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Introduction



‘Why do kids act like they don’t need us?’ That’s what I hear parents say. But too often, our response is to write kids off, and that’s very dangerous.


If we wait for our kids to ask for help, then it’s almost too late!


Consequently we are seeing a ‘throwaway generation’ of kids left on their own – without peace, without security. Kids are joining gangs to replace their dysfunctional families. We see a generation being carried off to Babylon. Having babies without commitment. Doing drugs. Destroying themselves and one another.


We see a generation without a legacy. Literally, with nothing to live for.


Something along the line, somebody has bought into what Hezekiah, king of Judah, said 2,500 years ago: ‘Let the next generation worry about themselves. We will enjoy peace and security right now.’ (see 2 Kings 20: 16–19)


I once met a man who I thought was absolutely crazy. I insulted him. I abused him. But he kept on hounding me. Every time I turned around, he was there, in my face, telling me that Jesus loves me. ‘I know you hate me, Nicky, but I’m telling you that Jesus loves you, and he will keep after you until you know that he loves you.’


That man was a street preacher named David Wilkerson. He was right. One day, over forty years ago, Jesus Christ broke through my hard heart.


The story of that life-changing moment is told here, in this book you now hold. Please read it, with an open mind and an open heart, if you have read this story before, at any point during the thirty years since it was first published, I encourage you to look at it afresh. You may be surprised to discover how similar the dangers facing a young, frightened Puerto-Rican, thrust on to the harsh streets of ‘fifties New York’ are to those threatening young people today – perhaps in a town or city close to where you live. The clothes and the language may change, but the grip of evil on the lives of today’s teens is chillingly familiar.


Let me tell you what is happening in the cities of modern-day America. These terrifying trends are being reflected around the world. Statistics can often be cold and impersonal but, as you read these, picture the faces of teens you know. Think of your children, your grandchildren, the kids in your neighbourhood.


One in four victims of violent crime is aged between 12 and 17 years old. Between 1985 and 1992, the following figures doubled: the rate of homicides by young people; the number of homicides by young people with guns; the arrest rate of non-white juveniles for drug offences. Between 1984 and 1994, the number of juvenile killings with firearms quadrupled.


In 1995, 48 per cent of high school seniors reported use of an illegal drug at least once in their lives. In the same survey, 39 per cent reported using an illicit drug within the past year, and 24 per cent said they had done so within the past month.


Violent street gangs are active in 94 per cent of all medium and large cities in America. In 1980, an estimated 286 jurisdictions reported more than 2,000 gangs, with nearly 100,000 members; in 1995, about 2,000 jurisdictions reported more than 23,000 gangs, with over 650,000 members.


The vast majority of gang cases investigated by the FBI revealed that drug trafficking was the primary criminal enterprise that supported the gang. For many teens, the adolescent obsession with being accepted often sets them up as prey for the twisted peer pressure of the gang culture. Once the teens become part of the drug culture, they are often trapped in a ‘society’ revolving around violence, crime and drug abuse. The only way out for many is jail or death.


The precious lives of our teenagers are in danger. And as we sleep tonight, the toll will rise.


In the face of such hopeless statistics, there shines one hope for our world. The hope from Heaven that has transformed countless lives, young and old. Our children must be saved from the inside out through the transforming power of Jesus Christ. In the man years since this book was published, my dedicated ministry team, Nicky Cruz Outreach, has been pointing the way for teens – hardened inner-city gang members – to move into this new way of life. Today, kids are still being rescued from their counterfeit street families and restored to the family of God.


Most recently, we have been using an aggressive and unorthodox vehicle to reach the inner cities of North America. In September 1997, after six months of advance planning and preparation, T.R.U.C.E. (To Reach Urban Children Everywhere) invaded the gang-infested Bronx, and thousands of hardened inner-city kids will never be the same again. The event received the support of local media, civic organisations and government officials, including Bronx Borough President Ferdinand Ferrer.


Well in advance of the invasion, a group of volunteers, including former gang members, hit the streets in the worst parts of the borough. With police escorts, the ‘Hit-’n-Run Teams’ poured out of vans, cars and subways to set up sound stages and begin to blast music to attract a crowd. The officers who accompanied the teams told members that many neighbourhood residents were armed with machine guns. The result of this hard-core street evangelism was amazing, as many people came forward for prayer. Word quickly spread about the coming ‘invasion’.


On the day of the actual event, crowds began lining up hours before the show, forming a line nearly eight blocks long. One impressed police officer said: ‘This was the biggest crowd for any event in the Bronx, except for a Yankees game, that I have ever seen!’


The presentation began with live music, followed by a gripping and graphic multi-media drama based on Run Baby Run – my own story as told in this book. The audience response was overwhelming: hardened gang members, drug dealers and prostitutes openly wept. Additional showings were necessary because of the huge crowds.


This was an invasion that brought peace instead of gang warfare. More than 9,000 people heard about God’s love and a new way of life. The results in lives changed were beyond measure as more than 2,500 people came forward when I challenged them to turn their lives over to Jesus Christ.


Similar T.R.U.C.E. events have since taken place across the country, prompting some of the following responses from young people freed into the truth:


‘I received a Bible, but didn’t take time to pray. My Mama won’t let me have religion. I’m going to hide my Bible and read it at my friend’s house’. (Michael)


‘It was a very good show, and it opened my heart much more to God. I love you. May God be with everybody.’ (Carolina)


‘I used to be a strong Christian, but I turned my back on him. But after today, I’m done with the worldly life. Thank you!’ (Anonymous)


‘During and after the drama, I realised how gangs and drugs really do affect your life. I cried, I laughed and, at the ending, I cried once more. It touched so deep, to the bottom of my heart’. (Claudia)


How can we bless our kids today so they will have blessings in the future?


I challenge you: Don’t write them off. Get tough. Be persistent. Be strong in your faith, and don’t let up. We must be relentless in our efforts to rescue our kids.


We’re far from being perfect, and our kids will constantly remind us of that. But we know who to believe in. And he will not leave us or forsake us when we are dealing with our kids.


Nicky Cruz
1999





Preface



When I undertook this project Catherine Marshall remarked that writing a book of this nature was like having a baby. I was going to have to live with it until it was born.


In this case, not only did I have to live with it, but so did my family and the congregation of the Tabernacle Baptist Church where I was pastoring. They suffered through every bout of morning sickness, every labour pain, and even a couple of false deliveries. But family and church both realized this book was conceived of the Holy Spirit, written with prayer and tears, and was to be published to the glory of God. The church virtually released me from all obligations until it was finished and several pitched in and helped share the typing duties.


However, it was John and Tibby Sherrill and the editors of Guideposts magazine who were the god-parents of the book. It was John’s recommendation and confidence that initiated the project and in the end it was the Sherrills’ criticism that gave us the final insight into the stark but beautiful story of the life of Nicky Cruz.


But the credit for the actual movement of the story goes to Patsy Higgins, who volunteered her services to the glory of God. She lived and breathed the manuscript as critic, editor and typist – displaying a talent for cutting and rewriting that could have come only from God.


The book itself defies one of the basic literary laws. It closes with an open end. No nice, neat wrap-up here. Every time I’d interview Nicky he’d relate some fantastic new experiences taking place in his life. But this is material for a sequel – perhaps several. Therefore, “Run Baby Run” is the story, told as accurately as possible, of the first twenty-nine years of the life of a young man whose greatest days are yet ahead.


Jamie Buckingham
Eau Gallie, Florida





Foreword



Run Baby Run, the story of Nicky Cruz, is remarkable. It has all the elements of tragedy, violence, and intrigue – plus the greatest of all ingredients: the power of the Gospel of Jesus Christ.


The first chapters form a dark, foreboding background for the thrilling denouement of this unusual story. So, don’t despair of the somewhat gory atmosphere delineated in the first half of the story.


Nicky is a young man, and today he is making an impact upon great segments of our youth in these United States. The adult population can no longer ignore the youth with their staggering twentieth-century problems. They search for meaning. They are not enamored with our time-worn social taboos. They press for sincerity in religion, for honesty in politics, and for fairness for the underprivileged. The encouraging thing about these millions of “new folk” (who will by 1970 outnumber the adult population), they are desperately searching for answers. In my contact with hundreds of students on our university campuses, I am tremendously impressed with their quest for truth, for reality, and for honest answers. Some of the young people in our ghettos are restless for a fair deal from society, and justly so. Some of them are influenced by advocates of violence and mob rule, and are easily sucked into the vortex of rioting, burning and looting. Nicky Cruz is a glowing example that restless youth can find meaning and purpose in Christ.


In our crusades nearly half of our audiences are under the age of twenty-five. They do not come to scoff, but in a sincere search for truth and purpose, and hundreds of them respond to the call of Christ.


Run Baby Run is a thrilling story! My hope is that it shall have a wide reading, and that those who read shall come to know the Christ who changed the empty, restless heart of Nicky Cruz and has made him a Christian legend in his time.


Billy Graham
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No One Cares


“Stop that crazy kid!” someone shouted.


The door of the Pan Am Constellation had just swung open and I darted down the steps toward the terminal at New York’s Idlewild Airport. It was January 4, 1955, and the cold wind stung my cheeks and ears.


Just hours before my father had put me aboard the plane in San Juan, a rebellious, bitter fifteen-year-old Puerto Rican kid. I had been assigned to the pilot’s custody and told to remain in the plane until turned over to my brother, Frank. But when the door opened I was the first one out, running wildly across the concrete apron.


Three line attendants converged on me, pinning me against the rough chain link fence beside the gate. The bitter wind whipped through my thin, tropical clothing as I tried to pull free. A gate policeman grabbed me by the arm and the attendants scurried back to their jobs. It was a game to me and I looked up at the cop and grinned.


“You crazy Puerto Rican! What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he said.


My grin faded as I sensed the hatred in his voice. His fat cheeks were flushed in the biting cold and his eyes watered from the wind. He had a stub of an unlit cigar chomped in his flabby lips. Hate! I felt it surge through my body. The same hate I had felt toward my father and mother, my teachers, the cops in Puerto Rico. Hate! I tried to twist free but he held my arm in an iron-vice grip.


“Com’on, kid, let’s go back to the plane.” I looked up at him and spat.


“Pig!” he snarled. “Filthy Spic!” He loosened his hold on my arm and tried to grab me by the back of the neck. Ducking under his arm, I slithered through the open gate that led inside the terminal.


Behind me was shouting and pounding feet. I raced down the long concourse swerving in and out of the mobs making their way to planes. Suddenly, I emerged in a large terminal room. Spotting an outside door, I darted across the floor and out into the street.


A large bus was sitting at the curb, door open, engine throbbing. People were boarding and I elbowed my way into line. The driver grabbed me by the shoulder and asked for my fare. I shrugged my shoulders and answered him in Spanish. He gruffly shoved me out of line, too busy to fool with a silly kid who could barely understand English. As he turned his attention to a woman who was fumbling with her purse, I ducked my head and squeezed behind her through the door and into the crowded bus. Glancing over my shoulder to make sure he hadn’t seen me, I jostled my way to the rear and sat down next to a window.


As the bus pulled from the curb, I saw the fat gate guard and two others puff out the side door of the terminal looking in all directions. I couldn’t resist knocking on the window, waving and grinning through the glass. I had made it.


Slumping down in the seat, I put my knees against the back of the seat in front of me and pressed my face against the cold dirty glass of the window.


The bus ground its way through the heavy New York traffic toward the middle of the city. Outside, there was snow and slush along the streets and sidewalks. I had always pictured snow as clean and beautiful, stretched out over acres of fairyland. But this was dingy, like dirty mush. My breath made fog on the window and I leaned back and ran my finger through it. It was a different world entirely from the one I had just left.


My mind flashed back to yesterday when I stood on the hillside in front of my home. I remembered the green grass under my feet, spotted with pastel dots of tiny wild flowers. The field sloped gently away toward the village below. I remembered the soft breeze against my cheek and the warmth of the sun against my bare bronzed back.


Puerto Rico is a beautiful land of sunshine and barefoot children. It is a land where men wear no shirts and women walk lazily in the sun. The sounds of the steel drums and strumming guitars are heard day and night. It’s a land of singing, flowers, laughing children, and sparkling azure water.


But it is also a land of witchcraft and voodoo, of religious superstition and great ignorance. At night the sounds of the voodoo drums roll down from the palm-covered mountains as the witch doctors practice their trade – offering sacrifices and dancing with snakes in the light of flickering fires.


My parents were spiritualists. They made their living casting out demons and supposedly contacting dead spirits. Papa was one of the most feared men on the island. Well over six feet, his huge stooped shoulders had led the islanders to refer to him as “The Great One.” He had been wounded during World War II and received a government pension. But there were seventeen boys and one girl in the family and after the war he turned to spiritualism to make a living.


Mama worked with Papa as a medium. Our house was the headquarters for all sorts of voodoo, seances, and sorcery. Hundreds of people came from all over the island to participate in seances and meditation sessions.


Our big house on top of the hill had a winding path that led to the sleepy little village of Las Piedras snuggled in the valley below. Villagers would climb the path at all hours of the day and night to come to the “Witch’s House.” They would try to talk to departed spirits, participate in sorcery, and ask Papa to deliver them from demons.


Papa was the director, but there were many other Puerto Rican mediums who would come and use our home for headquarters. Some would stay for weeks at a time conjuring up evil spirits and chasing out devils.


There was a long seance table in the front room around which the people sat while trying to communicate with dead spirits. Papa was well read on the subject and had a library of magic and sorcery books that was unequaled in that part of the island.


Early one morning two men brought an afflicted woman to the house. My brother, Gene, and I slipped out of bed and peeked through the door as they stretched her on the long table. Her body was twitching and loud moans came from her lips as the men stood at each end of the table holding her down. Mama stood at her feet with her eyes raised toward the ceiling chanting strange words. Papa went to the kitchen and returned with a small black urn which was filled with burning incense. He also had a large green frog which he placed on the woman’s quivering stomach. Then, suspending the urn over her head with a small chain, he sprinkled powder on her twitching body.


We stood shaking with fear as he commanded the evil spirits to leave the woman and enter the frog. Suddenly, the woman threw her head back and emitted a piercing scream. The frog jumped off her stomach and smashed itself against the doorsill. Suddenly she began to kick, and twisting free from the grip of the men, rolled off the table and fell heavily to the floor. She was slobbering and gnawing her lips and tongue while blood mixed with froth drooled from her mouth.


Eventually, she quieted down and lay very still. Papa pronounced her cured and the men gave him money. They picked up her unconscious form and backed out the door, thanking Papa over and over and calling him, “The Great Miracle Worker.”


My early childhood was filled with fear and resentment. The large family meant there was very little individual attention given to each child. I resented Papa and Mama and was afraid of the sorcery that took place each night.


The summer before I started school Papa locked me in the pigeon house. It was late in the evening and he had caught me stealing money out of Mama’s purse. I tried to run but he reached out and grabbed me by the back of the neck, “You can’t run, baby. You’re going to have to pay the price for stealing.”


“I hate you,” I shouted.


He grabbed me off the ground, shaking me in front of him. “I’ll teach you to talk to your Papa like that,” he bit out. Putting me under his arm like a sack of grain he strode across the dark yard to the pigeon house. I heard him fumbling with the lock as he opened the door. “Inside,” he snarled. “You can stay in there with the birds until you learn your lesson.”


He shoved me through the door and slammed it behind me, leaving me in total blackness. I heard the lock snap into place and Papa’s muffled voice came through the cracks in the walls. “And no supper.” I heard his footsteps fade into the distance back toward the house.


I was petrified with fear. Hammering my fists against the door, I kicked it frantically, shouting and screaming. Suddenly the shack was filled with the sound of wildly flapping wings as the frightened birds slammed against my body. I threw my hands over my face and screamed hysterically as the birds smashed against the walls and ferociously pecked at my face and neck. I collapsed to the filthy floor burying my head in my arms trying to protect my eyes and shut out the sound of the flapping wings overhead.


It seemed like an eternity before the door opened and Papa yanked me to my feet and dragged me into the yard. “Next time you’ll remember not to steal and sass back when you’re caught,” he said harshly. “Now wash up and go to bed.”


I cried myself to sleep that night, dreaming of the fluttering birds that slammed against my body.


My resentment against Papa and Mama carried over the next year when I started school. I hated all authority. Then, when I was eight years old, I turned against my parents completely. It was a hot summer afternoon and Mama and several other mediums were sitting at the big table in the living room drinking coffee. I had grown tired of playing with my brother and entered the room bouncing a small ball on the floor and catching it in my hand. One of the mediums said to Mama, “Your Nicky’s a cute boy. He looks just like you. I know you must be very proud of him.”


Mama looked hard at me and began to sway in her chair, rocking back and forth. Her eyes rolled back into her head until only the whites showed. She held her arms straight out in front of her across the top of the table. Her fingers stiffened and quivered as she slowly raised her arms above her head and began to speak in a sing-song tone of voice . . . “This . . . not . . . my . . . son. No, not Nicky. He never been mine. He child of greatest of all witches. Lucifer. No, not mine . . . no, not mine . . . Son of Satan, child of Devil.”


I dropped the ball and it bounced across the room. I slowly backed up against the wall while Mama continued in her trance, her voice rising and falling as she chanted. “No, not mine, not mine . . . hand of Lucifer upon his life . . . finger of Satan touch his life . . . finger of Satan touch his soul . . . mark of beast on his heart . . . No, not mine . . . no, not mine.”


I watched as the tears coursed down her cheeks. Suddenly, she turned at me with eyes wide and in a shrieking voice cried: “Get out, DEVIL! Get away from me. Leave me, DEVIL. Away! Away! Away!”


I was petrified with fear. I ran to my room and threw myself on my bed. The thoughts flowed through my mind like rivers churning down a narrow canyon. “Not her child . . . child of Satan . . . not love me . . . No one cares. No one cares.”


Then the tears came and I began to scream and wail. The pain in my chest was unbearable and I pounded my fists against the bed until I was exhausted.


The old hate welled up inside me. Suddenly it consumed my soul, like a tidal wave over a coral reef. I hated my mother. God, how I hated her! I wanted to hurt her – to torture her – to get even. I threw open the door and ran screaming into the living room. The mediums were still there with Mama. I smashed my hands against the top of the table and screamed. I was so frustrated with hate I was stuttering and the words would not come plainly. “I-I-I . . . h-h-hate you.” I pointed a quivering finger at Mama and shouted, “I-I-I . . . g-g-gonna make you pay. I gonna make you pay.”


Two of my younger brothers stood curiously in the door as I pushed by them and ran out the back. Plunging down the steps, I turned and crept under the porch in the cool dark place where I had often gone to escape before. Crouching under the steps in the dry powdery dirt, I could hear the women laughing and above all the others I heard my mother’s voice as it penetrated the floorboards. “See, I told you he Satan’s child.”


How I hated her! I wanted to destroy her but didn’t know how. Pounding my fists into the dust I cried in frustration, my body shaking in convulsive sobs. “I hate you! I hate you! I hate you!” I cried. But no one heard – no one cared. In my frustration, I grabbed great handfuls of the soft dirt and furiously flung it in all directions. It settled on my face and turned to rivulets of mud as it mixed with the tears.


Eventually, the frenzy wore off and I sat silently. In the side yard, I could hear the other children playing. One of the younger boys was singing about birds and butterflies. But I felt isolated, alone. Tortured with hate and persecution, obsessed with fear, I heard the door of the pigeon house close and the heavy crunch of Papa’s feet as he rounded the back corner of the house and started up the steps. Pausing, he peered into the shadows through the cracks in the wooden steps. “What you doing under there, boy?” I remained silent, hoping he wouldn’t recognize me. He shrugged and went on up the steps, letting the screen door slam behind him.


No one cares, I thought.


Inside the house I could hear more laughter as my father’s deep bass voice joined with the women. I knew they were still laughing at me.


The waves of hate flooded over me again. The tears coursed down my face and once more I began to scream. “I hate you, Mama! I hate you. I hate you. I hate you.” My voice echoed against the emptiness under the house.


Reaching a stage of complete emotional climax I collapsed on my back in the dirt and rolled over and over, the dust covering my body. Exhausted, I closed my eyes and wept until I fell into a tortured sleep.


The sun had already sunk in the western sea when I awoke and crept out from under the porch. Sand still gritted between my teeth and my body was caked with grime. The frogs and crickets were chirping and the dew felt damp and cool against my bare feet.


Papa opened the back door and a shaft of yellow light fell on me as I stood at the foot of the steps. “Pig!” he shouted. “What you been doing under that house so long? Look at you. We don’t want no pigs around here. Go clean up and come to supper.”


I obeyed. But as I washed my body under the pump, I knew I would hate forever. I knew I would never love again . . . anyone. And I knew I would never cry again . . . never. Fear, dirt, and hate for the Son of Satan. I had started to run.


It is the practice of many Puerto Rican families to send their children to New York when they are old enough to take care of themselves. Six of my older brothers already had left the island and moved to New York. All were married and trying to make a new life for themselves.


But I was too young to go. However, during the next five years, my parents realized I couldn’t stay in Puerto Rico either. I had become a rebel at school. I was picking fights, especially with the smaller children. One day I hit a small girl on the head with a rock. I stood and stared with a warm feeling as the blood oozed through her hair. The child was screaming and crying while I stood laughing.


That night my father slapped my face until my mouth bled. “Blood for blood,” he shouted.


I bought a B.B. gun so I could kill birds. It wasn’t enough to kill them. I loved to mutilate their bodies. My brothers would shy away from me because of my unusual craving for blood.


In the eighth grade I had a fight with my shop teacher. He was a tall, skinny man who liked to whistle at the ladies. One day in class I called him “nigger.” The room became quiet and the other kids backed off among the shop machines, sensing tension in the air.


The teacher walked back through the class to where I was standing beside a lathe. “You know what, kid? You’re a phony.”


I sassed him back, “Sorry, nigger. I don’t mean to be a phony.”


Before I could move, he lashed out with his long skinny arm and I felt the flesh of my lips mash against my teeth under the savage blow. I tasted blood flowing into my mouth and down over my chin.


I started toward him flailing both arms. He was a grown man and I weighed less than 100 pounds, but I was filled with hate and the blood set off the fuse. He put his hand against my forehead and held me away with his arm while I helplessly beat the air with my fists.


Realizing the hopelessness of the situation, I backed off. “You’ve had it now, nigger,” I shouted. “I’m going to the police. Just wait and see.” I ran out of the classroom.


He ran after me calling, “Wait. I’m sorry.” But I was gone.


I didn’t go to the police. Instead, I went to Papa and told him the teacher tried to kill me. He was infuriated. He marched in the house and came out with his huge pistol stuck in his belt. “Let’s go, boy. I’m gonna kill myself a bully.”


We headed back toward the school. I was having difficulty keeping up with Papa’s long strides, half running behind him. My heart skipped as I thought of the thrill of seeing that tall teacher cringe beneath the fury of my Papa.


But the teacher wasn’t in the classroom. “Wait here, boy,” said Papa. “I’ll talk to the principal and get to the bottom of this.” I cringed, but waited.


Papa was in the principal’s office a long time. When he came out, he walked rapidly toward me and yanked me up by the arm. “Alright, boy, you’ve got some explaining to do. Let’s go home.”


Once again we marched through the little village and back up the path to the house. He was pulling me behind him by my arm. “You filthy liar,” he said to me in front of the house. He raised his hand to slap me but I ducked out of his reach and ran back down the path. “That’s right. Run baby run!” he shouted. “You’ll come home. And when you do I’m gonna lash you.”


I did come home. But it was three days later. The police picked me up walking alongside a road heading back toward the inland mountains. I begged them to let me go but they returned me to my father. And he was true to his promise.


I knew I would leave again. And again. And I would run and run until I was so far away no one could ever bring me back. During the next two years, I ran away five times. Each time, the police found me and brought me home. Finally, in desperation, Papa and Mama wrote my brother, Frank, asking him if he would let me come and live with him. Frank agreed and plans were made for me to go.


The morning I left, the children lined up on the front porch. Mama hugged me close to her bosom. There were tears in her eyes when she tried to speak, but no words came. I had no feeling for her one way or the other. Picking up my little suitcase, I sullenly turned my back and walked to the old pickup truck where Papa waited. I never looked back.


It was a forty-five-minute drive to the San Juan airport where Papa gave me my ticket and stuck a folded $10 bill in my hand. “Call Frank as soon as you reach New York,” he said. “The pilot will take care of you until he comes.”


He stood and looked at me for a long moment, towering over me, his shock of gray wavy hair blowing in the warm breeze. I must have seemed small and pathetic to him as I stood by the gate with my little bag in my hand. His lower lip quivered as he stuck out his hand to shake mine. Then, suddenly, he wrapped his long arms around my frail body and pulled me close to him. I heard him sob just once. “Hijo mio” (my son).


Releasing me, he said quickly, “Be a good boy, little bird.” I turned and ran up the steps of the huge plane and took my seat beside a window.


Outside I could see the gaunt solitary figure of my father, “The Great One”, as he stood beside the fence. He raised his hand once as if to wave but was self-conscious and turned and walked quickly back toward the old pickup.


What was it he had called me? “Little bird.” I remembered that rare moment so many years before when sitting on the steps of the big porch Papa had called me that.


He sat in a rocking chair on the veranda smoking his pipe and told me about a bird that had become a legend in Puerto Rico. It had no legs and was continually on the wing. Papa looked down sadly at me, “That’s you, Nicky. You’re restless. Like a little bird, you’ll ever be on the run.” He slowly shook his head and looked up at the sky, blowing smoke toward the vines that tumbled off the porch roof.


“The bird is tiny and very light. He weighs no more than a feather and he picks the moving air currents and sleeps on the wind. He’s always running. Running from hawks. Eagles. Owls. Birds of prey. He hides by keeping himself between them and the sun. If they ever get above him they can see him against the dark earth. But his little wings are transparent, like the clear water in the lagoon. As long as he stays high they can’t see him. He never rests.”


Papa sat back and blew a stream of blue smoke into the fresh air. “But how does he eat?” I asked.


“He eats on the wing,” Papa replied. He talked slowly, like he had seen the tiny creature. “He catches insects and butterflies. He has no legs – no feet – he is forever moving.”


I was fascinated by the story. “But what about in gray weather?” I had asked him. “What happens when the sun doesn’t shine? How does he escape his enemies then?”


“In gray weather, Nicky,” Papa said, “he flies so high no one can see him. The only time he ever stops flying – the only time he ever stops running – the only time he comes to earth – is when he dies. For once he touches the earth, he can never run again.”


Papa patted me on the bottom and shooed me away from the house. “Go now, little bird. Run and fly. Your Papa will call you when it is time to run no more.”


I skipped through the grassy field flapping my arms like a bird trying to take off. But for some reason I could never seem to gain enough speed to be airborne.


The motors of the plane coughed, belched black smoke, and roared to life. At last, I was going to fly. I was on my way . . .


[image: images]


The bus jerked to a stop. Outside, the bright lights and multicolored signs blinked and gleamed in the cold darkness. The man across the aisle got up to leave. I followed him out the back door. The doors swished shut behind me and the bus pulled away from the curb. I was left alone in the middle of eight million people.


I picked up a handful of dirty snow and brushed the crust off the top. There it was, sparkling white and pure. I wanted to put it to my mouth and eat it but as I watched, small dark spots began to appear on the surface. I suddenly realized the air was filled with soot from the chimneys above and the snow was taking on the appearance of cottage cheese sprinkled with black pepper.


I threw it to one side. It made little difference. I was free.


For two days I wandered through the city. I found an old coat thrown across a garbage can in a back alley. The sleeves drooped over my hands and the hem scraped the sidewalk. The buttons had been ripped off and the pockets torn open, but it kept me warm. That night I slept on the subway, curled up on one of the seats.


By the end of the second day, the excitement had worn off. I was hungry . . . and cold. On two occasions, I tried to talk to people and ask for help. The first man simply ignored me. He walked by like I wasn’t there. The second man pushed me back against the wall, “Beat it, Spic. Don’t put your greasy hands on me.” I was afraid. I kept trying to keep the panic from bubbling up from my stomach into my throat.


That evening I walked the streets again. The long overcoat dragging the sidewalk, my little suitcase clutched in my hand. People would move around me and look back but no one seemed to care. They just looked and walked on.


That night I spent the $10 Papa had given me. I stopped in a little restaurant and ordered a hot dog by pointing at a picture of one that hung over the greasy counter. I gobbled it up and pointed that I wanted another. The man at the counter shook his head and held out his hand. I reached in my pocket and pulled out the wadded up bill. Wiping his hands on a towel, he opened it up, stretched it a couple of times, and then slipped it in the pocket of his dirty apron. He then brought me another hot dog and a bowl of chili. When I finished, I looked for him but he had disappeared into the kitchen. I picked up my bag and went back into the cold street. I’d had my first experience with American enterprise. And how was I to know that American hot dogs didn’t cost $5 each?


Moving on down the street I stopped in front of a church. A heavy iron gate had been pulled across the front doors and it was fastened with a chain and padlock. I stood in front of the gray stone building, looking up at the steeple which pointed toward the heavens. The cold stone walls and dark stained glass windows huddled for protection behind the iron fence. The statue of a man with a kind face and sad eyes peered through the locked gate. His arms were outstretched and covered with snow. But he was locked in. And I was locked out.


I shuffled on down the street . . . moving . . . moving.


The panic was creeping back. It was almost midnight and I was shaking not only from the cold but from fear. I kept hoping someone would stop and ask if they could help me. I don’t know what I would have said if someone had offered to help. But I was lonely. And afraid. And lost.


The hurrying crowd moved on and left me. I never knew a person could be lonely in the midst of a million people. To me, loneliness was being lost in the woods or on a desert island. But this was the worst of all loneliness. I saw fancy-dressed people coming home from the theater . . . old men selling newspapers and fruit from little all-night stands . . . policemen patrolling in pairs . . . sidewalks full of busy people. But as I looked in their faces they, too, seemed full of loneliness. No one was laughing. No one was smiling. All were in a hurry.


I sat down on the curb and opened my little suitcase. There, tucked inside, was a folded piece of paper with Frank’s phone number in Mama’s handwriting. Suddenly I felt something poking me from behind. It was an old shaggy dog, nosing at the huge overcoat draped around my thin frame. I put my arm around his neck and pulled him close to me. He licked my cheeks as I buried my head in his mangy hair.


I don’t know how long I sat there trembling and stroking the dog. But when I looked up I saw the feet and legs of two uniformed policemen. Their rubber overshoes were wet and dirty. The mangy cur sensed danger and darted away into an alley.


One of the cops poked me in the shoulder with his night stick. “What’cha doing sittin’ here in the middle of the night?” he demanded. His face seemed a hundred miles above me. Laboriously I tried to explain in my broken English that I was lost.


One of them muttered something to the other and walked off. The one who remained knelt beside me on the dirty sidewalk. “Can I help you, kid?”


I nodded and shoved the slip of paper with Frank’s name and phone number at him. “Brother,” I said.


He shook his head as he looked at the scrawled writing. “Is this where you live, kid?”


I didn’t know how to answer and just said, “Brother.” He nodded and pulled me to my feet and we made our way to a phone booth behind a newsstand. Fishing in his pocket he found a coin and dialed the number. When Frank’s sleepy voice answered he handed the phone to me. In less than an hour I was safe in Frank’s apartment.


The hot soup at Frank’s tasted good and the clean bed was nice. The next morning Frank told me I was to stay with him and they would take care of me and get me in school. But something inside me told me I’d never stay. I had begun to run, and nothing would stop me now.
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Blackboard Jungle


I stayed with Frank two months learning how to handle the English language. But I wasn’t happy and the tensions from within were driving me away.


Frank enrolled me in the tenth grade the first week. The school was almost entirely Negro and Puerto Rican. It was run more like a reformatory than a public school. The teachers and administrators spent more of their time trying to maintain discipline than they did teaching. It was a wild place of fights, immorality, and a constant battle against those who had authority.


Every high school in Brooklyn had at least two or three gangs represented. These gangs were made up of boys and girls who lived in certain neighborhoods. Sometimes the gangs were enemies which invariably caused fights when they were thrown together in school classrooms.


This was a new experience for me. Every day in school there would be a fight in the halls or in one of the classrooms. I would cower against the wall, afraid some of the bigger kids would pick on me. After school, there would always be a fight in the school yard, and someone would be left bleeding.


Frank used to caution me not to walk the streets at night. “The gangs, Nicky! The gangs will murder you. They run like packs of wolves at night. They’ll kill anyone who is a stranger on the streets.”


He warned me to come straight home from school each afternoon and stay in the apartment away from the gangs.


I soon learned that the gangs weren’t the only ones I should fear. There were also the “little people.” These were the nine-and ten-year-olds who roamed the streets during the afternoons and early evenings or played in front of their slum apartments.


I got my first experience with the little people walking home from school that first week. A gang of about ten kids, ranging in age from eight to ten, came charging out of a side door and ran into me on the sidewalk.


“Hey, you kids. Watch what you’re doing.”


One of the kids whirled and said, “Go to hell!”


Another crept up behind me and knelt down and before I knew it, I was sprawled on the sidewalk on my back. I tried to get up but one of the kids grabbed hold of my foot and began to pull. They were shouting and laughing all the time.


I lost my temper and swung at the nearest one, knocking him to the sidewalk. Just then, I heard a woman screaming. I looked up and she was leaning out a window about two floors up. “Get away from my boy, you stinking Spic, or I’ll kill you.”


At the moment there was nothing I wanted more than to get away from her boy. But now the others were coming at me. One threw a coke bottle at me. It hit the sidewalk beside my shoulder and the glass showered over my face.


The woman was screaming louder, “Leave my kids alone! Help! Help! He’s killing my baby.”


Suddenly, another woman appeared out of a doorway with a broom in her hand. She was a fat woman, waddling as she ran, and had the meanest look on her face I’d ever seen. She waded into the gang of boys with the broom held high over her head. I tried to roll away from her but she smashed the broom against my back. I turned over and she hit me again on top of the head. She was screaming and I was suddenly aware that several other women were leaning out of their windows screaming and calling for the police. The fat woman hit me a third time before I could get to my feet and start to run. Behind me I heard her call out, “If you ever come around here again picking on our boys, we’ll kill you.”


The next afternoon I came home from school a different way.


A week later I had my first run-in with a “gang.” I had taken my time coming home from school and was loitering around in a park looking at a man who had a talking parrot. I was dancing around him, laughing and talking to the bird when the man suddenly lost interest, held his parrot against his chest and turned to leave. I looked up and about fifteen boys were standing behind me in a semi-circle. These weren’t “little people.” They were “big people.” Most of them bigger than me.


They quickly formed a circle around me and one of the boys said, “Hey, kid, what you laughing at?”


I pointed to the man with the parrot who was now hurrying out of the park. “Man, I was laughing at that crazy bird.”


“Yeah, you live around here?” the mean looking boy asked in return.


I sensed that something was wrong and began to stammer a little. “I-I live with my brother down the street.”


“You mean just because you live down the street you think you can come into our park and laugh like a hyena? Huh? That what you think? Don’t you know this is Bishop turf? Man, we don’t allow no strangers in our turf. And especially be-boppers who laugh like hyenas.”


I glanced around and saw they meant business. Before I could answer, the mean looking kid pulled a knife out of his pocket and with a flick of a button it opened, revealing a gleaming seven-inch blade.


“You know what I’m gonna do?” he said. “I’m gonna cut your throat and let you bleed like the animal you sound like.”


“Hey, m-m-man,” I stammered. “What’s wrong with you? How come you want to cut me?”


“Because I don’t like your looks, that’s why,” he said. He jabbed the knife toward my stomach and started to move in on me.


Another member of the gang, a tall, colored boy, spoke up. “Aw, come on, Big Daddy. Leave him be. This kid just got in from Puerto Rico. He don’t even know what’s going on.”


The mean boy backed off, still sneering. “Okay, but one of these days he’ll find out what’s going on. And he better keep off Bishop turf.”


They turned and walked away. I hurried to the apartment and spent the rest of the afternoon thinking.


The next day at school some of the kids had heard about the incident in the park. I found out that the mean kid with the knife was named Roberto. That afternoon during physical ed class we were playing baseball. Roberto deliberately knocked me down. The other kids all began to shout, “Fight him, Nicky. Jump him. Show him he’s not so tough if he doesn’t have a knife. Come on, Nicky, we’ll back you up. Hit him!”


I got up and brushed myself off. “Okay,” I said, “let’s see how good you are with your fists.”


We squared off and the other kids all formed a big circle around us. I could hear shouts of “Fight! Fight!” and knew the crowd was growing bigger.


Roberto grinned because I had taken a traditional boxing stance, with my hands up in front of my face. He slumped down and awkwardly put his hands up too. It was obvious he was unaccustomed to fighting this way. I danced toward him and before he could move, hit him with a left jab. Blood squirted from his nose and he backed up, looking surprised. I moved toward him.
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