war someday would have blanched white to see the hungry eyes and ready hands that groped toward those guns. The killer was at the surface now. No one spoke—they snarled. The picturesque language of the gutter-kid was gone; only the obscenities were left.


The social workers and gang supervisors had gotten word of the rumble, of course. No one could miss the signs. The neighborhoods were alive with tension; no one was out on the streets. Cars somehow found ways of detouring away from those sections.


But they couldn’t stop it. The police knew a war was about to break, but they didn’t know where, and the social workers were up against a brick wall.


It was better that they didn’t try to break it up anyhow. A lot of cops and social workers would have gotten killed.




Let them fling themselves at one another, these modern-day products of our culture. Let them smash and crush and blast and rip each other till the blood runs high in the gutters, for no one can come before them and hope to stop them.


Their fighting is inevitable, and if they don’t do it under terms of war, where many will survive, they will do it with knives in the back and with home-made bombs in the cars, and many more will die.


Perhaps the sight of all that blood will stop them one day.


But their advance was inexorable. That close to a rumble, only an act of God could have prevented the thing from happening.


And God doesn’t seem to be interested in the poor slobs.


 


Prospect Park at the appointed hour was teeming with gang kids. We had come on foot, following a devious path, and the three strokes of the church bell marked our passage.


I was scared. I had gotten into this thing to write about it, not to get killed in the middle of it. I was no hero, and all I wanted was to cast light on the inside. Now it appeared that light would be cast on my insides.


We kept together, and I realized the soundness of the gang psychology: might is right, superiority in numbers. How could a kid hope to grow up in the streets without learning the inherent truth of that credo?


We came out from behind a line of parked cars and began crossing the street.


The Puerto Rican Flyers were ready.


The first shots exploded off to my right and I heard some high, adolescent voice scream in agony. It had started.


The pitch-black of the park was suddenly firefly alive with gun-bursts and sparklers of flame. Most of the shots were going wild, but occasionally I could hear a thrashing and a cough. Blood seemed to be drenching me, not sweat.


Apartment windows flew up at the first few shots. Cries and screams of rage floated through the trees. Someone was howling for the cops.


Someone else was lying under a tree, clutching his chest with bloodied fingers and murmuring Hail Marys.


I was sick to my stomach. I was sorry I’d ever wanted to find out how street gangs operated. I was finding out, and I might not live to write about it.


It was no holds barred, and they liked that. I hung back a little and watched the kids go streaming and screaming past me, right into the face of that horror.


The first boy through the trees was caught in the eye by a long pole with a piece of glass on the end. His screams brought the rest running. I suddenly felt the adrenaline go squirting through me. I wanted to run with the pack!


I wanted to kill too!


Then I heard the zips come into play. Many a Baron and Flyer thanked a seldom-known God that zips had no accuracy. Even so, the mortality rate was high.


Before I knew what I was doing, I was running among them. A black shape heaved up out of a bush as I passed and I felt a blast of pain that numbed my right arm completely. I swung, and smashed my brass-knucked fist into the face of the boy who held a heavy club. I felt his head snap around under the blow and he crumpled at my feet.


I grabbed the club from him. It was a sawed-off chair leg of ironwood with a hunk of lead in one end. It was heavy as a brick, and deadlier.




One of the debs was squawking in a broken wail, and I saw two Flyer debs working her over. One of them had a long Italian stiletto, and she was slicing up that girl with all the cool aplomb of a paid butcher.


I jumped them, not thinking really, and smashed the hand that held the knife. The girl bellowed and screamed something in Spanish. I hit the other one in the stomach, a long driving smash with the club, and then half the Flyer club was down my shirt.


The last thing I saw for a long while was the face of that Baron deb, her skin stripped away, the blood running in streams over her cheeks.


She got her kicks.


So did I. I didn’t wake up for quite a while.


 


When I did, the first thing that hit me was, why aren’t I dead? I was a ball of pain, lying under a bush, with the howling and screaming and swearing still floating over my head, and the blood running down my face, and my arm useless, but I was still alive.


I could see, though I was crying and my eyes burned, and I watched that rumble from the safety of the ground.


Like wild animals those children of the streets went at each other, engaging themselves in a manner that would have terrified the most battle-hardened war veteran.


The flash of the Very pistol cast a red glow momentarily, and I saw terrified faces turn toward the sky. It died in a while and the blind trampling went on unabated.


Even the girls, tight jeans somehow concealing vicious knives and straight-edged razors, fought like wildcats. I saw one girl smash another in the breast with a lead pipe, and keep beating her with it, even after the other had fallen moaning among the leaves.


No one in the park that night would have been safe.


Eventually I heard the siren wail of New York’s Finest arriving. The scream, ‘Leech out! The cops! Out! The cops are here!’ rose over the wails of filth and agony of the combatants. Joined in one common bond, hatred of authority, they broke and ran, scattering back the way they had come, leaving their friends and brothers lying on the dew-fresh ground.


Suddenly I realized my position. I was as liable to get thrown in jail as anyone else left lying there. I had to get out, and fast!


I dragged myself erect and limped through the trees till I was a block away from where the patrol cars had drawn up to the curb and were shining their spots.


I crossed the street, my arm hanging limp and burning, and ducked into an alley between two modern apartment buildings.


I never went back.


 


Look in the daily paper to see how many died and how many were arrested, man. Or don’t bother. Grab your kid when he comes in late tonight and ask him how many got theirs.


He’ll know.


But do you know? Do you know how to prevent this from happening to your kid, in your neighborhood?


I said you couldn’t stop a rumble, or a kid gang, once it got started rolling. Well, that isn’t quite true. But you can’t go on as you have, either. Use your heads, you damned fools!




There isn’t really much you can do when slums take the place of football fields, and when alleys are more convenient for loving up a date than taking her to a canteen for dancing and clean entertainment.


But as long as there is a solid family unit to which the kid can run when the city closes down on him and the world snaps and snarls, as long as the parents and the school and the church stop looking at juvenile delinquency as a recent cultural leprosy, get off their cans and try to understand the young hood, try to aid him in helping himself, not shove him the way they think he should go, there’s a chance.


This isn’t the whole solution—it may not even be a right solution, but it’s a start.


First we need parent education. ‘Honor thy father and mother’ is a sweet sentiment, but what if the father is a lush and beats the mother, who’s too lazy to take notice that the stains on her kid’s hankie aren’t lipstick but blood?


Get those adults trained. Rid them of the idea that just because they gave birth to something they are competent to bring it up. Most parents are so incompetent they wouldn’t know it if their kid was Public Enemy Number One till they saw his picture in the post office.


Train them, train them, train them.


Education is a wonderful thing, and ‘you can’t teach an old dog new tricks’ just doesn’t hold up. There are lives involved here, thousands of them, and you can’t let this continue merely because it doesn’t seem judicious to tell a parent he’s slovenly and doesn’t know how to bring up his kid.


Tell him—or he may not have any kid to bring up!


Second, we need more beat cops—get them out of the prowl cars. There isn’t a thing they can do rolling around like conquering heroes, advertising their presence, blocks from trouble when it happens.


Let the paid servant earn his pay instead of grousing about how many calluses he has on his fat behind for the pittance he’s paid. Let the cop walk around. Then send more cops to walk over the ground he just covered. Blanket your rough sections. Stamp out the street mugger and the rapist and the juvie and the rumble by having so many cops in sight that there’s no place clear of a bull to start trouble.


Third, we need better education. Kids who don’t understand homosexuals or Negroes will time and again roll them, mug them, hate them.


We need more action and less talk. Organized action, not lynch-law insanity that screams, ‘Wipe out every little bastard you see on the streets after nine o’clock!’


Action on the part of parents too busy with church key and beer can; action on the part of school boards too hypocritical and stingy to persuade good teachers to teach the right way; action on the part of clergy and governmental officials too busy dredging up the proper flowery phrases for ‘the present outrageous situation’ to get out in the gutters where the kids play stickball, and see what is going on.


Yeah, man, don’t bother asking your ward heeler or congressman what’s up. Don’t take it to the bartender or the psychiatrist. Take it to the kids. Ask them.


They know.
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