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Introduction
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In the shadowed alleys of Chicago's Northside, where the wind howls like a forgotten promise and the streets pulse with the rhythm of survival, a boy's innocence shattered like glass under the wheels of fate. This is the story of Barry, a man forged in the fires of tragedy, crime, and unyielding loss. Echoes of Broken Glass is not just a tale of a convict; it's a raw chronicle of a family torn apart by poverty, violence, and the relentless grind of life on the edge. From the innocent games of childhood to the cold bars of prison, Barry's journey echoes the fragility of hope and the unbreakable grip of regret. Told through the lens of a life lived in the margins, this novel draws from the unvarnished truths of one man's existence, reminding us that every scar tells a story, and every silence screams. But beneath the surface, it's a cynical indictment of a world that chews up the weak and spits out monsters, where God is a cruel joke, family bonds are chains that drag you down into the abyss, and gangs like the Simon City Royals, Gaylords, and Latin Kings prey on the desperate like wolves in sheep's clothing—until, perhaps, the final shard catches the light, if only to mock the darkness one last time.
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Chapter 1: The Shattered Afternoon
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It was the summer of 1965, and the Northside of Chicago felt like a pressure cooker ready to blow, the kind where the poor simmer in their own resentment while the rich drive by in air-conditioned Cadillacs, oblivious or indifferent. The air was thick with the smell of exhaust from the El trains rumbling overhead like indifferent gods, and the faint tang of hot dogs from the corner vendors, masking the underlying rot of garbage piled in the alleys where rats scurried like tiny informants, feasting on the discards of a society that threw away people just as easily. I was six years old, skinny as a rail, with a mop of dark hair that my mother, Donis, always threatened to shear off with her kitchen scissors—probably to save on shampoo we couldn't afford anyway, or maybe just to make me look less like the wild street kid I was becoming, destined for the meat grinder of the streets. My little brother Stevie was five, trailing after me like a shadow, his laughter bubbling up like soda fizz, oblivious to the dangers lurking just beyond our makeshift playground—dangers like the older boys from the Gaylords gang who hung out on the corners, their white sweaters emblazoned with crossed pitchforks, eyeing us like potential recruits or easy marks, whispering promises of brotherhood that were really chains of servitude.

We were a ragtag family squeezed into a dingy two-bedroom apartment that reeked of cigarette smoke and desperation, walls thin enough to hear the neighbors' fights and the occasional gunshot from gang skirmishes: me, Stevie, our older brother Chris who was already sneaking smokes at twelve and eyeing the older girls with a predatory gleam that hinted at future troubles, perhaps even the kind that left girls broken and forgotten, Robert who was the quiet one at ten, brooding in corners like he knew secrets too dark for his age—secrets perhaps whispered by the shadows of our absent father, or the sinister tales of Gaylord initiations—and our sister Theresa, the baby at three, always clinging to Mom's skirts with sticky fingers from pilfered candies, her wide eyes already absorbing the cynicism that would later choke her. Dad was long gone—nobody talked about him much, just that he split when Theresa was born, leaving Mom to scrape by on welfare checks and odd jobs, dodging bill collectors who banged on the door like enforcers from some low-rent mob, their threats laced with the same menace as the Latin Kings demanding protection money from local shops. She slaved at the High-Low Grocery, slinging cans and mopping floors under the watchful eye of a leering manager who probably docked her pay for every minute she was late, his hands wandering too close during inventory counts, a sinister power play in a world where women like Mom were just expendable labor.

That fateful day, Stevie and I were kicking around an old soccer ball in the alley behind our building. It was scuffed and deflated from countless games, patched with duct tape that peeled in the heat—a hand-me-down from some neighbor's trash, because new toys were for rich kids on the other side of town, the ones whose dads didn't vanish into the night, leaving families to rot in poverty's grip. I wound up and booted it hard, watching it sail over Stevie's head with a satisfying thwack. He giggled and chased after it, his little legs pumping furiously, his face lit up with pure, untainted joy that made my chest ache even then, knowing how fragile it was in a city that crushed dreams like bugs. The ball bounced erratically into the street, rolling under parked cars like it had a mind of its own, tempting fate amid the honks and revs of traffic, where drivers sped by without a care for the human debris they might leave behind.

Time slowed then, like in those nightmares where you can't move fast enough, your limbs heavy with dread, the world mocking your helplessness. A black Cadillac came barreling down the road, its chrome gleaming under the sun like the grin of a shark, the driver—some suited businessman, probably late for a meeting where he'd swindle widows out of their pensions or cut deals with the Outfit, his life a tapestry of greed untouched by consequence—didn't even brake at first. The screech of tires came too late, the thud echoing like a gunshot in the confined alley, a sound that would haunt me like the crack of gang executions in the night. Stevie got caught in the wheel well, the massive tires grinding over him with mechanical indifference, as if the car itself was a predator feasting. It tore him apart: arm ripped clean off at the shoulder in a spray of arterial blood that arced like a macabre fountain, leg mangled into a pulp of splintered bone and shredded flesh that looked like ground meat from a butcher's discard, ear sheared away like discarded trash, leaving a ragged hole where his innocent smiles once started, his tiny body twisted into something unrecognizable, a sinister tableau of fate's cruelty. The street turned into a canvas of horror, red pooling around chunks of what used to be my brother, mixing with oil stains, cigarette butts, and the faint glitter of broken glass from prior wrecks—echoes of other forgotten tragedies, other families shattered while the world spun on uncaring.

I ran to him, my hands shaking as I tried to... fix him. Put him back together. Like he was a broken toy I could glue with spit and willpower, my childish delusion clashing with the grim reality. My fingers slipped in the warm slickness, piecing together limbs that didn't fit, his eyes staring blankly at the sky as if questioning why the world had turned so vicious so soon, blood bubbling from his mouth in a final, gurgling protest. But there was no fixing that. Pieces of my brother scattered like puzzle bits I'd never solve, a sinister reminder that life doesn't care about little boys or their games, especially in a neighborhood where the Gaylords and Simon City Royals clashed over blocks, leaving bodies as warnings, their violence a normalized backdrop to childhood.

I screamed, but no words came out right, just guttural cries that drew stares from windows above, curtains twitching like guilty consciences, neighbors peeking but not helping, their cynicism born of too many unseen horrors. Then I bolted to the High-Low, bursting through the doors with blood-smeared hands, yelling for Mom. "Stevie! Stevie got hit!" The words tumbled out in a frenzy, shoppers gaping like vultures at a roadside kill, one old man chuckling cynically about "another Northside statistic," his laugh a dagger in my gut. Mom dropped her basket of groceries, cans rolling everywhere, her face going white as a sheet under the fluorescent lights that buzzed like angry hornets, her scream piercing as she realized the family's fragile thread had snapped. She rushed out, leaving me with a stranger—a kind old lady who patted my back and whispered it would be okay, her breath sour with gin, her eyes hiding the lie that nothing ever is, especially when gangs roamed the streets looking for fresh blood, and accidents like this were just excuses for more feuds.

Days blurred after that, a haze of police questions—cops who barely cared, jotting notes with bored expressions, perhaps on the take from local gangs—and hushed whispers from neighbors who crossed themselves and thanked God it wasn't their kid, while secretly wondering if we'd attract more trouble, their piety a cynical facade over self-preservation. I kept asking, "Where's Stevie? When's he coming home?" Mom wouldn't answer, her eyes red-rimmed from crying and chain-smoking, the ashtray overflowing like her grief, stubs ground out like crushed hopes, her silence a wall built from despair. Finally, she handed me a book: God's Littlest Angel, its cover faded and pious, a cheap attempt at consolation from a thrift store bin, peddled by a church that collected tithes from the poor while ignoring their plight. I read it alone in our room, the words about heaven and little boys becoming angels twisting in my gut like a knife, a saccharine lie in a world of blood and Cadillacs. Rage boiled up in me, hot and fierce—a cynical fury at a God who lets Cadillacs crush children while preachers pocket donations and gangbangers strut unpunished, their sins absolved by power. I cursed Him right there in our kitchen, vowing I'd never speak to Him—or anyone—again. The world had taken my brother; silence was my armor against its sinister cruelty, a shield in a city where the Latin Kings' crowns spray-painted on walls promised protection for a price, but delivered only more chains.
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