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The Candidate


Ol’ Cuss jiggled salted cashews like dice in his hand, and then tossed one in his mouth.  He leaned over, chewing, forearms on knees, and looked up at me.  
“Got a little while before The Open comes on,” he said.  “You like golf?”


“I don’t dislike it,” I said.



“Golf’s the Game of Life,” he said. “Won’t go into a lot of detail, you’ll start thinkin’ I’m crazy, but basically, there are lots of rules to keep things fair, and some rules that make things a heckuva challenge.  There’s no referee; you let everybody know when you break a rule; and you take your penalty and keep playin’.”  He tossed another cashew into his mouth.  “I’m talkin’ ‘bout golf, get it?  But if you live by those same rules, it’s a sure thing you’ll also have a good life.” 


I was fairly certain I agreed with that and nodded. 


“But you’re here about the election, so let’s talk about it.”  He sat back in his chair, folded his hands across his stomach.  “Nobody knows me.  Gotta get the word out.  Once the word’s out that I exist and have a better way to live, I believe I can move the voters to support my efforts to make America familiar again.” 


I was about to ask if that was going to be his slogan.  He put up his hand to stop me.


“I know what you’re gonna say.  Don’t say it.  It’s completely different.  Striving for greatness is dumb.  There’s a very, very, very low percentage that any of us will be great—can we agree on that?  So I have a plan.  Which proves I’m a legitimate candidate.”  


I waited for the plan.  He grinned.  “So what’s the plan?” I asked.


“You don’t know?”


“No, sir.  This is the first I’m hearing about it.”


“You didn’t Google my name, didja?  Shoulda Googled me before comin’ here for this interview,” he said.  “I was in the papers but a month ago.  Okay, lookee.  Reporter asked me if I actually thought I had a chance to win the election.  Told him about a guy I used to golf with, a guy with biceps big as bowling balls.  Could frickin’ pound the ball three-frickin’-double-zero. Just not straight down the fairway.  But a hunnerd down the fairway and then two hunnerd in a big beautiful rainbow fade outta-bounds!’  That’s what I told him!” 


Ol’ Cuss laughed and threw himself back in his chair, eyes wide, his mouth big as a viper’s, bits of cashew spotting his tongue.  
“Know what he did?  This idiot reporter just sat there, deer in the headlights.  I had to explain myself.  I said: ‘Guy couldn’t play worth a shit, man!’ Then he seemed to get what I was getting’ at, but I wanted to make sure, so I said, ‘Point is, numbers don’t always tell the story.  But the story can change the numbers.’”  


And then he spit on the floor.  There was a puddle next to his chair.


I barely understood why he was telling me that.  Ol’ Cuss’s bushy white eyebrows dropped like two sun-bleached caterpillars hanging on for dear life. 


“Doncha get the dramatic effect?” he asked in a lowered voice.


“No, sir.”  


“Seen that on TV once.  Guy said, ‘I might get me a Wikipedia page!’ then he spit.  I thought it was dramatic.”


I was having second thoughts about continuing the interview.  But I’d convinced him that this interview, his story, running for office at his age, could be picked up by national media.  I also knew if it did, my name would be elevated in the world of on-line journalism.  Even if all that happened was he got his fifteen minutes of fame.


I found my place in my notes.  I had important questions to ask.  I asked if he thought being an octogenarian would be an obstacle for 20-something voters like myself (“How would I know? Most of them probably don’t know what an octogenarian is.”).  I asked him to which party he was a member (“Party Pooper!”).  I asked him about his issues (“I have issues with everything.”) 


I sat there thinking, all veggies, no raw meat.  


His eccentricities would not be enough to gratify my editor, Peace March.  That’s her name; I’m not making it up.  Her Baby Boomer parents, Mr. and Mrs. Robert John March, named their daughter after Mrs. March went into labor during a demonstration in the 1970s in which they’d taken a stand to protect the country’s milk by demanding a moratorium on above-ground nuclear testing.  It was just a trend of luck that their last name coincided so prophetically with a genre of popular demonstrations.  


I’d met Peace last fall at a Tulsa cowboy poetry gathering at a college buddy’s ranch.  Luck seated me beside her on a big lawn under a magnificent Chinese pistache, shading us with leaves of red and orange.  I learned early in our conversation in the minutes leading up to the first poet that she was the editor of an online magazine.  I blurted enthusiastically that I was a writer.  She nodded politely.  I added that I’d been a journalism major.  I didn’t mention dropping out of school at the beginning of my third year.  I’d realized I had no interest in writing news.  I’d turned to writing social-justice plays.


Peace edited The Inner Net, a current affairs e-zine.  Not too political but willing to publish political interviews with fringe political figures, including conspiracy theorists and up-and-comings rising with the tide and looking for a splash of fame.  


The first piece they published was an interview with a young man who had interned for Texas Congresswoman Sheila Jackson Lee, considered the “meanest” member of the House.  He’d recounted the verbal abuse he’d received and that Lee’s support for Obama extended to self-immolation, if necessary.  He quoted her as saying, “We will circle the president on fire. We will be on fire for rightness and justice.”  


After reading that piece, I knew this publication was just right for my first proposal.  I proposed an article, an interview with Charles Tulsa Cussler, affectionately known as Ol’ Cuss.   Peace gave me the go-ahead.  


I’d met him while driving through Tulsa, Oklahoma, on my way to the Washita Battlefield National Historic Site, where on November 27, 1868, Lt. Col. George A. Custer made a surprise dawn attack on the Southern Cheyenne village of Peace Chief Black Kettle.  
I’d written a one-act play about the Chief and it was being performed at the museum.  I was excited that I was finally going to see my play produced.  
As I drove, I became lost in fantasies of David Mamet showing up—showing up with his family—maybe with his grandkids, if he had any—all of them on vacation in lovely Oklahoma at the precise time of my play.  And then, after the curtain call, Mamet pushes through hordes of people to get to me, and thrusts his personal cell phone number written on a corner of the program he’d torn off into my hand, insisting that I call him so he can hook me up with an agent.  


While imagining the hand of David Mamet gripping mine, looking back at me through tortoise-shell glasses, the image immediately evaporated at the instant an old man riding a large, adult-sized tricycle, a steel basket filled with golf balls hanging from the handlebars, rolled into the crosswalk.  I braked.  He braked.  I stopped just in time. Sitting astride his trike, not two feet from the grill of my Toyota, he yelled, “You almost killed a presidential candidate, dummy!”


Ordinarily, I’d say “I’m sorry, sir,” wait for him to clear the crosswalk, and drive on, never remembering the incident again.  That time, though, was different.   I was actively looking for a subject to write about.  He wore a baby blue hat with CUSS FOR PRESIDENT in pink written across the front.  Something uncommon popped the bubble of ordinary.  An octogenarian riding a tricycle and claiming to be a presidential candidate.  Maybe he was crazy or senile, but maybe not.  


I leaned out the window and asked if I could talk with him.  He looked at his watch.  I said I wanted to ask him about his presidential bid.  He spat, thinking.  Traffic honked at us.  I pulled to the side of the road and motioned for him to do the same.  He backed his trike up and rode to where I parked.  I approached him, not exactly understanding why I should consider this old man for my first submission.  He remained seated on his trike. Before I could introduce myself, though, he handed me a laminated 4 x 6 postcard.  On one side, in pink letters on a baby blue background, it read, CHARLES “CUSS” CUSSLER FOR PRESIDENT OF THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA.  On the back, FOR EVERYTHING AND AGAINST NOTHING.  
I introduced myself, shook his hand, and apologized for almost hitting him.  I asked him if he had filed with the Federal Elections Commission.  He said he’d spent the required $5,000 on his cause and that, yes, he was officially running for president.  I asked if he was on the Oklahoma ballot; he pulled out a petition and handed it to me.


“Running as an Independent, I see,” I said.  There were only six signatures.  I didn’t know what percentage of the Oklahoma electorate he needed to get on the ballot, but I knew six signatures wouldn’t cut the mustard.  


“Yep,” he said.  “Oklahoma don’t allow write-ins.  Gotta get a bunch of people to sign it.  Go ahead, sign your name.”


“I’ll certainly consider it, sir,” I said.  “What does ‘For Everything and Against Nothing’ mean?”


“Means I’m open for business.”


“Open minded?”


“If that’s what it means to you.  Sign it.”  He offered a pen; I took it.


“Tell you what, Mr. Cussler,” I said, twiddling the pen between my fingers, “I’d like to know more about you.  Would you agree to an interview?  It might get your campaign some national publicity.”


“Publicity—how?”


“An article about you—about your candidacy.”


“Where?”


“A magazine.”


“What magazine?”


“It’s called The Inner Net.”


He snorted, “The Innernet ain’t a magazine.”


I enunciated the name of the e-zine, clarifying that it’s a play on the word “Internet.”  He nodded, thought for a moment and agreed to the interview.  Just like that.  All I had to do was get Peace to agree, which I eventually did. 


I told him I had to get to the battlefield.  I tried to solidify his agreeing to the interview by impressing him.  I told him about my play being performed.  He shook his head, sadly, and said, “Now that’s sure as hell tough.  Black Kettle.  Black Kettle.” 
“It’s tragic.  We slaughtered them.  American government slaughtered them.” 


“No, son, I meant it must’ve been tough growin’ up with the name Black Kettle.”  Ol’ Cuss, while demonstrating just how eccentric he was, also showed he had a way with dark humor by adding, “Wonder if anyone ever said to him, ‘Look who’s calling the kettle black!’  Now that’s not supposed to be funny, but it is.”



We were getting off track, so I politely said, “His Cheyenne name is Make-tava-tah,” and then I set up a time for our interview.  I admit I was worried that I was interviewing an old crazy man, so I checked with the FEC to see if he was actually registered.  He was.  He spent the required $5,000 on hats, postcards, postage and a mass-mailing service to qualify.  He was bonafide.


And now, I was having a rough start to the interview.  To my question “What are your issues?” he replied, “I have issues with everything.”  I asked him to detail his top three issues.  I didn’t expect him to list jobs, immigration or health care, but I didn’t expect him to say what he did.


“One: freedom to be misunderstood; two: freedom to be difficult; and three: the freedom to live as yourself any way, shape or form you want to live.  I’m all for freedom.”

I repeated it back: “Freedom.”


He narrowed his eyes and nodded, like, “Okay, are you ready?”  It was as if we’d reached a point in the conversation where something he knew, something he was going to tell me, was going to have an impact on me. 
 


He said he’d start at the beginning.  Since he was born on “Black Tuesday,” October 24, 1929, the first day of The Great Crash, it was clear I may be staying there a while.  
He poured himself a Rose Rock White Rum and sipped it.  I declined his offer to join him.  He lit an American Spirit cigarette, blew a gale of smoke in the air, and casually told his story.


Ol’ Cuss’s “Daddy,” as he called him, was a Tulsa bootlegger and owner of speakeasies during Prohibition. Oklahoma became a state in 1907 but stayed dry until they repealed Prohibition there in 1959.  It didn’t mean no one drank.  The humorist Will Rogers once said, “Oklahomans will vote dry as long as they can stagger to the polls.”  


When Ol’ Cuss was born, the Cussler family was doing well.  “I was born white,” he said.  “Caucasian, if you wanna get all label-label about it.”  He was sitting right there in front of me; I could see that he was an older, white man. “Wasn’t always the case, though,” he said.  “For a time, I was Chinese—we used to say Oriental, now it’s Asian hyphen whatever.  I still looked like I do right now.  It’s not about how you look.  It’s about what works for you.”  


Around 1949, when Ol’ Cuss was still Charles and was only 20, Daddy sold the speakeasies after some men from Illinois drove down and gave him an offer he couldn’t refuse—that is, if he wanted to see 1950, he’d sell.  He took the money and bought two Chinese laundries from Wang Chu, a Chinese businessman who had bolted from his syndicate of single men to get married and move to San Francisco.  For years, both of Cussler’s laundry operations were worked by Chinese men who’d also had their own laundries bought up by white businessmen. 


Daddy made Charles general manager.  Charles juggled both locations like they were fragile eggs.  He paid close attention to all the processes of cleaning laundry and running a business, concentrating on procedures—what to buy, how to spend, what to fix and what to ignore. Most of all, he figured out what the heck made these men tick.  


Li Jie and Wang Zan were the onsite managers and they rarely spoke English, except with thick accent to customers.  Charles learned Mandarin, ate their food, and, more importantly, learned their jokes, which were mostly about pigs, passing gas and making fun of social constructs, like Time.  He didn’t find their jokes funny, until he got to know Jie and Zan as men.  He drank beer with them, met their girlfriends.  He noticed how much the same they were as other men when they were with each other at home or even in back of the laundry telling jokes.  As soon as a white man–a laowài–came in the room, they became guarded, quiet, proper, tipping their heads in abbreviated bows as they spoke.  

Ol’ Cuss snubbed out his cigarette in the upside-down, tin Skippy Peanut Butter top he used for his ashtray.  “When I was 24, I got in a bar fight, beat the livin’ daylights out of Harry Phillips, one of Tulsa’s heirs to an oil fortune.  His embarrassment was bigger than his good sense and he came after me.  Tried to kill me four times.  Not hisself, a-course; hired guys to do his dirty work.  Jiggered my brakes from workin’ and sent me crashin’ into a cement truck; a poison-laced peanut butter and jelly sandwich put me in the hospital for a couple days; booby-trapped my front door to a crossbow, which malfunctioned and shot an arrow into my hardwood floor; and blew up my Ford when the neighbor’s cat triggered a homemade bomb by climbin’ up into the engine to get warm.  Killed the cat, too.  Saved my life, that cat.  


“After that fourth try on my life, I figured the odds were growin’ against me.  I needed to disappear.


“One day I was workin’ at my little table tucked behind the end of the shop counter.  Two ladies were talkin’ about Jie.  They didn’t know I was there.  And they didn’t seem to care that Jie was there, either, even while he stood there patient, holdin’ out one of the ladies’ laundry bound up in brown paper.  Finally, she looked Jie in the eye as she took the laundry, and was at that ‘zact moment describing to her friend how Jie was skinny as a starvin’ man and how she wished her own husband would eat more rice, since that was obviously the secret to being skinny.  She paid him and left, without acknowledgin’ that he was even present.  Jie was invisible.  Except for the pre-conceived notions, Chinese were invisible.  I figured I better be Chinese,” Ol’ Cuss said.  “Invisibility could save my life.”



Charles turned Chinese the week Dwight D. Eisenhower was elected president in the fall of 1952.  There were no more attempts on his life.  


He stayed Chinese until 1972.  But the gains black Americans were experiencing got his attention.  Around Christmas of that year, he moved to San Francisco, got a job as a cook in a Grant Street Chinese restaurant, and decided to become African-American.  


The little Chinese lady who owned the restaurant hired only Chinese.  When he became black, she noticed, of course, but kept him on until she found another Chinese man to take his place and then promptly fired him for “spitting on the cabbage.”  


Ol’ Cuss swore he never spit on the cabbage.  I’d seen him spit a few times in the short time I’d been there, so I figured there was as much chance he got fired for spitting on food as was her being a racist.


Unemployed, seeking liquid solace at a Water Street bar in Oakland one night, he met the co-founder of the Black Panther Party, Bobby Seale.   Ol’ Cuss called him a true revolutionary.  


“One of the Chicago Eight,” Ol’ Cuss said.  “Did time.  While in prison, his wife slept with a fellow Panther and got pregnant.  Fellow Panther Fred turned up dead and dismembered.  Most everybody thought Bobby had it done.  


“I’d been black for only a few weeks.  I was just gettin’ the lay of the land.  Fast forward to me joining Bobby’s run for Mayor of Oakland.  I passed out fliers in parking lots for $15 a day.  Got called all sorts of names working for Bobby’s campaign, like ‘communist’ and ‘killer.’  Most folks tossed the flier as soon as they saw his name; even black folk weren’t ready to vote for a revolutionary.  He lost in a field of nine, but got the second most votes.  That killin’ and dismemberin’ likely cut into his support.  Not quite ready for a revolutionary mayor.”


I watched him carefully, forgetting to take notes, not thinking of questions to ask him.  He was an old, white man with thinning white hair and bushy white eyebrows, and white whiskers papering his cheeks and jowls.  Chinese?  African-American?  


I was about to ask him how he became un-white, when he tossed back the rest of his drink and said, “I found an exceptional group of black folk at the Bethel AME church, though.  What a blessing they were.  Those people knew how to love.  And I felt loved there.  They accepted me, I think.  Anytime my skin color came up in conversation, the brothers and sisters would smile and nod and wink.  I took that to mean they accepted me, despite the one thing I couldn’t help, namely my white skin.  But, still, I didn’t stay black for long.  It’s tough being black, man.  There’s shit that comes your way you never see comin’.   Hard makin’ ends meet.  Young man, whatever advances there’d been, weren’t enough.  There was a whole lot left to go.”


In 1975, he heard some passionate speeches given around the Bay Area by a Cherokee activist talking about tribal sovereignty and turning bingo halls into full-fledged gaming casinos.  A third of all Native Americans lived in Oklahoma, so Charles returned to Tulsa, dreaming of getting rich.  He transformed himself into an American Indian and, although he couldn’t meet the requirements for becoming a member, joined the Cherokee Nation, whether they liked it or not.  


“Even after the Indian Gaming Regulatory Act of 1988—it set down legal mumbo-jumbo for Indian gaming all over America—Oklahoma Native Americans couldn’t get their act together.  It’d be 2004—sixteen blasted years later—before legislation passed to expand tribal gaming beyond horse racing and bingo.  Legislative Referendum 335, it was called.  


“For 23 years, I learned everything there was to know about my tribe.  Even after a couple security guys escorted me from the annual Labor Day Cherokee National Holiday in Tahlequah over a silly difference of opinion, I hung in there.”


 I asked him about the difference of opinion.  He shrugged and said they didn’t appreciate him showing up wearing a traditional tear dress.  He was accused of mocking Cherokee women by wearing it.  He dismissed the accusation with an effeminate wave of his hand.  He wanted to get back to telling me about trying to break into Indian gaming.


“Thinkin’ my bein’ Indian should give me a leg up, I tried gettin’ casino work out a state as a dealer,” Ol’ Cuss admitted.  “Said I needed experience.  I told them I knew how to shuffle, didn’t matter.  Tried cashier; nope.  Complained to HR in a letter, remindin’ them I was Indian, but they said they were an equal opportunity employer and couldn’t hire me based on my race.  What good’s that?  I wasn’t getting any closer to becoming financially independent than before I turned Indian.  Apparently, being Indian made no difference.  I was really fed up, especially with being a poor Indian working on a ranch, tendin’ to rich white folks’ horses. Sixty-nine goin’ on seventy was too old for muckin’ stalls and throwin’ hay.  


“I quit being an Indian in 1998.  Today, Oklahoma’s got more Indian casinos than anywhere in America.  If I’d just hung in there and accepted the Casino dishwasher job I turned down, I coulda been kickin’ ass on the ground floor of Indian gaming and probably one rich Indian today.  That ol’ bitch impatience got the best of me.”


I wondered if ‘ol’ bitch impatience’ could be considered misogynistic.  Have we reached a point yet where it applied to personification?  How would Ol’ Cuss fit in with movements that support women?  I decided to go back to something he’d said.


“Can we go back?” I asked carefully.  “To wearing the dress?  Why did you do that, if it wasn’t to mock women?  Are you a cross dresser?”



“Just that one time.  And, no, I love women.  Being a woman is the hardest job in the world.”


“Are you LGBTQ?”


“Heck, everybody’s one of those letters some time in their life, aren’t they?  As kids, didn’t we all play voyeur-exployer behind dad’s old Mercury in the garage with a friend?”


He certainly sounded like he supported feminism.  I went back to where we left off.


“Was this incident wearing a dress the reason you quit identifying as a Native American?”


“‘Course not.  It was because I accidentally sat down on the remote and flipped channels from Monday Night Football to C-Span.  Watched President Clinton get an honorable doctorate degree from the University of Jerusalem.  It was during a celebration of the 50th anniversary of the state of Israel.  And I started to think about what a great People they are, the Jews.  I mean here’s a guy who’s been just sloggin’ through one scandal after another for four years, a guy who just can’t keep it in his pants—you know, Viagra came out that same year—with Kenny Starr on his ass, and the Jews are makin’ him a doctor.”  


“You identified as Jewish?”


“I don’t know about ‘identified,’ but I was Jewish,” Ol’ cuss said, flipping on the TV with his remote.  “For about a month.”  He noticed my glance at the TV.  “I’ll mute it, don’t worry, you can keep askin’ your questions.  Until Jordan Spieth tees off.”  The PGA logo zoomed out at us on his 50-inch flat screen, as the broadcast opened.


Asked why he lasted only a month, he said it was too confusing, a lot like being Native American. Too many tribes, too many points of view.  “Gotcher Modern Orthodox, gotcher Chasidic, Conservative, Reform, and then there’s the Reconstructionist Jew, who don’t really believe in God but likes hangin’ out with other Jews.  And then there’s those Humanistic Jews, too.  They really like their Jewish culture. Think they’re called Bagel and Lox Jews. ”


He said it was too confusing, too many things to figure out, too much “believin’ in this and believin’ in that.”   He wanted to be someone who was obvious, indiscreet.  And the way he swatted the air with an effeminate hand-wave, when he said ‘indiscreet,’ it hit me that he’d been deploying that effeminate hand-wave the whole interview.  Made me wonder if Ol’ Cuss was really a man.


Cautiously, I asked, “Are you transgender?”


Again with the effeminate hand-wave.  “Heck, no.  Transcended.”


“To what?”


“To being human.  A single being, not a group, who decides who he is, what he is, how he is, why he is, and maybe someday even when he is.  Like to try that—go back and change a few of my decisions—but somebody’s gonna have to come up with a legit way to time travel first.”


Jordan Spieth was tipping the brim of his cap to his fans on the number one tee.


“That kid there?” Ol’ Cuss said, pointing at the TV.  “He’s a great golfer.  Almost signed with OSU.  I think I met him once.  Don’t remember where.  Played my final round of golf the same day he won the 2015 Masters.  I was 86.”  He paused, chuckling to himself. “Co-ink-a-dinkly, I was 86-ed the same day from my local course for spearin’ my six-iron through the plastic windshield of my golf cart.”  He snorted.  “Spieth and his breed are rare birds.  For the rest of us, aimin’ too high can mean you might never feel like you succeeded.  We common men have to use reverse psychology on ourselves.  Set goals, higher and higher.  Like stairs.”


I could tell that Ol’ Cuss was losing interest in talking about himself.  I wanted to know why he wanted to be president of the United States.


“So why be president? Why not follow your own common-man plan and start off by running for city council?” I asked.






The TV was still mute.  Spieth was taking practice swings.  


“If I was a younger man, prob’ly would.  But I’m not and I gotta get the message out.  Gotta go for the big one.”  Ol’ Cuss spit in his empty glass and explained he was allergic to something that made his saliva glands go crazy.  He blamed the cashews.  He held one up and shook his finger at it.


And it struck me: Could he be identifying as a nut?  I realized he was unbalanced—and couldn’t help but laugh.  


He looked away from the TV and smiled at me. “What’s so funny there?”

“Nothing, sir.  I think you’ll do well, Mr. Cussler,” I said.  “Keep telling your story.”


“Think your article can get me votes?”


“No, sir.  But I think you have a life that everyone should know about.  Even if it’s all true.”


He flew back in his chair and laughed, slapping his knees and bugging his eyes at me.  

THE END

