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The Lesson — According to Kicks

Heine pointed the knife at her. “O.K., Lady Godiva, take off the blouse.”

She stood motionless, unable to answer or move.

“Go ahead,” Heine said. “Take that piece of nothing off.”

The boy’s shoulders slumped and he began to groan. “Brace, mister!” Bar shouted. He put a fist in the boy’s gut, and the boy sank to his knees in the dirt, weeping helplessly. “O.K., green-belly,” Bar said. “Stay there. Your turn comes next.”

Dazedly the girl undid her blouse. Heine reached and yanked it off her shoulders. She stood there quivering, her pink slip plain and worn. Behind them, Manny began to cough. Johnny stood rooted to the place from where he watched.

“Let the straps down,” Heine said to the girl.

“Please. Please …”

“Do what I tell you.” Heine held the knife menacingly. The boy began to pray softly in Spanish.

She raised trembling fingers to her bare shoulders and slipped the straps over them. The top of her slip and her bra fell to her waist.

“Let her go,” Manny whispered. “You ought to let her go now. Huh?”

“Let her go!” Bar shouted. “What are you so worried about, mister? We’re just teaching these two juvenile delinquents a lesson. Don’t you understand that, mister? We’re going to teach these two juvenile delinquents a lesson they’re never, never going to forget.” He drew his foot back violently and kicked the boy in the groin. “Isn’t that right, green-belly?”

The boy’s scream of pain rent the air of the summer night.
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When kids who are still wet behind their ears begin to worship a new god named Violence, then a city must sit up and take notice!

 — From “Delinquency Means Failure,” New York Daily Record editorial



WHEN THE BIG BLOND BOY stepped out of the shower in the locker room of the City Boys’ Club, a voice yelled, “Hey, Kraut! Leave it on, will you?”

Naked and dripping wet, he walked through clouds of steam to the benches where the voice came from, and he looked down at a boy bigger than he was, who was sitting there pulling off his socks. Both boys were sixteen; both were tall for their age. Emanuel Pollack, the larger of the two, looked at least seventeen, and his body was more muscular, his voice remarkably deep.

“What’d you say?” the naked one asked.

“I said leave it on. I want to duck under for a quick one.”

“No. I mean, like, what’d you say before that?” “I don’t know,” Manny Pollack said uncertainly. “You want me to tell you what you said before that?” “What’s eating you? All I want is a shower.” “You said Kraut, Manny. You know? Kraut!” “I’m sorry, Flip. I forgot.”

“Yeah, like — you did forget. Like you didn’t remember at all.”

Manny Pollack stood up and unbuttoned his undershorts, letting them drop to the locker-room floor. He turned his back on Flip Heine and reached down for a towel. “I said I’m sorry.”

Heine took him by the shoulder and turned him around. He had to reach up to do it, because Pollack towered over him. He said, “How long you and me known each other, Manny?”

“Years, I guess. Years. But for the love of Pete, Flip — ”

“And all them years I been telling you I don’t dig the moniker. Right?

Pollack gave an exasperated sigh, but he did not walk away from Heine. He stood there nervously, waiting. He tried to prevent the inevitable, whatever it would be (it was always different; Flip had a great imagination), by saying, “Look, the kids at school call you that and it’s sort of catching, Flip. I can’t help it if I slip now and then.”

“School’s out, man,” Heine snapped. “School’s been out a month.”

A door slammed behind them, and another boy came into the locker room. Through the steam his form could be seen only hazily, as shadow-like he moved past them and stopped a few feet away. Manny glanced at him briefly, but Flip did not flinch. His eyes were still fixed on Manny. They were dark and narrowed and intense.

“What’re you going to do, Manny, to make me know you’re not going to slip again? Like, don’t you want to do something?”

“Flip, gee. It’s been a good afternoon. Why spoil it?”

“You spoiled it, Manny. You hung me up.”

Pollack looked down at Heine and shuffled his bare feet restlessly. He shook his head. “I don’t want to fight, Flip.”

“ ‘D I ever touch you, Manny?”

The newcomer was watching them now. Pollack felt embarrassed and uncomfortable, looking over his shoulder at him and then back at Flip. The steam made the room sweat with moisture.

Flip never took his eyes from Pollack’s face. He said, “Emanuel Pollack?”

“W-what?”

“I’m talking to you. Like, don’t you want to make me know that you’re not going to have any more relapses of the old memory machine, eh?”

“All right,” Pollack said resignedly.

“You want to do something, don’t you?”

“Yes,” Pollack whispered.

“Speak up, Manny, or I’ll think you’re insincere. You’re not, are you?” “No.” “Say it.”

“I’m not insincere,” Pollack said. There was a tense silence, and then he added, as he knew he was expected to, “I want to do something.”

Heine smiled and nodded. “Course you do,” he said. “But what could you do that would show me, Manny? I wonder …” He scratched his head in a burlesque gesture of puzzlement, and finally he told Pollack, “You know only a downright dog would call a good man Kraut. Hmm? Don’t you think only a downright dog would? Like, dogs go crawling around and they don’t know. Wherever dogs go, they don’t know and they go on all fours. Even if they want to take a shower, Manny. Hmmm? Understand?”

“Yes,” Pollack answered. He hesitated. Behind him and Heine the boy who was watching coughed. Coughed or laughed? Manny did not know. He could hardly breathe in the steamy air. He looked down at Flip and Flip’s eyes were on him. Flip had a cockeyed smile tipping his lips and he raised an eyebrow as if to say, “Well?”

Quickly, so that the words were jumbled together, but still plain to everyone in the locker room, Manny said, “I want to go on all fours to the shower for you, Flip. May I?”

“You may, Manny,” Heine answered. “Manny, you may if you really want to.”

Then as he did it, Heine did not laugh at him, but there was laughter. Laughter, and sudden applause. Before Manny ducked under the water, he heard a strange voice call to Flip, “Infinitely well done, sir! Huzzah!”

• • •

Outside the C.B.C. a half hour later, the midafternoon July sun was still hot as Flip Heine stood on the stone steps with his new acquaintance. The traffic on upper Lexington Avenue was sparse. New Yorkers had deserted the city for a week end in the mountains or on the Island. Flip mopped his brow with a clean white handkerchief and glanced at his watch. Although he was thin, his square-cut face was full and ruddy, and his nose was pudgy. Strands of his yellow hair, which he wore in a duck-tail haircut, kept falling across his forehead. He habitually pushed them back with hands that were childlike in their smallness. His lightweight trousers were pegged and pale blue, with high risers and a navy-blue suede belt resting down on his hips. His shoes were suede and navy blue, too, the same color as his silk shirt with the red diamond design on the pocket. The collar of the shirt was turned up slightly. His large brown eyes seemed restless and anxious as he looked expectantly down Lexington Avenue, and when he said anything, he turned his eyes from the boy beside him and talked to the sidewalk or the street. He mumbled his words, and his sentences were thick with the slang of jazz, which he had acquired in the past year, and which he broke into with desperate spontaneity on occasion. Already he respected Bardo Raleigh.

“You’ll like Wylie real fine,” he said to him. “Him and me and Manny hung around a long time together now. Been in the same classes in school and everything. Wylie works Saturdays till four, for his old man. Ought to be along in a minute now.”

Bardo was a somewhat short, well-built seventeen-year-old. He had a good stance, which he had proudly perfected in Sandside Military Academy, along with excellent manners, a sullen sort of sophisticated poise, and an unusual skill in the art of fencing. His hair was dark brown and combed back in a neat wave. He was a nice-looking boy, not too handsome, but attractive in a clean-cut way, with regular features and fine light-blue eyes. His smile was particularly winning, for he had good white teeth, straightened to perfection by braces when he was a child. But one seldom saw him smile. Bardo Raleigh believed that “smiling all over the place” was “vulgar.”

“It somehow is not feasible,” Bardo remarked in his contemplative, detached manner, “that you and your colleague inside would still get along after a performance such as the one I witnessed.”

“Manny’s O.K.,” Flip answered. “He goofs sometimes.”

“Pardon me?”

“You know, man. Like, he shoots his mouth off.” “Peculiar,” Bardo mused, “that he’s so susceptible to sadism.”

Flip shrugged his shoulders. He did not know exactly what Raleigh meant. He said, “He likes snakes. He has one and everything. One of his own, you know? Keeps it in his room. Man, I mean, who needs it?”

“Obviously he does,” Bardo commented. “He probably has a psychological complex.”

“He’ll be along in a minute now,” Flip said, looking back toward the club door and whistling shrilly at it. “Takes him a crazy time to dress,” he added. Again he checked his watch, searching the street afterward for any sign of John Wylie. Flip had suggested to Bardo that he come along with the three of them, and Bardo had said fine, he would, but where were they all bound?

“The store,” Flip had told him. “Down the street on Ninety-first.”

“What store?”

“Bernie’s. Like, they sell magazines and Cokes and they got a juke and couple pinballs and things. You know?”

“What are you going there for?” Bardo had inquired. “For? You have to go for something? We’re just going there.”

He glared at Bardo with resentment. It was the same resentment he frequently felt toward his family. They couldn’t understand why he hung around Bernie’s either.

“You got records home,” his old father would argue with him in German, “and you got a phonograph. And you got all the soft drinks you need downstairs in the place. Bring your friends home, Hans, the way a good boy does.”

“The place” was Die Lotosblume, the Heines’ small restaurant on Eighty-sixth Street near Third Avenue. Flip’s sister sang there, and his three older brothers helped run the business. Four evenings a week Flip waited tables reluctantly, hating the familiar smells of grilled Bratwurst, red cabbage, schnitzel, and dark draught beer. The melancholy choruses of “Muss I’ Denn,” “Lili Marlene,” and “Nur Du,” which filled the room as the night wore on, filled Flip with shame at being there among the white-haired old Germans whose tears rolled down to their handle-bar mustaches as they reminisced; whole families gathered around one table, their napkins tucked under their chins, their voices rising in thick, guttural accents; and the sight-seers, who asked Flip what Bauernwurst was, what kind of meal a real German would order, and if the “little Fräulein” would sing “Come, come, I love you only” in German for a dollar bill.

“Aren’t we good enough for you, Hans?” his father would demand.

“I didn’t say that,” Flip would answer.

“You say it, Hans. You say it with your eyes.”

“O.K.! O.K.! I don’t dig Germany. Germans don’t give me kick one!”

“You go to that store to learn that talk, is that it? To learn to talk smart-aleck to your old father?

“All the guys go there, Pa.”

“All the wise guys.”

Bardo looked questioningly at Heine now, and with nervous irritation coloring his voice Heine said, “Like, we go to Bernie’s and put out for a Coke, and play the juke. Bull around.”

“Well, don’t apologize, my good man,” Bardo responded.

Flip had never heard a crazier comment in his whole life. Who was apologizing?

Wylie was ten minutes late already, and Manny, as usual, was dawdling. Ordinarily Flip would not have been bothered by these things, but this afternoon he was. He wondered what to say to Raleigh, and he wondered what kept him from crossing him off as a creep and just ignoring him. All the while he wondered, he strained for another likely topic of conversation.

He said, “Wait till you meet Wylie, man. Man, girls eat their hearts for breakfast over old Wyle!”

Bardo shifted his rapier to the other arm, took a silver nail clipper and file from his pocket, and worked with it on his hands, which were already immaculately white, the nails meticulously groomed. He was wearing gray linen trousers, and a white shirt under his charcoal-colored linen jacket. His necktie was inch thin, and striped black and blue. His academy graduation ring, which he wore on the little finger of his left hand, had a ruby stone that flashed its reflection in the gold handle of the rapier, jutting out from the leather case. Heine and Pollack had gone to the club for handball, but Bardo had gone there for his fencing lesson. When it was over he had planned to drop the sword with the doorman at his apartment building and go to a double feature. Then in the locker room, when he got into conversation with Flip, after Manny had dog-walked it to the shower, Bardo had changed his mind. He was immediately captivated by Heine’s disciplinary measure, and by the amusing, almost absent way he instigated it, and afterward appeared to slough off his triumph over Pollack. Such an impassive personality intrigued Bardo, to say nothing of the whole subject of discipline.

Raleigh had been an exemplary cadet during his four years at Sandside. In that strange world of little men carrying big guns, parading close order in full dress, standing white-glove inspection, and “popping to” like automatons at a senior officer’s sharp bark, Bardo excelled. During his four years at the academy he had been “pulled” only once, in his freshman year, for failing to shine his brass, and his last year he had served as Colonel of Cadets. Discipline was his obsession. When he read in a modern history book one of De Gaulle’s statements made during World War II, he saw to it that every cadet memorized it and could repeat it word for word. It was a sentence that somehow inspired him:

“France will fight this battle with passion, but she will fight it with discipline!”

“Thank God,” Bardo had concluded his commencement address on his final day at the academy, “that I have learned the value of discipline, for it is the difference between leading and following in this world. The followers will never appreciate its value; the leaders, who do, are obliged to be their shepherds.”

There was a polite sprinkle of applause from the student-parent section, and a rousing ovation from General Baird’s box. The military band broke into the “March of the Men of Harlech,” and Bardo Raleigh did not touch his glove to his cheek to stop the tear that had rolled there from his brimming eyes.

• • •

‘"How is it?” Bardo said to Flip, “that you have so much power over your friend Manny?”

“I just put Manny down,” Flip retorted. He disliked analyzing situations. Flip just said things and people said things back, and if it did not make intellectual history, it did not confuse him either. Bardo spoke unlike anyone Flip had ever encountered before. He seemed to probe for answers Flip did not know how to give him. It made Heine feel curiously and newly inadequate, and vaguely uncomfortable in Raleigh’s presence. At the same time he was aware that he somehow admired him for this very fact. He was oddly pleased, even flattered, that Bardo was joining them.

“What do you mean, you put him down?”

“I don’t like anyone calling me Kraut,” Flip elaborated.

“I’m talking about power, my good man. Your pow-er over him.”

“Power?” Flip shrugged his shoulders, embarrassed. “Who says?”

“Why are you so evasive?”

Flip chuckled and cracked his knuckles in a frustrated, awkward gesture. “Man, oh, man,” he said, for no reason. Raleigh said, “Where did you pick up that jargon?” “Heard it around.” “He doesn’t like it,” Bardo said. “Who doesn’t?”

“Bardo Raleigh doesn’t,” Bardo Raleigh answered. “He finds it infinitely tiresome.”

• • •

Emanuel Pollack pulled his olive-colored tie to a neat knot and studied his face in the locker-room mirror. He wondered if his father had been right this morning when he had suggested that the reason Manny had flunked two of his subjects this term was that the curriculum was too difficult for a young boy.

“They drive you kids too hard,” he had said in his soft, serious tone. “They expect too much of you. Why, I saw you studying every night with my own eyes, Emanuel. Latin and French and all those subjects are hard! And you with an I.Q. of a hundred and eighteen. Nobody can say you haven’t got the brains, Emanuel.”

Manny would have liked to accept his” father’s idea that the school was to blame, and not himself, but Flip and Wylie both had passed their subjects, and he remembered the principal’s report. His mother had read it aloud.

“… convinced that his inability to concentrate and his dreamy attitude during class sessions are rooted in a

basic personality problem. The faculty recommends that Emanuel apply for consultation with a psychologist at the Jewish Children’s Clinic …”

“You don’t have to go, son,” his father had declared. “You just forget all about it.”

But his mother had said he certainly was going to go.

“Not if he doesn’t want to, Ruth!”

“Well, he should want to!” and then turning to Manny she had said, “Don’t you want help? Do you want to be backward and stay behind another year? You want help, don’t you, Emanuel?”

“What about it, Emanuel? Do you?”

Emanuel said, “I don’t know. I — What do you think?”

“I think,” his father said, “that you should do as you please. You should do whatever you think is best, Emanuel.”

As he remembered these things, Manny’s reflection frowned back at him. His face was gaunt and somewhat sullen; his gray eyes were always rather timid-looking. A teacher once described Manny by saying that he had the face of a melancholy seventeenth-century poet and the build of a professional football tackle. His hair was chestnut-colored and curly, and now still wet from the shower. As he took his comb from his trouser pocket, he heard Flip’s familiar whistle outside. Without bothering to part his hair, he grabbed the coat of his tan summer suit from the wire hook on the wall and began to run up the basement steps. Midway, he suddenly remembered the humiliating episode of less than an hour ago. It was funny that he had forgotten all about it, and funny too that as he recalled it, he was unable to recall his anger at Flip. The incident, he realized, was a dead issue, buried now in a graveyard of past and similar incidents.

• • •

Coming up Lexington Avenue, approaching the club entrance, Johnny Wylie wondered who the third boy was with Heine and Pollack. He saw Manny shaking hands with him while Flip stood by, grinning inanely and pushing the yellow strings of hair back off his forehead.

Johnny was the baby of the crowd; he had five months to go before he would be sixteen. He was five feet seven and clearly handsome, with thick black hair he wore close-cropped to his head, sparkling dark eyes, and a smooth, creamy complexion. Above his full wide lips he was cultivating a thin line of mustache.

“Where’d you get the ‘tash, Johnny, hmm?” Lynn Leonard, the girl across the hall, had said shyly to him that morning as they met at the mailboxes in the apartment-house entranceway. “It’s nice.”

He had tried to keep his eyes off the tight white halter she filled too well for a girl of fifteen.

He said, “That’s a funny name for it — ’tash.” He stared down at his shoes, afraid to raise his head for fear his eyes would never reach her face, but stay fixed there below her neck. He could smell the faint lilac fragrance she wore, and he was keenly aware of bare flesh at her shoulders and back, though he had not seen her fully.

“It’s nice,” she repeated. “It’s a nice ‘tash.”

“ ‘Tash!” He feigned a gruff tone. “I never heard one called that before. Never!”

She laughed, tossing her head back so that her long, soft dark hair fell to the small of her back, and Johnny stole a glance at the halter. He looked squarely at her there, and then away quickly, his face flaming. He turned so she could not see.

“See you around,” he mumbled.

“So long, Johnny.”

• • •

“Do you stay in bed very long in the morning after you have once awakened?” Father Farrell had questioned Johnny after he had blurted out his confession twenty minutes ago, when he had stopped off at church on his way uptown.

“I won’t any more, Father.”

Johnny felt better now, after having talked about it with someone.

As if to dismiss these scraps of thought from his mind, he squared his broad shoulders, drew a deep breath, and held his head up high. He wore a brown cord suit and a natty yellow bow tie, which was clipped to the collar of his white shirt. The taps on the heels of his heavy ox-blood shoes clicked more insistently as he stepped up his pace, waving now at the boys who were waiting for him. Johnny took the club steps by twos. He slapped Flip across the back and gave Manny a mock punch in the stomach. Then he shook hands with Bardo Raleigh.

“Let’s all cut out for the store,” Heine said, and as the sun slipped back behind the skyscrapers to the west, casting their jagged shadows in the path, the quartet ambled lazily along Lexington Avenue.
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Hello, young fellow — hi!
You’ve got somethin’ in your eye.
It’s a look I recognize.
I don’t think you realize
What’s on your mind….

 — “Love-Bitten”



BERNIE’S HAD ONE BOOTH, behind the magazine racks in the back, and the four boys sat in it. Flip sat beside Bardo, and Johnny and Manny faced them. All but Bardo were sipping Cokes. Bardo had heard that Cokes rot your teeth. He had a cup of coffee. The jukebox was playing the same song over and over and over: “Love-bitten, smitten, smitten — sittin’ in a daze …” Up front, at the fountain, a lanky fellow with hair the color of a carrot was blowing the paper wrapping from his straw at a dark-eyed blonde who was thumbing through the new issue of “Motion Picture.” When the wrapper whisked by her face, she looked haughtily at him over her shoulder. She told him he should drop dead twice.

“The dog’s barkin’,” he said. “Somebody let her out.”’

Two girls straddling stools at the end of the fountain swayed back and forth to the rhythm of the music, singing along with it: … “smitten, smitten — sittin’ in a daze …” Behind them three boys were jamming in the levers on the pinball machine, making the bells ring on a strike, and the red and yellow lights go on.

“ ‘And if I ever see you kick a dog again, mister,’ I told him, ‘you’ll pop to with this sticking in your yellow gut!’” Bardo patted his rapier emphatically and took a swallow of his coffee. “If there is one thing Bardo Raleigh loathes,” he concluded, “it’s a yellow-bellied bully!”

Emanuel Pollack said, “Particularly with an animal. Geez, they can’t even call for help or anything.”

“You musta been a big deal at that academy, man,” Flip said.

“I was a good officer, and if I get my appointment to the Point, I’ll be even better.”

Johnny Wylie said, “What’s ‘pop to’? Is that when you stand up straight?”

“So straight you suck your belly in until it meets your vertebrae!”

“When will you know if you’re in at the Point?” Flip asked.

“Any day now.”

“Old Wyle here’s going to Yale when we all finish up, and make like a lawyer, aren’t you, John boy?”

“Not if I can help it!” Johnny said disgustedly.

Flip laughed. “If your old man can, you are. Least mine isn’t on my back about college. I need college like a second head.”

Manny said to Bardo, “Whatever happened to the guy?”

“Who? Yellow-belly? He’s still at the academy. He has another year to go. I don’t think he’ll ever kick another dog during his lifetime, though. He learned his lesson.” Bardo leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. “We had this other cadet who used to pick on this homesexual. Whenever he could he — “

“You mean a fairy?” Flip said.

“If you prefer that word.”

“What was he doing at the academy?” Johnny asked.

Bardo shrugged. “There are always two or three homosexuals in any school.”

“Like, with the lily voice and the chicken walk and all?”

“Clayton didn’t walk or talk too peculiarly.”

“Then how’d you know?” Johnny said.

“Oh, everyone knew. He used to write poetry to men. I remember one called ‘Song to Sydney.’ The first line went: ‘Haunch to haunch in our nude nakedness, we seek eternity …’ He used to recite it into a tape recorder and play it back. Then he’d erase it, change a few words, and start all over again. He said — “

“Haunch to haunch in our nude nakedness!” Flip exclaimed. “Dig that!”

Johnny grinned. “I know a joke about a fairy. This fairy gets his car bumped by a big truck, see, and he’s sore as hell. So he gets out and goes back and says to the big, burly truck driver, ‘Thay, what do you think you’re do-ing, anyway?’ — see? And the big guy says back, ‘Aw kiss my butt.’ So the fairy says, ‘This is no time for love.

I’m mad!’ “ Johnny and Flip and Manny all broke into raucous laughter. Bardo just sat there.

“Don’t you get it?” Johnny said. “This truck driver — ”

“I get it, mister,” Bardo answered coolly.

“Well, what’s the matter? Not funny enough?”

“It was vulgar, mister. Kid stuff.”

Johnny’s face got red, and Flip spun a nickel on the table. There was silence for several seconds. The jukebox whined on.

“What happened to that Clayton?” Manny broke the silence. “You were going to tell us about him.”

Bardo said, “It was just that one of the cadets used to pick on him, bully him. Homosexuals can’t help what they are. They’re born that way. But a bully isn’t.

“You got something there, man,” Flip agreed.

Johnny was quiet. He ran his fingers along his thin mustache and sipped his Coke with his eyes lowered.

“So one afternoon when this certain party was riding Clayton particularly hard, I decided to discipline him. I made him pop to and I said, ‘Mister, there must be something deranged about you, the way you bully Clayton all the time. Maybe the trouble with you, Mister, is that you want to be a girl.’ I said, ‘Mister, if that’s what you want to be, you can be.’ Then I ordered him to put a hair ribbon on and get himself out on the parade field with a pair of scissors and a ream of bond. ‘When you’ve cut yourself out a nice row of dollies from every single sheet in that box, mister,’ I told him, ‘you can come back to barracks. Then, mister.’ I said, ‘you can color them.’ “

“Man, oh, man!”

“Did he do it?” Manny asked.

“You can bet your life he did it, mister.”

“You must have been a big deal, man!”

Johnny Wylie stood up abruptly. “I have to go,” he said. “It’s five-thirty.”

“I don’t want to be a big deal, as you so vulgarly put it,” Bardo said. “I simply want to be a man of some integrity.”

“Be seeing you, Wyle,” Manny said, noticing Johnny standing.

“S’long, Wyle,” Flip said. “I’m not working next Saturday night. Want to cruise?”

“Sure,” Johnny said. “I’ll call you.” He was about to turn and leave when Bardo Raleigh stood, his hand outstretched.

“I’m glad to have met you, Wylie.”

“Sure thing.” Wylie nodded, taking his hand. He said good-by to the three boys again and started toward the front of Bernie’s. As he passed the fountain, one of the girls perched on a stool called his name.

“Oh, hi,” he mumbled.

“Do me a favor, Johnny?”

“I guess.”

“Put a nickel in Number Nine for me? Here,” she said, holding the money in her hand. She giggled. “Look how red your ears get when you talk to a girl, Johnny.”

Johnny said, “Put your own nickel in. I don’t like the song.”

“It’s Number Two this week, Johnny.”

“You think I watch the ‘Hit Parade’?”

“Your ears are just scarlet, Johnny Wylie!”

“Give me the goddamn nickel,” he muttered, “if you want to hear the song.” He pulled it from between her fingers without touching them and turned to the jukebox. He shoved in the nickel and pushed the button. “Oh, oh, oh, oh! La’ove bit-ten! SSS-mitten!” The lyrics followed him out of the store, and the girl called after him, “Thank you, Johnny Red-ears. Much obliged for your courtesy.”

• • •

“Lookit that.” Flip nudged Raleigh when he saw John Wylie talking to the girl. “Man, dames are crazy about that cat!”

Manny said, “In school they all chase him.”

“Aggressive women bore me,” Bardo stated flatly. “I like my women to be passive.”

“You — ever — ” Flip stopped when Bardo met his eyes directly. Flip said, “I s’pose you got plenty of women.”. “Only one, as a matter of fact,” Bardo answered, rubbing the case of his rapier. “She’s older than I am. She’s a mature lady. I can’t stand these ninny bare-legged kids.”

“Ditto, man!”

“What’s she like?” Manny said.

Bardo looked indifferently at him. “What do you mean, what is she like?”

Unsurely, Manny said, “W-what’s her name?”

“Her name,” Bardo said, pausing, drawing a breath, “is Ina.” “Oh.”

“I-na,” Flip sang softly, “is there anyone fina, in the state of Carolina? If there is, will you — “

“Kindly shut up!” Bardo snapped. “You’re disagreeable, Heine!”

Heine stopped in the middle of a word and looked dumb-struck at Bardo Raleigh. Emanuel Pollack poured some salt out of the salt shaker he had been fondling in his hands, licked his finger, touched it to the salt, and tasted it, idly, feigning unawareness of the suddenly tense atmosphere.

“What’d I do?” Flip wanted to know.

“You act like a kid! I tell you a lady’s name and you act like a kid!”

“I’m sor-ree!” Flip exaggerated the word. But he was sorry. He smoothed his hair back with his hands and then folded them across his chest. He looked at Manny, who was still intent on licking the salt off his finger, and he said, “You hung up, Pollack, you gotta eat salt?”

Manny stopped what he was doing without answering.

“Maybe you want to eat the whole shaker?” Flip said menacingly.

“I don’t.”

Bardo Raleigh kept Flip from pursuing it. “Don’t bully him just because I told you to shut up,” he said.

Flip got angry. “What’s with you, man? Back at the club you’re coming on like crazy ‘cause I tell Manny here to do something and he does it, and now you sound off and say I’m bullying! What kind of an academy you running now?”

Bardo explained quite solemnly that there was a distinct difference between disciplining a man and bullying a man. “If he’s out of line, then, mister, you discipline him. But if he’s in line, you don’t meddle. If you do, you’re a bully.”

Flip thought that over while Manny blew off some salt that was still sticking to his finger. Finally Flip said, “O.K. O.K.”

“You see what I mean, don’t you, Heine?”

“I said O.K.”

“You’re all right, mister,” Bardo announced, “but you could use a little discipline yourself.”

Heine was pleased. He saw more praise in the remark than blame. Reaching across the booth, he tugged playfully at Manny’s tie. “Manny’s a good kid,” he said. “Me and Manny and Johnny gone around together since the year one.”

Manny grinned and straightened his tie.

“Some night,” Bardo Raleigh said, “we all ought to get together. What are you all doing tonight?”

“I can’t make it,” Flip answered. “I’m tied up.”

“You working tonight, Flip?” Manny asked.

“I’m tied up’s all. You want a diagram?”

“I didn’t mean tonight,” Raleigh said quickly. “I have something on myself tonight. Something important, as a matter of fact.”
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