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I literally learned Setback at my father’s knee.  My memories of the game are inextricably connected to cigar smoke.  And to an old park bench.


Setback was my father’s favorite card game.  His buddies often gathered at our Middlefield Street home in Hartford to whoop and holler and each declare himself the master of the game.  Captivated by their deadly serious but still joyful play, I early got in the habit of pulling up a chair to the table beside my father and watching.  He would let me stay as long as I didn’t ask too many questions and their wisecracks stayed clean.  My father was a cigar smoker and he won a lot; it seemed that the winningest players all smoked cigars.  The next morning the dining room ashtrays would be loaded with echoes and stogie butts.


Seeing how much the big winners were respected made it very important to me that I learn to play Setback well.  No one ever sat down and taught me the game; I learned by watching my father and his pals play.  The rules
 to this fast game are not difficult, but its strategies are subtle and its nuances are rich.  I noticed in watching the men that each player’s character was revealed in his play (I would later observe that this is true of all the best games).  Setback rewards bold bidding, but severely punishes overreaching.  Moreover, bidding conservatively is equally as poor a strategy, for this approach does not capture enough bidding auctions to win.  Setback, like life, encourages a player to find his best boldness level but not step over that line.


Bidding is the most skillful and important part of the game, but playing out, especially against expert players, also requires skill.  Many a solid 3-bid has been “set” (defeated) because the bidder did not pay enough attention to a defender’s lowly deuce of trump.  Because the whole deck is never completely dealt in Setback, successful bidding and playing out require probabilistic strategies.  But because each hand consists of only six tricks, the game doesn’t place a heavy burden on memory.  Setback can be played by from two to eight people, but it is best with four players arranged alternately in two teams of two.  The best players don’t always win — they just win more often.
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Having learned the game and eager to play, I needed to find other players.  But none of the kids in the neighborhood knew how to play.  I began with my little brother Jackie and, over several months, I taught the whole gang how to play Setback.  Some of the kids played very well.


A great thing about Setback is that it is a challenging game whether played just for fun, as we kids did, or for money, as my father and his friends did.


Sammy was one of the kids who learned to play Setback very well.  He was a year younger than I, and he and his younger brothers lived in the third house up Greenfield Street on the next block.  His family was the least successful in our neighborhood, judging by the rundown condition of his house.  Sammy, who was not so much smart as street-shrewd, was kept in line by his stern mother, an enormous woman who was as tall as any man in our neighborhood and twice as wide.  Sammy played a canny game of Setback, with a real feel for the cards.  When nothing else was doing, he and I played a lot of two-handed Setback just to pass the time.  I beat him consistently, which burned him up.


One September day when I was 13, after we had been playing and he had been losing for more than an hour, Sammy got disgusted.  This event, although unremarkable at the time, became a turning point in my life.  What transpired afterward would introduce me to several aspects of the world of which I had been happily ignorant.  It would also cost me my innocence.


“Let’s play for money,” said Sammy with a grim smile.

*
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“Well, I dunno …,” I replied.  I had never done anything for money before.  My allowance was 25¢ per week.


“Chicken!” Sammy cried, slapping his leg and hooting loudly.


“Okay,” I said, cautiously.  “What stakes?”


“How about a penny a point, nickel a set, double in the hole?” said Sammy easily.  The words seemed to slide out of his mouth.  Clearly he had played Setback for money before.  The stakes he proposed meant that the loser of each game would pay the winner a penny for each point his score was less than the winner’s, plus a nickel for each time he had been set back, the total to be doubled if the loser was “in the hole” (Setback-speak for a negative score) at game’s end.


“Sounds okay,” I replied.  “Cut for deal.”


By this time I had already figured out that there are two mindsets in playing most games: you can play to win, or you can play not to lose.  They are not the same; the former mindset is aggressive, the latter defensive.  With his own money on the line and well aware of how hard money was to get, Sammy played to protect his resources.  In particular, his bidding style changed to reflect the relatively high cost of being set back (hence the name of the game).  Playing not to lose, his bidding became more conservative.


Although I had never played for money, Dad and his chums always did.  Time and again I had seen fortune favor the bold but controlled bidder, to the disadvantage of both the meek and wild bidders.  The lesson was not lost on me, money on the table or not.  Money was hard for me to get, too, but I decided not to change my style even if I lost all the money in my dungarees (about a dollar and a half).  As before, I played to win.


I won the first three games and eight of the first ten.  After an hour Sammy said he had to go.


“Fine,” I said with a smile, “How about paying the money you owe me?”


“Hey, we’re not through yet!” Sammy exclaimed.  “Play yuh again tomorra.  We’ll settle at the end.”  This was all new to me.  I wondered what would determine the end, but decided to go along with Sammy’s greater experience.


We played the next day and the day after that.  At the end of a week Sammy was down about three dollars.  Disgusted by his lack of success and concerned about the size of his loss, Sammy desperately tried another ploy.


“Let’s raise the stakes,” he suggested grimly.


“Okay with me,” I replied.  I knew I could beat Sammy no matter what the stakes.  Besides, now I was playing with his money.  “What do you want to play for?”


Sammy ran his tongue around his lips.  “Double,” he said.


During the next week we played many times after school.  We played on the old wooden bench in his backyard that had “walked” away from Keney Park.  We played on my front steps when the other kids weren’t around.  We played lying on grass and sitting on curbs.  We played until the deck was dog-eared.  Sammy’s mood grew darker with each loss.  When his debt reached five dollars, I figured Sammy had reached his limit, that the end had come at last.


“That’s it, Sammy,” I said.  “We’ve played enough.  Time to pay up.”


“Aw, c’mon!” Sammy whined.  “Let’s keep goin’.  Yuh can’t stop just when yer winnin’!”


“Nope,” I said.  “Pay up what ya owe.  Then we kin play some more.”


“Well, I don’t have it with me,” he said glumly.


“So pay me tomorra.  That’ll be okay,” I replied.


I saw him the next day.  He had no money, but he offered to continue playing.  The following day was the same.  Then he began to get scarce, and I didn’t see him for a week.  When I ran into him again, at least he was honest.


“I don’t have five bucks, and my mom won’t give it to me,” he said solemnly.


I knew he was telling the truth, because his family seemed to have little money.  They had no car, neither Sammy nor his brothers had a bike, and their clothes usually looked shot.  In short, Sammy didn’t have five bucks, couldn’t get five bucks, and owned nothing I wanted worth five bucks.  Sammy had presented me with my first monetary dilemma: he had become my first illiquid asset.  He promised to keep trying to get the money he owed, but we both knew that there was little chance of that.  Sammy also knew that welshing on a debt was not a good idea, for our code required that he pay up one way or another.


I was irritated because playing for money had been Sammy’s idea.  And I was annoyed with myself because I suspected from the beginning that he did not have any money.  But what irritated me most was knowing that, had I been the loser, I would have paid Sammy immediately.

*
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September became October and still Sammy didn’t pay his debt.  My buddy Barry and I discussed the problem during our walks on Greenfield Street to and from Jones Junior High School.  Barry and I had met in our seventh grade classes, and before long he and I had become best friends.  Barry was a bit taller and much heavier than I.  A voracious reader, he was a smart, round-faced, happy boy with black, curly hair and silver-rimmed glasses.  We were well-matched in personality and interests, even though he was an avid Brooklyn Dodger fan and my team was the New York Yankees.  We were still talking about how I could collect my debt as Halloween approached.


In the postwar ‘40s, the kids of Hartford celebrated Halloween much differently than kids celebrate it where I live today.  Nowadays, children in costume, carrying bags and often accompanied by a doting parent, ring the doorbell.  Some cry “Trick or treat!”  When the door is opened, all hold up their big bags expectantly, like baby birds opening their jaws at feeding time.  The honored resident, in exchange for the privilege of gazing upon the colorfully costumed little visitors, is obliged to stuff goodies into the proffered bags.  Some of the bags are bigger than the kids!  Parents even drive their kids to distant neighborhoods where the pickings are considered especially good.  The kids that remember to cry “Trick or treat!” — and many don’t — do not know what is meant by “trick.”  All they know is “treat.”  Where have the old values gone?


Halloween was much different on the Middlefield Street of my youth.  Only the littlest kids wore costumes, and they stayed close to home, disappearing at nightfall.  We big kids wore dark clothes to blend in with the night.  We didn’t carry bags to collect treats, either.  Our equipment consisted of pocketknives, pins, and candles.  Neither did we cry “Trick or treat!”  Everyone well understood that the theme of Halloween was “trick.”


Halloween was a night when petty vandalism reigned.


Woe betide any car not garaged after dark on Halloween.  It was routinely waxed — candles rubbed all over its windows — its tires deflated, or worse.  One Halloween night, a bunch of kids who lived a few blocks away on Mather Street released the handbrake of a car parked on the steep hill, resulting in a terrific crash.  We waxed store windows, too, and were regularly chased by proprietors who were not in the spirit of the evening.  Pins were for the doorbells of those who had earned our disapproval.  A pin pressed securely into the wooden backing of a doorbell and bent to hold the button down would cause the bell in the house to ring continuously.  Pocketknives were for cutting clotheslines and other targets of opportunity.  Any full ash cans encountered were routinely dumped.  Although serious damage was mainly avoided, the code not only condoned but actually encouraged nuisance mischief.  Parents not only supported Halloween “pranks,” but they also supplied the dark sweaters, the pins, and the candles for waxing.


As we had arranged, on Halloween at dusk Barry came to my house.  He was wearing a black turtleneck sweater and dark pants.  I was ready in my darkest clothes and fastest sneakers.  As we waited for night to fall, he and I walked the darkening streets discussing what we might do, and to whom.  Our conversation turned to Sammy and his long overdue five dollar debt.  We decided to slip into Sammy’s backyard from the rear when it was totally dark and check out the opportunities.


At about nine o’clock, Barry and I followed a circuitous route through backyards and fields that took us to a dilapidated, nearly overgrown fence.  We climbed over it and dropped noiselessly into the total blackness of Sammy’s backyard.  All was quiet and still.  A few lights were on in Sammy’s house.  As our eyes adjusted to the darkness, we looked around Sammy’s yard for suitable targets.  But the only thing of interest was the old park bench.


Barry and I conferred softly and agreed that the park bench would do.  It had to be worth at least five dollars, and Sammy had incurred part of his debt while sitting on it.  More than that, the bench wasn’t even rightly theirs: I had seen Sammy and his father stealing it from Keney Park.


Who doesn’t love a park bench?  All it does is offer rest, relief, and comfort to generations of people.  Its simple beauty is a symbol of peace and tranquility.  But this park bench had the misfortune to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.  Barry and I stepped up onto its seat.  Repeatedly, we jumped up and down in unison on the park bench until finally the seat could take no more.  It broke and the sharp, silence-shattering crack of splitting wood rent the night like a gunshot.


Suddenly the back porch light flashed on, illuminating the scene.  Sammy’s gigantic mother thundered through the porch door bellowing, “Who’s out there?!”


The thought of this enormous woman grabbing us as we stood in her backyard amidst the rubble of what had been her bench was terrifying.  And quite motivating.  Instantly four legs sprang into action.  Barry and I took off and fled from the light toward the safety of the murk.  At full speed we leaped hedge boundary after hedge boundary in the full blackness of night, escaping from the howls of rage behind us.  I didn’t know that Barry could run so fast.  We didn’t stop until we reached Vine Street, many backyards away.

*
*
*
*
*
*


Some weeks later Sammy walked up.


“Hey,” he said, reaching into his pocket and bringing out his wallet.  “I gotcher five bucks.”


Our eyes met.  I knew he knew.  “Forget it,” I said, waving his money away.  “The slate is clean.  You don’t owe me nuthin’.”  I walked away.


I still think about that park bench every time I play Setback.

� In Setback (also called Pitch and Auction Pitch) each player is dealt six cards, three at a time.  Each hand begins with a bidding auction; each player bids once, starting at the dealer’s left.  Because there are at most four points per hand, allowable bids are “pass,” “2,” “3,” and “4.”  The points are: “High,” the highest trump played; “Low,” the lowest trump played; “Jack,” the jack of trump (which may not be present, since the whole deck is never dealt); and “Game,” awarded to the player (or team) amassing the highest “Game” total (each ten captured is ten points toward “Game,” each ace is four, king three, queen two, and jack one).  In a tie for “Game,” the point for “Game” is not awarded.  The player who bids the most becomes the “bidder.”  He leads the first card, the suit of which establishes trump.  The highest trump played, if any, or the highest card played in the suit led, wins the trick, and the trick-winner leads the next trick.  The bidder plays to win at least the number of points bid, the defenders to prevent it.  A bidder who fails to make his bid is set back in score the whole amount of his bid, even if he wins some points; defenders are credited with every point they win.  A suit led must be followed, except that trump may be played at any time.  In a popular variant, if a player whose score is zero or more bids and makes “4” (also called “Smudge”), he wins the game outright.  Otherwise, the game is to 11.





