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Foreword

Itallstarted with Sandor’s mouth sores—and with Madeleine
Favorini’s journey on the gynecological table.

I hold a Chair in Playwriting at West Virginia University. In the Opera
Theatre, one Sunday afternoon, I gave a reading of my play, The Total Im-
mersion of Madeleine Favorini, and met, for the first time, Sandor Janos.

After the reading—at the coffee, punch and cookies reception—a wiry
little man muscled his way through some well wishers, backed me into a
corner and, touching me a lot, and in a nervous, conspiratorial whisper,
whispered, “Pardon my Hungarian accent—which I am proud of, make no
mistake—but will never lose—so you will just have to put up with it—and
allow me to introduce myself. Sandor Janos. I operate—that is to say, my
wife Emma and I—and if you look over my shoulder you can see her—the
attractive woman, looking very nervous and rather embarrassed. We—Emma
and [—operate a private gymnastics school for anorexic nymphets in Fair-
mont, next town, south on Interstate 79. We saw the announcement—about
your play—and it sounded extremely interesting—extremely—well! And
how can one resist such a blurb—and I quote:

He unfolded one of my fliers and read from it (with whisper now gone,
and in full voice):

“ ‘Inwhich 38-year-old, Italian-American Madeleine Favorini journeys
from despair to its opposite on a gynecological examining table that takes
wing.’ Yes, Emma and I really chuckled over that—and had a long discus-
sion over what that meant, that phrase, ‘the opposite of despair’. For the
word itself, ‘despair’, has a special meaning for Emma and myself. Anton’s
last name, you see—in Russian—means despair. —Again, that’s my wife,
Emma—standing apart—with the adorable nose—sipping her punch—while
I sip tea—which I loathe—but which contains fannic acid—a substance
that seems to soothe my brand new mouth sores—canker sores, they’re
called, actually—and which I am convinced I got this time—the mouth
cankers—from Emma—when [ sucked her toes—emulating British royalty,
one recent experimental sexual night, actually—and I insist Emma had a

ANTON’S LEAP  IX



Foreword x Anton's Leap

fungus—has—under the flaming red nail of her exquisite big toe—which
she denies—and see how she rolls her eyes to heaven that way?—That’s
how she disdains the truth —and you assumed she wasn’t listening; but,
actually, she is—does listen—hears everything—especially my, admittedly,
outrageous utterances.—And the proof: well, itis a singular coincidence—is
it not?—that my mouth sprouts canker craters shortly after indulging in the
toe-vice of royalty!—Well, you see what [ mean—BUT, tell me if | under-
stand your play properly: I see it as a valentine to the vagina. Am I right?
Of course I am. And the style—the style of your play is everything I had
hoped for—and that Prosie will appreciate when I tell her about it. —You
seem perplexed—AH! Prosie—she of The Prosie Agency—the literary
agency that handles...”

And he leaned in and almost kissed my ear as he whispered,

“The Anton Manuscript.”

Then, full voice again.

“—Well! More than handles—since Prosie herself—and, indeed, Emma
and I as well, took part in—the actual Anton journey that is the basis for

2

And, again, he leaned in and almost kissed my ear as he whispered,

“ The Anton Manuscript —Yes. Yes. You may very well be the right one
to deal with...”

And, for the last time, he leaned in and kiss-whispered my ear—

“ The Anton Manuscript.”

Then he handed me his card, said I’d be hearing from him—or from
Prosie, she of The Prosie Agency— soon. Then he took Emma and her
exquisite toe by the arm and left.

It was all too outrageous to dismiss. And when I checked, I discovered that
The Janos Gymnastics School was, indeed, a legitimate school in Fairmont,
owned by Sandor and Emma, and that, while Sandor Janos was considered
an eccentric, he was recognized as a fine gymnastics coach.

The Hungarian couple had come upon hard times, however, since those
palmy, glory days when chunky Mary Lou Retton (who hailed from Fairmont,
West Virginia, you recall?) won the 1984 Olympics; a period when so many
“anorexic nymphets” were being pushed by eager parents up to the high bars
of world-wide celebrity—and dreams of big bucks! But Sandor and Emma
still managed to eke out a living with their school—downsized though it had
been—and supplemented their income with some kind of adopt-a Russian-
and/or-Rumanian baby business that, apparently, was doing well.

I had no idea if Sandor Janos—or The Prosie Agency (whatever that was)
would ever contact me about this—Anton Manuscript—whatever that was—
and I certainly wasn’t sure I ever wanted to meet that strange, overbearing
man, Mr. Sandor Janos, again.

But I couldn’t get that in-my-face speech of his out of my head; instantly
(more or less) memorized the speech, in fact, and used it in my playwriting
classes, for it illustrated what I call “the blatancy factor” in drama, which is
that all fine drama—great drama, certainly—is big, bold, unsubtle, vulgar;
in short—>blatant, that characters in drama are under so much pressure that
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a great deal of stuff spills out of them, compressing reams, days, months of
emotional dreck and information, often into one speech. My play, The Total
Immersion Of Madeline Favorini and The Anton Manuscript—whatever
that was—seemed to be the triggering pressure for Mr. Sandor Janos’s
pressured blatancy speech at the punch bowl that night in the lobby of the
Opera Theatre at West Virginia University.

Then—nothing about The Anton Manuscript—until Shepherdstown,
two weeks later. When someone from 7he Prosie Agency—Prosie herself,
in fact—did contact me.

A former colleague of mine had left WVU to head a summer festival
of contemporary American plays at Shepherd College in Shepherdstown,
West Virginia, on the Potomac River. He invited me to give a solo reading/
performance of what Sandor Janos had called, my “valentine to the vagina,
The Total Immersion of Madeleine Favorini.”

I read to a fairly large, receptive house, in what once had been a Quaker
church—very shoe shine white—a space with excellent acoustics. After the
reading, there was a little reception for me at my former colleague’s house.
Later, when I got back to my room at the posh German-kitschy motel called
the Bavarian Inn, there was an envelope waiting for me at the desk. In it
was a note.

“Read the pages that are in this envelope and meet me at 1 PM for lunch.
Tomorrow. At the Yellow Brick Inn (on the Main Street). As my guest, of
course.

The letterhead read, The Prosie Agency. It was signed, Prosie Herself-

I flopped onto the Queen-sized bed with the cutesy-pie blue and white,
chintz canopy over it and read the pages. They were promotional copy for
a book.

“About THE ANTON MANUSCRIPT
“ ‘The Anton Manuscript, 'while too unique to categorize, might
very-well be the archetype for the flood of sexual, satirical memoirs,
novels, films and stories beginning to emerge from that grotesque,
absurd, frantic, dance-of-disillusionment period that characterized
those last surreal days of The Stalinist-through-Brezhnev Ball.

“In a recent television special, Sex In The Soviet Union, one
saw that there was a large audience interested in all things sexual
about contemporary Russia. Anton is a character who was all sex
even before the walls came tumbling down.

“But Anton is more than that. He is a purely instinctive perform-
ing artist at the beginning of the memoir—albeit fairly uninterested
in his art; but Anton's journey is to a conscious artistry that will
transcend sex and, indeed, everything else.

“And if there are echoes of Catcher In The Rye's, Holden Caul-
field, Dostoyevsky s Underground Man, and, in one section (Part V),
Kafka's, The Penal Colony—it is by design. The Anton Manuscript
is also a literary—as well as a what-happens-next— read. And, if
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Wagner's opera, Parsifal, and the zany schtick of the Commedia
dell’Arte, are also evoked, it is because Anton, in The Anton Manu-
script, is also a questing innocent and a modern Harlequin.

“POSSIBLE APPEAL: Those who like to go on Robin Williams-
like riffs and enjoy laughing out loud; those who are erotica
aficionados—especially interested in the extra-curricular, explicit,
in-your-face, hanky-pankies of Baryshnikov-like celebrities; dance/
drama/opera/art buffs; lovers of international, comic thriller in-
trigues, those who have been longing for the audacious and the
tour-de-force in prose.

“INGREDIENTS”

“—a gay KGB agent, Rathjib, who wants to be Diaghalev to An-
ton s Nijinski; a suspicious traveling sex troupe of jugglers, a woman
Juggler whose personality constantly shifts from Spring to winter, and
with whom Anton falls in love; a twin brother, Vahktang, who turns out
to be a religious, psychopathic anarchist, but who joins the gay KGB-
Rathjib in the pursuit of his hated brother Anton; dangerous events that
include the development of an international miracle-serum-for-athletes,
and the search for Richard Wagner's testicles; and Anton himself, a
young Russian ballet dancer, who at first frivolously decides to defect
because he can t get ‘a quiet fuck’in his own country, but who, finally,
discovers the true reason for his leap to freedom.

“It’s 1982 and the action moves from a near-fatal train collision
outside the city of Prague, Czechoslovakia (while Anton is in drag,
fleeing for his life) to intrigue within Prague itself; to a Dostoyevskian/
Kafkaesque horror scene in a Prague Fun House; to leap-frogging (via
three bizarre medieval castles) to the then West German border, to an
underground escape on a mechanical swan-boat, through a blizzard of
exploding glass, finally ending at Richard Wagner s Festival Theatre
in Bayreuth and a ritual, near-Gotterdammerung of a performance of
Parsifal as produced by some old, crazy Nazis.

“The memoir is narrated by the free-associating, innocent, open,
bright, raunchy, naive, verbal, funny, talented Anton Otchayanie (which,
in Russian, means— ‘despair’). In the course of the story Anton screws
a lot, fights for his life, creates Commedia dell ’Arte scenarios, has
Joycean Epiphanies, struggles to find an artistic persona and begins,
finally, to be less sex-and-self obsessed and to see, crave, and have
compassion for other human beings; a conclusion that points to other
adventures.”

The description got me very excited: screwing a lot with Joycean epiphanies?
Kafkaesque passages? A pornographic juggling troupe? International skulldug-
gery? A ballet world—(my wife and I had taken modern dance classes a million
years ago—mostly for reasons of exercise—when we lived in New York, but
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it turned out I had an aptitude for it; never pursued dance though—but always
loved the world of dance)—Richard Wagner’s cajones? (That despicable, ar-
rogant genius had always fascinated me; would his severed scrotum fascinate
me as well?) —I got so excited that I dared to use again the fancy Jacuzzi in the
bathroom (I had caused a minor flood there when I first arrived at The Bavar-
ian Inn), and this time I got it to work; and the churning hot waters calmed me
down so that I could get some sleep.

The following afternoon I did, indeed, meet Prosie herself; sat across from
her (moving aside the yellow pompoms and baby’s breath in the exquisite,
green and white mock-Tiffany vase, so that we could see each other better dur-
ing lunch), and while I ate my linguini with Putanesca sauce, she nibbled on a
simple house salad of radicchio and romaine lettuce. On occasion, we sipped
from goblet-sized glasses of red zinfandel (It was her treat). And she did most
of the talking:

“Legend has it that Nancy Regan and her ghost writer wrote some of
Nancy’s book here, in this very restaurant; perhaps at this very table. I’'m told
that many D.C. types take the 45-minute drive up here for a day’s R & R, or to
use the Bavarian Inn for their peccadilloes. And I suppose you keep staring at
me, playwright Gagliano, because of the veil. And the little hat. And the prim
suit that you—as a sensitive writer—intuit is all wrong—that my appearance
seems to belie my true nature—which is sensuous and hot. Well, the truth is,
I am both prim and sensuous. You recall, in the descriptive pages I gave you:
“...a woman juggler whose personality constantly shifis from spring to winter
and with whom Anton falls in love...” Well, that woman juggler was I; Spring
to Winter, prim to hot. I’ve always been both. As you will see when you read
‘The Anton Manuscript’ (if you decide to read it!). And I continue to be both:
prim and hot. And it’s true, in life, that [ often affect the colorful peasant woman
persona: loud-print blouses, shawls; sandals; dazzling silver earrings, the size
of frying pan covers, all that. But right now I’m doing an Audrey Wood. Does
that name, ‘Audrey Wood,” mean anything to you, playwright Gagliano?”

“Yes,” I said. “She was the agent of the American playwright Tennessee
Williams. Very famous—almost as famous as he was. Very powerful in her
day. There was nothing ‘hot’ about Audrey, however. I knew her, as a matter
of fact. And I don’t ever remember her wearing a veil. The little hat, yes; the
veil, no.”

“The veil ismy touch,” Prosie said. “The mystery thing. Very Joan Crawford/
Bette Davis—no? Now you’ll never know the color of my eyes, playwright
Gagliano. No one in Shepherdstown will, alas. Anyway, this ‘theatre’ agent thing
is new for me. Since the pornographic juggling troupe days with Anton and that
whole adventure covered in ‘The Anton Manuscript, I’ve been a literary agent,
dealing with poetry, prose—short story collections and the like—some cook
books—and trying to find the just-right adaptor for ‘The Anton Manuscript.’
Not overly successful—well! Not very successful at all, if one is to be blatantly
blunt. I’ve had to supplement my income with—well, why bore you with all that.
And—until now, with you, possibly—I haven’t found the just-right adaptor of,
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‘The Anton Manuscript.’ 1 thought, for further income, I’d include theatre in my

world of agentry. I’ve been to the Humana Festival, The O’Neill Theatre Center,
the Showcase of New Plays—all the primo places that introduce new plays in
order to find playwriting talent. Most of it has depressed me. I've been shocked
to see so many television sitcoms passing for drama. And, obviously—the influ-
ence of cinema has—... Well. But, mostly, they—the plays I’ve seen— all seem
to take place in the past tense; hardly anything happens in the present tense in
these plays! " Yes! That's it! When I see them, I feel I'm witnessing the death of
the present tense in drama. But your script—well, first of all, it is a ‘valentine
to the vagina’ as Sandor suggested. Which automatically links you to Anton.
Anton was constantly waxing eloquent about vaginas; he’d talk to mine, in fact,
called it, ‘his own darling little rosebud.” ‘And how are you doing today, my
own darling little rosebud’,”he’d ask. Then he’d put his ear up against it and
pretend to get a reply. ‘In the pink, you say?’ Or, perhaps he wasn’t pretend-
ing; perhaps he could communicate—could parse the pudenda, as it were. I’ve
often thought so. —So! There is the vagina affinity. Then there’s the tone—your
tone, playwright Gagliano. Like Anton’s. Quirky. Funny. Outrageously so. And,
of course, it’s very sad, as well—perhaps because it is so funny. And I loved
your reading of it, the vagina play. —You don’t have an agent, do you, but you
did once. I contacted him. He had nothing but good things to say about you,
playwright Gagliano. But, he said, after awhile, he didn’t know how to market
your plays. Your time, he seemed to think, had come and gone.”

“He was right, Isuspect,” I said. Actually, it was more than a suspicion. It
was university theatre and overseas venues that were keeping my plays alive.

“Everyone in the business I talked to, in fact, did have wonderful things to
say about you,” Prosie said,” “and about your work. I’ll tell you what: Why
don’t you let me read a goodly sampling of your work? If, like the vagina play,
they are as inventive, I’ll represent you. Perhaps, together, we’ll be able to spark
a whole new renaissance with your plays and alter the course of contemporary
drama. By the way, are there any valentines to the asshole in the rest of your
oeuvre? Anton and [ were into assholes—not the ones one meets daily—I mean
literal ones—anal openings between the buns, as you’ll read in ‘The Anton
Manuscript’—including that incredible time I sodomized him with the nose of
that Commedia dell’Arte mask and—well. —So! What do you think, playwright
Gagliano? Are you interested in reading ‘The Anton Manuscript?’”

“You bet!” I said.

Once again—the blatancy factor: The two people I met who were con-
nected with this “Anfon Manuscript” seemed to be immersed in blatancy—as
if they were pressured, like dramatic characters, to say it all, immediately, in
the present tense; that that moment was the last moment they would have to
say whatever it was they needed to say, and so they needed to say it quickly,
totally hiding nothing. So, yes, I’d read the Anton manuscript. [ mean, anyone
who could “parse the pudenda”—

...well.
During her blatancy speech Prosie kept looking over her shoulders, darting
looks to her flanks; and I had the distinct impression that perhaps the wear-
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ing of the veil was less about a Joan Crawford/Bette Davis persona and more
about not wanting to be recognized, in this restaurant, where Nancy Regan had,
presumably, written her book.

Prosie took a large envelope from her large handbag and said,

“This contains the Prologue and Part One of The Anton Manuscript. Un-
derstand, it is a /iteral translation into English; Anton’s own clumsy attempt,
with his Soviet-taught, Grammar School English; and with my clumsy College
Russian input. It needs, you’ll see, to be recreated—"

“And edited?”

“That, too. Publishers, as you may know, don’t edit any longer; really prefer
toreceive amanuscript already edited. —So, edited—yes; but, mostly recreated;
to really render Anton’s essence.”

Later that afternoon, I read the Prologue and Part One of “The Anton
Manuscript.”

And I was hooked.

“The Anton Manuscript” was an extended dramatic monologue. Or at least
that’s how I chose to look at it. It was written in the first person and, true, it was
a past tense narrative—yet it wasn’t; some monumental internal comic demon
pressured Anton forward, into some breathless and inventive comic riffs, toward
a theatrical, explosive resolution—and seemed to do so in the present tense!
And that’s one of the great things that excited me. For Prosie had defined my
growing disillusionment with contemporary theatre: “The death of the present
tense,” she said; something like that. Not my kind of theatre any longer.

And of course there was the sex in “The Anton Manuscript.” There was
very little sex that I had experienced, but it was totally accessible to my fantasy
life: free, promiscuous, and mostly funny. And that was only Part One! I had
not been given the part where Prosie sodomized Anton with the nose of a Com-
media dell’Arte mask. Couldn’t wait to read that part.

But would anyone—post wall coming down—be interested in some in-
cidents concerning a Russian dancer on the run in the last days of the Soviet
Union—even though most of the manuscript took place in a moving train and
in Prague? And the writing was all over the place. This Anton went on riffs
that would meander, detour, extend, gush, explain, muse, dwell. And while
the promotional material made many claims, many of them were never fully
rendered. Nevertheless...there was a strong narrative driving it all (apparent,
even in the short Prologue and Part One that I was dealing with); and all that
Soviet stuff—through Anton’s quirky voice—took on the aspect of a raunchy
fairy tale that just happened to take place during the last days of the cold war—
but which transcended all that.

But two things—well, three, actually—finally sold me on the project: 1)
Anton himself—all raunchy, outgoing innocence (so very much the opposite
of myself); 2) the exploration of an instinctive performing talent whose “jour-
ney is to a conscious artistry”"—as the promotional material so aptly stated
it; and 3) an opportunity to use my dramatic skills to stage everything for one
reader—and thus to avoid, sidestep (in effect, to become) all the collaborators
I didn’t want to deal with any longer in the theatre. / would write the scenes
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with dramatic dialogue (I generally found dialogue in prose narratives to be
lifeless, often irrelevant). / would direct the scenes. / would design the scenes,
costumes, makeup; / would punctuate dramatically—not grammatically—the
way Dickens used dramatic punctuation (because his stories, I believe, were
meant from the start to be read aloud)—and to that same end, I would underline
words, put words in all caps—IF I WANTED—giving, in effect, line readings
to the characters (live actors, in a true theatrical collaboration, hate to be given
line readings)—and all that so that I could bring the scenes off the page, and to
life—on the mind s eye stage of the single reader.

There was one confrontation scene toward the end of Part One between Anton
and his over-the-hill ballerina icon-lover that was fragmented, edgy—written,
it seemed to me, by someone who was upset while rendering the content, who
couldn’t quite shape it into full form. It seemed to me, too, to be a key scene
in which Anton first discovers that he is an emerging artist because he is under
suspicion by the secret police, and he also makes a major discovery about his
lover and his association with all women. I saw instinctively how to shape—no!
Stage the scene: I would light it, create the business and dialogue that would,
when I was finished with it, play on the stage of the reader’s imagination.

Also, there is a scene in Part One in which Anton seduces a young ballerina
by creating a ballet for her. The ballet was just mentioned in the manuscript. Asa
dramatist, I realized that Anton had to actually create for the reader a creditable
ballet scenario so that a reader could believe that Anton had the talent to do such
a thing. It’s an important discovery for Anton. At that early point in the story he
himself does not know that he has that choreographic ability; but when Anton’s
ballet happens—and the seduction is successful because of it—a turning point
has happened. Yes. The ballet scenario needed to be created; dramatized. And
dramatizing was my business.

It would all be an “on spec” job. I knew that. There was no publisher involved
yet. This one-woman Prosie Agency was obviously small potatoes, and there
would be no (or very little) up-front money for the job—and the job would be
a big one—but I didn’t care; “The Vagina Play” had brought me into contact
with people who were offering me the means of making a detour from theatre
proper to theatrical prose—and I was ready for it.

“I can pay you five thousand dollars up front,” said Prosie.

I nearly spit up my coffee.

It was the next morning and we were standing at a counter in a famous
bakery/coffee shop on Shepherdstown’s Main Street that featured 12-grain
breads, brick-sized bran muffins and fairly decent coffee.

“You’re surprised, playwright Gagliano,” Prosie said. “Of course. Anton
has managed, over the years, to accumulate some money. He has left the choice
of a collaborator to me. Here’s a letter agreement between us—you and me—
which I’ll now sign in front of you and which, as you can see, Anton has already
signed. Read it over and return it to me with your signature; at which point I’11
send you the rest of the manuscript. And the check.”

I said, “And the ideas I outlined—that’s the direction you want me to pursue?”
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“Absolutely,” she said.

“And when can I meet Mr. Otchayanie?” I said.

“Possibly never.”

“Why?” I said.

“Because Anton is on the run once more. Shouldn’t reveal himself. Also—if
you met him, you, too, could be in danger.”

“Why is he on the—?”

“When you read the entire manuscript, you’ll know.”

“Well—will I at least be able to talk to him? I might need his—"

“Yes, yes, possibly. But you will not get any help. Look, Playwright Gagliano.
Understand: the manuscript you receive will be all that Anton can do—all that
he was; he can do no more; does not care fo do anymore; would be happy just
to get that story out; but wants it out with some shaping—with professionalism
and the right imaginative leap into his world. As I said, he has placed it all in
my hands and my hands tell me that your hands should recreate, recreate, and,
again—RECREATE ‘The Anton Manuscript.’By the way, I hope you can find
a new title for the book. Feel free. Now I must go, playwright Gagliano; that
humongous bran muffin has started to work on me.”

She shook my hand and left.

When I returned to Morgantown I contacted a friend of mine on the Law
School faculty. He read over the letter agreement that stated that as I finished
each of the seven sections, and it was approved by Prosie, I would receive an
additional one thousand dollars—giving me a total of twelve thousand dollars
when I completed the work. Which I would keep if nothing further happened
with the book; otherwise, when the book was sold, she would work to recoup
the twelve thousand dollars from the publishers. A paragraph on future royal-
ties (a 50-50 split with Anton) was also indicated; and, finally, the important
paragraph that said I would be given credit as the sole adaptor.

“Looks good to me,” said my lawyer friend. “What do you have to lose? If
you get the five thousand dollar check—and you cash it—you’ll know that this
Prosie lady means business. And, if you keep getting the sections and you get
paid for each as you finish each—you’ll know that the whole thing has been on
the up and up. If not—well—you jump ship. But it is all very strange. Is there
some way you can check out this Prosie and her agency?”

“I already have. She and It are legitimate.”

“Then give it a whirl,” my lawyer friend said. “And keep me posted all
along the way.”

At the bake shop meeting with Prosie that morning in Shepherdstown, Prosie
had given up her “Audrey Wood” persona. It was sandals on bare feet, long skirt
with loud floral print (large white peonies on orange background); peasant white
blouse; orange shawl; hammered silver earrings “as large as frying pan covers ”’;
dark hair, falling long and loose down to her shawled shoulders; and—this time
(and I suppose it was a tribute to her trusting me)—she wore no hat or veil and
so I confronted her prune-black eyes that never stopped skewering me. And as
“The Anton Manuscript” sections kept coming and I got further into it, and the
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relationship in the memoirs between Anton and Prosie developed, I kept seeing
Prosie in a new light—and wanted to meet her again.

Alas. It was not to be.

We did keep in contact, though, by phone, cassette tape, e-mail and fax. As
Prosie sent me sections, I researched whatever needed to be researched; the
world of Russian ballet, of Czechoslovakian history, of Parsifal. And as always
happens to me when I research a project, my imagination became inflamed, and
when my imagination is so pressured, I work faster.

Until I got to section five.

The promotional material had described section five as a “Dostoyevskian/
Kafkaesque horror scene in a Prague Fun House.”

Well, not quite.

The elements were there—but narrated, not dramatized—again, sketched, in
a confrontation scene between Anton and his dangerous twin brother, Vahktang.
I found a simple way to change the point of view so that that section—and only
that section in the book—became Vahktang’s monologue—an extended Notes
from the Underground kind of monologue—that forced me to create a fun-house
horror-house that Anton had only vaguely described, and which (once I con-
tacted Vahktang’s voice) forced me to dive into the darkest and most anarchic
muck in me—and which, finally, got me truly to understand Vahktang— to
dramatize his dark essence.

It also made me ill.

The writing of that one section was so intense that it put me into a fever
and into bed for a week (at least I’d like to think, in my own Sturm Und Drang
romantic way—that that was the case). Part of that intensity, of course, had to
do with my reacquainting myself with the Kafka oeuvre—still the most potent
literary descent into the detached horror of our time.

And yes—there was the famous sodomizing-of-Anton scene with the Com-
media dell’Arte nose, as well as a final section that gave me the most fun to
recreate—a cinematic chase through a Wagnerian fairytale tunnel.

And when it was all completed, I could not tell where the real Anton still
was in the manuscript. I had never talked to him; had never heard his voice;
had never seen what he actually looked like with my own eyes—so that what
remained, I fully felt, was a new piece—based on Anton’s skeletal notes—that
was as much my invention, my creation, as Anton’s.

Prosie agreed. And didn’t mind in the least. The last email I received from
Prosie was from someone’s computer in Israel. She loved the completed first
draft and loved my new title, ANTON’S LEAP. 1 wrote back asking if there
was any possibility—now—of meeting with Anton.

Prosie did notrespond; never responded again, in fact. But 1 did get aresponse
from someone else—in a package sent from Oklahoma City. The package con-
tained a cassette tape and a manuscript. The manuscript was “Comrade Brighella
From Mishkor” — which had been prominently mentioned in ANTON’S LEAP
and which, presumably, had been written by Anton’s twin brother Vahktang.
The cassette tape was recorded by a male voice.
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“So, Playwright Gagliano—" (As it was for Prosie, my first name, for this
male voice on the cassette tape, was Playwright.) “You have read about me;
you have recreated me—brilliantly, I might add—as you have brilliantly recre-
ated my brother Anton. I do admit that—for I approve of him his portrait in
your book, anyway—very entertaining, very winning—which he always was
and which was why I always hated him, of course—but I especially approve
of me in your book—uvillains are always more interesting (is that not a given in
your trade?). Yes, I have read the book; and now you hear my voice, the voice
of Anton’s twin brother Vahktang. But I am afraid that you might not meet my
brother Anton—or hear /is voice. Word on the streets and alleyways of every
continent is that my talented brother might have been part of the body parts that
were scraped off the Tel Aviv streets when those blasphemous buses were blown
to bits. There is even speculation that my dear old sandwich meat, Prosie (and
you will, I am sure, pardon my crudeness, but you did partake, after all, in that
bit of sexual lunch, at least by artistic extension)—Prosie, too, may have been
among the Tel Aviv scraps; so many of the blown-to-bits, bus-body-scraps have
not been identified. And Anton, I have been told (for he has continued to elude
me), has been many things since those manuscript days—mostly concerned
with artistic enterprises, Artistic Director, among other things; and Prosie and
Anton, it is rumored, were looking into a post in Isracl. Who knows? But it is
at least a possibility, I would think. I had been there, of course, in Israel, but
left just before the bus conflagration. For the action—the violence, as regards
my explosive work, and as I’m sure you will agree—has shifted to the United
States. But enough of that. I have sent you my Brighella manuscript because
I want you to do the same job on it that you did on my brother’s manuscript.
I have included in this package a release to you, in writing, so that you can
do with the manuscript what you will. I want nothing to do with it. I want it
written; that is all; and when it is written I’ll be sure to know it, never fear.
Then I will want a copy. And do believe the menace in my voice. For I mean
that I will want a copy. Basta. Enough. That is all. And that is all I want to say.
About anything.”

His voice clicked off, and it was immediately followed by one of my fa-
vorite songs by one of my favorite songwriters, Johnny Mercer. The song was,
“Whistling Away The Dark. "—How did Vahktang know my favorite song? And
how did he know to use my favorite recording of it? By Nancy LaMott? With
the two apocalyptic closing chords?

Basta. Enough.

I never did meet Anton. Or hear his voice. And I never did find out if Prosie
and/or Anton had been killed on that bus that was destroyed by terrorists in
Israel. I did find out that The Prosie Agency no longer existed. But I had been
fully paid before I lost contact with Prosie. And I seemed to be the only one
now solely and legitimately connected with the Anton manuscript. But I had
the feeling that Anton and Prosie would resurface; and so, I would put aside
money from whatever I might make on the book for them.

As of this writing, however, I’ve not heard from either of them.
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And, as for Vahktang’s, “Comrade Brighella From Mishkor "—well, that’s
another foreword, for another novel.

Basta.

Frank Gagliano
Pittsburgh, PA.





