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A Company of Players

 

By Ken Bachtold

 

Leaving romantic wreckage behind him, Nick Charles and his best friend Barb Anderson use Nick’s sizable inheritance to fly to one of the most exciting places in the world—New York City—with plans to open their own theater. In doing so, they meet Ross Taylor, the handsome real estate man and actor, and Rudy his construction-worker cousin. Ross is determined to heal Nick’s fragile heart, while shy Rudy and oblivious Barb stumble toward their own connection. Will Rosie Dupree, a rigid method actress, and talented but devious Gordon Holmes destroy their theater dreams? Was choosing the original piece, Starting Over, by an unpublished young playwright the best move for opening night? Will the invited critic show up? Amid the frantic and colorful world of the New York City theater scene, Nick and Barb must open their hearts and risk everything for their endeavors to succeed—both on the stage and behind the scenes.

 

States of Love: Stories of romance that span every corner of the United States.


For Sophie James.

It was with her suggested revisions that the book became acceptable to Dreamspinner Press.


 

 

“NEW YORK, New York.”

“Will you please stop singing that song,” I said.

“Why?” Barb asked.

Now, Barb—Barbara Anderson, should I need to be formal about it—and I go way back. And I mean way, way back. All the way to kindergarten. Then through Parkside Grammar School, three hideous years at Aptos Junior High, three lovely years at Abraham Lincoln High, and seven years at San Francisco State University, where we each earned a BA and MA in theater. She could have been my twin sister. Our coloring was the same. We had the same oddly blue-green eyes and dark hair, mine curly, hers straight. She cursed the gods that it wasn’t the other way around. We were both kind of gym rats. The only difference was that I was six foot four, and she was five foot four. Standing opposite each other, she came up about even with my breastbone.

Oh, another slight difference: she was straight and I was gay.

Barb had always complained bitterly that I didn’t look it. I’d done the football thing in high school and lettered in track in college, in a way trying to counteract the damning fact not that I was gay, but a theater major. But I liked sports. What can I say? I had no interest at all in shopping or fashion. Barb always claimed I was faking it so I wouldn’t have to take her to school dances when she didn’t have a date. When she didn’t have a date? Fat chance of that ever happening. She had always had to practically fend the guys off with a two-by-four. She just loved to tease me. And of course, I loved to give it right back. I could always get a rise out of her by calling her little midge or smidgeon.

“Why should I stop singing?” Barb insisted, breaking into my reverie. “None of the other passengers seem to mind.”

We were seated in obscenely comfortable, gray leather, first-class seats while zooming through the air on our way from San Francisco to New York. Oh yes, at last our dream was coming true.

“Because that particular song makes me very nervous,” I said.

“But,” she said, “here we are, after years of planning, on a plane, a silver bullet, hurtling toward New York, the place we’ve only dreamed about for the last seven years.”

“I know. I just don’t want to hex it. Hubris, you know.”

“I don’t really think hubris is involved if one is delighted to have one’s dreams coming true.”

“But—”

“Nicholas,” she said. She only calls me by my full name when she’s really irritated with me. Usually, it’s simply Nick.

“What, Barbara?”

“Now, don’t get all huffy. It’s just that I worry about you.”

“I know.” I gave her hand a little pat of reassurance.

“Ever since your grandmother made all this possible, we’ve thought—”

“About nothing else.”

“Our own repertory theater….”

“In New York.”

“Right.”

“New York, New York,” I sang.

“Now that’s the spirit.”

“I just worry about that later lyric that implies it’s pretty difficult to ‘make it’ in New York.”

And of course, Barb had to say, “Let’s hope New York brings you your other great dream… Mr. Right.”

“Let’s not go overboard,” I told her. “Enough about luck for one day. We should never risk asking the Fates for more.”

“Well, Mr. Right would surely help get you over that bastard, Adam. Even from the start of that disaster, I told you I never liked him. He had a vaguely slick aura around him. Too slick. But you wouldn’t listen to my sage advice, you were so befogged by his looks.”

“Please, for the hundredth time, let’s not go there. Subject closed. The end. Finished. Finis.”

“Seriously, Nick, do you think you’ll ever get over the evil Adam? I know you don’t want to go there, but I also know if a person doesn’t vent, they actually risk having their head explode all over the place. Very messy.”

She kept a straight face. I couldn’t. I had to chuckle. Barb could always make me laugh, no matter what kind of a mood I was in.

“You’re like a pit bull, once you get your teeth in something. I’d have to break your jaw to get loose.”

“Don’t say bad things about pit bulls. They only have a bad reputation. It’s how a dog is raised that counts.”

“Sorry. Sorry. I didn’t mean to force you onto one of your many soapboxes again.”

“Poor things. They’re actually very sweet if they’re raised with love. I know one called Rosebud.”

“Rosebud?”

“Right.”

I felt like Charlie Brown. I wanted to throw my head back and go “Arrrrgh.” So I did.

Of course, just as I threw my head back and made the appropriate sound, always one to act out my emotions, our flight attendant entered first class and stood right next to me. The poor guy took a few steps back. Probably thought I was some kind of madman.

“Er… sorry,” I mumbled.

“Forgive him,” Barb rushed in. “He only has a week off, and then I have to take him back to that awful place.” She sighed deeply.

The guy just looked at the two of us until Barb squealed with laughter. When I joined in, so did Bob, as our flight attendant’s name tag proclaimed him to be. He was obviously much relieved.

“Something to drink?” he asked, more to me than to Barb. Oh-oh, too soon to go there again.

“Martinis,” Barb said.

“I’m afraid we can’t serve anything quite that fancy.”

“No olives?” Barb said. “Too much extra weight?”

“Ha-ha. But I can get you champagne.”

“In a paper cup?” Barb asked.

“Better than nothing,” I said.

“Gotcha,” Bob said, chortling as he strode confidently back down the aisle, flipping aside the red curtains that separated us overprivileged riders from the regular folks cramped up behind us.

Peace reigned momentarily as our plane hummed quietly along.

“Now,” Barb said, never one to honor a much-needed absence of speech, “back to the main subject.”

“Pit bulls? Martinis? Champagne? What?”

“Adam.”

“Oh, Barb, why won’t you leave it alone?”

“Because I can hardly stand to see the sadness underneath all that rampant joy beaming from behind your frightened eyes.”

“Rampant joy, indeed.”

“Come on, honey,” she said. She placed one of her hands on top of one of mine. Her hand was so little, lying there on top of my great paw. She patted me a couple of times for good measure. Well, she had me. She usually did.

“It’s only been about six months since he walked out,” I said. “What am I supposed to feel?”

“Relief?”

“I… I thought he was the love of my life. He seemed to be. And he was so damned handsome.”

“Well, when we hit the fabulous metropolis, you’ll be so overwhelmed by the sights, he will vanish into insignificance.”

When in high emotion, Barb will slip into hyperbole.

“Even New York—”

“New York, New York,” Barb sang.

I gave her my grimmest smile. It slid off her like she was Teflon.

And then, as we human beings do, I recalled the whole hideous scenario in my tortured mind for at least the hundredth time.

I’d met Adam running track, actually. He was a shot-putter and hammer thrower, big and muscular. I was the tall, lean runner. I thought we made a fantastic pair, even though some folks thought it was clever to call us Mutt and Jeff. I remember, vividly, his first remark to me.

It was a sunny, balmy day out on the track fields, where we gym rats were practicing our various modes of expertise. The grass was very green. The sky was very blue, except for weirdly shaped clouds meandering across the sky. Earlier, I’d spotted one that looked like a sailboat. So when I heard this husky voice behind me, I was startled and jumped just a tad.

“Hey, how’s the weather way up there?”

I swung around. Did I think he was clever or even vaguely original? Not at all. But man, that face. That body.

He was a true blond, with that look that screamed Scandinavian. A rugged, squarish face, but with very symmetrical features. Thick eyebrows, a broad forehead, and, oh my God, a cleft chin. Did my knees feel weak? They sure did. But I recovered quickly.

“Gee,” I snapped back, “nobody has ever said that to me before, Mr. Original.”

I don’t think anyone had ever sassed him before. He looked like he might try to break me in half. I realized, suddenly, that he could probably break a steel girder in half. He had strange eyes. In certain lights, I later learned, they looked golden. At that moment, they looked like molten lava.

“Guy,” he said, “you sure have a fat mouth.”

Said fat mouth remained tightly sealed.

“I wonder all the things it might be good for,” he said over his shoulder as he strutted back the way he’d come.

What could he mean by that? Was this guy who put the masc in masculine coming on to me? In the first place, how would he know to say such a thing? Except for Barb, no one knew of my attraction to other guys. I’d learned early on to keep that a well-guarded secret. Especially if I wanted to stay alive in the sports world. And I knew for sure that I gave off no vibes. I’d never found it necessary to be more macho. I just was, as Barb obnoxiously told me fairly often.

So what was this?

Except for the Neanderthal attitude, he was certainly handsome. And he was certainly my type. I liked very muscular guys, the less body fat the better. In other words, I liked sculpted musculature. I watched his severely V-shaped back recede into the distance with a sense of disappointment. He was, unfortunately—or did I mean fortunately, since the sight left me quite dizzy—wearing only gym shorts. I watched, mesmerized at the play of muscles on his back.

Terribly terrific trapezius, looming from his neck to the edge of his softball deltoids. Barn door latissimus dorsi (which I knew from my physiology class—I was, after all, a double major, theater and PE—meant “broad of the back” in Latin). And resplendent rhomboids, both major and minor, attached, like I wished I was at that moment, to his beautiful scapula on each side. The man was a walking physician’s anatomical chart. In short, he was perfect, if a bit height challenged.

After standing in the same place like a great dumb thing, I finally got my head together and did a couple of quick laps around the track. Actually, I don’t remember how many. In some ways it seemed like a lot, in others, almost none. When I recovered my senses and looked to find my nemesis, he was gone. I was surprised at the stark disappointment. I mean, we’d only had a bit of snappy repartee, nothing earthshaking, nothing transcendental. I concluded, finally, that somehow Mr. Big Square Mass of Muscles had gotten to me, and at a level it seemed I had no knowledge of. Hmm.

Of course, the more I tried to put our encounter out of my mind, the more it stubbornly stayed there. I didn’t get it. I don’t think I even really liked the guy. He was rather snotty. Snotty, I realized, but dammit, he was handsome. Was I that shallow to consider looks so important? Evidently, I was.

I avoided the track for the next couple of days, wanting to let my stupid feverish brain settle down. I ran the indoor track instead. I ran around the park too. But everywhere I ran, I collided right into my memory of that sunny afternoon. “This is unacceptable,” I told myself.

So I bit the bitter bullet on the following day and trotted out onto the field, hoping—well, I don’t quite know what I was hoping—that he’d be there, or that he wouldn’t be there. At first I thought the latter had occurred when my crafty laser-like glances didn’t spot him. But he must have been hidden by about five guys, because when the group separated, there he was. Yep, there he was, in all his glory. And why did my stupid heart have to start behaving like a hummingbird, fluttering all over the place? I was stronger than this. But no, apparently I wasn’t, because my sternum began to ache, due to my heart smacking against it so hard.

I had to turn away or black out. I turned away as I knew I’d look foolish, all six four of me spread out on the grass, sort of crucifixion-like. So instead, I began pumping my legs up and down as if I were warming up.

I heard that scratchy voice behind me again.

“You look like a daddy longlegs having a fit,” he said.

I stopped my exercise and slowly turned.

Giving him my most searing look, I said, “You look like an anvil, only not quite so smart.”

Eyes of molten lava. I prepared to be beaten to a pulp. Instead, after a ferocious look, he started laughing. Laughing? This was probably more of a shock than a punch in the mouth would have been.

I chuckled along with him in a halfhearted way, not sure of the correct response.

“You’re gutsy, by God. I like that in a man.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah. More plainly, I like that in my men.”

“Oh?”

“Is that all you’ve got to say?” He used the T-shirt that was tucked into his track shorts to wipe the sweat off his glistening body. It glistened so brightly that I wondered if I could see my reflection in it. I figured I must be hallucinating.

“Wh-what would you… you like me to say?”

“Well, you could begin by telling me what you like in your men.”

I felt my jaw drop. Not a sound was eminent. I daren’t even say “oh.”

“Wh-what do you mean?” I finally came up with. “Are you implying—”

“Cookie, I saw the way you were looking at me. You tried to hide it, but I’m really good at reading people. And what can I say? I read you.”

“But—”

“Oh, I know no one else even suspects. Especially with that little number, what’s her name, who you’re always hanging around with. You don’t have a worry in the world. I’m definitely not into outing anyone.”

“Generous of you.”

“Aw, come on. Don’t be mad. The only reason I came on so strong was to make a huge impression on you.”

“Well… you certainly did that.”

“If I’d come up and said, ‘Hey, how about a date,’ you would have freaked, right?”

“Uh… yeah.”

“And I sure didn’t want to out myself. I’m just as careful as you are. That’s why I thought it might be a good idea for us to get together. You’re exactly my type, that long, lean, slinky body of yours. Mmm.”

“Stop it.”

“And if I’m right, you feel the same about me. Am I wrong? You know, opposites attract. You—tall, lean. Me—not so tall, but muscles all over the place.”

“Well….”

“Boy, for someone who, beforehand, had quite a mouth, you sure don’t have a lot to say now.”

Did I imagine the grass poking up through the bottom of my running shoes? Did I imagine the sun was hotter than it had been? Did I imagine the slight breeze stinging my cheeks? I don’t know, but it sure felt like that.

“Look, let me give you time to adjust.” His glance dropped a bit. I blushed a bit. “And then let me take you out for coffee. We can figure out who we really are, instead of the personae we project. How about it? You know that pizza joint across from campus, Luigi’s or Antonio’s or something like that?”

“Ah… okay.”

“Still pretty monosyllabic. But I know you can be quick-witted when you’re thinking clearly, or when you feel verbally attacked. So”—he reached up and put both his strong hands on my shoulders—“how about we meet tomorrow for lunch. It’s Saturday and we’re off, so we can indulge in maybe a pizza or something. All right?” He squeezed my shoulders and my toes curled, as if the two were attached by a string. And then with a killer smile, one that seemed to linger like the Cheshire Cat’s, he trotted off.

I wondered absently what had just happened. After years of hiding, someone had figured me out… and from a distance. God, he was good. And after pondering a moment, I had to smile to myself. This felt good. And not just because of the pizza.

I was so wrought up after this encounter, I thought I’d probably never sleep again. Much to my surprise, I slept like the proverbial baby that night, no salacious dreams to be had. Well… rats.

However, when I emerged from my covers, my nerves attacked me like Hurricane—Hurricane what? Christ, I didn’t even know his name. I could hardly guess and call him Atlas. Or Adonis. Or even Splendid One. What a dummy. All I would’ve had to say was “My name is Nick, what’s yours?” But no, apparently that was beyond me. So when I meet him at Luigi’s or Antonio’s or whatever, what should I call him? Or, better yet, what clever way could I get him to use his name? The only thing that occurred to me was “I couldn’t quite read the name printed on the inside of your gym shorts. What was it again?” No, that wouldn’t do. Well, I’d just have to leave it up to my devious mind to come up with the perfect solution when I met him.

Then there was the grave problem of what to wear. I wanted to look smashing but not give away that I’d tried. After my own private fashion parade, I decided on a black polo shirt that fit rather well and—well, I’ve always been a Levi’s guy, so I wore my Levi’s. I did, however, wear my cowboy boots—red, gold, and black—that gave me an additional inch or two. Was this to give me some sort of added height advantage over him? You bet it was. I needed every advantage I could think of. I even tried to get my hair to stand up higher, but as usual, it had a mind of its own and flopped all over the place.

Then I left my room, feeling sort of like Gargantua or Pantagruel (from my French Literature in English Translation course). I’d also suffered through Balzac, Stendhal, Montaigne, and Voltaire, only really enjoying Cyrano de Bergerac. That, I loved. I had dreams of either playing the part or producing the play someday. Anyway, off I went with my imaginary sword by my side and my imaginary plumed hat set cockily on my head. (I guess I was still somewhere in French Literature. Not surprising, as I wanted to be anywhere except where I was.)

But step by step, I drew nearer and nearer to Luigi’s/Antonio’s. When I arrived, remembering nothing of my trip there, I realized the place was called Pietro’s. I guess they were into alliteration. There, sitting underneath a large, multicolored umbrella and taking up more space than your average customer, was my goal. Or, I should say, my destination. Sorry, my mind was greatly confused. My God, he was absolutely delicious, wearing a skintight light green T-shirt, some kind of Lycra or spandex, I thought. And shorts, revealing his well-toned hairy legs from midthigh to ankle. And sandals. Sandals? He sure didn’t seem like a sandals kind of guy. Perhaps he wasn’t flawless after all. Did that calm me down? Not one little bit.

When I reached him, he stood, pulled me into his arms, and gave me the required straight-guy-three-pats-on-the-back before letting me go.

“Adam,” he said as he sat back down.

Was he talking about Genesis? The creation? I hoped he wasn’t some kind of religious nut.

“I’m Adam Stone,” he said.

Well, that cleared it up. Stone was quite appropriate, I thought. Granite or Marble would work as well.

“Nick,” I replied as I sat down next to him. Even sitting, I was a good foot taller. Of course, he was a good foot wider than I was, so I guess we were even. “Nick Charles,” I told him. “And please no remarks about old detective movies.”

“What old movies?” he said.

“You know, Nick and Nora Charles. William Powell and Myrna Loy.”

He looked puzzled.

“You don’t watch old movies?”

“No. I like action stuff. Cars exploding and buildings blowing up. Great stuff like that. Bruce Willis is a god.”

Oh dear—serious lack of taste. But one can’t have everything.

“So what kind of pizza should we get?” he said.

“I like broccoli and tomatoes on mine. But why don’t we each get what we like on half of the pie?”

“Great.”

I guess he was impatient, because he went inside to give our order. I felt his loss like somebody had turned a heater off. Oh my, I was a goner. But I had to curb my enthusiasm, as it were, because I wasn’t about to totally lose my mind and get into some kind of dating thing.

When he returned, oh my, a heater went back on, even if it was set a bit high.

“So, what’s your favorite color? We might as well start with the basics,” he said, giving me that killer smile.

“Blue, what’s yours?”

“Red,” he said. “And not tomato red, real red. Like crimson. Favorite movie?”

“Pride and Prejudice, the old one with Greer Garson and Laurence Olivier. Yours?”

“Die Hard. Yeah, Bruce.” He thought for a second. “Music?” he said.

“Uh… mostly show tunes.”

“What are you, some kind of closet cliché? That’s pretty gay, my friend.”

“How about you?” I cut in quickly.

“Good old R & R.” He paused. “What about jobs?” he said.

“Theater, of course. Acting and directing. Thank God for my dear grandmother. She left me quite enough to maybe start my own theater. That’s what I really want to do. To hell with Broadway. I know it sounds grandiose, but I want to guide the destiny of a theater. To be able to pick the plays I love. How about you?”

“I’m going into physique competition. You know, love me, love my body, all fake tan and shining with oil. Nothing altruistic like you. I want admiration.”

Oh dear. In spite of this alluring image, ours was probably not going to be a meeting of the minds. No kindred spirits kind of thing. But I told myself, one can’t have everything. Every satisfactory relationship was a series of compromises. Relationship, I screamed internally. What was I thinking? Relationship material, I was not. At this point, I was not even much into one-night stands. Down low was my mantra. Exposure was not. I had to shake my head to clear my mind of this relationship nonsense.

“What’s wrong?” he said. “Is there a fly around here?”

“No… I guess a ghost just walked over my grave.”

“Morbid today?”

Yes, I wanted to say. And terrified. And wishing this whole thing had never even happened. I’d had it relatively serene up to now. I didn’t need this on the eve of graduating.

“No,” I lied. “Just an old family saying.”

“What family, The Munsters?”

I turned to him, and he had this funny look in his eyes.

“Look,” I told him. “I don’t think we’re compatible. It seems like everything we like is diametrically opposed.”

He laughed, almost doubling over. When he was able to recover, he explained, and his explanation of the whole incident surprised the hell out of me.

“I was just pulling your crank,” he said. “You know, to see exactly where you stand. I actually learned quite a lot about you. In a rather devious way.”

“It’s not funny.”

“Yes, it is. My favorite color is purple. My favorite movie is Gone with the Wind, and my favorite music is the stuff that’s eternal. You know, the greats, like Peggy Lee. Jazz and blues. I want to own my own gym someday. I even know who Asta is.”

“Nick and Nora’s dog?” I was sure my eyebrows were approaching my hairline.

“Gotcha. And now in one sentence you know quite a lot about me.”

I was greatly relieved.

That was, until the pizza came.

His side had anchovies.

In spite of his horrible choice of anchovies, we continued to see each other. And contrary to the way he acted on our first meeting, he was the soul of charm. He took great delight in holding my chair for me in restaurants, which was quite gallant, but kind of embarrassing. I wanted to tell him to quit it, but at some level it felt kind of nice.

We went to a revival house and saw Rita Hayworth in Gilda.

“I had such a crush on Glenn Ford,” he whispered.

“You too?”

“Oh yeah. But my real favorite was George Nader. What a body. You know, he quit the movies so he could be out and acknowledge his boyfriend.”

“Wow. That’s something, especially in those days.”

“But he stayed dear friends with Rock Hudson.”

“Poor Rock Hudson,” I said.

“Yeah, what a shame. But it put a public face on that damned disease.”

“And Doris Day stood by him to the very end.”

“Great friend.”

“Like we’re getting to be.”

Oh dear, had I revealed too much?

He squeezed the hand he was holding, and I relaxed, knowing everything was all right. I squeezed his hand back. It was like squeezing a steel plate, but a nice, warm one.

I hadn’t seen a lot of Barb in these months, as she was rehearsing a Greek tragedy, not one of my favorites, called Iphigenia at Aulis, and she had the title role. How could anyone like a play where a father kills his daughter because the winds don’t blow and the ships can’t sail to get Helen of Troy back from the Trojans? I mean, get out of here. The essence of some Greek tragedies eludes me. However, she was fabulous in the part, and she won Best Actress that semester. We went out after the ceremony to celebrate. We were having a champagne cocktail, thank you very much, despite the shock on the bartender’s face. It was a beer kind of hangout. I was surprised they even had champagne. Crowded, and kind of noisy, with students trying to outshout each other, it was mass confusion. But it was close, and Barb was tired, as the award ceremony was long and tedious. So we’d settled on the place more because of fatigue than any kind of delight.

“And how’s the big romance going?” Barb asked after a time, bringing my frazzled mind back to the present.

“Well, it’s going.”

“Is something wrong?”

“No, I just don’t want to jinx the whole thing by sounding like I’m bragging.”

“Oh, for God’s sake. How can you be so superstitious? You’d probably never mention Macbeth out loud because of its stupid superstition.”

“Stop. Stop. She means The Scottish Play,” I offered up to whatever spirits were above. “I know it’s nonsense, but I figure why take the chance?”

“You are so cautious. It’s your upbringing.”

“Probably.”

“You know, every time I was ever in your house, I felt like I shouldn’t sit on anything. That I might break it or get dirt on it or something.”

“You never told me that.”

“I didn’t want you to know. And your unused living room. All that French provincial furniture with those spindly legs—I was afraid I might break them. Did anyone ever actually go in there?”

“Why all this now?”

“I don’t know. I guess I’m just in a funny mood. Several hours on a hot stage sitting in an uncomfortable chair, waiting to get a silly trophy must have unhinged my mind.”

“Barb, don’t make light of it. You won Best Actress over a lot of very talented women. And… you deserved it. I saw all the performances, you know.”

“You’re biased.”

“Probably, but I’m still very fair in my judgment of actors. Only Victoria Mallard had even a slight chance.”

“Well, she got to do Countess Aurelia in The Madwoman of Chaillot. I wish we could have exchanged parts. That’s, as you know, my favorite play.”

“You did get to do Madame Desmortes in Ring Round the Moon last semester. And that’s your other favorite play.”

“And you got to play the twins, Hugo and Frédéric… brilliantly, I might add. Such a great part for an actor.”

“The best ever. One an extrovert, and the other an introvert.”

“But back to the main subject. How is dear Adam? Still built like a brick—”

“Barb,” I hollered to shut her up. Even with all the noise, I was afraid someone might hear her.

“Well, is he?”

“Of course. He didn’t become anorexic in the last few months.”

“And is he still treating you like a prince?”
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