
        
            [image: cover]
        

    

 




[image: tmp_190da32681f0d99e732513ba20d90be9_GMvKIQ_html_m6c2c4646.jpg]


 


Three Ring Circus by John Maggie (edited by
Maitland McDonagh)© 2018 by 120 Days

 


Smashwords Edition, License Notes:

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment
only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people.
If you would like to share this book with another person, please
purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading
this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your
use only, then please return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy.
Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

 


All Rights Reserved. No part of this book may be
reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic
or mechanical, including photocopying, without permission in
writing from the publisher.

 


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places,
and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are
used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or
persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

 


For more information contact:

Riverdale Avenue Books/120 Days

5676 Riverdale Avenue

Riverdale, NY 10471

 


www.riverdaleavebooks.com

 


Design by www.formatting4U.com

Cover by Scott Carpenter

 


Previous Publication by 120 Days, 2012

 


Digital ISBN: 978-1-62601-441-1

Print ISBN: 1978-1-62601-442-8

First Edition March 2018


 


[image: tmp_190da32681f0d99e732513ba20d90be9_GMvKIQ_html_30517aca.jpg]


Introduction

 


All the World’s a Stage

 


Step right up, folks, and see what the lithe, limber
and uninhibited trapeze artists, snake dancers and midway musclemen
get up to after the marks go home! That’s Three Ring Circus’
spiel… what it delivers is as spectacular as advertised and more,
diving into not just the acrobatic sex lives of exotic performers,
but also the family dynamics, backstage politics and
sawdust-and-tinsel class divisions that nearly torpedo the
relationship that develops between aerialist Mike Vollenweider, the
high-strung scion of circus royalty, and easygoing but sensitive
roustabout Jerry Lattimer, who hopes that one day he’ll get the
chance to join the circus’ motorcycle pit show.

Today, running away to join the circus is as quaint
an idea as wanting to ride the rails like a hobo. But in the 1970s,
when Three Ring Circus was first published, there was still
a viable traveling carnival circuit. It was on its final legs, but
continued to employ multigenerational family acts—including wire
walkers, animal trainers, clowns, acrobats and trapeze
artists—along with game operators, concessionaires, roustabouts
(the stagehands of the travelling-show world) and pretty girls who
danced, posed and sometimes performed in clandestine cooch shows
where the action was raunchier than the fare at go-go bars in small
cities, along sundry functioning junkies and alcoholics and other
down-and-outers.

Three Ring Circus—originally published as
Three Ring Sex Circus, though pre-publication ads suggest
that the “sex” part was a last minute addition designed to gin up
the title’s naughtiness factor—is a surprisingly sweet, nuanced
novel about lust, love and the kind of commitment that draws out
the best of people who’ve rarely looked beyond where the day takes
them and changes them more than they ever imagined was possible. It
may well have been sold on the dual hooks of erotic acrobatics and
the ‘70s fame of The Flying Wallendas, a German-born family troupe
of aerialists who specialized in high-risk, TV-friendly stunts,
like the highly publicized high-wire walk across Georgia’s Tallulah
Gorge, undertaken by patriarch Karl Wallenda, then 65, in 1970.
Even if it wasn’t, author John Maggie’s Vollenweiders were clearly
inspired by the Wallendas, and the novel’s Kopec family bears more
than a passing resemblance to the Italian-born Tognis, aerialists
who also made the transition to TV and movies in the 1970s.
Three Ring Circus unfolds against the backdrop of a rapidly
vanishing world whose stars are losing ground to movies and
television or decamping for berths in Las Vegas and on variety
shows, including the glitzy Circus of the Stars specials
(1977-1994) that featured celebrities glittering their way through
traditional acts.

The novel’s Prince Royal Circus and Side Show
averages 200 performances a year, playing small towns and cities
across the US. Two multigenerational European family acts are
locked in perpetual competition for the spotlight: The German-born
Vollenweiders, high-wire artists who parlayed a TV appearance into
the big-name spotlight, and the elegant Flying Kopecs, a troupe of
old-school trapeze artists whose heart and soul is live
performance. 22-year-old Mike is torn between them: He’s a
Vollenweider by blood, and would never abandon his family’s act,
but he’s so impressed by the artistry of the Kopecs that he spends
every spare minute working with them, trying to master the
trapeze.

Or is he just trying to make sure he doesn’t have any
down time to think about his sexual identity? People are starting
to wonder why handsome Mike doesn’t have a girlfriend, and while
his go-to explanation is that he’s just too busy for relationships,
the truth is that he’s begun to tentatively explore his sexuality
with other men, something he’d prefer to keep as quiet as possible.
But given the close quarters of circus life, secrets have a way of
coming out, especially after love walks in.

The catalyst is an accident in the ring, a minor
mishap that could just as easily have been the moment that
demarcated Mike’s before and after. And it’s Jerry who offers some
first aid, casually breaching the divide between glittering
performers and the faceless scum-bums (Jerry’s word, clearly
learned the hard way) who toil in the circus shadows.

How poignant a passage is this: “At 21, Jerry was
lean but well-proportioned, a six-footer who hoped to put a little
more flesh on his bones now that he was signed up with a first-rate
circus.” It’s a bracing reminder that in the ‘70s, being poor in
America could mean being underfed—not just badly-nourished, but
actually underweight—and sufficiently short on prospects that a
behind-the-scenes job with an itinerant show, a gig that’s all hard
labor, few avenues for advancement and no guarantees, is a prize
not because it’s exotic or exciting but because as long as you show
up and keep your nose clean you get to eat. And for the orphaned
Jerry, who’s been on his own since he was a teenager, there’s also
the unspoken allure of finding a substitute family: Show people are
famously close-knit, bound together by ties that range from blood
to romance to mutual commitment to the belief that the show must go
on and that it’s their responsibility to pull together and see that
it does—heartbreak, injury or other unforeseen circumstances
notwithstanding.

A week after Mike’s accident, he and Jerry get
together to hang out, and by the end of the night it’s clear that
they’re on their first date and it’s going to end in bed, even
though the sum total of Jerry’s same-sex experience is a little
drunken groping, while Mike’s is a single encounter with a fellow
flier who goes both ways and steps out on his wife at the drop of a
hat. What stuns Jerry is that Mike actually remembers his name: As
a faceless, infinitely replaceable roustabout, “he was always ‘Hey
you’ or ‘Let’s lift-it-baby.’”

That night is all it takes to make Jerry and Mike a
couple, complete with sleepy post-coital dreams of a future
together. But come morning it’s apparent that things aren’t going
to be easy: Jerry’s alcoholic trailer mate starts making vague
noises that sound like blackmail, Mike’s old-world dad and macho
brother turn up the time-to-get-married heat and both—equally
young, bull-headed, impetuous and insecure—are new to this
serious-commitment business.

Despite the title’s hardcore ballyhoo, sex
isn’t the main event, even though there’s a lot of it:
Three Ring Circus is an unabashedly raunchy little book. But
its core is the rhythms of Mike and Jerry’s developing
relationship, both smooth and choppy, combined with the process of
negotiating the terms of a long-term partnership under stressful
circumstances. The rigors of constant touring aren’t for fainting
flowers of either sex and nonstop togetherness magnifies minor
irritations and allows genuine conflicts to blossom—like most
clichés, there’s a grain of truth in the one about absence making
the heart grow fonder.

Taken together, the result is plenty of
complications, and to his credit author John Maggie—whose other
novels include Go Down in the Valley (1968), Split the
Sky (1970) and Hanging Loose (1977)—uses them to push
the plot forward and move Mike and Jerry’s relationship into a
second-act crisis, while keeping the circus milieu in focus: The
book’s depiction of everyday behind-the-midway life is vivid, from
the physical rigors of pitching a big top to the psychological toll
of knowing that everyone knows everything about your private life a
split second after you do.

Little is known about John Maggie, which was,
atypically, his real name rather than a pseudonym. Most of what I
know about him is courtesy of prolific writer/editor/agent Victor
Banis, the author of, among many others, the popular Man From
C.A.M.P. spy-spoof novels. Their paths crossed briefly in the
1960s when Maggie took a correspondence class taught by Banis, who
remembers him as “a sweet guy” from a small town in the Deep South
who was “eager to learn.” Given the low esteem in which adults-only
gay novels were held, Maggie could have earned his check by
knocking out a formulaic smutty fantasy sprinkled with a handful of
received sawdust-and-tinsel tropes. But he didn’t: Whether or not
he actually had personal experience of circus life, Maggie immersed
himself in the details and absorbed the lingo, as the cadence of
his hawker’s pitch for the motorcycle-pit show makes clear:

“These guys are climbing the walls,” spiels the
barker. “Who knows—maybe tonight one will tip over and you will be
right there to see it happen. No danger to you, folks, but let me
tell you: These guys can’t get insurance, ’cause who knows when
they’ll flip and crack a skull? Inside! The performance is just
beginning: Two bucks, folks! One for the gas and one for the
government! Tonight I’m giving it away!”

And Maggie put real effort into evoking particulars,
from the intense, momentary pleasure of downing a concession-stand
Coca-Cola over chipped ice on a stiflingly hot day to the grind of
setting up, breaking down and hauling people, animals and gear from
one town to another, 200 shows over the course of seven months. And
he imagines a pair of studly guys who can’t keep their hands off
each other and then gives them inner lives.

Mike and Jerry are bound by personal histories and
social constraints, but refuse to be defined by them; they’re both
young, impulsive and secretly self-doubting in all kinds of ways,
but when push comes to shove, they take a chance on love,
conventions be damned, and commit to the work that comes
after the honeymoon. That’s bucking both the “do it ’til you’re
satisfied” zeitgeist of the ‘70s and the
soap-opera-on-wheels stereotype of circuses in most pulp fiction.
Viewed from that perspective, Maggie’s cute carnie hunks almost
look like cultural radicals, young men who accept their sexuality
as a given and reject the stereotype—widespread in the era—that
being a sexually-active gay man meant being a closeted, relentless
serial philanderer with no interest in forging long-term
relationships.

That’s not to say that there isn’t a period of
adjustment for both. When the novel begins, Mike is completely
sexually inexperienced and trying to reconcile the fact that all
his relatives—and there are plenty, by blood and by marriage—form
relationships effortlessly while he’s mired in doubt about how to
reconcile what he’s expected to do with his thoughts about other
men. Jerry has knocked around, but his experiences have been casual
and transient. From squabbling to pillow talk to quotidian
housekeeping, Jerry and Mike feel bracingly real. When Mike wants
to make a special dinner for Jerry, it’s “Chinese stuff, mostly
from can.” (cue the “La Choy makes Chinese food... swing American!”
commercials that were ubiquitous on ‘70s television) but spiced up
with a sweet and sour pork dish he’s carefully made from scratch
and served with white bread and milk because Jerry likes bread and
milk with dinner. That’s as tidy an evocation of can-opener cuisine
with a touch of aspiration as any literary novelist could have
conjured.

Or consider Jerry’s reaction when Mike suggests a
three-way with fellow aerialist Stan Kopec: “Stan’s as butch as
they come,” Jerry responds incredulously. “Besides, he’s married.”
By the ‘70s the word was already out, especially in large cities
and certain professions—fashion, theater, dance—that overt
“manliness” or marital status (to a woman, one now needs to add)
was no guarantee of heterosexual orientation. But the point isn’t
that Jerry is an idiot; it’s just that he’s young, the product of a
time when gay men in most professions kept their private lives very
private and has learned what he knows haphazardly and there are
gaps in his education.

Curiously, the plot of Three Ring Circus
strongly echoes that of The Catch Trap, by noted
science-fiction/fantasy writer Marion Zimmer Bradley (best known
for The Mists of Avalon, a feminist reimagining of Arthurian
legends) whose core is the love story between two aerialists, one
gay and the other discovering his sexuality. It would seem more
plausible to imagine that Maggie read the high-toned Catch
Trap and appropriated its setting, core dynamic and details
(right down to the focus on the triple somersault) for his
altogether less literary endeavor than the reverse, but in fact
Three Ring Circus was published first, by four years… so
make of that what you will. Ideas fly free and history is rich with
examples of similar inventions, narratives and ideas arising
concurrently in different places.

If the good surprise of gay pulps is discovering what
enjoyable reads they can be, the bad one is finding out how
difficult it is to tease out the real identities of most writers. A
handful of these largely unsung novelists used their own names,
notably Maggie, Carl Corley—many of whose novels about growing up
in semi-rural Mississippi draw deeply on his own life—and the
critically acclaimed Bruce Benderson, whose adults-only Kyle
(undated, circa 1975), a sophisticated examination of desire,
celebrity and mutable identity, is every bit the equal of his first
mainstream literary novel, 1994’s User. Others later stepped
up and claimed their alter egos, including Richard Fullmer (who
wrote as Dirk Vanden), William Maltese and Victor Banis, who
amassed dozens of pseudonyms between them, from Victor Jay to
Lambert Wilhelm. But most didn’t; hundreds of writers of these
sneakily significant novels remain in their closets or have taken
their secret identities to the grave.

 


Maitland McDonagh

February, 2018


Chapter One

 


The Prince Royal Circus and Side Shows pulled out of
its winter quarters near Sarasota, Florida, with a caravan of
trucks, cars and trailers on a balmy April morning and headed north
for the town of Perry. It was to be the first show stop on a series
of dates that would crisscross the Southeastern states, cover
Appalachia, zigzag through Ohio and Michigan and cross
Pennsylvania. Before the season was over the circus would set up
and rip down the big top and sideshow attractions for nearly 200
one-night stands during its seven-month schedule of
performances.

The entire entourage of performers and circus workers
was heady with excitement and keen to begin what promised to be its
most scintillating and glittery season yet. Everyone from Hal
Powers, owner of the circus, the trapeze and high-wire artists,
clowns and freaks down to the roustabouts, wheelmen and concession
butchers felt the magical glow of the new season come alive as the
big top was raised for the first time at Perry.

Especially excited were the seven members of the
Vollenweider family, aerial performers who billed themselves as the
Aerialiners. Emigrants from Central Europe, they had escaped the
shadow of the Iron Curtain via West Germany, migrated to America
and in no time established themselves as champions of the high
wire. A spot on nationwide TV helped them get started in America
and as an act they had prospered. This was their second season with
the Prince Royal Circus and if all went well they hoped to sign
next year or the one after with the biggest circus of all: Ringling
Brothers.

Papa Vollenweider, a robust man in his mid-40s, was
pivot man and coordinator of the high-wire act as well as family
patriarch. Papa’s word was law within the group, both as an act and
as a family. Not one of his four sons, or his wife or his daughter
dared to go against his wishes or his commands. They had the utmost
respect for his judgment in both matters of family life and in
their act.

Aside from the triple somersaults and other
death-defying acts performed on the high wire without benefit of a
net, the finale involved the coordination of all family members.
Papa Vollenweider rode a perfectly balanced unicycle with three of
his grown sons perched on a balancing pole atop his shoulders. On
their shoulders stood Erica. His daughter, and Sara, his wife, and
atop them, completing the human pyramid, was his youngest son Mike,
just 20 years old.

Two of his sons were married and two were still
single. Emil, the oldest, was married to Betteanne, an aerialist
who swung in dizzying blurred circles by her teeth. Carl, older
than Erica but younger than Emil, was married to a bland blonde
named Peaches, who was wardrobe mistress and doubled as an elephant
girl.

Paul, at 22, was dark, good looking and possessed a
fine athletic body, as did Mike, who was even more handsome. Both
were bachelors and, like their father, grandfather and
great-grandfather, regarded the circus and their high wire acts as
their life and never tired of working out, rehearsing and
perfecting their art.

Mike was the most ambitious of the brothers: Not
content to perform merely on the high wire, he hankered to become a
great trapeze artist and was this season performing as second flier
with the Flying Kopecs, another European family with high billing
on the circus programs.

Stan Kopec, the group’s catcher, taught Mike for
months while the circus was in winter quarters. Mike found himself
spending more time working out with Stan, Stan’s brother and Stan’s
wife, Della, than he did with his own family. All of Mike’s hard
work paid off before the circus left Florida; after playing seven
matinees and night performances in as many towns and small cities,
Stan gave Mike equal billing and he was considered one of the
flying Kopecs, an honor to which he was determined to live up.

Playing dual roles in the circus, starring roles,
left Mike with little spare time. While Paul eyed the town broads
and made out like the other single men in the circus, Mike kept
himself busy working. To him, the life of an aerial performer in
the circus was a man’s world and he enjoyed the daily exercises
that kept his lithe young body well proportioned. Besides, he had
always preferred the company of other young men to that of
women.

At 5’10” he was the possessor of a nearly perfect
body. Mike had a head of dark, curling hair, a ruddy complexion and
luminous brown eyes; he was much sought after by town girls
following performances… and also by young studs who admired his
high-in-the-air athletic ability under the big top. Some of the
girls weren’t content with his autograph; they would feel his
biceps, let him sniff their perfume and rub their breasts against
him. A few openly offered themselves, but Mike wasn’t interested in
the least. He always begged off, saying that he had to attend a
special workout to keep up his form. His brother, Paul, nearly
always took the girls up on their offers and laid as many as he was
physically capable of laying.

Mike and Paul shared a bedroom in Papa’s large
trailer. Paul spent his time with the broads in various towns or
having beers with the boys after the evening performance while the
roustabouts knocked down the big top and packed it away. Mike often
found himself paired off with Stan, talking about the nuances of
trapeze flying—they perfected some of their more outstanding
routines by talking them over before trying them out in the
air.

“Hey Mike!” Stan said. “Look, fella—enough is enough!
Too many muscles aren’t good for a flier,” he continued, dropping
down into the net from his catcher’s position after Mike completed
two somersaults and a full mid-air turn before hitting the net and
starting to climb the ladder again.

Stan waited, held out Mike’s robe and put his hand on
Mike’s shoulder as they walked to the dressing-room tent to take a
shower.

“Look, kid,” Stan said as they peeled off their
tights and stripped off their jocks, “in winter quarters these
workouts are necessary—we’re only practicing, keeping in shape. But
now, with two performances a day, we get enough action doing our
stuff up there.”

“I know,” Mike said as they stepped into the portable
showers, which were set side by side. “But I’m not content to be
good. I want to be great.”

“You already are,” Stan said, and then their voices
were drowned out by the hissing shower jets.

“Already you are as good as Rudolph,” Stan said as
they began to towel off.

“Maybe… but I’m still number two, remember?”

“Look,” Stan said as he dried his chest, his cock and
balls swaying between his legs, “I’ve been meaning to talk to you
about that. You’re good, kid. Very good. But remember, this
is our family’s special thing—the way we make our bread. Don’t ever
get better than Rudolf. You get the message? To him and Mr. Powers,
you are still maybe number one-and-a-half, but Rudi is still number
one. Let’s keep it that way.”

They sat side by side on a low bench, resting after
toweling off. Stan pulled out clippers and began to trim his
toenails, one naked leg pulled up so his large, soft cock lay over
the other thigh.

“I get the message,” Mike said. “But eventually I
want to be the greatest flier who ever lived.”

“With your determination and discipline, one day you
will be. I can sense that already, Mike. But while you’re working
with us, Rudi is. Okay?”

Mike nodded. His chest still heaved from working out
and his breathing was more labored than usual. He wondered why; he
didn’t smoke and never had anything more than the occasional beer.
Something else was bothering him as well: Involuntarily, he was
beginning to get a semi-hard on and he was hoping Stan hadn’t
noticed .

But maybe he had, because presently Stan said, “I
know you’re dedicated to your work, but a young fellow like you
needs to have some fun as well. When was the last time you went out
with a broad? Got royally screwed and tattooed?”

Mike smiled and said, “You know how it is. I don’t
have time for that.” He wondered what Stan would think if he told
him the truth—like never. Ever.
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