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I


I got the rehabilitation blues

A bunch of screws

Down at the po-lice station

Put me on probation

Rehabilitation

Rehabilitation

Blues …

 — A RED EYES DE JARRO ORIGINAL



THE KINGS OF THE EARTH live on Park Avenue in New York City. They stand now on the wooden bridge at 99th Street, over the train tracks, looking out at the red switch lights of the New York Central, and looking down at their turf. Their turf belongs to them and they control it. Their turf extends ten blocks along the left side of Park, from 98th street on up into 109th, where it fringes El Barrio, Spanish Harlem. Somewhere within this boundary the Kings of the Earth live, and over it, they rule. In all there are nineteen Kings; but here and now only two, Tea Bag Perrez, and Red Eyes de Jarro, the War Counselors. They smoke, and watch, and wait for Rigoberto Gonzalves — Gober — the King of Kings, their leader.

In the deep blue light of beginning evening a figure mounts the steps of the bridge, and thinking it is their leader approaching, they tense and turn to see.

“Naw, naw, it ain’t Gobe,” Tea Bag sighs impatiently. “S’only Detached Dan.”

“Suppose he knows?” Red Eyes wonders.

“Either that or he’s smellin’,” Tea Bag answers.

The pair watch Dan Roan’s approach. Dan is what social-welfare circles call a “detached” worker; a street-gang worker. He is employed by the Youth Board; a slender fellow in his early thirties, well over six feet, with sand-colored, close-cropped hair, a lean, sharp-boned face, and bright green almond-shaped eyes. Dan walks leisurely toward them, a burned-down cigarette clutched between his long, narrow fingers, a faint smile at the edges of his wide, strong mouth. He wears a gray flannel suit, a green wool sweater under the jacket, a white shirt and plain yellow tie. “Hi, boys!”

“Dan.”

“Hello, Dan.”

“Nice night.” Dan stands beside them now, looking down at the squalor that is upper Park Avenue. A lumbering vegetable truck squeezes its way in the close street beneath them, snorting and coughing smoky fumes and somewhere across from them in one of the tenement rooms a woman’s husky voice croons, “A room with a view — and you — ” The early May sky is not yet dark, but the red neons in the drugstore on the corner are shining, and the raggedy yellow tomcat from the grubby grocery next to it is locked inside, lying on a bunch of grapefruit in the display window, staring out moodily with his tail switching.

Dan says, “What’s new?”

Tea Bag shrugs his shoulders. “They shot a bomb off at Yucca: Flats, I hear. I hear tell they did that.”

Tea is a short, medium-sized fifteen-year-old with mud-colored hair, a smooth, ruddy complexion, and a slumping posture. He is an alumnus of Coxsackie, a state correctional institution, and under the sleeves of his shiny black leather jacket his arms are punctured with needle marks. Before he went to Coxsack, he enjoyed a brief flirtation with marijuana and earned his nickname when his ma got in the habit of chiding him, “You’re nothing but a bag of tea, sonny boy,” but then he was only playing with the stuff. Now he has a romance with heroin, the white, white snow.

Dan stubs his cigarette out and tosses it over his shoulder, sticks his hands in his trousers pockets and rocks back and forth on his heels. “Yes, I read about Yucca Flats in the paper,” he says quietly.

“Big explosion,” Tea remarks.

“It’s the time of the year for them,” Red Eyes de Jarro says. “It’s in the air.”

Red Eyes wears a black jacket, too, with the same gold crown stamped on its back, and his name King de Jarro stenciled in white on the front above his heart. He is taller than Tea, but not truly tall, and he is thinner. His brown hair is darker, his large round eyes are darker. Red is far-sighted, so much so that the strain from the years he went without glasses gave his eyes the bleary, bloodshot appearance which inspired his name. Now he has glasses in an imitation leather case shoved in a drawer somewhere at home. In September he will be sixteen, old enough to quit school.

• • •

“That’s the truth, Eyes,” Tea Bag agrees. “It’s in the air.”

Dan addresses them seriously, “What’s up, boys?”

“Gober’s dinner when he finds out what happened,” Tea tells him.

“Gober has a proprietary attitude toward his possessions,” Red Eyes asserts.

“Meaning?”

“Meaning Babe Limon.”

“Suppose you let me in on it, boys. You don’t want another rumble. Is it something between the Kings and the Jungles again?”

Red Eyes unzips his jacket; and zips it up again, toying with the zipper as he talks. “Babe Limon is Gober’s girl. You know that, Dan. It’s a fact anyone knows. She’s his property!”

“I never see them together much any more.”

“Okay! So maybe he has a thing on some other broad, or something. I’m not saying he does or he doesn’t, Dan, but Babe Limon is Gober’s property, and the Jungles know that. They know that as well as they know their turf from our turf!”

“All right, Red. All right. Now, what’s the deal? Did a Jungle try to cut in on Babe?”

“Not yet! And not just a Jungle. The Jungle did it, Dan — the leader, no less. Flat Head Pontiac!” Red Eyes scratches a match on the bridge’s side, touches it to his cigarette, and sucks in smoke. He says, “Flat Head Pontiac’s spread the word he’s out to make Babe at the Friday-night dance.”

“ ‘At’s right,” Tea says. “Word’s spread all over like grassfire.”

“But he can’t do it, boys, if Babe isn’t willing.”

Red Eyes sighs. “You don’t get the point, Dan. Even if Babe isn’t willing we lose face if we let Flat Head even try. Don’t you see that? That’s some gall Flat Head has, even to say a thing like that.”

“Yeah,” Tea Bag reflects. “Another thing. There’s no tellin’ ‘bout that bitch, Babe. Like, she’d enjoy a rumble over her. She teases, you know? She might just come on strong with Flat Head to see the fireworks.”

The threesome stand meditating momentarily, each thinking over the problem. In Dan’s book a rumble is defined as an all-out mass gang fight, juvenile delinquency in the raw. But to Tea Bag and Red Eyes, to the Kings of the Earth and the Jungle Boys, to those and those like them, a rumble is Russian Roulette played with iron pipes and ball bats. It is violence “on the rocks,” with the rocks stuffed inside socks, swung through the air at random and with malice. Or it is violence, neat, clean and quick as the flashing sharp blade of a switch knife or a straight razor. A rumble is a rumble. Red Eyes and Tea have fought and bled in rumbles, and seen boys drop beside them and get wasted by a bullet in their brains or a dagger in their guts.

“Look, boys,” Dan says finally, “you’re the war counselors of the Kings. Why don’t you declare a talk with the Jungles; and if they have a grievance, arrange a fair fight?”

Tea gives a high, wild giggle to punctuate the impossibility of this suggestion. “What we supposed to say, Detached Dan? We supposed to say, ‘Look here, Flat Head, you can fight for something that belongs to Gober if you wants to, but you got to fight fair, man.’ That what we supposed to declare a talk about? How to cop another guy’s broad by the rule book?”

Red Eyes slaps Dan’s back good-naturedly. “The trouble with you, Dan,” he says tolerantly, “is that you’re too goddam detached. No, sir, if Flat Head does like he says and makes a play for Babe, there’s just got to be a rumble.”

A whistle hoots and a train roars toward them, down under them on the sooty tracks. Above the noise it makes, Dan tells Red Eyes to remember that he’s on probation; and Red Eyes, singing loudly so the engines don’t drown him out, chants: “Re-habil-i-ta-tion, re-ha-bil-i-ta-tion, rehabilitation — bull-lew-oohs!” Tea laughs with his shoulders shaking, and spits down at the train; and Dan Roan watches the pair through tired, thoughtful eyes.

Then the train has passed on into the distance; and it is quiet and getting darker.

“Wonder what’s keeping Gobe?” says Tea. “Gang’s all up in the cellar waitin’.”

“Maybe he’s gone on up there,” says Red Eyes.

“Naw, I tole him to come here. Tole him we wanted to talk to him before the meetin’. Figured be better he get it from us first.”

“Then he’s probably delayed,” Red Eyes states flatly.

“Yeah, like you know he is, man — and by who he is too, I’m hip!”

“I don’t know that for sure, Tea. You don’t either.” “It ain’t my business.” “Darn right.”

“A broad is only a broad, so who cares?” “You don’t even know that, Bag.” “Am I arguing?”

They talk, ignoring Dan Roan. They talk freely before him, knowing he will not stool; unsure about what he hopes to gain by hanging in their turf with his mild, impartial ways, his calm, persistent reasoning, and his undemanding and perpetual concern for them. There was a time when they were suspicious of this man, in the very beginning when he first showed up night after night in their haunts — the candy stores, restaurants and pool halls where the Kings concentrate. D.&D., the mute who is the Kings’ scout, followed Roan and observed him two weeks straight, and came back and wrote what he knew. “Seem o.k…. Clame to be sochal workor … Talk with kids … Dont buddy with cops … Seem o.k.”

“Still and all,” Gober had decided, “keep him at arm’s length. He might be an undercover narcotics agent.”

“Or a plain-clothes Friday,” Tea had suggested.

“Or a pigeon,” another King had speculated.

“Or a fag.”

Dan Roan’s acceptance by the Kings of the Earth was slow, and never quite complete. Tea Bag was still prone to put him down now and then, though Tea knew Dan was aware of his romance with the white snow, and had never turned him in or slipped his name to the feds. Just on principal, Tea was hot and cold with Dan, because he’d learned at Coxsack that a hophead had to be careful. About these social guys, Tea had a slogan: “Let them help you if they can; but don’t you help them if you can.”

The King of Kings — Gober — said Dan Roan was all right so long as he knew his place, and he stayed lukewarm with him all the time. Most of the Kings followed suit. Red Eyes dug Dan more than the others; in fact, Dan was the only person in the world besides Red Eyes’ girl who knew that Red Eyes’ ambition was to be a lyricist.

Dan listens as they talk; waiting until they have chewed down the subject of Gober’s delay, and paused, and again scanned the narrow streets beneath them for a sign of Gober, anxiously now, and silently.

To Red Eyes, Dan says, “Still want to go on Thursday night?”

“I’ll think about it,” Red Eyes answers noncommittally.

“Well, let me know. If you don’t, I’ll take my wife.”

Red Eyes snorts. “She sleeps with you; I don’t. Maybe you ought to.” He is embarrassed before Tea to discuss the matter.

“What happens on Thursdee night?” Tea Bag grins. “Second honeymoon trip to Gibralter, somethin’?”

“Sure, sure,” Eyes tells him. “How’d you know?”

“No kiddin’, what gives Thursdee?”

“Someone at the Youth Board came up with tickets for a show,” Dan says. “I told Red Eyes he could come along with me if he liked.”

Red Eyes blushes and mumbles, “My mind isn’t made up.”

“Oh yeah? Big Bro’way show? I never seen one.”

“Well, maybe next time — ” but Dan does not finish.

Tea says, “Naw, naw, Christ, naw. S’for the birds. Who needs it, huh? Who needs it?”

“I might be busy Thursday anyway,” Eyes says. “Things are in the air.”

“Where de hell is Gobe, f’Chrissake!” Tea complains. “Delay, delay, only I bet it don’t lay. Not the stuff he’s chasin’.”

Eyes tells Bag he’s asking for it, to talk too much.

“Did I say anything?” Bag says innocently. “Did you hear me say somethin’?”

• • •

The sky grows dark; and from a television set off behind them, a commentator barks out news in a clipped jumble of words. Dan Roan pushes back his coat sleeve and holds his arm to the light to see his watch. He whistles and says, “Whew! It’s late.”

Red Eyes feels bad the way he talked to Roan. His voice is polite. “Do you have to meet your wife at the church, Dan?”

“Yes, in about an hour. But I have to stop somewhere else first. I’d better run along.”

“I’ll let you know, Dan,” Eyes says.

“Do that, Red Eyes.” Roan clamps his hand on Red Eyes’ arm. “A rumble won’t do you any good at all; you know that, don’t you?”

“What can I do? If the Kings rumble, I gotta rumble, Dan. I can’t punk out.”

“You’re not punking out. It isn’t like punking out. You’re on probation and you can’t afford to rumble.”

Tea says, “So he’s on probation, f’Chrissake. What’s that? You say you go school. ‘At’s what they want you to say. You say you home every night ten o’clock. ‘At’s what they want you to say. You tell ‘em what they want to hear, ‘at’s all. F’Chrissake, an old Coxsack alum like me get caught, I gotta go to Warwick for post graduate work. Probation! F’Chrissake! What’s that?”

Dan says, “Red Eyes knows what it is. He knows what it means.”

“Still, I gotta rumble, Dan, if they decide. I’m a King. Hell, I’m a War Counselor.”

“You think it over,” Dan tells him, “and tell Gober I’d like to talk with him during the week. Some time before Friday. Will you tell him?”

“Sure, Dan.”

Tea Bag says, “Probation, f’Chrissake!”

In his pocket Red Eyes has a dog-eared letter he has received from the Arco Music Publishers of America. Since Dan arrived he has wanted to show it to him to get his opinion, but around Tea he is unwilling to mention it. Now as Dan starts away he fingers it without taking it out of his jacket, wondering if he should run ahead and show Dan. But Dan walks fast, and Tea is curious like an undertaker reading the obits. Tomorrow maybe. The next day.

As Dan starts down the bridge’s wooden steps, Tea Bag calls, “You see Gobe up round Ninety-seventh in a certain place, you tell him hot-foot it over here, huh, Dan? You going that way? Where you going?”

“I’m not going in that direction, Perrez, sorry.” Dan waves “I’m going to see a friend.”

Tea Bag shouts, “Oh yeah? I ought to go along with you. I never seen one of them!”

Then the Kings of the Earth, Tea and Eyes, stand in the darkness closing around them, up above their turf, and await the King of Kings.





II


Rigoberto Gonzalves — in the

words of the gang he led, “Gober,”

“the boss,” “the King of Kings”

but in plain words, a hood, a

hoodlum, a punk!

 — FROM “WHY PAMPER PUNKS?” A COLUMN IN THE NEW YORK JOURNAL-AMERICAN.



INSIDE the luncheonette at the corner of 97th and Madison Avenue, Gober straddles a stool at the fountain, sips slowly his fourth cup of coffee, and watches her. Outside on the curb, Junior Brown sits holding Gober’s leather jacket across his lap, munching on a cold fried frog’s leg he has pulled from a greasy brown paper sack.

It is ten minutes before nine.

She waits on a party in a booth, then walks back behind the fountain to wash dishes stacked in the aluminum sink. Gober says to her, “You could talk to a guy, at least.”

Gober is seventeen, husky and tall, with tangled black hair and deep brown eyes. He has a dark, handsome face, and an uncertain smile which tips his thin lips.

Her name is Anita and she is beautiful. To Gober she is like a girl the marceros would serenade, back in Rio Piedras, during the feast of Marza, when they would roam the streets singing on their rondas. Gober could still remember that about home, though he had left there four years ago. He could still remember the sound of the guitars, strummed by the soft-voiced young men who sang, “Bello, pulido alelí, no me trates de olvidar …” pleading, “Beautiful, dainty gilliflower, do not try to forget me …”

Whenever Gober is near her, he thinks of her always in Spanish, and he thinks that he would like to talk to her in that language, not in English; and sometimes, like now, when she does not answer him, he does.

“No me mires con enojo,” he tells her.

She turns and looks at him. Her raven-colored long hair is knotted with ribbon in a horsetail, and her white skin is smooth and burnished. She seems to shine; her dark eyes are coal-shaded and lustrous, her lips full and wide, and red without lipstick; her profile madonnalike in its serene perfection. Medium in height, she has a young, ripe body, slender and rounded, which fills her crisp white uniform fully, and legs that are long, shapely and slender.

“Y?u know I don’t understand you,” she says.

“I say, don’t look at me angry.”

“He’ll come here soon, that’s all.”

“What have I done he should act that way to me?”

“Pop doesn’t like gang boys. It’s worse since that boy in the Bronx got killed last week by a gang boy.”

“I didn’t kill him.”

“But a gang boy did. It’s no good, Gober. He’ll have a fit if he finds you here.” “Then, later meet me. I — ”

“No,” she says firmly. “There’s no way. It’s no good, Gober!”

He says, “I’m not wearing my jacket — ” but she walks away from him to the booth in the back, and stands writing out the check for the party there.

The jukebox whines a torch song and Gober sits despondently thinking that this whole thing happened to him because he had a lousy hole in his molar. Two weeks ago he never saw her; then when he was passing this luncheonette ten days past, he stopped to buy penny gum to stuff a cavity, and the hamburger grill was smoking, and there was nobody in the place besides her and him. So he showed her how to scrape it, and told her about making sure there weren’t any meat scraps left to burn once she’d cooked something on it; and they got to talking. Now he was hooked worse than Tea was on snow, and she was just as hard to get.

“You keep out of this place, King Gonzalves,” her old man had said, eying Gober’s jacket, the first time he had seen Gober in the luncheonette. And the third time Gober had gone there he said, “I don’t want your kind hanging around here!”

“What’s my kind?” Gober had asked him.

“Young punks with Sam Browne belts holding their britches up, and knives and rock weighing them down.

King! Not here! Not around here you don’t play king!” Mr. Manzi had barked.

Beside Gober’s arm on the counter there is a pencil, and sipping his coffee, he eyes it, picks it up, and turns it in his thick, square fingers. From the silver dispenser he pulls a napkin and begins to draw. Behind him he hears the party in the booth laughing and the music asking where the baby’s dimple will be, and the whir of the electric fan. He draws a picture of a small curly-headed boy staring in the window of a café at a large rulino, a Spanish meat pie. The boy’s eyes are round and wide and wistful. Gober studies his picture momentarily, a faint smile playing on his mouth, and then underneath he scribbles the caption: No sabe como te quiero — You don’t know how much I love you. Then he looks up for Anita, and sees her standing down at the far end of the fountain.

“Nita. I have something funny to show you.”

She shakes her head, not looking at him.

He whispers, “Psss — please!” and he is smiling, but she says only, “Go, Gober. Please go before Pop comes!” and does not move from her place there.

For a while he looks steadily at her, hoping she will turn her head toward him, come down to him, or say something more, but she is adamant. He drinks the rest of his coffee without taking his eyes from her, wipes his mouth on another napkin and sighs. He sees the clock; a few minutes before nine, and remembers his appointment at the bridge — with Eyes and Tea. Still for some seconds he stays, persisting in his hopes, which are in vain — and then, resigned, he sighs a second time, swings off the high stool, and stands regarding his drawing. Again he calls her, “Nita, I left something for you,” and shoving the napkin down the counter, he ambles toward the door and out into the street.

Pausing before the windows of the luncheonette, Gober reaches into the pocket of his clean white shirt for a cigarette, finds it, sticks it between his lips, and flips a match into flame with his thumbnail. A few feet from him, squatting on the curb, Junior Brown exclaims, “Hey — ’bout time, Gobe. You been forever!”

Junior Brown is an undersized fourteen-year-old, with skin the color of milk chocolate, eyes like round brown marbles; teeth that are straight and buck and white as alabaster, and black burred hair. He looks up at Gonzalves with reverence and awe, and holds Gonzalves’ jacket as though it were the seamless coat of Christ, and grinning uncontrollably, he says, “You git to talk to her, man?”

Gober glances sideways and sees her staring out at him, and for a moment they look straight at each other that way, oblivious to everything else, searching one another’s eyes with painful excitement, until after what seems to them to be a long time, Anita Manzi turns her back on Gonzalves. Drawing in on his cigarette, Gober exhales a cloud of smoke and stands stonily.

“You gonna be late, Gobe,” Junior Brown tries again.

“Give me my jacket, Nothin’ Brown!” Gober snaps authoritatively, “and never mind the small talk!”

Then Gober straightens his shoulders, assumes a new and more characteristic posture, and saunters toward the younger boy, holding his long arms out for Brown to slip on the black jacket. “C’mon, Nothin’,” Gober says in his old, sure voice, “I got business to attend to t’night. Let’s make tracks!”

The pair stride down Madison Avenue, Brown a foot behind Gonzalves, his big eyes fixed on his idol’s back. Brown is not a King, for the Kings of the Earth have no colored “citizens,” but, undaunted, he is an accessory whose skinny stick legs, like taut pistons, drive him on, following relentlessly in Gober’s tracks. Two years ago, when his mother and he had moved from 127th Street down into El Barrio, and he’d gone his first day to P.S. 109, he’d achieved a certain small notoriety among his classmates.

“What did you say your name was?” the teacher had asked him a second time at roll. “Junior Brown, ma’am.” “Your first name?” “Junior.”

“What’s the Junior stand for?” she had persisted. “It stands for nothin’,” he’d answered. “Well,” she said impatiently, “what’s your father’s first name?”

“Ma’am, I don’t have one of those. My mother named me.” So they had come to call him simply “Nothin’.”

“You headin’ off for the cellar, Gobe?” Brown questions.

“Meeting Eyes and Bag first. What’re you eating, Nothin’? What’re you sucking on there?”

Junior Brown held out the paper sack. “Want one, Gobe?”

“What is it?”

“Frogs’ legs.”

“Ugh! Christ, no! Where’d you steal them from?”

“No, sir, I didn’t swipe ‘em. My mother give ‘em me. She get ‘em from where she work.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah, she a domestic.” “Yeah?”

“Yeah, she get all sorts things. T-bone steak once.”

“Yeah?”

“Sure! She get all sorts things!”

In his excitement at capturing Gober’s interest, Junior Brown babbles on about the shad roe he had once, and the venison, the lobster tail, and the ar’choke; but Gonzalves is not hearing any of it. His brow is knit in a frown, his concentration on something else, impervious, as they cross Madison and head down 98th in the direction of Park. Above them in the windows of the dilapidated apartment buildings, people lean on pillows on the ledges staring out at one another, and down at the squalor of the sidewalks and pavement beneath them. Shoeless kids play with fire at a rubbish heap on the corner, and a half a dozen men squat around a crap game midway in the block. A woman sits lazily on a front stoop, her breast bared and offered to her baby, cradled in her arms; while a fat, yawning friend sits in a camp chair chatting with her. Through the jagged glass of a broken window in a street-floor flat, an old man peers out; behind him a television set shows dancing bears on its screen as a flute plays Rio Rita, and a small girl in the room blows bubble gum into a pink balloon and skips rope. A street light that has been stoned out makes the end of the block dark, and in this darkness there are the shadows of others lingering idly, yakking and laughing and looking at what there is to see.

“… and Missus Morganhotter tell my mother, ‘Take ‘em Bessie. We going Connetick this weekend and won’t eat ‘em anyways,’ “ Junior Brown is reciting to Gonzalves as they move along, “and them pok chop was three inch thick and wide as all outdoors and — ”

But Gober interrupts suddenly, barking, “Nothin’!”

“Huh?”

“I want to tell you something!”

“What, Gobe?”

“I’ll break your head in half, Nothin’ Brown, if you say to anyone where I was tonight! You got that?”

“Man, you don’t have to spell that out for me, and that’s a fact!”

“I just wanted to make it clear.”

“I know that much.”

“Okay.”

They cut around the corner of 98th and head up Park toward the wooden bridge that crosses the avenue, upon which Eyes and Bag wait. Nothin’ Brown empties the chewed bones from the paper sack into the street and blows the bag up, punching it with his fist so it explodes. He giggles, “Got ya, ya stool!” and tosses the torn sack over his shoulder. Then he says, “Gobe?”

“What?”

“Can I go up far as the cellar with you? I ain’t gonna snoop around. Just wanna walk up with you.”

“I told you, Nothin’, I got to have a confab with Eyes and Bag on the bridge first.”

“I could wait till you was through, and then walk up with you to the meetin’, Gobe. Can I?”

“Uh-uh.”

“Sure wish you’d let me, Gobe.”

“Uh-uh. This is King business!”

“You think there gonna be a rumble comin’ up, Gobe?”

“You playing Twenty Question, Nothin’?”

“No, sir.”

“Then don’t!”

At the foot of the steps leading up to the bridge, Gober stops and looks down at Brown. “This is as far as you go,” he says.

“I see you tomorrow?”

“If I don’t see you first.”

Nothin’ Brown grins helplessly, nodding his head and backing off from Gonzalves with his puny hands tucked in the pockets of his worn brown corduroy pants. “Then I be seeing you, Gobe,” he says. “S’long, Gobe.”

Gober gives an easy salute and starts up the steps when suddenly Brown snaps his fingers, slaps his head, calls, “Gobe!”

“Yeah?”

“Forgot to tell you somethin’.”

“Well?”

“Well, while you was in there, you know, while you was in the — ”

“Yeah, yeah,” Gober says impatiently, “what happened?”

“That Babe — she and this other broad come by, see, and they looks in at you, you know?”

Gober comes down from the step and walks over to Brown.

“What do you mean, they looked in at me.”

“They just did. They looks in, and this broad, she says to Babe, ‘See, what I tell you?’ and Babe, she say, ‘Yeah, yeah’ — like that, you know?”

“Like what?” Gober demands.

“Like she was learnin’ something’, Gobe. She say real slow, ‘Yeah, yeah.’ You know?” “And then?” Gober’s voice rises. “And then nothin’. They just go on then.” “That’s all?”

“Sure. I sittin’ there and I see ‘em, and this broad say to Babe, ‘See, what I tell you?’ and Babe look and say, ‘Yeah, yeah.’ That’s all. I thought you want to know.”

“Thanks!” Gonzalves says.

“Well, I be seeing you t’morrow, Gobe. I be seeing you round.”

Gonzalves does not answer. Slowly he climbs the wooden steps to the top, where the War Counselors await him.

• • •

Leaning against the pinball machine in the candy store on 100th and Madison, Babe Limon smokes a cigarette, and feigns interest in the June issue of True Confessions, which she has grabbed from the magazine rack behind her. As she flicks through the slick-paper pages, her friend Marie Lorenzi talks.

She says, “He own you or something? He contributing to your support, or something? He married to you or something?”

She files down her long red nails with angry motions. “Jesus, Babe, you saw him sitting there looking like he was swallowing blood over her! You going to take that?”

Babe Limon is a small sixteen-year-old with firm, full breasts, a lushly curved young body, soft, golden skin, brown hair piled on top of her head, and a pretty face which is overpainted with pancake, rouge, mascara, and lipstick. She wears a flared bolero jacket of a shiny pink color, a plaid wool skirt, and a bright silk striped blouse. Her ensemble is completed by a pair of worn black patent leather pumps, and a cheap gold charm bracelet is fastened around one ankle of her bare legs.

“One thing about Flat Head Pontiac,” she says, still looking down at the magazine, “is that he asked me, you know what I mean? He comes up to me in the corridor at school, and he says, ‘What’d you say if I said I was going to cut Gober out at the shindig Friday?’ See? He gets my opinion. I says, ‘You think you can? You think you can, Pontiac?’ I just ask him if he thinks he can.”

“You got to decide, Baby-O. I tell you, break with Gober! Everybody and his brother knows he cruising that Polack up in the ice cream parlor. He just comes to you to cool off!”

Marie stands arms akimbo as she talks, a tall, skinny, flat-chested girl in tight black slacks and a bright red sweater, a plastic raincoat drawn around her shoulders, a kerchief tied under her chin, and white socks and black toeless heels on her feet. She too wears a great deal of make-up, but her features are harder and more irregular than Babe’s; and she looks more sure, somewhat mean, and slightly coarse in contrast.

“Last time I’m with Gober,” Babe starts, as she lays the magazine across the pinball machine and folds her arms across her chest thoughtfully, “he tells me, ‘Wash your face!’ in just that kind of voice. Like it was an order. ‘Wash your face!’ We’re down in the clubroom on the couch, all by ourselves, and he comes out with that. I say, ‘What’s eating you?’ and he says, ‘I’m not interested in making the cosmetic counter at Woolworth’s.’ “

“Gober said that?”

“Yeah. Three nights ago, after the dance. When I wore my blue.”

“He doesn’t appreciate you, Baby-O. He never did!” “No, he did. He used to. I don’t know what happened.” “It’s that Polack, Baby-O.”

“Yeah,” Babe Limon agrees, “it’s her, all right. But he don’t get no place with her. That’s what I don’t understand. It’s not like Gober. Geez, Marie, you don’t know Gober! He’s oversexed or something, know what I mean?”

“That’s what I been trying to tell you, Baby-O. He just uses you. You’d think you were his wife, kid. You’re crazy to torch for Gonzalves! Dime a dozen, Baby-O!”

Babe tosses her cigarette to the floor and squashes it out. “Flat Head has pimples,” she says.

“So what! He’s a big man! He’s got a car, hasn’t he?”

“Another thing Gober says to me last time we’re together. You know how Gober is — always drawing these pictures of things?”

“Yeah, I know how Gober is — so?”

“So, he draws these two pictures of cats, see? One was a cat chasing in circles after his own tail. The other was a cat jumping up in the air trying to catch a rubber ball on a string that was too high for him to reach, see?”

Marie snorts, “What an imagination!”

“No, I mean, then he says to me, ‘Baby, if you were a cat which one you rather be?’ See? And I say the cat chasing his tail, cause it’s more like a game, you know what I mean? Lots of cats play that way. One we got in our building is always chasing his tail. So I told him I’d rather be that one than the other one, because the other one couldn’t get the ball he was after, do you see?”

“So what did Mr. Picasso say to that?”

“Well, he said, ‘That’s the difference between you and me, Baby. That’s what makes horse races!’ Then he gives me this whack across my rump, like he was being cute, only it was a hard whack, and he says, ‘Why don’t you clear out now, tootsie. Me and the boys got to huddle.’ “

“You see!”

“It was two things in particular, Marie, if you follow me. It was all that stuff about the cats, like I’d chosen the wrong one or something. And then, it was the way he came on with this tootsie business, like I was just another girl and he was finished with me for the night, and I could go on home or drop dead or something.”

“I follow you,” Marie says. “Oh, I get the picture, all right.” She points her nail file at Babe and tells her, “Chuck Gober! Play up to Flat Head, Baby-O, and let ‘em rumble over you. That’ll show Señor Gonzalves. Maybe he’ll get a rock in his head!”

“You think the Kings would rumble over this?”

“Baby-O, they’d have to! It isn’t like Gober announced to the world he threw you over. You’re still Gober’s girl on the books, Babe!”

“A rumble!” Babe Limon says thoughtfully.

“Sure, Baby-O. They’d have to!”

“A rumble,” Babe repeats. “A rumble over me!”
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