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            Part One

          

          Cary Dunkler • 1980

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Aunt Polly, it ain’t fair. Somebody’s got to be glad to see Huck.”

        ~The Adventures of Tom Sawyer

      

      

      

      On my first audition for a professional theater, I chose not to sing something upbeat and youthful like “Corner of the Sky” from Pippin or “Something’s Comin’” from West Side Story. Prepped by my best friend, Robin Tascher, I sang “The Ballad of Immoral Earnings” from The Threepenny Opera. In German. I kid you not. Auf Deutsch. “In einer Zeit, die nun vergangen ist, lebten wir schon zusammen, sie und ich…” und etcetera.  It’s a great song—for Mack the Knife. Not for a twenty-year-old with a big nose, freckles, and pitch problems. As I sang, my wide-armed gusto, a must for musicals, momentarily stilled the flies in the windows of Lincoln Hall, the Cornell theater arts building. My auditors were just as frozen.

      Then I read for the role of Randy Hastings in Gemini, the season opener for the Hangar Summer Theatre. Randy is a college sophomore from Connecticut—I knew knew knew that—so why, and at the last possible second, had my brain decided to tell my mouth to talk like an Englishwoman whose hearing aid had just dropped into her lap? When that loud badness reached my own ears, I downshifted and began shading my Randy Hastings with Milwaukee colorations courtesy of Laverne and Shirley…

      I’ll stop there. But the thing is, folks, I had been on stage before.

      I finished to the sound of rustling papers at the far side of the room. No one asked for an adjustment, or for me to read for other parts, or to sing scales. No one mentioned a dance call. I was going to work at Harold’s Army-Navy—“Your Everyday Fashion People”—on the Ithaca Commons for the rest of my natural life.

      “Thank you for coming in today, Cary,” said Gavin Steeg, the new Artistic Director of the Hangar.

      I nodded, face on fire, gave the script pages to the stage manager, then opened the door. The wannabes stretched to the other end of the gloomy corridor; the oldest ones were mumbling lines on wooden folding chairs. The most limber dancers all seemed to be smoothing their bangs with the balls of their feet.

      I turned and called out to Gavin, “Give Dave my best.’”

      Gavin smiled.  Just past forty, he knew things. Since my foster brother, Dave, and I talked all the time, he knew my greeting was unnecessary, but he also knew that, after stinking up the room with my audition, I had to broadcast this tiny personal advantage in front of the competition.

      “I will, Cary. And thanks again.”

      Singing Brecht and Weill to get a part as a baseball player in Damn Yankees was overcompensation on my part. I’m a townie. Dave had been a townie too, until he got an off-the-charts IQ score in the sixth grade. A childless sociology professor named Leigh Bailey snapped him up, put him into private school, and then got him a completely free ride to Cornell at Telluride House, the special college-within-the-college for brainiacs. I stayed on with my foster parents, Hugh and Mary Gabelson, and their real daughter, Judy. I left their house after getting my diploma from Ithaca High and before they had a chance to tell me to leave. Dave embarked on a double major in economics and the history of science; I took a few community college courses, including German (to impress Robin), and did musicals at the Strand Theatre for fun. I’m not stupid by any stretch, but I must have decided somewhere along the line that we couldn’t both be geniuses. Dave claims that he envies me my solo apartment on East State Street, but he doesn’t pretend that selling Belgian knapsacks and the world’s scratchiest socks is anything but a dead end. He graduates with honors in two weeks. If I keep my nose clean, I could be assistant floor manager by Thanksgiving.

      But it doesn’t have to be this way, Dave’s been insisting ever since his boyfriend Gavin Steeg took over the Hangar. A paid job in summer stock would give me experience and direction for the future. Basically, I auditioned to get Dave off my case. Gavin lives in Manhattan, and they’ve been using my queen-size bed on his visits, because, despite its sophistication, Telluride House would appear to have a “No Man Boy Love” policy, even though the two met there in December. (Part of Telluride enrichment is its “Artists & Experts Series.” I suspect Gavin made an expert presentation.) When the season finishes in August, Dave is going to move in with Gavin and figure out what kind of grad school to apply to.

      That both Dave and I turned out queer is less interesting to people when they discover we’re not actual blood brothers. On the other hand, they seem to expect incest in foster kids. Dave had left the Gabelsons before puberty, and though we’d spent time hanging out together, the subject of girls versus boys never came up. I don’t know who was more surprised the night I saw him walk into the Common Ground, Ithaca’s only gay bar, with a crowd of jittery preppies and a fake ID. He’s a year older than I am and American handsome. He claims he’s envious of my mustache too, but I know better.

      I haven’t told Dave I have no interest in being an actual actor, though I do like to hang out with entertainer types. When I was in Annie Get Your Gun last November, I had an affair with a milkman from Trumansburg, also in the chorus, whose wife was pregnant. We’d make deliveries along the east side of Cayuga Lake right after dawn, then screw in his truck at the entrance to Taughannock Park. All these months later, the dairy section at the Hi-Lo can still get me going. That sounds so townie, doesn’t it?

      It was a nice day out, a little chilly for May. I thought about finding a campus payphone and calling Robin to tell her I’d tanked with the Brecht/Weill song, thank you very much, but I was out of quarters. The ground was soppy, yet, predictably, there were Big Red bozos in shorts and sandals all over the Arts Quad trying to catch some rays. I had an hour to kill before my shift, so, delaying the trek downhill to the Commons, I headed north to the College of Human Ecology. In the basement of Martha Van Rensselaer Hall, they have this research unit called the Family Life Development Center. Its chief feature is a model kindergarten where professors and education majors take notes on the way children interact. It’s where, after watching for weeks, the Gabelsons picked Dave and me out in 1964. It’s a pet store without the shavings and the chew toys.

      I used to think they held a Foster Child Farmer’s Market every semester, like mid-terms, but Dave said no, that wasn’t the case, New York State had stopped donating kids to Cornell a decade ago. I’m a foundling, and I’ve never been able to shake the fantasy that my mother still works someplace in Martha Van Ren Hall. She had me late one night after grading exams, dropped me in the well of an interoffice mail cart, and wheeled me down to the kindergarten with the first name of her favorite movie star pinned to my swaddling blanket. My last name is Dunkler, the German word for “darker,” as it turns out, but how that came to be is another mystery of my universe.

      The person to answer my questions is Dr. Joyce Brothers, the Hume Ec School’s most famous graduate, but I don’t have her phone number.

      I cross an interior court, which acts like a wind tunnel. Shivering in my blue button-down, I double-check the pocket for the Army-Navy badge I’d stowed there for the audition. The sun makes it hard to see into the windows of the model kindergarten, but a couple of the hardier boys have chased a girl outside and are whipping alphabet blocks at her. She’s crouched in the doorway of a log cabin, fists cocked. Their screams are pitched too high for the students or for me to decode, and I wonder, like I do every time I come here, whether I had ever napped or played house or fought off Indians in that little cabin. Today I almost ask the maintenance guy sweeping leaves out of a concrete gulley how long it’s been there. But then I see he’s not much older than me and would have no clue.

      After Dave graduates, I suppose I could apply for a Cornell job—bookkeeping, office machines, the like. The benefits are excellent, and they say once you’re in the university system, they can never kick you out. I could be Chief Butter Churner at the Cornell Dairy. The miracle of cream plus elbow grease equals butter knocked me out as a kid. The Ag School provides the entire campus with homemade ice cream. It’s a selling point in the brochures. Townies go to Purity Ice Cream on Cascadilla Street. They have a great product too.
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      I was near the end of my shift, racking construction boots along the store’s back wall, when I heard “Cary Dunkler, please come to the register” over the intercom. I took my time and finished the 9½s. Only Dave ever had me paged, and that only when my boss, Kristy, was night managing. Making Dave wait a bit would give her a thrill. He claimed to be allergic to the packing peanut smell of the place, but I think he was afraid that if he came looking for me, an avalanche of Italian Army sweaters would fall from the ceiling and mess his hair. It was weird for him to visit me on a school night. His history of science thesis wasn’t finished, and though he plays fast with the truth when he has to, Dave never fibs about academic stuff.

      At any rate, Kristy Schroyer, mother of three, was batting her eyelashes and maximizing her chestal area at the checkout counter. Queer or no, Dave Bailey, brainiac charmer with a face like Dudley Do-Right, made her splash. The tilt of his dimpled chin on my approach meant he thought he’d done me a big favor. He did do me favors, but that sly look of his always made me tense up.

      He dove right in. “You made a big impression at the Hangar auditions.”

      Boredom has its positives. Seven hours of stocking military surplus had made me forget my earlier humiliation. “Not possible, Dave. I sang in German. Loud and bad.”

      “Gavin said it was a bold, albeit less than optimal choice for the situation.”

      (Dave got away with words like “albeit” when he talked. Telluride talk. He had used “preclude” so often his freshman year, I had to give him shit about it. Then he moved on to “evince.”  It sounds as if I hate my brother. I don’t. Not at all.)

      “Am I in Damn Yankees?”

      “It’s too soon to know.”

      “So what’s—”

      “The big impression you made was on Larry Brownstein.”

      I didn’t bite.

      “He’s Gavin’s best friend from day one and the playwright of the last show in the season. The new play. He was in the room too.”

      After Gemini and the musical, I wasn’t sure what else was going up at the Hangar. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Kristy check her hair in the shoplifter mirror. She also waitressed across the Commons at Simeon’s. Her nurse shoes for that job had to be black. Here they were white. Her mom watched her daughters. Sometimes I didn’t know how they kept it together.

      Dave was so revved up, I couldn’t help but smile. “I didn’t audition for any new play,” I said.

      “That’s not the kind of impression you made, Cary.”

      The long and the short of it was that Larry Brownstein, professional New York playwright, wanted to meet me in that very special way. Gavin was suggesting an immediate double date—the next night—while they were still in town. Dave was suggesting I make dinner for “the boys” at my apartment. I liked to cook and bake. The Gabelsons had given me a copy of The Moosewood Cookbook and I’d worked through most of it, even the eggplant recipes. I probably don’t need to tell you that the Moosewood Restaurant is a two-minute walk from the Commons. Make it at home is my advice. Everything they serve there—water to chili—arrives at the same lukewarm temperature. The Cabbagetown Café on Stewart Avenue has better food.

      “Are you seeing anybody right now?” Dave asked.

      “Nah. I’m just screwing the President of Telluride.”

      Dave rolled right with it. “My sloppy seconds? How did he taste?”

      Why did I go along with the plan? Partly because I didn’t get to hang out with Dave enough, and he’d be leaving Ithaca before I knew it. We had been hilarious, bunk bed brothers, Goofus and Gallant, Tom Sawyer and Huck Finn, Heckel and Jeckel, until Professor Bailey took him away. I wasn’t seeing anybody, and other than Gavin, I had never met a New Yorker. Or a writer. And every time I hear Harry Nilsson’s “I Guess the Lord Must Be in New York City” I tear up. No other song can do that to me. Another mystery for Dr. Joyce Brothers. Part of it’s the banjo, which sounds like water rushing through a paddlewheel. Sometimes I play it on my stereo to test its hold over me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “The boys”’ ages, added together, came to eighty. My symbol for Gavin Steeg would be his spiky ball of black, brush-cut hair. He took up room the way a big-time director would, telling me where to arrange the veggie lasagna, the bowls of vichyssoise, where to seat ourselves, and making me hold the spinach salad until after we’d finished the main course. Orders from anybody could set Dave off, but being more laid-back, I didn’t need to run the show, even if it was my space.

      My apartment was my favorite and probably queerest thing about me. After a couple of bad roommate situations, I asked Kristy for more hours at Harold’s, took the financial leap, and went solo. I have the whole first floor of an 1896 Queen Anne, five rooms, with a wraparound gingerbread porch and a tin ceiling in the kitchen. I cut the grass, weed, shovel snow, and salt the driveway for a break on the rent. I’d been there since last September, walking to work, cashing my checks, and hitting the junk stores on lower Seneca Street to kit it out. I was definitely more excited to have brought a filigreed iron bed back to life than to invite another person into it with me. I had two Hoosiers in the kitchen, one with a built-in flour sifter, and a blanket chest full of trousseau linens. If the shop owner is a woman, the easiest way to get discounts on everything is to gush over the needlework on an old tablecloth or pillowcase. It reminds them of their grandmothers and aunts, or if they’re long in the tooth themselves, they take you down Memory Lane with them. I happen to like handmade items and make sure to rotate my purchases. That way everything gets used. I don’t mind the ironing.

      Larry Brownstein was younger than Gavin but, balding, but looked older. He had graduated from high school the year I was born. He had this way of sidling up—to the table, to questions, to me, as if things were liable to change any minute, and he wanted to take them down before they did. Talking or listening, he tilted his head forward, turtle-like. Maybe being that kind of listener was a sign of a writer. He was shorter than I was and had a round face, a reedy voice, and slender fingers. He said he wrote longhand on yellow legal pads and paid someone to type up the drafts of his plays. Dave shot me a look. I could do ninety words a minute.

      “The boys” were outrageous with the compliments. I couldn’t decide if it was the age difference, or their being Jewish, or New Yorkers, or out and proud, that gave them—well, more so Gavin—the confidence to praise everything. The pie safe in the dining room; the irises in the cut glass trumpet vase on top of the pie safe; the fresh chives I’d clipped directly from my herb pot into their bowls; the way my jaw met my neck was like a Bernini. It wasn’t the wine talking. They’d barely touched their glasses. At one point, Gavin stretched upturned fingertips to his “little David” (taller too) and said to Larry that while the Jews were responsible for many of the most staggering achievements of the ages, they could never make a face like that.

      My own face was still red from the Bernini remark, whatever that was, but Dave didn’t blush or bolt from the table to hear this. He beamed. He glowed. He kissed Gavin’s fingers. I’d seen him work people over all my life, but I realized that I’d never seen him with someone he said he was in love with. When he and Gavin used my apartment, I made sure to crash at Robin’s. Dave having sex in the next room wasn’t something I would ever need to hear.

      My brother was no more of an actor than I was, but his non-stop chatter about all the Ithaca things we’d show the boys, and his smartypants references, and his constant handwork on Gavin made it seem like he was playing to a camera. Or it was like the way they bring in a stud to turn on all the broodmares. (Or is that the other way around?) He was drinking, and as dinner went on, he shot me more and more encouraging looks—he types, he refinishes, he irons!—like maybe next I was supposed to do a backbend for Larry Brownstein, or recite a poem. I wanted to tell him to settle down. He’d already landed the job of Gavin’s boyfriend, and I’d made a four-course meal, wasn’t that enough for a first date?

      As for my job opportunity, Larry wanted to know where I had managed to find the German lyrics to “The Ballad of Immoral Earnings.” He had brought the salad plates into the kitchen while I whipped cream for the blueberry apple crisp.

      Robin had seen Cabaret eleven times, and her father, Dr. Tascher, was Chair of the German Department. I’d memorized Macheath’s first verse by singing along to a record at her house. She coached me on my accent. Robin is a great mimic. We once slept together, but that had gone about as well as my audition. We never referred to it.

      “I have a friend who’s nuts about The Threepenny Opera. She thought it would make me stand out.”

      “She was right,” Larry said over the electric mixer.

      “She’s going to be in Mame at the Strand. I might try out for that too.”

      He cupped his hand to an ear, meaning I should talk louder. I held up a finger to say wait until I was done whipping. He handed me the bottles of vanilla and rum extract when I pointed to them in the green Hoosier.

      Finished, I rapped the beaters against the bowl and held one out. “How does that taste?” I asked, in all innocence. His hand lingered on mine as he took it. Fair enough.

      “Heavenly,” he said. I smiled to myself. Lovely, fine, or good would have worked too.

      Blueberry apple crisp should be served warm. Too hot and the cream melts and disappears, so while we waited for a proper cool-down, I asked Larry about his play. He was adapting a Mark Twain novel called Pudd’nhead Wilson, about a small-town lawyer and a runaway mulatto slave. Had I ever read it? Only Tom Sawyer, I said, in high school English. I also mentioned that growing up, Dave was Tom, and I was Huck in our foster family. He’d get the ideas, and I’d get the world of trouble. The Frankenstein mask he shoplifted from Woolworth’s in second grade and put under my ski jacket was only the beginning. I got caught but didn’t rat him out to the store manager, or to Hugh Gabelson.

      Larry surprised me by saying said Huck Finn was a much finer book. It was the fountainhead of American literature, in fact. Like salad after the entrée, I’d never heard that before. Larry didn’t announce it like a teacher, or like Dave referring to “motifs” for bonus points. He claimed it like a personal belief.

      I thought of him later, Huck Fountainhead Finn that is, as we all drove in Gavin’s two-seated convertible to see the Hangar lit by moonlight along the lake. (The theatre had started life as a small-plane hangar in the thirties.) Larry and I were wedged in the non-existent back seat, top down, me in his lap, his legs cradling mine. It felt tighter to me than Huck’s hogshead in Tom Sawyer. (I loved that Huck lived in a barrel.) It felt weird too, given our size difference, but the older one is the cradler. Dave, his hand on Gavin’s thigh, looked back at us. Although the rushing air made it impossible to talk, it was clear he thought we were going to have a stupendous summer for four.
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      A few days later, I got a postcard from Larry of the skating rink at Rockefeller Center. He spilled the beans that Gavin had cast me in Damn Yankees and said that he looked forward to seeing more of me. Robin pounced on that double meaning. Which parts did he want most to see? I tend to be the pursued one, but not because I’m a catch. Robin claims I’m too laid back, if not downright lazy, on the romance front. I find it helps if I keep a time frame going in my head. A boyfriend is a shift. Mike the Milkman had been an ideal shift because I knew going in that we’d be through when his wife’s water broke. If things worked out between Larry and me while he was in Ithaca, I could make myself as available or as scarce as the situation required, but his shift would end when Pudd’nhead Wilson opened. Dave’s move to New York to live on love with Gavin all day every day struck me as Grade-A insanity.

      Here’s the other thing. A postcard helps because I’m dense when it comes to people flirting with me. Robin, and Kristy at work, marvel at the chances they say pass me by. I literally don’t see it—or them.

      To get ready, I bought the Damn Yankees LP, and I read Pudd’nhead Wilson. It’s not very long. There’s a pair of boys in it who get switched at birth. Chambers is 1/32 part Black but, fearing that he will be sold down the river, his slave mother, Roxy, switches him with Thomas à Becket Driscoll, the white heir to the plantation she works on. Chambers grows up to become the spoiled rotten drunk Tom Driscoll, while the real Tom becomes the house servant Chambers. It ends with a murder trial solved by fingerprints, which were the latest advance in criminal evidence for the time.

      I have to say that the plot put me off. Real people and events inspired writers. Did Larry Brownstein want to see more of me in order to find out what it felt like to be a foundling, then picked out of a litter at the age of four, then have a semi-brother raised to greatness because of a random IQ test? Listen to me. Not-so-random IQ test. An IQ test is the opposite of random. I took that test the following year in sixth grade, but I don’t remember it; I can remember Dave’s miracle score (168), but not mine; I remember Professor Leigh Bailey bringing me a model airplane kit in a swap for Dave; I remember taking apart our bunk beds, and Mary and Hugh Gabelson wondering if I’d like a puppy. Technically, I wasn’t switched at birth like Chambers and Tom in Pudd’nhead, but I couldn’t help but be sensitive to the theme as Dave prepared to graduate Phi Beta Kappa summa cum laude and I sorted a mountain of Chinese flip-flops next to a one-speed table fan.

      My semi-sister Judy Gabelson also put me off when she asked on the phone whether I was attending Dave’s commencement exercises. I shouldn’t have barked at her that I’d turned down double overtime to go, because that gave her the opportunity to remind me that she had put up half my security deposit, helped load the van, given me her cherry wood bureau, and I had yet to invite her or her parents to my State Street apartment for any kind of a housewarming.

      I’d been a bad foster child, but she was easy to sidetrack. “I promise to have you all over once the musical opens,” I said. I teased her with a pause. Judy was stagestruck but had never chased the dream; she spent her surplus on bus trips to New York to see Broadway shows. “Damn Yankees.” I paused again. “At the Hangar.”

      It worked. “The Hangar?” she cried. “Oh Cary, that’s fantastic. That’s a big step up!”

      “It’s still chorus.”

      “Doesn’t matter. It’s professional. You’ll get paid.”

      “I don’t know about that,” I said truthfully.

      “They have actors there who come from New York.”

      Directors too, I thought, with apartments in Greenwich Village. The Gabelsons didn’t know that Cary and I were queer. I sometimes wondered about Judy’s sexuality, but lesbians, regular-looking ones, weren’t a big presence at the Common Ground. We assumed they held their pussy potlucks up in the woods.

      “The piano was just tuned,” she said. “When can you come over?” Judy had a Music Ed degree from SUNY Albany and taught high school in Slaterville Springs. Whenever I was in a show, she helped me with the second tenor lines. She’d plunk them out over and over, then record them on a cassette tape. Saved my butt. Harmony is hardest for me.

      “Soon as I get the sheet music.”

      “Deal. See you Saturday. Need a ride?”

      “Nope. I can walk.”

      “It could be steaming out. Or pouring.”

      “Nope.”

      Ithacans are either rah-rah about Cornell graduation or they pretend it isn’t happening. With all the parents in town, a four-day tidal wave of cash washes through the Commons and forget being able to park. Given its smaller student population, Ithaca College nets us less, but Harold’s staples discount fliers on both campuses.

      Judy called it. It was high in the upper eighties on Commencement Day. I regretted not packing roll-on and a spare undershirt in with Dave’s graduation gift. Except for the lack of horses and centurions, it might have been the chariot race scene in Ben Hur—brass bands, giant vertical banners, the reviewing stand at the forty-yard line, not to mention thousands of people crammed into Schoellkopf Field roaring on cue. From my nosebleed spot, Dave was one indistinct scale in the skin of an endless green snake ribboning into the stands. With her pull Professor Bailey had arranged seats for us while she baked far below with the rest of the faculty. We’d all be meeting up at Telluride House after the conferral of degrees. And after that, David Prescott Bailey, Cornell B.A. 1980, was staying up late with Gavin Steeg in my apartment. Larry Brownstein was due in three days.

      Given that the six of us had never occupied the same space before, the Telluride banquet felt herky-jerky at first. When conversation stalled, or when Dave was off hugging classmates and meeting their folks, there would be an odd “You must be so proud of him” ricochet among Mary, Hugh, and Leigh. Even Judy, who had taught him piano, got in on that. But then the champagne started, and Hugh remembered the camera around his neck. We took a boatload of pictures. There’s even one of me with Leigh Bailey and two feet of air between us. Ten years later, she still gets thrown when I show up for Dave. She overdid the enthusiasm for my Damn Yankees gig. “I love how creative you’re turning out to be, Cary,” she said, as if I’d handed her a finger painting for her refrigerator.

      Dave’s flushed face signaled that he was close to bawling the entire time. (I got the mustache; he got the tear ducts.) This I understood. The day he’d worked toward for so long had come and was nearly gone. It was like the last performance of a show, though there’s no comparison between his lifetime of overachievement and my clowning around on stage in a face coat of Tan Blush #2. He had a catch in his throat when he accepted, during the dinner, a summer research fellowship given “to the graduating senior who most represents the ethical and intellectual values of Telluride.” The money was his to use however he liked. I wasn’t surprised. I used to think Dave got all the luck because he had started out life with two parents, with real names, and who had wanted him. They’d died in a car accident before he could crawl. If they were watching him from above, or beyond, they’d be proud too.

      My gift was another awkward moment. There’s a used bookstore, The Bookery, in the Dewitt Mall on Cayuga Street. A lot of dead professors’ libraries wind up there, so they have important items along with racks of paperback thrillers out on the sidewalk. I browse it on my Thursday lunch hours because that’s the day Café Dewitt does its amazing dill carrot soup. Anyway, The Bookery had an early edition of Darwin’s The Origin of Species, in two volumes. I talked the owner, Jack Goldman, into letting me have them for three hundred and forty dollars, down from four eighty. A lot of shifts either way. I’d held it and studied it for weeks before I approached Jack about a better price and paying for it in installments. It wasn’t as easy as getting a crewel tablecloth out of an old lady, but booksellers want their treasures to go to good homes too.

      I fretted about when to give Dave the Darwins and wound up waiting until dessert was being cleared, so there wasn’t anything else for us to do but watch it happen in slow motion. Dave freed the books from their sailboat wrapping paper, looked, gasped, counted one, two—one, two. Then, during a tiny instant, after his face had lit up, I watched him wonder how I had pulled off this caper. Had I stolen them? I looked at him and said right back with my eyes—I paid for them, mo-fo, and you know I did. He understood. He also knew that I knew that that’s what he would have done if he had wanted them that much and didn’t have the dough. In the end, isn’t Tom more devious than Huck? Then Leigh Bailey leaned over her teacup and said, “The Origin of Species?” in a tone worth the price of admission.

      I pushed back my chair. “Darwin was part of your thesis, right?”

      Dave nodded. His eyes were definitely teary now. Mary Gabelson’s too. He shoots, he scores. Even with two payments to go.

      After the banquet, borrowing a T-shirt in Dave’s room—I was heading out to the bar with Robin while he and Gavin busted my bedsprings—I rerouted the subject away from this latest example of what he called my historic, “unstinting” generosity. I re-folded my sleeve cuffs and watched him from the mirror on his closet door. He was sitting on his bed, mouth open, hair heading off in the wrong direction, dazed and weepy from the weight of the day. The Darwins were balanced, one on each thigh, like the etching of Moses with his broken tablets that hangs above the magazine rack in the Tompkins County Library.
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      It turned out I wasn’t as masculine as I had previously assumed, a ruling that hadn’t much affected my day-to-day existence until Damn Yankees. I mean, no one had ever beaten me up for how I walked or talked or acted. Rednecks don’t pick off the men leaving the Common Ground after last call, like they do up in Syracuse. Ithaca is live and let live, always has been. Some come for college and never leave.

      Rehearsals were held in the game room of a senior center just off the Commons, a spot I’d passed my whole life without noticing. That anybody out on Albany Street could watch us dance through the windows made me feel like I had a theatre job. Thirty dollars a week, nothing to quit the Army-Navy over, but a good feeling. After the first read-through, Gavin dismissed everybody except the Senators, aka the ball team, aka the nine-member male chorus. (I won’t tax you with the plot of Damn Yankees, except to say that it’s about baseball, not the Civil War, and that the Devil is a major player. The songs are fun.) During a ten-minute break, the stage managers braced giant mirrored rectangles along one wall. The chorus boys from “The City” marked their territory by tossing their dance bags on a table in the corner bearing a milk crate of bingo cards.

      Gavin, sitting in front of the mirrors, had us line up at the other end of the room. There was one other townie besides me, Clark, who I remembered seeing as Cornelius in a so-so Hello, Dolly! that Robin had also been in. There was an Ithaca College theater major wearing horn-rimmed glasses, a rising Cornell senior, and the five New Yorkers, two of whom had changed during the break into tights and leotards. Watching them stretch, I prayed I wouldn’t be the worst chorus boy, given a pass because the director was screwing my foster brother.

      Gavin made a speech about how, say what you will about the Faust story, it was the ballplayers who were the genuine heart of Damn Yankees. If the audience didn’t fall in love with us as individuals, then there was no Damn Yankees. He let that sink in. Some of the guys were taking notes on their scripts. He said that the schedule was too tight for us to play a real ballgame together, as that would help us meld as an ensemble. Short of that, in order to become these individual teammates that the audience must grow to love, we would start with names and walks.

      “Who wants to lead off?” Gavin said, cocking an eyebrow to see who got the batting reference.

      I didn’t have a dance bag and I didn’t take notes, and the assignment confused me, so I drifted to the back of the group. Gavin wouldn’t treat me any different, even with my Bernini neck-jaw double play. (I’d looked it up at Robin’s house.)

      “You just want us to walk across the room?” someone asked.

      “No. I want you to think about your character, a baseball player who is not you. He walks differently from you, and he has a first name that you’re going to tell me.”

      There was some uneasy shifting and muttering, then a New Yorker, with Superman’s chest and arms, named Jon Camilleri squealed, “I’m Chauncey!” and began to prance down the room like a runway model.

      Gavin met him halfway. “That’s exactly not the point,” he said, laughing with the rest of us.

      “So, are you saying you want us to butch it up?” said Jon.

      “I am indeed.”

      “Why didn’t you say so?”

      “I was trying to be sensitive, Jon. We aren’t in the Ice Capades”—he gestured with the classic wrist drop—“and we aren’t”—eyes now on the leotard duo—“the Ballets Russes. We’re all men here.” That got another laugh.

      Jon began again. He spread his legs, bowed his knees slightly, and very slowly placed one foot in front of the other. “I’m Petey,” he grunted.

      “What’s the matter with you, Petey?”

      “I’d walk faster, Coach, but my balls get in the way.”

      Class clown, but it broke the ice.

      After Petey came Smokey, Vince, Stretch, Poindexter (Ithaca College horn-rims), spitting, scratching, squinting, loping, peg-legging. Gavin nixed the names Zorro, Ringo, and Terence.

      Dead last was too much pressure, so I slipped in as number seven. “I’m Lud,” I announced to the group. For my walk, I imitated Robin’s father, the German professor. I turned out my left foot some, dragged it slightly, then hitched it up a tiny bit on every third stride.

      “Is there something wrong with your leg, Lud?” asked Gavin.

      I flashed on Robin’s father’s standard response to “How are you, Dr. Tascher?” Slowly shaking my head, I said, “I have the sciatic pain from a herniated lumbar disc. Numbers three and four, if you must know.”

      The laugh was a nice surprise.

      After the last two passed muster, Gavin set us all walking at once, then jogging, then he made us sprint. Then, using our character names, we threw an imaginary baseball around. I had never done stuff like this during rehearsals for Strand shows, but I tried to get into it. I caught whatever was thrown to Lud but got rid of it fast, always keeping the mirrors to my back. I did think some of the guys were hotdogging it—slides, basket catches, one-hops, miraculous saves. But no, Gavin explained that night at Simeon’s, where we were having dinner with Dave and Larry Brownstein, that was the actor’s imagination at play. And weren’t all athletes hotdogs by nature? He said he was happy with how the day had gone, especially since the nine of us had begun the day looking like a bouquet of daylilies. And those two gazelles in tights…. Gavin slid down his reading glasses to peer at the wine list.

      I flushed. I hoped I hadn’t been as faggy as them. Or was still. Or as Dave—all over Gavin like an octopus again—was currently being. I could practically hear Kristy mouth breathing at the waiters’ station. Catching her eye as she worked other tables, I saw that the ages of “the boys” shocked her silly.

      For all his supposed interest in me, Larry was shy. He mostly let Gavin talk Pudd’nhead. I chipped in names from the Twain a couple of times to show them I had read the book, but it didn’t register. While Gavin drew ideas for the set on the napkins, Larry dissected his fish and chips, as if he thought a ruby might roll out of a filet. And Dave—well, he wasn’t accustomed to not being top of the agenda, and he hadn’t read Pudd’nhead Wilson. This wasn’t a date, I wanted to tell him once I’d figured it out; we were sitting in on a creative meeting, like in advertising or Hollywood. At one point, I motioned Kristy to come over, but she twisted her head away like a rearing horse, then made the “call me” sign with her thumb and pinkie. Gavin and Larry weren’t that old. Kristy’s deadbeat, almost ex-husband Wayne, had ten years on her.

      I had decided over dinner that I would sleep with Larry, but out front after dessert, he nixed Dave’s idea of going dancing at the Common Ground. He couldn’t lose momentum on a crucial rewrite. He was so apologetic, I gave him a quick hug goodbye. I refused a lift. Gavin’s and Larry’s apartments were in the opposite direction, closer to the Hangar. Dave had yet to tell Leigh Bailey that he’d be rooming “with a friend” in a lake house for the summer. That would make an interesting conversation.

      “See you tomorrow, Lud,” said Gavin.

      “Wait,” said Larry. He stopped and looked up at me in that interested way he’d had at my place. “Is Lud short for Luddite, Cary?”

      I shrugged. Let him guess in bed, all on his lonesome.

      Early summer nights in Ithaca are so sweet, you forget the endless, defeating winters. It’s not humid yet; the air is soft, alive with the rustle of new leaves and the chitter of insects. Breathing in the lilacs, I practiced my Lud walk up State Street until it got too steep.

      Lud was not short for Luddite, a term that was going to require a second trip to the Taschers’ encyclopedia. Jon Camilleri had gotten what Lud meant. He’d come over to me at the end of rehearsal. Imaginary baseball was hard work, so he was blotting his impressive, and impressively hairy, chest with a Rutgers T-shirt. A clown, yes, but no daylily.

      “How’s the cake, Lud?” he asked.

      “Oh like always I guess,” I said automatically.

      “It couldn’t be like always,” he said. “I never got this kind of cake before.”

      “Hmmph,” I said. “I thought something was different.”

      Then, not wanting to mess up a line in a routine that Jon clearly knew by heart, I bent over to tighten a shoelace, amazed that anyone else would love Lily Tomlin’s “Lud and Marie Meet Dracula’s Daughter” enough to memorize it like I had. It’s a routine about her parents she does on her Appearing Nitely album, and it was another favorite thing of mine.

      “Lud’s a good name for you,” said Jon.

      “I could say the same, Petey.”

      He zipped up his dance bag. “See you tomorrow, Margaret Ann.”

      I was dumbfounded. He’d memorized “Tell Miss Sweeney Goodbye” too. He knew all of Appearing Nitely.

      Jon had been the biggest hotdog in the room, but at the same time, his intense focus—wherever the ball went, he followed it with his eyes, played back-up to the other guys when it came close—made him the most believable Senator. When I got home, I sat up on my porch glider with a beer and wondered what it would be like to do something that captured my full attention.
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      My peonies were bending over from the weight of their beauty. They had a week left at best. I cut a mix of white and pink and wrapped them in wet paper towels to take to Judy. She can’t get them to grow at her place. She’s tried cuttings, and she’s tried from scratch, but nothing comes up. Could be the creek across the street has made the ground too soggy, or maybe her yard gets too much sun. I use eggshells and bone meal. She’s tried that too.

      Back when she bought her house on Titus Street, Judy Gabelson was said to be the youngest mortgage-holder in Ithaca. Whether being that sensible then makes her a catch now is another thing. She’s twenty-eight, and not fat or flat-chested or bucktoothed. She had been self-conscious about her scoliosis at one time, but that’s not the same as having a port-wine stain cover half your face, like her friend Emily, and she’d never had to wear a brace to school. She’d be classified as “plain,” but you just know that the right person will make her beautiful one day. Like I said, I don’t know what flips her switch, besides theatre trips to New York.

      I really like her house. It dates from the 1920s, and except for a small front porch, it’s this perfect two-story cube. Everything fits and flows together, with no wasted space, like a nautilus shell. I spot vintage items at the junk stores I feel belong there, but Judy’s taste is Scandinavian—huge, trippy throw pillows, blond wood, square dinner plates, pebbled glass candlesticks, the stuff you can buy at Contemporary Trends, just off the Commons.

      No such thing as a Scandinavian piano, though. Judy played the same walnut upright she’d taught Dave on when we were kids. I’d helped move it from her parents’ house into her living room; it stood in the middle of the bright sectional pieces like a harassed chaperone guarding the punch. I have a Deco table runner embroidered with poppies that I would love to slip over its top like a comforting headscarf.

      The first week of Damn Yankees was almost through, and I was there to learn my harmonies. Judy made much of the peonies. We lamented, like we did every summer, their criminally short growing season. She arranged them with scientific precision while I scarfed a wedge of her crustless quiche, a cooking technology I can’t figure out. Why didn’t it burn? Hot or cold, it’s an amazing three-cheese brick. I wouldn’t need another meal for days.

      She plied me with questions about working with professionals, so I told her about our team improvs, and that there was a shorthand the New
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