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Part One


If Ada had not arabesqued (my appropriate word) into my life I wouldn’t have known her twin. That’s what was to ultimately draw me from my usual role of detached narrator.

Ada and Blain, twin A and twin B. Two redheads.

I first met Ada when she arrived at the studio to audition for a new piece our dance company was developing. We had run an ad in the city’s free weekly paper, and this being Portland there was an outpouring of very young candidates. Ada was fifteen and not shy.

“I’ll dance with your company and I don’t care whether you pay me or not but I have one condition, I’m into movement, not body shows so don’t put me in anything skimpy.” She said this before her audition. When I said I hadn’t seen her dance yet, she shrugged. She’d brought a CD and I was surprised to see it was Eric Satie’s spare piano nocturnes. I expected something current, confrontational, with an attitude to match her own. When the music began, note by note picking precise sounds out of the cube of space we inhabit, she absorbed these sounds and released them in movements as light as a Matisse drawing. Her face which moments before held a pink defiant stare was now a porcelain pale sky powdered with a small constellation of freckles across her nose. Her movements were quick and light as though it were she striking the keys. She left the floor on one note and descended on the next. It was as though Satie had watched her dance and had written the music in celebration. Her speed ranged from the futile gestures of a drowning swimmer to an Olympic sprinter turning in circles as she crossed the floor with dazzling speed. She finished with a surprisingly sensual descent to the floor as though the wood was her lover and it was essential to have every surface of her squirming body caress the boards. When the music ended she lay on her side, her deep red hair splayed out in a circle around her head and her hands out, fingers spread. We waited for her to stand but she didn’t. After a few moments, I knelt down close to her face. Her eyes were closed. “Well?” she said softly.

“I won’t ask you to wear anything skimpy,” Ada nodded.

Within seconds of the start of her audition, all the dancers in the company were watching her intensely, each of us knowing that this was a display of raw talent not likely to appear often out of the blue.

Afterwards, I watched her moving around the studio talking with various people. Even at fifteen, Ada who obviously thought of herself as outside the realm of expected behavior was now meeting people who were more outside than she, and I couldn’t tell if she was pleased or intimidated. We’re a diverse crew and it would be more accurate to characterize us as a theater company than a dance company since we are even on occasion referred to as a circus or less kindly more as a zoo. Everyone received Ada with open-ended interest except Rasputin who only wanted to see some of her body because after watching her audition he had some compelling ideas about how to tattoo her. Rasputin is rich in visual skills and poverty-stricken in social skills. When he got too close to her Ada shoved him in the chest with enough force to take his breath away. It was more like a boxer’s body blow and Rasputin was leaning over with his hands on his knees glowering at her. People smiled at her fiery red spirit and were quick to draw her into rehearsals of various movements we’d been working on. She was a fast learner and there was an immediate and spreading feeling of appreciation at having her in our midst.

 

I’m the director of this theater troupe, and I’m the narrator of this tale. I have a name, Stephen Dunken III, but I refer to myself as Narrator, as do the members of our company. I personally fund this avant garde performance group. I was the final descendant of the Chicago Stock Yard Dunken Meat Packing family. My only connection to the company was the required rite of passage when I was sixteen and had to spend that summer working at doing one week of horrible smelly scary chores for each of the workers on their vacation. As a result, I did virtually all the jobs in the company. The only exception was the work of Adam the sticker. All day he stood by as hogs went past him, hung upside down on a conveyer belt and stuck them in the neck with his long-pointed knife. His workstation was a scene of screams and blood. At the end of the day, he leaned his raincoat, stiff with coagulated blood against the wall. 

I offer this information so I won’t be perceived as a typical inheritor of wealth. However, I was able to study dance, music, choreography, painting, theater art, and more. I was pretty good at everything but not exceptional at anything. 

Here is my philosophy of creativity, or more to the point, the art of working with live performance. Then you may draw your own conclusions about me and the veil I choose to place between myself and those around me.

Let’s say my art is like a cauldron, and my performers, or more accurately, my participants, are like found natural ingredients meant to complement and provoke each other, and I am the alchemist, or at my best, the sorcerer. The magic that results is the theater piece of the moment. I don’t have an end ‘soup’ in mind in the beginning, I let the colliding of personalities determine the direction of each piece and often too, its conclusion. Let’s say, I’m a choreographer of accident. And by accident I mean everything from just oops! to epiphany, to calamity, and anything else juicy and ready to happen.

Everyone in my company, and you’ll meet them all soon enough, are found people, each with an extreme talent of a kind, combined with an element of mystery I don’t want to solve, just want to use. And there’s usually a fairly serious flaw, which always comes in handy. You may say I’m the ultimate opportunist, and to that, I can only agree.

So, considering all the above you’ll soon see why Ada was such a gift from the gods of provocation.

For the next week, Ada appeared each morning barely able to contain the explosion of dance energy she would release during the day. She was responsible for a pandemic edge of rejuvenation infecting the whole company. Even the toughest of our people could not help but smile at the effect of her presence. Prior to her arrival, we had reached a stubborn plateau in our current piece, with equal parts negating equal parts. I found myself watching her carefully, studying her, looking for ways that this unpredictable bright red spice could agitate the mix in the cauldron.

The piece we were working on was evolving intuitively. I had begun with an arbitrary passage of music and movement and let that provoke what followed. It is my method and my style and is how I see life unfolding, always a response to something, rarely an initiation of anything, a reluctance to give answers but a need to ask questions. It’s a peculiar contradiction that I am unable to remove myself from and at the same time is a perpetual threat to my need to stay just out of reach of life.

The home of our troupe is a discontinued brewery with crumbling brickwork and two huge copper vats long since retired from the creation of an Oregon microbrew. I purchased it and had it whitewashed and converted into a perfect rehearsal and performance space. It had an interim life as a church/convent but that’s another story, although that was the source of two of our company’s players, Father Joseph and Sister Agnes.

The opening passage of our new piece began with the copper vats being struck by a six-foot pole bound with a tight clump of padding at the end. The sound has no equivalent in an orchestra. Someone said if God had an orchestra, this would be his kettledrum. It is an outsize sound, and because each of the vats has a different pitch our percussionist went back and forth between the two. This obsessive drummer was Father Joseph, a fallen-away Catholic priest/aimless Buddhist. As always he wore a black suit with a clerical collar of fluorescent orange, the color deer hunters wear. After a few introductory moments of pounding on the vats (he calls this his Vatican sonata, but usually, he’s totally humorless), a female voice entered the arena with a note matching the note of the last vat strike and coming in softly just as the vat note was fading. It then increased in volume and richness until every eye in the room was glistening. This is a fact, not a figure of speech. The only person who ever remained consistently dry-eyed was asked to leave the company. We all thought he was a bad omen.

Our contralto is Mojobe, from a Wodaabe tribe in Niger. Her voice is part Maria Callas and part primal moan. She is well over six feet in height and has shiny black skin, shiny black hair, and a face so sculpted it’s like black marble. Her hair is a complex configuration of thin dangling dread locks interwoven with chains of silver. Her dress is white with purple piping along cuffs and hems and has clusters of horizontal stripes of bright hues here and there. The dress is fashioned with an opening to reveal her bare abdomen, which is a maze of hard raised scars in elegant geometric patterns.

I watched Ada as she stood listening to Mojobe and biting her lower lip to keep control. When Mojobe ended on an extended high howl, a spotlight came on shining onto the thirty-foot high ceiling, illuminating a corner of the upper space where a platform held a figure wearing a silver leotard with a crimson cross spanning her chest. She stood on her toes and released herself holding a rope, swooping down in an arc into the brewery like Archangel Gabriel as a comic book character. On her third traverse of the brewery she was caught by Father Joseph, or to be accurate she collided with Father Joseph even though he was running below her in the same direction. They slid across the floor with her on top and before they came to a halt Sister Agnes (our trapeze artist) released what seemed a shriek of pain, but which all of us knew was quite the opposite.

Agnes was still catching her breath when Ada asked her if she could learn to rope swing. I had told Ada that she should speak up when she saw some aspect of performance that particularly appealed to her because I wanted her to be understudy to some players in case they couldn’t go on, and also to see what appealed to her and to see what she could do.

“How did you first get interested in trapeze, this is like trapeze isn’t it? and why are you called Sister Agnes?”

Sister Agnes studied Ada for a moment before she began, “I saw my first circus performance when I was twelve. There was a trapeze artist whom I fell in love with. She was so daring that I felt if I could do what she did I could escape from my life which was miserable. She was fearless in leaping. I was sitting with my parents and I had my legs crossed tightly while I watched her because I was so excited I was afraid I was going to pee when she released her grip and flew through the air. I didn’t pee but I felt acute pleasure and I shrieked so loud my parents thought there was something wrong with me. I’m called Sister Agnes because I was later put in a convent for a while because after that circus show I began doing anything I could that involved high speed and high risk, because the thrill excited me so much it became a kind of addiction.”

As Ada stood by Sister Agnes she noticed curlicues of color like flags creeping up out of the low neck of her leotard and looking down in she saw a girl flying through the air tattooed over her chest. In fact there was a whole circus scene spreading in all directions.

Sister Agnes saw Ada staring at her tattoos and said, “Rasputin. Stay away from that man”

“But didn’t you want him to do that?”

“Yes and no. Stay away from him.”

“But...”

“It’s a long story, just stay away from him. And, don’t be swayed by what Aimee has to say.”

“Aimee…? Who’s Aimee?”

“Aimee is a sculptor and is part of our company, that is, her sculptures are part of our company.”

“Her sculptures are part...”

“Look Ada, there are people you haven’t met yet, and lots that is peculiar about us, everything in due time, so calm down and try to grow up a little my dear.”

Before Ada could register her response Sister Agnes had turned to walk away. Ada turned to me when she saw that I had overheard everything.

“What the...?”

I looked at Ada with a neutral expression and said, “So calm down and try to grow up a little, my dear.”

She stared at me with irritation, but when I raised my eyebrows in an exaggerated way, a previously unrevealed lightness and levity emerged and she laughed and said, “Yeah, grow up and be old and ordinary like you?”

“No, grow up and be maybe extraordinary like with some luck you might be.”

“I’m a minor, don’t flirt with me.”

“All right, I’ll wait a few years and see how you turn out.”

“Then you’ll love me to death...yours, that is.”

Chronicle of a Death Foretold, my favorite Garcia Marquez title, slipped into my mind as I watched Ada prance off.

As the day progressed, I found myself reluctantly speculating on the provenance of this girl, not only as a dancer which would be my preference, but as a total young being with her own history.

Two weeks later, when she was leaving for the day, I offered to give her a ride home, with the explanation that I had errands to do with the brewery van. This invitation came out of my mouth like someone else said the words. She was as surprised as I but accepted. She gave me general directions and we drove in silence. At a corner she said, “Let me out here.” We were in a pricey part of downtown. “Where I live is my business” and got out. I waited till she turned a corner and then followed her. I saw a parking space, and abandoned the car to continue on foot some distance behind her and on the opposite side of the street. She entered the lobby door of a high-end converted warehouse filled with huge lofts which was already a declared architectural landmark in the city. As I reached the front door an au pair girl was coming out with a stroller. I held open the door for her. She thanked me with a Swedish accent, and went on her way and I went on my way through the high-security front door. The center of the building consisted of an open atrium planted with tall bamboo surrounding several fountains. I left the building and crossed the street. As I compulsively studied her corner of the building from below, I saw that it was a double height loft with tall windows. Through these windows, I could see various levels of balconies and stairways. The magazine also reported that the owners of this huge corner loft were a family of enormous wealth whose source was unknown. As I studied this architecture of opulence I noticed movement on one of the stairways. It was Ada and she was looking down at me.

“You were standing outside the corner of my building,” Ada said while the company was taking a break from work the next day. Her tone was neutral and that surprised and relieved me.

“That’s true.”

“Well, I knew you would follow me, even before I saw you park your car. I expected it.”

“Oh, and why did you expect it?”

“Because you know how important I’m becoming to the company and you can’t contain your curiosity.”

I was on the verge of asking her about her family’s loft but instead I refrained. “OK people, I said, let’s get back to work.” I knew the less I asked her, the more she’d offer up on her own. But the troubling question was, why should I care what goes on in her life outside of the brewery? For the first time I acknowledged to myself a growing sense of shift in the destiny of our theater company and my own with it. 

 

Rasputin was a harp maker and a harpist and sometimes contributed music to our productions. He had long hair, long fingernails, and longs for Aimee obsessively, whom he has virtually covered with tattoos, a jungle of tattoos, with vines and leaves and flowers everywhere. Aimee makes ceramic nude figures, life-size. They are self-portraits and covered with the same jungle of flora as her body. No one knows which came first, Aimee’s tattoos to inspire her sculpture or her sculpture’s flora to inspire Rasputin’s tattooing of Aimee. It all started before they came to the Brewery and they came together. When Rasputin played his harp, he crouched behind the strings, looking like a primate trapped in too small a cage. Actually, his music was what was too small for him and that’s why his creativity is always fugitive, seeking some new medium.

Rasputin’s other obsession was butterflies, which we learned when he insisted we accompany him on an excursion to a remote redwood grove on the coast. He had gotten word that there were tens of thousands of a rare species called Arctic Alizarins arriving at this forest to breed. 

 

“Rasputin, where did you hear about these Alizarins? And what do they have to do with me? If you don’t mind my asking for the tenth time.”

This was Sister Agnes. Rasputin had told her these butterflies would be an important link between them, but he wouldn’t tell her why. She was the most tolerant of Rasputin of any of us. I think it had to do with the menacing nature of the man, which appealed to her addiction to danger. She was wearing her silver leotard, complete with a crimson cross and a pair of hiking boots. Aimee, was always with Rasputin, despite the fact that over time she has told everyone that she hates him and wished him dead. Father Joseph was at the head of the line as we hiked single file down the forest path, because someone said we might encounter deer poachers and his fluorescent orange clerical collar might save a life. Mojobe was in front of me in one of her long white dresses. She was barefoot and walking over every kind of flesh-piercing plant one finds on the forest floor. The soles of her feet are beautiful and pink but hard as shoe leather. I know because I asked her once if I could feel them. I just wanted to feel some part of her body other than her hand which she once slipped into mine as an expression of gratitude for my suggestions on how she moved in one of our pieces. Ada said to me, “I wanted to see you outside of your role as detached master of all of us, see if you’re a breathing person, not just an observer and director of movement and theater. What’s your name anyway. No one ever refers to you by name, just Maestro, which I happen to think is pretty pretentious. What can I call you that doesn’t begin with ‘M’?”

“Narrator.”

“Narrator?”

“Yes, that’s who I am. Without me, no one would know about any of this.”

“About any of what?”

“This butterfly outing, this dance company, you.”

“Me? You don’t know anything about me.”

“I will.”

“Well, I’ll know plenty about you too, won’t I?”

“As a matter of fact, no.”

“Why?, why will you know about me and I won’t know about you?”

“Because you’re in life, and I’m an observer of life, I’m the Narrator.”

Ada had become increasingly agitated as we spoke. Her pale skin had flushed red, approaching her hair color, and I was again feeling a sense of being far more than only a reporter of life around me.

Rasputin was leading the way on this high trail through some of the largest redwoods in the world, over three hundred feet tall and a thousand years old. The Alizarins were on the endangered list, and entrance to these breeding grounds was restricted, limited to scientists with official permission and papers. This of course meant nothing to Rasputin and he told us only later. By mid-morning, we were exhausted and hungry. We had started out before dawn and Rasputin had set a fast pace through this wilderness, loping along like some species more native to the Amazon than here. We stopped at a large limestone ledge projecting out over a swift moving spring. Rasputin had told us that this was where the Alizarins were to be found. The rock was dry and everyone lay back eating sandwiches and listening to the silence. One by one we drifted off first to private thoughts and then to sleep. There was only the bubbling murmur of the spring beneath us and the soft wafts of foggy breeze moving up through the trees like giant exhales from the ocean below. Sister Agnes was the first to waken and through half-opened eyes saw brief flashes of crimson appearing and disappearing like giant fireflies emitting blinking color rather than blinking light.

She heard a low growl from Rasputin, “Don’t anyone move, we’re surrounded by them.”

There were hundreds of Alizarins, having come down to rest on the rock and the warm immobile bodies lying crisscrossed over the ledge. Everyone was in awe and Sister Agnes whispered, “Now I’m really curious what they have to do with me.”

Rasputin said, “You’ll learn soon enough once I...”

But Rasputin was interrupted by a stern voice, “What are you people doing here? Let me see your papers!”

These words, delivered with a Russian accent, came from below the ledge, where the Arctic Alizarins could not be seen. At the sound of the voice, the startled movements of those on the ledge caused a riot of winged color as the Alizarins lifted up in a shimmering cluster and moved off on the breeze into the redwoods behind. There were moans all around, not the least of which came from the man standing below, who was holding a long-handled butterfly net. He started up the slope to the ledge, again demanding, “Show me your papers please.”

When he reached the ledge he stood with his legs apart and the handle of his net planted on the rock and held upright with the net flapping in the breeze like a medieval battle banner. He was a large man in his sixties wearing a khaki shirt and shorts and green knee socks. His head was mostly bald and he was wearing glasses so thick his eyes seemed twice the size they should. His face was flushed from exertion.

Rasputin was the first to speak, “Let’s see your papers.”

The man opened his mouth as though to speak, but instead took a folded paper from his breast pocket and handed it to Rasputin. Rasputin studied it a minute. “Vladimir Nabokov? Vladimir Nabokov is dead.”

The man stood straighter. “He was an impostor.”

The puffing lepidopterist was now encircled by a tall African diva, a blond trapeze artist in silver leotard, a long-haired, long finger-nailed malcontent, a black-suited priest with a fluorescent collar, a small young woman whose tattooed flora is creeping out from under her skimpy skirt, a red-haired fifteen-year-old in a challenging mood, and a cool passive observer. He was silent as he considered this bit of theater staged on stone, surrounded by an audience of enormous trees patiently drinking in the fog as they had for millennia.

Aimee sat down, pulling her skirt up to cross her legs, revealing perfect round thighs adorned with vines and flowers. She pointed to a crimson butterfly tattooed among the leaves on her. “See, all is not lost. Now sit down and have some juice and a sandwich. You’re all worked up.”

The man looked carefully at Aimee’s thigh and softened his warrior’s stance. He smiled slightly looking around at the people before him, each in a role he’d never experienced before, and felt a fleeting taunt at who he said he was. But that passed and he sat down next to Aimee with all the authority of émigré intellectual, novelist, and lepidopterist, discoverer of Nabokov’s Blues.

Everyone dug around for anything left from lunch to hand to this large man who had forgotten that he hadn’t eaten since breakfast. He gratefully consumed everything handed to him. When he finally finished swallowing he gave a smile all around and said, “Actually I’m here illegally too. My papers are forged.” He hesitated a moment and added, “I’m not always Vladimir Nabokov. I am Russian though and I do write fiction, and I do love butterflies. Two decades ago, I became aware that everything in literary fiction that intrigued me had been done by Nabokov. A devastating discovery. To further complicate matters I look like him. There have been fewer lucid moments when looking in the mirror I believed I was him. So, on occasion when I feel his presence the most, I allow myself to be him and it becomes an exorcism...but never a total one, unfortunately.”

“Or, fortunately”, I was compelled to say, because this Vladimir was so charming in the role of narrator of his own fictitious life.

He smiled at me appreciatively. “How gracious, thank you.”

Mojobe had been watching Vladimir. She was standing and swaying from side to side slowly. She began to sing softly in a range uncannily like the voice of Vladimir, like a nonverbal playback in interpreted sounds. Sister Agnes was stepping back and forth and as Mojobe’s voice increased in volume she ran across the stone ledge and leaped into the air. She grasped a low tree branch with her strong hands and swung back and forth trapeze style. As though the branch was a lever to open a flood gate of crimson, thousands of Arctic Alizarins poured out of the woods past Agnes and toward Mojobe, seemingly drawn by her voice. They swirled around her in a giant spiral as the sun broke through, heating the air enough to suck them skyward. If sound could be seen Mojobe’s voice would be the tail on a red swirling kite lifting up among the redwoods to disappear from sight. When our eyes returned to ledge level we studied each other to see if everyone’s expression was as stunned as our own. Sister Agnes had returned and stood with her chest heaving from exertion, her breasts infusing her cross with raw sensuality. Vladimir studied her and the circle around him, one by one as though we were examples of a new species he had discovered and should pin in a box labeled with names.

“What are your names?”, He asked.

He listened to our nomenclature unfold, “Aimee,” “Mojobe,” “Sister Agnes,” “Father Joseph,” “Rasputin,” “Ada.” I didn’t say my name of course because I’m the narrator. But Vladimir watched me expectantly, and so as not to slight him, I said “Narrator.”

He replied, “How wonderful.”

Ada scowled at me.

Father Joseph said, “I should bless this profound experience.”

Vladimir looked uncomfortable, but Father Joseph only joined his hands Buddha style and nodded three times.

“What do all of you do? Is Lepidoptera your interest?”

Ada answered, surprising everyone, “No, we’re just following this weirdo around today. She nods toward Rasputin. We’re actually all theater people.”

Vladimir was delighted, “Really? And what do you do my dear?”

“Right now I’m waiting for these people to realize that I’m the new principal dancer for this company.”

Everyone stared at Ada, and Ada stared at me with eyebrows raised. Then she added, “Of course, the decision is up to the Maestro here.”

Everyone stared at me.

Ada added, “Oh, I forgot, he doesn’t decide things, he just narrates what goes on.” At this, Ada began a fast circle of amazingly precise steps of her own design around the edge of the stone outcropping. She did a series of false approaches to the others each time appearing to be about to leave the ground to be caught by them, finally choosing me as her target. Fortunately, I anticipated the velocity with which she would strike me and could get a leg behind to shore up my balance. Even so, she hit hard enough to almost drive us both off the ledge for a five-foot drop below. When she reached me she wrapped her legs around me and held her hands out, arm’s length on my shoulders, and looked into my eyes. Her face was flushed and her hair was wild. Her eyes were wild. She knew we were on the outer edge of danger.

“Risk nothing, and make no art.” She stared hard into my eyes.

A low moan turned us all toward Sister Agnes. She was standing wide-eyed with her hands clenched high between her thighs. Only Vladimir didn’t know what she had just experienced.

“Narrate that Maestro.” Ada said softly.

“I will.”

And I did.

Single-file, our party of intruders hiked back out of the ancient forest. In the center, Vladimir Nabokov lumbered along like a great bear we had captured in the wild and were bringing home to train.

 

Ada had been rehearsing with us now every day for three months. When I asked her about school she said it was none of my business. So I’ve made it none of my business. Her attitude of flinty independence was essential to the content of her dance. She had chosen to work with Rasputin when I gave her a choice. I deliberately pair up people who are disparate in their skills because we all have contempt for anything smacking of “beauty” in performance. The beauty must come from the observers’ response to the performance. And that must always be open to interpretation. But Ada’s insistence on working with Rasputin was in direct proportion to our insistence in warning her away from him. For his part, Rasputin watched Ada like a viper in a cage eyeing a mouse for dinner. But good. Ada could take care of herself. I’m not her guardian. The menace in the air between them fed their art, and it fed Ada’s obsession to be our prima donna, for which I could only respect her. She was the single most gifted young dancer I’d ever encountered, and she knew it. She also knew she needed me to achieve what she wanted. My problem was that I didn’t know what she wanted, besides being the star. I didn’t know that she knew, either. I was convinced she had the capacity for important art, perhaps great art and it seemed to be the only thing that really mattered to her. And, she was only fifteen. It was unnerving to watch.

The performance of Ada and Rasputin was based on improvisation. Either she moved first and he responded with harp fingering to complement her or he played first and she responded with movement and they continued, going back and forth. There is a tradition in Indian music where a violinist plays sounds and a singer literally matches the sound with her voice or vice versa. The sound of the violin is closest of all instruments to the sound of the human voice. With Ada and Rasputin, again the observer must provide the transformation and the result is that movement and sound are equivalent but not equal and complement each other eerily.

I had seen Ada go off with Rasputin after rehearsals to who knows where for who knows what. The first time I saw it, I pulled her aside and reminded her of all of our warnings. She said, “Are you jealous, old man?” I have since come to this theory about Rasputin. I believe the repulsion/attraction equation is circular. As Rasputin appeared more and more repulsive he moved backwards in a circle so far that he began to enter the other side, the side of attraction. Especially for someone as contemptuous of romantic beauty as Ada was.

Vladimir had taken to visiting the brewery. On his first visit, he said, “Ah the brewery, where you brew your art.” Then he greeted everyone with an old-world handshake and a slight bow. When he saw Ada again, he said, “I’d written a book about you, you know.” Which turned out to be true, that is the original novel Nabokov did indeed write titled Ada, which was written in Europe before he immigrated to the U.S., and was a precursor to Lolita. Ada was standing next to Rasputin. Vladimir looked back and forth between them like Ada was a Faberge egg and Rasputin a badly botched omelet. Having already gotten a taste of our group in the form of Mojobe’s butterfly aria and Sister Agnes’s trapeze accompaniment, Vladimir was intrigued by the spirit of what happens in the brewery. When he saw Ada and Rasputin at work, he said to me, “This gives entirely new meaning to the theme of beauty and the beast.” At the end of his third visit, he said quietly, “This is such an inspiration, it makes me want to write again, which I haven’t felt in a long while.”

I had the feeling that it was no accident that we had encountered Vladimir in the woods and immediately urged him on.

“Really?” he said, “Would you like to see what this experience inspires in me in the form of words?”

“Yes, and even more so if the words can be integrated into our theater.”

“I take that as a pleasing challenge.”

And so it began. Vladimir sewing together bits of nonverbal drama with his sublime spools of words.

One evening, Vladimir and I were sipping Russian vodka and eating caviar on odd small green crackers, all of which he had brought as a token of appreciation because his days and nights were now happily filled with writing for the brewery (none of which I’d read yet). We were sitting way up on Sister Agnes’s trapeze platform in a corner by the ceiling. It was a logistical challenge getting him up here but he insisted because he had had a dream in which he observed all our work from above... “Like God” he said with no trace of modesty.

After discussing various of the people below I asked him, “Do you have family?”

“Yes, an extremely small family” He answered, and laughed, partly from the vodka and partly because what he had said was funny, funny, and terrifying, as it turned out.

“I have an Italian wife. Her name is Lucrezia. She is a successful theater impresario. We have been married for fifteen years. She is just under one meter in height. Yes, a midget, literally. A perfect small-scale model of an exquisite beauty. She was as drawn to my fame as novelist as I was drawn to her exotic presence. Because she so thoroughly believed me when I told her who I was, I could never bring myself to tell her the truth. For eleven years she thought she was married to Vladimir Nabokov. She is not a literary person and never read anything to contradict what I had told her. But alas, she did discover the truth one day quite by accident, and she said to me, ‘I will get even with you, and in a manner quite in proportion to the outrage of your lie.’ The fact that she came from a Sicilian clan with a long history of brutal revenge helped me decide to leave Italy the next day and I haven’t been back since. Legally and in the eyes of the Church we are still married, she being too much a Catholic to initiate divorce. In the end, she will have her revenge, and it won’t be pretty.”

Three days later he said, as he handed me a scenario, “My epiphany, sir. It is for a performance piece to feature Ada, Sister Agnes, and Father Joseph.’’ He gave me a brief outline, “This stems from the Annunciation. Our players are to be: Sister Agnes as Virgin, androgynous Ada as Archangel Gabriel, and Father Joseph as, well, Joseph. As with all triangles, there will be competition for the prize. What is the prize? I don’t know yet. However, appropriately, it will all take place both here on terra firma and in the heavens above.”

At the final two words, Vladimir looked up and swept his hand from left to right, indicating the arena of Sister Agnes’s daring feats.

“There will be spoken exchanges, mostly between the players and the audience, but they will be concise, precise, and of course richly spoken treasures. Now as is true with all effective art, it must be developed inductively, that is, we will not be following a strict script, only improvised movements which will suggest what comes next. Now if you are in agreement, let’s confer with our players and see what kind of response we get.”

We met that evening with the proposed cast. Vladimir was standing before the three, who were seated on the floor before him. I was standing slightly off to the side. Vladimir was pacing back and forth before them silently. He stopped in front of Agnes, “The Virgin Mary.” He said this looking at her intensely. She looked back, raising her eyebrows, waiting for more. Vladimir resumed pacing and stopped in front of Joseph, “Joseph, husband of the Virgin Mary.” Joseph said nothing. Vladimir walked over in front of Ada. “Archangel Gabriel, with wings, descending from above, in a display of flying virtuosity, to deliver the word of God!” He spoke with ever-increasing emphasis, and Ada was up in the air flying into the arms of Vladimir, beaming with ambition. I saw Rasputin watching from a dark doorway across the room. As narrator I can tell you that an Annunciation does occur at another time and in another country and in terms of consequences, this one is benign by comparison. In fact it’s safe to say that our theater was in many ways a rehearsal for life.

 

In a complete contradiction of my expectations, Ada, after six months of work with our company invited us all to her family loft to a party for reasons I’m to understand only later. It was a party purportedly to celebrate Ada’s success as a performer. We had recently given an informal pre-performance rehearsal in the brewery for a select group of theater people including a visiting critic from New York, who was so taken with Ada’s flying grace as Archangel Gabriel, that she wrote an article in The New York Times about our company but mostly about Ada. Her ‘parents’ learned from the article for the first time just what Ada had been up to for the past several months and went through three stages of reaction, any of which or none of which may have been ingenuous. First, there was outrage or feigned that she had not also been in school during that time. Then there was pride in her achievement. And finally, there was interest in our theater company. Also, there was suspicion. Since I am the artistic director of the company they wanted to know my name. It’s so difficult for people to understand that it’s possible to be part of life and part of a story at the same time. It’s the story part that causes trouble. But what is life if it’s not transcended?

We arrived in ones and twos the evening of the party. If we had arrived all at once it would have been impossible to integrate us into this gathering of wealth and influence inhabiting various levels of the labyrinthine loft space. It was a curious contradiction that this group of people, by temperament so outside the world of theater, by being arrayed on various levels and in various costumes representing the gloss of affluence, and lighted by constellations of discrete but dazzling halogen lights, were more theater than theater (but not I would hasten to say, good theater).

Ada greeted me with her usual caustic whimsy, “I’m surprised that you would lower yourself to this level of bourgeois self-congratulation.”

“Actually I took the elevator up. You’ve got your levels wrong. And I think you do better, non-verbally, on a trapeze.”

Ada was wearing a one-of-a-kind designer gown, a world of creativity I don’t follow closely, but I was impressed. There were layers of flimsy fabric starting and stopping at various points showing other colors underneath in thin slices of surprise. The palette was of rich earth colors each making constant reference back to her shiny red hair. The shape of the dress was elegant but predictably gave no hint of the shape of the wearer.

A tall carefully groomed woman appeared at Ada’s side. My quick assessment was that she was some high-end plastic surgeon’s specimen (I would say work of art but she’s not), and to further my lack of generosity, I would say species rather than specimen because in the end, regardless of how much fee was involved she looked like any other moneyed matron gravely combating gravity. We took an instant dislike to each other.

“Do you do something else in life besides direct teenagers on stage?”

“I don’t discriminate on the basis of age.”

“Well then, would you direct me?”

“What can you do?”

“I can express myself forthrightly.”

“Go ahead.”

“I think your theater work is arbitrary self-indulgent mediocrity with no reference to classical stage.”

“That is forthright.”

“Correct. So would you direct me, in spite of my age?”

“You would like me to direct you?”

“Yes.”

“Turn around and exit forthrightly.”

Surprisingly, with an unpleasant smile, she did, turning on a Manolo heel and striding away.

I turned to Ada, “Who was that?”

“Penelope, Khalid’s new wife.’’

“Khalid? Who is that?”

“You’ll find out very soon.”

“Well as Narrator”, I said, “Since I have the privilege of control over casting, I don’t think she’ll appear again in my story.”

Ada gave me her first genuine smile.

As the other players arrived there were ripples of attention turned in their direction. Mojobe drew the most response as she strode in, a head above everyone in all her supreme regality. There were world-class paintings and sculptures dispersed throughout the loft and Mojobe seemed more one of them than one of us. She saw Ada and me and headed in our direction smiling. On her way she was intercepted by Penelope and she leaned over to hear what was being said to her over the din of conversation. She reacted with a frown and continued toward us. She greeted us each and said, “Who is that dreadful woman?”

Ada laughed mirthfully and said, “The newest member of my family’’ 

Mojobe said, “I’m sorry.”

We both knew that Mojobe meant she was sorry that Penelope was in any way a member of Ada’s family.

I saw Rasputin moving through the crowd toward the bar. People parted for him like discreet guests not wishing to embarrass their hosts by acknowledging a rodent in the room. He was followed by Father Joseph and Sister Agnes. Joseph was dressed as usual but Agnes had on a short stylish black dress with a low-cut back that revealed an ornate and very erotic female nude in the form of a scarlet cross. On another side of the loft from a balcony came a resonating Russian voice, causing people to stop their conversation. It was of course Vladimir, who later told me he was improvising on the nature of the people below. “If I’d said it in English, I would have been asked to leave, and I didn’t want that until I’d sampled the hors d’oeuvres table.” Only Aimee was missing and later we learned that she’d gone to the emergency room because Rasputin’s most recent tattoo had become nastily infected.

In a lull in the conversation, Ada took my hand. It was so out of character I turned to look at her. She smiled and said, “Someone wants to meet you.” She led me up a flight of stairs and across an open ramp to a closed door. She knocked and a voice called out, “Come.” She opened the door and delivered me into the room. She closed the door behind me and was gone. The room was glass on two sides with dramatic views of the city, the river, and its bridges. There were competing spectacles in the room: A handsomely dressed Arabic man seated in a Mies Barcelona chair with a portfolio of drawings in his lap, framed by a wall displaying a Modigliani, and a Bonnard. I looked from him to the paintings and back to him. He watched me eye his priceless paintings with satisfaction, then stood to walk to an antique carved cabinet where he poured two brandies. He came to my side and handed me a glass.

“I’m Khalid, Ada’s father”

I turned to him for a closer look. “I’m...”

“I know who you are”

He watched me while waiting for my response to the fact that he couldn’t possibly be Ada’s natural father. He struck me as a man for whom niceties were an annoyance.

“Yes, well I guess I don’t see much similarity between you two.’’ 

“I’m not related to her.”

“She’s adopted?”

“I acquired her.”

“Acquired her?”

“Both of them.”

‘‘Both of them?”

“Ada and Blain.”

“I see, and who is Blain?”

“Ada’s twin.”

I looked at him for a moment and then walked to the windows to look out at the night light show. I refused to be baited by his desire to startle me.

With my back to him I asked, “And what is your interest in me?”

“I have no interest in you.”

I turned. “Then why did you have your red-headed chattel bring me here?”

“Blain has been abducted. No one knows this except me, and now you. Someone connected to you knows the people who have her. It’s one of your theater people. Mojobe by name. But she knows nothing about this. Sources of mine have traced Blain’s abductors and find a connection with Mojobe.”

“Is this about money? Or does someone have a score to settle with you?”

“Both and more.”

“Why are you telling me all this?”

“I have a photograph that I’d like you to show to this Mojobe.”

He handed me a photo of two tall black men in native African dress. In between them was Ada, or could be Ada if she were not downstairs. She had red hair and was wearing a school uniform, a gray blazer with an emblem on the pocket, dark skirt, and white knee socks. She was smiling stiffly.

“If she’s been abducted, why is she smiling?” I asked.

“It’s a smile forced upon her, I assure you.”

He walked over to stand next to me. He looked out at the cityscape. My guess was he was deciding how much to tell me. If I’m to be only a messenger to Mojobe, I don’t need much information. If he’s going to ask me to help in some way that he thinks I’m in a position to do he’ll tell me a lot. The question is how much of it will be true. My instinct is to not trust this man. After a few moments of silence, he told me more than I expected.

“Blain has none of Ada’s pragmatism. Ada will always take from any situation all she can to serve her own needs. She has no more fondness for me than Blain, but she has no interest in making moral judgments. Ada can have edge as I’m certain you’ve learned by now, but Blain can be dangerous.”

“Is that a school uniform she’s wearing?”

“Yes, she’s in, or was in, a private school in Zurich.”

“How did these men get her from the school?”

“They obviously had an intermediary.”

“What kind of information do you expect to get from Mojobe when she sees this photo? Do you think she knows these Africans?”

“She knows them and more.”

“Then why don’t you show her the photo? She’s downstairs.”

“It’s my understanding that Mojobe trusts you, has respect for you, and would want to help you.”

“Help me what? Why should I get involved?”

He handed me a note.

“This came with the photo, and the postmark was Rome.”

I unfolded the note and read, Two are more than twice as valuable as one.

“What does this mean?” I asked.

“It means that they can up the ante by taking Ada also.”

“What do you mean by ‘taking Ada’? She’s told me you have people watching over her. How are they going to take Ada?”

He sighed with resignation, “Ada can elude the security people whenever she wishes and she does it frequently, partly because she’s strong-willed and partly to show me that she can.”

“Well explain the situation. Tell her that if she ditches her bodyguards her life’s in danger.”

“Unfortunately Ada has taken a liking to danger, due to her admiration for her mentor, that trapeze artist who has flying orgasms in the name of God. And her peculiar tie to this Rasputin. Who knows what influence he’s having on her.”

I realized that this man had taken great pains to learn a lot about us. But where is he getting his information? I’d never seen him at the brewery, and I was sure Ada told him nothing. Do we have a mole in our company? I was silent for a full minute while I considered the option of just refusing to involve myself in his dark dealings.

He broke the silence, “If you’re thinking about refusing to cooperate, consider the prospect of your current theater production without Ada.”

I did consider that prospect and I didn’t like it. Ada brought something as a performer and a presence to my life right now that I didn’t want to lose.

“All right, give me the photo and I’ll talk to Mojobe.”

As I walked to the door I could feel him watching me. The man had a manner of menace about him that made me uneasy. Why was I doing this? It’s the kind of thing I usually avoided like the plague because it required personal involvement when all I really desired was to passively observe life and direct my theater group. When I came down the stairway Ada was across the room surrounded by groupies of all ages and genders absorbing in advance some of her glory to come. She was watching me and I was reminded of exactly why I’m doing this. Her talent was too exciting to let slip through my fingers. She left the others to hear about what I’d just experienced.

“What did he want?”

“I thought you already knew.”

“I don’t know anything. Khalid guards information carefully.”

“Well, he just gave me a lot, including the fact that he’s not your father.”

“Well, you could have figured that out for yourself just by looking at him.”

“And he told me about Blain.”

For once, I’d said something to affect Ada.

“What about Blain?” Her cheeky teen facade had totally collapsed.

“She’s been abducted.”

Her face was pale. “Who’s got her? And why?”

I showed her the photo. She studied it with a puzzled look.

“Who are these Africans? 

“That’s precisely what I asked Khalid.”

“And?”

I was fascinated by the Ada who was suddenly revealed. More dimension to her had appeared in the past few seconds than in all the previous months I’d known her.

“And, the answer to your question is that I don’t know, although Khalid claimed that Mojobe does know. Khalid also told me about Blain’s nature as opposed to your nature.”

“Such as?”

“Such as the fact that Blain hates him and enjoys provoking him.”

“And me? What did he say about me?”

“That you’re more pragmatic, more willing to set aside your principles in order to benefit from what Khalid has to offer you. By that, I assumed he meant all this affluence.”

“That fucker, he said that?”

“Not in so many words but it was clearly what he meant.”

Ada was angry. “Or maybe that was just your interpretation because you resent me.”

“What reason have I to resent you?”

“You resent me because I’m so valuable to your dance company and I don’t fawn all over you with admiration like everyone else in the company.”

“No one fawns over me, and you know it. We all respect each other equally.”

Ada was reaching for something, something that had been bothering her right along but she didn’t understand.

“Well, you don’t respect me.”

“That’s the opposite of what you just said which was that you’re so valuable to the company.”

“That’s different. You think I’m very talented and that’s valuable to you, as director. But you don’t respect me. You see me as just a combination of artistic skills. You don’t respect me as a person.”

“Then maybe you should start acting like a person and not just a collection of artistic skills looking for admiration.”

Ada stared at me, white with fury. She turned and marched off into the maze of Khalid’s powerful party guests and the show of his massive wealth, his multi-level penthouse interior filled with masterpieces. I walked over to Mojobe to ask that she accompany me back to the brewery for an important conversation.

 

“Ohhhh, this is very bad.”

Mojobe released this melodic exclamation as soon as I had shown her the photo, with no forewarning on my part.

“But I don’t understand when Ada was with these men.”

She looked at me with a truly stricken expression. We were alone in my study in a quiet corner of the brewery. 

“It’s not Ada, Mojobe, it’s her twin Blain.”

“I didn’t know Ada had a twin. Ohhhh, that makes it even more serious. Where did you get this photograph?”

“I got it from Ada’s so-called father. He asked me to show it to you. He claimed you know these two men.”

“Ohhhh, Ohhhh, Ohhhh.”

I had never seen Mojobe like this before. She was always the epitome of calm grace. Her lips were trembling. She was taking short breaths and looking into the pink palms of her hands as though they were an open book and she was looking at a pictograph of a tribal tale of horror.

“In my country, Niger, there is a courtship/marriage tradition that you would find odd. It involves two male cousins, called Waldeebe, who have between them a special intimacy. You would call it homosexuality, but it is beyond that, more complicated. One of these Waldeebe courts a young woman and in their marriage, both Waldeebe share her from then on. The woman readily agrees to this or it does not happen. I was bequeathed to a Waldeebe and his cousin, both of whom I was strongly drawn to. However, I was more drawn to myself, to my possibilities as an artist in the world. So I left my country and my Waldeebe with the assistance of an Italian theater impresario, who promised me the Waldeebe would never be able to find me, and that she would protect me if they did. You see, my family is tribal royalty and very wealthy, from a source I find despicable and choose not to discuss. So I am a highly prized bride. The men in this photograph are the Waldeebe I’m betrothed to. This twin of Ada is being held hostage because of me. They are very important men, my defection was a large insult to them, and given our tribal culture, anything can happen. This girl could become more than a hostage, she could become a surrogate for me. These two men have high status in our tribe and they also have wealth. They do not have my education and that makes them more dangerous. They are very intelligent, and fearless. In a tribal custom, as adolescents, they each had faced down fierce predators and they believe they have been granted by our gods lifetime supremacy in facing any predators to come. Anyone pursuing them in a quest for this girl would be considered by them a predator. And I would add, if they know this girl has a twin the situation becomes even more serious.”

“They already know she has a twin. Why does that make it more serious?” I asked.

“Because twins are rare in our tribe, but there’s more to it than that. Right now I’m wondering about other things. If this girl is a hostage held against my returning to the Waldeebe, they are mistaken. I will not return. If she is a hostage against something someone wants from Ada’s father, that is his affair and has nothing to do with me. Also, you know there has to be another collaborator. The Waldeebe could not have arranged her abduction. They are being used for a fear factor, and to involve me. But who is the common denominator in all this? Who would know of the connection between the Waldeebe and me? Who would know of the connection between this girl and her twin and her father and our theater company? Where did this come from? Was there an envelope with a postmark?”

“Yes, Rome.”

“Rome?” Mojobe stared into space for a moment. “Now I have a suspicion.”

 

After my conversation with Mojobe, I needed to talk to Ada again. Mojobe’s characterization of the situation concerned me for Ada’s safety. The two Waldeebe in the photo sent shivers down my spine.

I told Ada I’d talked to Mojobe.

“What did she say?” Ada’s attitude toward me had softened a little since last night.

“She said that she is engaged to these two men holding Blain and they want Mojobe back and that Blain is apparently their collateral.”

“Mojobe is engaged to two men? That wicked girl! I’ll bet she was doubly jealous when she saw the photo. I’ve been thinking about all that Khalid told you last night. He has plans for you, you’d better watch out.”

“Watch out? Why?”

“His family comes from a district in Iran where it is believed that the more information a person has about you the more that person is obligated to you. That’s the opposite of the usual Middle Eastern secrecy where it is believed that you become more vulnerable the more others know about your personal matters. His people believe that when you share secrets, the other person owns the secret and must not only guard it but must also guard the teller of the secret. It is an honor to receive a secret. Especially in this case where the secret is so outrageous. It is outrageous for an Arab to buy two beautiful pale redheaded little girls don’t you think?”

Ada was smiling while she awaited my answer.

“I think it’s outrageous for anyone to buy anyone.”

“Yeah, yeah I know, but an Arab buying little white girls, doesn’t that have a special appeal to one’s prejudices? Especially since it’s so titillating.”

“Whose prejudices? Yours or mine? And is it titillating?”

“Doesn’t it titillate you?”

“Not particularly. Does it titillate you?”

“Sometimes.”

“Are you saying Khalid acquired you and your sister as sex objects?”

“Partly.”

“Did you have sex with him?”

“The answer to that question could be yes, or it could be, if he had ever touched either of us, we would have killed him.”

“I see. You’re not going to share secrets with me to obligate me to you.”

“I’m not an Arab. Anyway, why would I want you obligated to me?”

“So that I would continue to help you develop as a dancer and performer, in spite of the fact that you’re a pain in the ass.”

Ada was quiet. I was surprised to see her eyes glisten. She walked over to me and facing three quarters away leaned into my chest. It’s the closest Ada had ever come to an embrace.

“I’m scared of how important dance is to me. It seems to be the only thing I have in life. You were right last night. I do long for admiration. Because I feel like without my dancing, I’m nothing.”

I realized that in the many months I’d known her, this was the first exchange we’d had that wasn’t coated with her self-protecting sarcasm.

 

“I know who’s behind this.”

This was Mojobe speaking in a very somber tone. She was standing in the doorway of my study. Behind her was Vladimir, looking equally somber. I watched them both as I waited for Mojobe’s explanation. But it was Vladimir who spoke first.

“It’s Lucrezia.”

“Lucrezia?” The name is familiar but I can’t remember where I’d heard it.

“My wife Lucrezia, who had promised to settle her score with me.”

“Oh yes, now I remember. But what could she actually do, and what is her motive in terms of the twins and Khalid?”

“Lucrezia is an ambitious impresario,” Mojobe says. “She loves combining different elements of drama on the stage. She is creating a stage here, and we are her players, all of us. She helped me to leave Africa expecting that she could present me to an Italian audience in some grand manner. When I chose to come here instead, I was astounded at how much fury could be contained in so small a body. She told me I’d be sorry for my decision. I thought it was a figure of speech, but after talking to Vladimir I realized she was threatening me as she did him.”
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