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Thirty Years and Still Not With It



(On the Circumstances of a Novel)


The young man who wrote this book was remembering the boy who scrambled out of high school in Lakewood, Ohio, and instead of going to college or to work in a defense factory, as a kid was supposed to do, left home and hitchhiked toward the great, shining, mountain-towered metropolis of Pittsburgh—discovered, No, that’s not the center of all adult doings, either—and thus set out again toward New York. It got cold that winter. A job as dishwasher left him unfulfilled and chapped. A job as a Mercury Messenger put no wings on his feet. So then he looked south, hitchhiking down Route One (the number seemed important) as far as Key Largo, sleeping where he could, eating how he could, until finally a kindly hood in a Buick perceived his good and loyal character and hired him first as a shill (looked too young for the job) and then as a busboy in an afterhours and illegal gambling joint on Pelican’s Roost, an outcropping of rock on the long curve of sea-splashed, eel-slick road leading toward Key West. Pelican’s Roost was the kind of home a seventeen-year-old person could treasure forever.


After the middle of the night I was alone when the more solid citizens—hookers, shills, bartenders, gangsters—returned to their well-deserved rest on the mainland. I slept on the floor, cushioned by dirty laundry, dishtowels and tablecloths, when the real grownups and girlfriends vanished in their sedans and coupes. The top girlfriend wore two fur boas tucked around her collar. “Hey, just sweep up and the place is yours, kid.”


Barracuda cruised among the rocks. The predawn sky sparkled. I jumped into the salt water because I was warned not to. I howled my seventeen-year-old passions into the wind and there was no one to tell me I was going through a crisis, maybe even pushing it a little, considering that I was really a nice boy from a suburb of Cleveland.


Ten years later, living through the memory again as a young writer, I called back the experience in dreams. I wanted to close some debts to those who were like me, kind and unkind, frightened and arrogant, seeking to live free and alone and also loving to share the chatter. My wanderyear at age seventeen was not that of Bud Williams, but the quest for discovery—fathers and mothers, self, sex, and risk—was a parallel one. A French psychologist calls it “the crisis of juvenile originality,” which sometimes leads to schizophrenia and sometimes to art and usually to mere adult life. When I began to write this book, in my late twenties, married, with two children, I wanted to cut up a jackpot with my old friends on the roads to Pittsburgh, New York, Jacksonville, and Key Largo, and to learn what a writer and everyone else tries to learn and then must keep on relearning: that the hard times go on, but there’s a good and with it way to be not with it, too.


Since I was a young writer finding my language—and expect I’m still doing it, although less young—I tried on this jaunty, speedy, decorated prose partly because I was crossing a gloomy, slowed-down, partly barren time in a young man’s life. No, I didn’t try on the language; tumbled into it. The elements were hectic: the street lingo of various lower depths, jazz, Prospect Avenue in Cleveland, Minton’s Playhouse in Harlem; the buffoonish French I learned in Paris and from reading Raymond Queneau; the need to name a shifty violence of dream and nightmare. Memories of carnival hanging out. Recollections of my brother Sid’s tales of traveling with carnivals (the book is dedicated to him). Reading studies in American jargon, books on con men, pickpockets, addicts. Even my own parents’ lyrical inaccuracies (English was not their real language).


There was, of course, no loyalty at all to what I had figured out. I let the fantasy ride. Later, when an angry review by a carnie in Billboard Magazine said I had clearly been taken in hand by carnival people and then betrayed my mentors by telling their secrets, I was mightily flattered. I had invented most of these secrets. When D. W. Mowrer, whose scholarly works on eccentric jargon had entertained me, wrote to ask for information about the “provenance” of expressions I had made up, I was terrifically flattered. I didn’t have the heart to tell him the terms he included in his new glossaries were my creation.


The book falls into three parts, and so did my life when writing it. The first section was written in Cleveland, where I was not so grateful as I should have been for a job as a night clerk after exuberant student days in Paris. Literature, I believed, was my way out of a career in skidrow alcoholic rooming house management. An early draft of this section was published in New World Writing #6 and got some attention. Back in Cleveland, I was consoled of some of the burdens of my job and of a (supply adjective here) marriage.


Well, sir, a story in New World Writing, even a lead story, did not make a career, although it picked up my spirits. I searched through library lists of scholarships and fellowships, applied for and received a kind of Caribbean Fulbright to spend a year in Haiti. There, in Port-au-Prince and Kenscoff, amid another language shock, Creole upon French upon English, I discovered that the story did not end yet; or rather, it continued past its first ending. I wrote Part Two, which begins with this quotation from Rimbaud:


It should be every man’s ambition to be well-enough acquainted with himself to be his own doctor.


Bud Williams was beginning to grow up, to fall in love, to learn how to deal with fathers, to leave his boyhood while still being a son. Personally, I had a wife, two daughters, and a publisher’s option for a book.


After my year plus a few months in Haiti, I needed money to come home. I sent the manuscript, the two-thirds completed manuscript, to the World Publishing Company, which had printed my second novel, The Prospect Before Us. I received in return a long, careful, unctuous letter from my editor, explaining how I was on a wrong path and should be doing a book more like … my last book. What I needed was money and good counsel. What I received was no money and smoothness.


My friend Roland Devauges, a French anthropologist, did the unFrench thing: lent me money to come home with. Unlimited blessings on his memory. Seymour Lawrence, then the editor of the Atlantic Monthly Press, was enthusiastic about the manuscript and gave me a contract. Blessed be his name, within limits; we seem to have quarreled later.


And so now I found myself an instructor in English at Wayne University in Detroit. Sensing that my marriage was coming to an end (that word “sensing” covers much insomnia), I had thought the right thing was to bring my wife back to her home town. During two more years we struggled; and during those years my joy and flight took the form of finishing and rewriting, rethinking, reimagining this book. I suppose the concept of Joy was partly a tribute to my perished hopes in a marriage, and also a celebration of a new love. The walls of marriage, with two small daughters to reckon with, were higher in the 1950s than they now seem to be.


Negotiations with the Atlantic Monthly Press, before publication, were complicated. I am grateful to Sam Lawrence for his careful reading and line editing. Others at the house—and perhaps at Little, Brown, which co-published—compiled a list of words they wanted changed. Since I was inventing a language, I countered with explanations of how it was necessary and self-explanatory; all a person had to do was read carefully, like poetry. They had another argument: If I “corrected” the list of sixty or seventy items they wanted changed, I had a chance—this was only hinted—at the Atlantic Prize, which was ten thousand dollars plus major attention. My response was enthusiastically to suggest they give me the prize but not change the text.


And then there was the title. Odd as it is to imagine now, the concept of not being with it seemed impenetrable in 1955 in Boston. Suggested titles flew to Detroit from Arlington Street. When someone offered “The Cup of Kindness” as title, I wired Sam Lawrence: OKAY IF EXPANDED TO THE CUP OF KINDNESS IS A MANY-SPLENDORED CROCK (“OF SHIT” was rejected by Western Union). Sam Lawrence wired back in this sense: I surrender, dear.


The book was published as I wanted it. It didn’t get the Atlantic Prize, the publisher lived up to its lack of enthusiasm for my un-cooperative nature in revision, but the book received some good reviews. To some extent the editors were right about the language, since English publishers said it was too American and French publishers said it was untranslatable. (Later, in the sixties, it was published in England and also in French, translated by a poet under the title “Le Voyage de Grack.” So the terms “too American” and “untranslatable” turn out to be temporary and evanescent jargon, too.) In a few years the title came to be familiar lingo, even to junior high school kids.


The book took an odd turn, with consequences for me in the real world, because of its first paperback reprinting. Permabooks, an impermanent enterprise, exercised the privilege paperback publishers enjoyed then, changing the title without consent of the writer in order to improve the Trailways bus station market. Their mass twenty-five cent edition was called The Wild Life, with these lines of print prominent on the front cover:


THE UNVARNISHED CONFESSIONS OF A YOUNG CARNIVAL HUSTLER


Although the book was written in the first person, from the point of view of Bud Williams, I didn’t imagine that it would be presented as autobiography in the drugstores, depots, and supermarket racks all across this literature-crazed nation. For years afterward I was asked one of two questions about the book: “Was it hard for you to give up heroin?” And, from the hipper beatnik veterans: “Hey man, what was it like to get off junk?”


No one asked why I changed my name from Bud Williams to “Herbert Gold,” perhaps to profiteer on the rage for Jewish writers from Cleveland.


In fact, of course, all books, including your bank book, are auto-biographical. The chronicle of nightmare, daydream, and what goes on below the reverie line at every moment in life is a part of history, if we can only find it. The description of heroin detox illness was a mixture of fantasy, information, and my own miseries from malaria contracted on a treasure hunt in Port-de-Paix, Haiti. There really was a treasure map, including thirteen slaves buried alive to curse anyone who dug up the Spanish doubloons; we didn’t find the treasure, but I found the curse. Like any normal novelist, I changed the curse into a blessing. Black water fever and plasmodium in the liver become, for the writer, a kind of alchemical delight. The fanatic storyteller rewrites his suicide note until he forgets what annoyed him so much about living. My shakes, quivers, fevers, and nausea could have been the envy of any genuine junkie. My five-year-old daughter, helping me into the shower to bring down the murderous fever, was saving my life. Grack and Joy did something like that for Bud Williams. And along with Bud, I learned something about the debts of love.


I was partly aware—fortunately, only partly—of the ritual exorcisms in carnival, circus, spectacle, the traditional explosions and harnessings of madness. I went about inventing a society of carnival, that enclosed world of the traveling fair which served in opposition to the differently enclosed world outside. By the end of the book, I had educated myself a little. What I lived through as a quest by Bud Williams was surely my own quest to separate from both worlds and belong to both of them. Now I can pick out a portion of what Grack, Joy, Pauline, and the countstore mean to me, but I’m still more interested in what they meant to Bud Williams. Some of the mystery endures. I’m grateful for that.


The Man Who Was Not With It has remained alive for me over the thirty years since its original publication. Beatnik readers were surprised to find the writer, well, less weird than they wanted him to be: a husband sometimes, a father, a non-junkie. I worked at various times with actors, film directors, and producers trying to carve a movie from this story. Once dope money came into the project, along with, again, the wistful question: “When you gave up junk, did you go back to grass?”


No, and it wasn’t hard for me to give up malarial hepatitis, either.


When the book was reissued, here or in Europe, new readers would write to me about circuses and carnivals; and when I visited the fêtes foraines of France, those country fairs with their connections back through time with tricksters and medieval wandering entertainers, Roman circuses, and even more ancient rites and orgies, I felt as if I were coming home again. Whatever quality the novel might have, I had written it wildly, wildly, to save my life, to provide wild limits, and made the dream a kind of doctor for my soul.


The Man Who Was Not With It has never had a large sale, but has continued to saunter like the debonair living dead through the publishing industry. People who esteem nothing else I’ve written wonder how I could have found such a book in me. A San Francisco hippie explained it by demonic possession; the present solemn middle-aged fellow was invaded by a marauding spirit—maybe his. And to tell the truth, some readers who like other books of mine have never been able to read this one. It’s not nice, it’s not Jewish, it plays tricks. Yet there have been eight different editions in English, counting The Wild Life.


In the body of the middle-aged fellow there still does lurk the prancing boy. Through the miracle of reverse physics, that which takes place in the future can seem to cause what happened in the past. When I remember writing this novel, when I remember my year on the road as a seventeen-year-old, when I remember my dreams of kinds of abandon, kinds of love, a Joy, a Grack, a Pauline, those raucous others on the carnival midway—now it happens again.


Herbert Gold


San Francisco, California
January 1, 1987





PART ONE



“I lay down in mud. I washed myself with crime. I played with madness.”


To flee is to die. To discover is to make life eternal. When are we fleeing and when are we making?


And now the story begins.





1. Let me tell first how Gracchus became a father to me



THERE he is on the midway, Grack the Frenchie, talking for his countstore or his zoo while the loudspeaker clamored under his come-on with a hee hee hee and a ho ho ho. “Roly and Poly, the sole and o-nelly genuine Siamese twins from Siam in these great States—no adhesive sticking them together behind either, friends—and Little Bo Peep, the educated chimp, she’s no geek, speaks five African languages—I’ll translate for you, friends—move in there on the edges, you—lookee here at me, at my, at your friend Grack, friends,”—and they looked.


This was the big show, if they only knew it.


“Lookee, lookee, lookee, friends!” He brought his hand with the horny nail of his index finger in a wide circle, swinging an invisible lassoo, looping their belly-eyed gaze and taking it at his eye. They were caught first at the spongy wart on his nose and then in his eyes, working it for themselves now like the flies caught wriggling in sticky-paper. That wart made a stiff flop when he tossed his head in beckon and hitch toward the pungent foot-darkened sawdust at the door of Grack’s Zoo, a gobble of cajolery up from his throat and the swollen Adam’s apple.


Even that pretty monkey Joy, Pauline’s pouting daughter, an agile child sneaking through the high stakes to womanliness, stopped in her roaming through this carnie where she dwelled and listened. Her dark face lifted to Grack while his lips rehearsed his words and her lashes veiled her carniebrat’s opinion. She knew his pitch, but he played in a pleasant new line for her now and then, and whirled with his immense mouth of grin to tease to her: “All green and life-defying, folks! All dreadful, friends!”


As Grack went to turn the crowd in, Joy scuffed off to where she would smile and nip the pleasant Southern air and take the tickets to Palmistry Pauline’s mittcamp. “Psychopalmologist Tells All, Marital, Sexual, or Mineral—but leave our Joykins alone,” Grack chanted in farewell to Pauline’s girl. “Oh diddle a hand, oh raddle a riddle, so step right up,”—it made no difference what he said. The marks listened to him, his hand and his eye, not his words.


Ho, ho, ho. He adjusted the dial down. Hee, hee, hee. The machine now softly vented its hilarious spleen behind the platform. Pretty little Joy had smiled and gone. Again Grack opened to his sweet-and-sour hurry-up song. “Now you take them circus Siamese babies, you can’t trust them, never could, folks—” He was a sallow stooped carnie with vapors fuming in his eyes and hard skinny hillbilly muscles, but he had a knack: he could chant them into anything. He could put them down hard on a paper dollie as quick as he could sell the gaudy clatter of Rosie’s hips bumping, our grind-girl from the Boys’ Farm in Hudson, Ohio. The index finger and the wart and the eyes did the turn; he plugged them in. All he asked of them was to ease loose the marko’s fist. The slum prizes dripped from their hands, taffy, teddybears, streamers of paper, and he didn’t need the laughing machine to make the folks feel rewarded. “It keeps me company when I get lonesome,” he said. “Sure, it gasses me, but you can die from the stupid marks you see out there.” He said: “I don’t booze, I don’t mainline, I hardly even pull my robin, but I got me the right kind of mad on. That’s my fix, boy.”


“You don’t get tired of it, Grack?”


“Sick of it. Sick of what, eh? Sick of them all and their pockets full of hanky-pank money—but you’re a young fellow got his end before him.”


“You get like that, Grack?”


“Got his end in front of him. I already come to my end, boy.”


Even so, sometimes his thumb-and-finger snapped with a yen for the girls, and then there might be trouble, since the flypaper eyes were the smartest thing about him and they didn’t reckon on anything but the sale. Me, I was a brat yet, not much older than Joy, a sawdust streetkid, and I asked too much of men in our world without women; that’s ahead of the story. Grack, maybe he asked too much of the crowd in a world made, whatever he said, by individual men, just as one of them had made the rasping ho-hee platter which backed him up each workday evening, winters and traveling excluded.


How it happened with us is as easy as this: Grack, this fine talker, he stood in his box near San Diego and plucked a tricksie in shorts as she wiggled by. He took the thin pants between his horny fingers, appreciating her ripeness by the plump distance she jumped straight up, and roared like a kid: “Snookums!” He patted. He pinched. He held on.


She had friends, it seemed. In that crowd, with Tricksie jostling them every chance she got—I’ve seen her on all my midways in these wide States—they were blowing for a fight. “Ouch,” she peeped. “Oh me,”—and she rolled her round little eyes to see what she could see.


“You goddamn bum,” her marko friend yelled. “What you think you’re doing, squeezing tomatoes?”


“Yeah, goddamn, you think so?” his friend asked.


Craw jerking, Grack said, “I’ll explain it to you for the price of admission, children’s rates. See me after the show.”


They both jumped the Grack. He let go of Tricksie’s prettiness and murmured, soft-like and reluctant, “Hey, rube.”


Hey, rube!—with a ho and a hee for this carnie battlecry. Hey, you fearless rubes!


Dreamy in my high, I floated down from the next platform to kick the smaller mark where it would tell on him. I did it with my toes, as light as I could, though he did not appreciate this. It turned out that he was a real sociable fellow with a wide circle of friends and one of them came at Grack with a bottle. Grack whistled between his teeth. He had to rap the bottle baby on the knuckles. They were a party; we found ourselves with an old-fashioned hey-rube and obliged to move the show on that night. There was no patching it. I remember looking over to Tricksie with her pretty little hand tip-touching the black-and-blue spot, and I hoped that she would finally let Grack fix the rest of her for her, but just then someone broke my nose and I went thrashing about, spouting blood over everyone and yelling my courage mixed with salty phlegm. How could I do any better? I worked toward the best pleasures on earth, ready for high virtues of friendship even if the sharpest nosebones worked their way into my cheeks.


“Oh, do it for me,” Tricksie was saying.


Sam the Popcorn Man was throwing canvas over his machine and had it almost covered when a rube heaved a tent-stake and the popcorn blew like snow among us. “Hee! hee! hee! Ho! ho! ho!” Someone was windmilling an empty bucket. Someone had found a case of beer. Someone turned up the speaker at the zoo and it roared till our scalps shivered with it. “HO! HO! HO!” A small sliver like a fishbone had pierced my nostril in just the place where Grack’s wart lay. I noticed it at the time. Tricksie was rubbing herself and murmuring happily, “Oh, my, won’t you? Kill him for me, please.” She was lonely because nobody touched her after Grack. Picking her hand through the broken glass of the popper, she stuffed her mouth and said, “All for me? Oh, you shouldn’t hurt yourselves, boys. It’s not right. Get the skinny fellow over there, he’s the one. Kill him. I’m just a defenseless little girl. No, the one with the funny nose.”


Joy dumped a jug of warm peanut oil on Tricksie’s new hairdo. Tricksie stuck her tongue through it like surprised. Joy said to me: “Oh that must hurt, Bud. Bud! Let me wash it for you.” She was crying.


Later Grack picked me for true and handed me a compliment on the new nose. “You don’t look like a kid no more, kid, never will. Thanks for coming. You was first. I really mean it.”


“I was nearest, that’s all,” I admitted modestly.


“How was I to know the whole town was her friend?—in thin panties and fruitcake fat like that. We only just got in town. I didn’t hardly see that mark with the bottle. I should of known, though, frisky like she was.”


I blushed at this apology for the trouble and my broken nosebones. “You couldn’t have guessed, Grack. You were busy with business.”


“Business, kid, you mean monkey business. That there business finger got to look out for itself sometimes. Never did learn, did you?”—and he frowned at the dark hand with its pink ringed mounds of callus. He sighed, finished his study, and stuck his head toward me. “How’s the face?”


“Still there.”


“Looks fine, just fine.” He sighed again and put his vaporous eyes upon me. He didn’t con me with the finger, though. The wart lay sleek and still. “Just dandy,” he said.


“Glad to get it for you, Grack.” If I wouldn’t earn this face and the skewered nose for him, then who could be worth it? I was lucky in this case that friendship and principle came together in a time of risk. Since love is the principle and Grack a man with a use for everything, my choice fell happy here. You don’t always find it that way with grifters, family, and the others you meet in business.


The next mornings I took to crawling up on one of the rusty Ferris wheel benches, braked while the carnival slept, and tried to remember Phyllis and my faraway father in Pittsburgh and the squares beyond. Motherless since birth, I dreamed only of my father, who was lost to me in the immobility of his mourning, his fleshly discontent, his business, and his shameful and secret watching over me. A five-dollar habit helped me forget and then remember. I was keeping cool and making the effort to give an answer like that of Grack’s funhouse speaker. He had invited me to sleep in his truck, where we found room for two easy.





2. Had memories, old friends, and a bad habit



I WAS with it and for it. I was picking pockets in a wholesome diversification of ways, as the stockbrokers put it—countstores, girlie shows, even taking bets in the funhouse on how high a skirt would blow. (Saw many a frayed hem. Some girls are more careless with their underthings than you’d ever have occasion to know in another line of work.) I had risen fast despite my habit, from tent man and candy butcher to shill and apprentice inside man in a count-your-ball, rob-’em-all shop. I was no first-of-Mayer staying put with the rent at home until the spring made it nice on the lot. I traveled through foul September rains on the canvas. I gave myself to voyaging.


Only my tenderness sat flabby in the way, an overtenderness both to myself and to others. That was how, trying to keep cool and out of the way of such as Phyllis and my real pa, I picked up the habit. A businesslike five-dollar habit helped me mix the carnie hardness with the carnie softness which takes the place of the rules of courtesy in a traveling show. Grifting troubadours, bonnie princes of con with ten-gallon hats, we trailed our unchivalric careers through the dust of many counties. Grack could snip the fringe off a gypsy’s ribbon and sell it back to her. My father, too, sold service—work service, loading his truck at any hour of the day or night in Pittsburgh, and never with schnapps even when Hizonner Volstead had made owning a truck and knowing the road profitable. Grack serviced for profit the marks with their greedy eyes and the dry lips of worried fraud.


Pauline, who liked Grack, said to Joy: “You just stay from under Grack, hear me? Get your first loving-up from somebody needs it of you, daughter-a-mine. You got cute shape, cute face just like your papa—I see nothing but trobble less you hold out for the genuine loving. And cover yourself afterwards so’s you don’t catch a chill—I see past, present, and future clear as glass.”


Me, I booted the mark down the midway when I saw that squirrelly look which says: “Win it all back with the rent money because they can’t, no they can’t do this to me.”


When the eyes fevered over this way, fright moving in on the larceny in their hearts, I dumped them outside and said, “No, no, there’s a limit on losses here. Be a good loser now, sir. Go home. Here, take a nice babydoll to the wife and just thank the management.”


It was policy, sure, to keep them on the move and smiling, but I was too quick with policy, and sometimes a mark would come back nasty: “Mind the wax in your own ears, sonny boy. Whose money and day off is it? Get back there behind the counter and set ’em up again.” The kicks gone from it, I would have to sweep in the leavings of his cash, his watch, and his bad checks. I couldn’t enjoy it anymore. Dad had done this to me, faraway in Pittsburgh, tiddling me with unpleasure for my pleasure and putting pellets of lead under my tongue and at the nimble tips of my fingers. Grack had no such troubles; neither did the others. If they had fathers, they knew what to do with them; they left them far behind and gave themselves over to proving who was who: Gig and gouge, take your best hold.


I tried to be different. I had an outlook.


You should have seen me rouge all over for the rightness of the world because Palmistry Pauline, the queen of our mittcamp, liked to tell the ladies nice things: he loves you truly, he’s coming back to you soon, he’ll be tall, dark, and with his hernia tucked in.


Later, washed by the dawn sky above me, in the truck with Grack or alone on a Ferris wheel mat, I knew that even sweet Pauline couldn’t fix it for anyone. They all knew. She had her own troubles, a dollar-eating daughter to raise, the change of life, an old conviction for stag movies and illegal matroning. She demanded the minimum donation for reading the future, thus giving time and the ladies’ hands a moral sense. You can see that we had a heart for each other’s hearts, although Pauline couldn’t do good anymore for anybody, not anybody. She went on trying. She could still be kind.


“Hernia Hoo?”


“Ropture, I said, modom. Tray-o-diemints. No more trobble.”


“And for this you charge fifty cents?”


Still, paying the broads with tissue paper in their garters or telling as if, secure in morphine or other pacifiers, wobblies, ex-cons, gypsies, depression bums, freaks and cripples, guys with habits and light-footed guys and clever chappies with no place to rest their cleverness, gentlemen who were with it for every bad reason in a world of bad reasons, we found in the show that forgotten moral thickness for which so many of us were sick. “The Feast of Our Lady of Syracuse,” Bigcut Stan wrote to Billboard, “the Biggest Feast in the East.” Mindful of a sick past, we embraced this sick present, its festivals, sentiments, trials, and especially its divided religion which attempted to bring together a sublime freedom for elbow-room with a divided loyalty for friendship. “Those that know me, come on in,” Stan the Bossman advertised in the springtime, “but no collect telegrams.” There was society enough for the Sunday Times. For example, Pauline’s little Joy tried to pass me a pop bottle during the hey-rube, poured peanut oil on Tricksie, later laved my nose and tried to mother it like a grown woman, still later whispered, “Here, have a sandwich, Bud. Don’t you know you got to eat?”


“Nose hurts and no appetite. Thanks.”


“You got to. Minced ham on white, peanut butter and jelly on cracked wheat, all those nourishing vitamins.”


I watched Grack winking and grinning at this nervous-kneed girl who wiggled like a woman to offer me sandwiches in a bag and jelly on her wrists. Although I had only a couple of chinhairs and summers on her, Grack’s grin made me stiffen away and pull my mouth down, saying, “Little girl, y’ bother me. Got my own vitamins.”


“Okay, Bud,”—dipping.


“But I mean to thank you anyway, little girl,”—but she had already gone, fast on small feet, a shy monkey, quick and busy and pretty little mug coming to an angry pout.


Grack was still shaking his head and scratching. “Now you hurt the filly’s feelings,” he said. “Little boy, you’re plenty rough. You don’t want to hurt a feeling like that less you really like her. You only nip like that, puppy, when you’re—” He stopped and grinned.


This is what I mean by society just like yours even among all us complacent oddballs. “Shouldn’t worry you because it tickles me to watch—that kid was making up to you so sweet,” Grack said. Our cooktent had a pleasant business warmth, too. For other examples from the society page of Stan’s Famous Truck Show:


The wedding of Roly and Poly, our Siamese twins, to the Hayworth Brothers, who were billed in the West as “Those Gallant Aristocrats of the Trapeze,” until Chet Hayworth accused his brother, Poopface, of having eyes for Roly and the act split up. Or the hey-rube when a farmer took off after Red Rosalie, the belly-dancer, and Rosalie blushed, pouted, bargained, and finally consented. We heard the mark’s howl from the Ferris wheel to the last countstore when he discovered that Rose is a man like the rest of us, or nearly. “Dincha know?” Rosalie lisped when we got him subdued. Or the long sleepy drinkdowns during the slow Florida winters at Jacksonville, when, if off-season and off-luck meet, the very richest carnie you meet is like to sell his pins and buckles and rings and end up a wino at the Salvationists by Feb or March. Or the boosting from the A & P, when we put bets to see who could get away with the most bottles of vanilla extract in two hours; no fair buying, fellows. I used to kiss Pauline’s ring for luck; Joy wasn’t looking—she went to high school wintertimes. Or Casanopopolous, who had a pair of the widest nostrils for a mark in a crooked show, who sniffed them out and vacuumed them in, who drove a trailer and ironed his money at the end of each day. Yes, he put out his board and heated the iron on a stove and smoothed out the rough places. That man hated creases. Once or twice in the season, and every season, he was looted. Broken into. All gone. “Why don’t you lay it away in the bank?” I used to ask him. (This happened every year.)


“Don’t trust banks,” he said.


He knew too much about con to fall for that one, but he never managed to save a buck. We all felt sad sometimes to have sneakthieves among us, but what can you do with a mark besides giving him a chance to enjoy his flatwork or win a free Indian blanket?


One day Grack strolled over and stood spraddle-legged at my booth, grinned to show his friendly black tooth—I was warming up to the empty air, “Try a free one, they’re all free, folks”—and laid a finger to the fat-bellied wart and his mushy eyeflesh. He snapped it away to kid my ears empty and my head ready. Making me watch, he closed his mouth for a moment; he was the rare carnie who could live without brag. He carried the talent of silence with him. He reached for my arm, rolled up the sleeve, and poked at the sore places on the veins. Gently he scratched the scabs. “Why don’t you kick it?” he said finally.


“Don’t know how.”


“It’s an expensive habit.”


I was thinking: Expensive to myself without the habit, too, Grack. I touched my nose healed flat but still sore.


“What say?”


“Didn’t answer yet, Grack.”


“Come on along, kid.”


“You know it ain’t easy, Grack.” The trade had already wandered away. It was a windy afternoon, the shadows still short off the mountains, and they were just looking things over with their palms not itchy and hardly a dime jingling. I said: “But another thing, now you’re asking, what do you do what you do for, Grack?”


“Wha-what?”


“Grifting, you know it. All right, so let’s cut up a jackpot. How long you been grifting?”


This made him frown and rock softly on his heels. “Listen, kid, I studied for priest, but I didn’t like it. It didn’t agree. So? I did it for my mother.”


I leaned to him over the board and shook three marbles in my fist. “You think you can always make it like this? You ready to go on for always?”


“Get myself a skillo, get myself a patch in every town, what more do I need?” He looked over the apprehensive afternoon crowd with its know-it-all faces and its pockets joylessly buttoned. They weren’t even buying balloons, cobweb candy, or Spicy Artist’s Views. He took the pencil from behind his ear, under the Texas hat, and tapped my knuckles with the marbles in them. “You make good money on a skillo wheel,” he said carefully, as if I had touched a difficult place in his way of thinking. “I love, really love to see how the mark runs and then he’s headed off by a wideawake patch.”


“What I mean, Grack,”—and I took the pencil. It changed hands. “What I mean is what’s in it for you? You got yourself no habits. You just like the feel of the crowds maybe.”


“That’s it, friend, I love to let the crowd feel me. With a ha ha ha and a hee hee hee. I love to let them do it. You hit it there now. I wish I could dress snappy like a priest, but they’d never trust me. No, you’d start slow and get away slow.…” He tipped back the hat and shaded his eyes with his hand and watched the pickup bums setting down the Ferris wheel. “They’re going to tear that thing apart like that, not now, I only mean someday. No, you can’t dress queer, you got to look like the marks only wear a big-brimmed hat to show who you are, in this case Gracchus. I ain’t no sweet seminarian no more. I’m with it and for it.” He grinned and brought the finger around to his eye. “I ain’t forgetting, kid. You talk it up like a longtime grifter, real dealing how you talk it up. Listen here to me now, you. Kick it before it kicks you, kid. Before it beats you white. You can do it, you’re the kicking kind—that’s my bet on your nose.”


I wondered if he meant it, and tested him. “You can’t do it all by your lonesome, Grack. I mean me, I can’t.”


“I don’t know it?” He scuffed the waffle chips at our feet and pinched me with his Tricksie fingers. “I know it needs help, kid. I’ll help. I can sit you out. I used to join out the odds, had myself a stable of clappers for the gash-hounds too dumb to do their own howling, that’s how bad I needed it from those shyster country docs. I did it myself once, now I know it needs help and I’ll help you.”


“You a pimp? I never would have thought you needed anything that bad, Grack.”


He adjusted the hat with a ticketstub for a feather and did not answer for a moment. Maybe he was busy blushing under the many-weathered reddish-brown grimace. “Here, give me back my pencil,” he said at last. He watched the Ferris wheel going up in the wino’s hands.


“Can I do it, Grack?”


“I’ll mash it out of you, kid.”


“Can I do it?”


“We’ll say goombye to the habit together, kid. I know how.” He pinched me and grinned and dragged his fingers along the little scabs from the hypo; they burned like ants on the blue flesh of my inner arm. I winced and my heart turned close inside me, because goombye to the mainline would give me the chance to goombye Grack, pocket-picking, and the spoiled life which was my fond own. He knew me.


“I like being with it and for it,” I said. I wanted to be with it someday like Grack, all there, hard, dark, and sure of himself under the sun with the marks turned up at him like daisies in a field. The fat wart on his nose was their moon, his eye their mortified sun.


Grack grinned and winked. “Tell you what, kid,” he said. “Nobody likes it.”





3. Kicked it near Grack’s knife in a cabin



ON the morning after Grack had decided for me I went swimming at the backed-up bend of a stream. It was a hot early morning, dog days coming; the carnie slept under dusty canvas just beginning to take on its suneaten scorched smell. The cooktent woke first after me—rattle of grates and coffee being measured. Maybe this would be one of my last mornings in the carnie, I thought, flapping and blowing water and pushing from the treehung mudbank to a gravelly shore a few feet away. My habit kept me cool, but the morning water was nice outside our lot. I could float half-submerged under the dapple and sparkle of sun through leaves on water.


Like a monkey little Joy came swinging down from one of the trees.


“Get away, I’m nekked,” I yelled to her. “What do you mean spying on me?”


“Not my fault, I was just sitting in the tree,” she said calmly. “I like watching you, anyway—ain’t my fault. How’s your nose in the wet? All grown over already?”


“Get away, brat!” I yelled, splashing her as she kicked off her moccasins and started to wade from the gravel side


“I already saw you, anyway,” she said. “You didn’t know I was watching, Bud, did you?” I windmilled water at her. She laughed with small white teeth. “Now listen, Bud, you’re getting me wet. This dress has the starch in it. Pauline got it for my birthday at that Sears in Ogden.”


It was true; she was a nice little birthday girl in her flowered $3.99 cotton instead of the usual kid shorts or blue jeans. I went on shoveling water until the dress was slicked down to her legs. “Oh! oh!” she said. “Now stop.”


“Then get.”


“Why? I like you.”


This made me stop. I ducked to my chin in the eddying water and said, as if repeating her why, “Why?”


“You let me fix up your nose. I like taking care of people. You’re nice to me.”


“That just ain’t possible, little girl.”


“I like you, Bud.”


“Get away from me now, you bother me. What are you, sixteen years old carnie brat and you got hot pants already?”


She ran crying to Pauline. When Pauline asked her why, she claimed stomach ache and Pauline answered she was too young for bicarb in the heart and would have to grow up. But she got mad at all us carnie heroes despite her jokes and there were some bad fortunes told that night.


A couple of days later Grack came visiting and said: “It’s time, Buddy boy.” He started it like a vicious mama and the baby’s bottles. “No-no,” he said, scowling off that long galled face. He broke my hypo in his hands and paid no mind to the skin cuts and the splinters. He let me see how he paid no mind, how he did it. He broke, pinched, crushed, and scattered. He even got rid of the powdered sugar which I had used (but less and less) to cut the dose. “All gone,” he repeated. “No-no, goombye.”


“Fine, fine,” I grinned for him.


“You like it fine now?” he asked. “Wait.” He watched me sideways and dusted his narrow hands together. “Wait.”


Then quick, while I was still cool and stepping dainty off my last mainline, he took me on the trip. He had rented a cabin there on the slope near Winter Park, Colorado. It was summer; I felt all in one piece under an eggshell sky. I didn’t care until I saw him pack our gear. He put in a knife, a long black hunting knife with a long white blade sharpened for funny hunting, for monkey business. He looked up to see my face on him, and the black wart shimmied. “What’s the matter, Grack?” I asked. “Something wrong? What’s funny?”


“You,” he said, shrugging as if offering me a free throw: Try it, just try it once, Mister. If you win, fine; if not, well, the house pays, I mean the management.


“Me?”


“You’re the matter. Wait till that stuff wears off. You’ll want to eat the mountain down. You won’t be pretty, friend.”


“Sharpen it, Grack.” I even shared the laugh now in his need to protect himself from me.


“Don’t you worry, kid. Just remember.”


By the time we got to the cabin on the hill—far enough from brotherly love and its occasional nosiness so that I could bang my head in peace—I was jumping. I jumped. By the time we unlocked the door I was begging. I begged. By the time he unpacked the knife I was in the thirsty way. My mouth filled with crumbling.


“Maybe you brought something for me, Grack?”


“All you can do now is kick it,” he said calmly. “I’ll wait. Got nothing better.”


“Maybe you brought something in case I couldn’t do it? In case it got too rough? In case it was maybe hard on the heart?”


“Nothing at all, boy. But I aim to wait here with you.”


He had put the sheathed knife in his jacket pocket, trusting his eye to protect him, that Frenchie eye which had submitted to the voyage of his fingers and the adoration of the farmer-boy waggles. My legs were coming rubbery and I geeked out the first time: “Grack, I can’t make it.”


“Sit down, friend.”


“Grack, it wasn’t a good idea.”


“I like it.”


“Please, Grack, listen to me!”


“Sit down. Pretty soon you’ll start shivering, it’ll give you something to do. Lucky the carnie got rained out.” He stretched himself on a cot with his legs propped on one of the logs of the cabin wall. Now he held the knife handy on his chest. I kept looking at the wall and feeling my head ripe and tight and wanting to do this foreign thing in and break it the way you pop a pimple. Grack would stop me. He said I was the kind could kick a habit. I got through the first vomiting okay, Grack’s hand hard on my forehead, but my body let go everywhere else.


He waited for me with his eyes half-shut, wide-awake.


First shivers and gooseflesh, no blankets enough. Then fever and howling to ease the weight on my ears. I tore my clothes off because Grack wouldn’t help me unbutton; I remember how my belt cut me in half. Skinny ribs were mine, bare chest was maybe mine, heart cracking was someone else’s; and no strength to push lungs against those somebody ribs and no chance to unglue those someone eyelids and whose white dust on my lips? Fever’s! Mr. Fever’s dust!


“Help you to the faucet,” somebody said.


Under the roar of white water pasting my hair back, I gasped alive and said thanks. In that dripping instant, with the forced ebb of the fever under cold water, I was human and spitting bubbles, and thankful to Grack.


Two steps away, hair glued, the fever came up again and the water dried with a sizzle and crackling in my ears and it was no longer my body; and three steps away. Another. Another. A hand on the ribcage held me and guided me. Who was here with Mr. Fever and Grack? Not Bud, not Bud! The roar in my head had the gift of tongues, then suddenly came clear: “Let’s not and say we did,”—the puerile suburban voice of my childhood. Then the gooseflesh again, and a whole day when I knew that the touch of cloth would kill me. And I begged him to kill me. Howling: “Oh my god help me someone.” Crying: “Help me someone.”


“You’re doing fine, kid,” he said.


My brains turned to soap and came out my ears. My legs turned crazy. Let’s not and say we did. His eyes were open and on me. I put my head down and stumbled to butt the wall. There was the sweet moment of an epileptic’s bliss when I came out of it enough to feel, not only hear, my head against a log. Grack picked me up and I squirmed wet in his arms and he threw me onto the cot. I felt myself sobbing but could not hear it. I twisted to the floor. I pulled myself up, Grack everywhere my eyes rolled, and went for the wall again. Grack everywhere! Then quick I turned—lucid now! sly!—and leapt toward the knife. His boot stopped me hard. He led me outside through a gray drizzle and held my forehead and then wiped the mud from my knees and wrapped me in blankets. It was night; there was no light in the sky but an airplane beacon toward which I had knelt. “Look at the scenery, kid, you did it all over the Continental Divide.”
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