







































































































































































































































































































































































Orangutan, a Biography

The Jackson estate was large, with acres of old fields reverted to wood-
land. Pongo swung from branch to branch in the canopy. Word of a free-
range orangutan spread quickly from the party. Edgar Allen’s Poe’s Murder
in the Rue Morgue had recently portrayed orangutans as the murderously
violent poster child of mans’ bases instincts and Wallace’s neighbors became
much more concerned with the prospect of molestation at the hands of a
Bornean ape than they would ever be with the idea of alternating current
powering their bedside lamps. Doors, unequipped with locks, were secured
by forcing wedges into their jambs. Windows, normally open against the
summer heat were bolted and shuttered. For the three days of Pongo’s free-
dom, ladies did not venture from their homes unescorted. Wallace Jackson,
unable to walk more than a few gingerly steps, directed parties of searchers
armed with ropes, nets, and hastily constructed live traps.

Pongo quickly discovered that the woods of New England offered little
nutritional value to a large non-human primate. Hungrily driven from the
trees, and ungainly on the ground, he was easily captured after being spot-
ted casing a neighbor’s chicken coop.

On December 12, 1888 the Medico-Legal Society submitted the rec-
ommendation that AC be used for execution purposes in the state of New
York. The well publicized “Battle of the Currents” between Westinghouse
and Edison had seemingly been won by Edison, already a national hero.
Questions about the effects of electrocution on the human body, however,
remained to be answered.

When Pongo was finally back in what would become his ornate death
row, Wallace Jackson contacted the Medico Legal Society and suggested
that in Pongo he had the means by which to finally settle the question of
whether electricity was an appropriate method to “take the life of such as
are condemned to die.” Harold Brown was contacted and a private dem-
onstration was arranged.

Mr. Brown designed and built a stout oak chair as the instrument to
deliver fatal electrical charges. A metal cap, looking much like a small
colander, would serve as one electrode while the second electrode would
be strapped to the leg of the condemned. Heavy leather restraints were
positioned to fasten around the chest, forearms, and calves. The chair’s
circuitry was connected to a steam-powered Westinghouse AC dynamo.

The word “electrocution” had not yet been coined. American Notes
and Queries contacted Thomas Edison to inquire what term should be used
for the new method of execution. Mr. Edison submitted “Amperemort,”
Dynamort, and Electromort, to his attorneys, Eaton and Lewis, for their
opinion. None seemed exactly right, and Eaton and Lewis instead suggested
“electricide.” Then the attorneys went one better. Perhaps, they stated, “As
Westinghouse’s dynamo is going to be used for the purpose of executing
criminals, why not give him the benefit of this fact in the minds of the

Winter 2005 119



DeKrey
public, and speak hereafter of a criminal as being ‘westinghoused.”

A SMALL CROWD, INCLUDING BrROwN, Wallace Jackson, and members
of the Medico-Legal Society gathered in the carriage house of New York
governor’s mansion for the demonstration. The dynamo, sufficiently stoked
with coal, was brought humming to life. Pongo, looking calm but mangy
was led into the room. Having frequently sat in chairs on-board ship, he
thought nothing unusual of this one until the straps were quickly fastened
around his arms. He struggled, but even with his surprising strength could
not free himself. A sponge inside the head electrode was moistened with salt
water and fastened like a yarmulke to his head. A bare wire was attached
to his leg and secured with wet gauze. Then, without ceremony, without
an opportunity for last words, or even a final meal, Wallace Jackson threw
the switch.

And so Pongo, one of the most well-traveled and cosmopolitan of his
species, became the final test subject of a new and progressive method of
capital punishment. This final test was necessitated by critics concerned
about the effects of electricity on the human body. Testing on dogs was
inadequate, and not just because of their size. Harold Brown and others
under the direction of the Medico-Legal Society had electrocuted several
calves and two horses, the largest of which weighed 1,230 pounds. Rather,
Pongo met his fate not because he was savage, not because he was dispens-
able or merely a handy test subject; rather, Pongo was the first to suffer such
an ignoble fate because he was so nearly human.

Reprise
The Garuda Purana precisely lay out what reincarnatory destinies await
those who engage in certain unsavory activities:
The murderer of a Brahmin becomes consumptive, the killer of a cow
becomes humpbacked and imbecile, the murderer of a virgin becomes
leprous—all three born as outcasts. The slayer of a woman and the
destroyer of embryos becomes a savage full of diseases; who commits illicit
intercourse, a eunuch; who goes with his teacher’s wife, disease-skinned.
The eater of flesh becomes very red, the drinker of intoxicants, one with
discolored teeth. ..Who steals food becomes a rat; who steals grain becomes
a locust. . .perfumes, a muskrat; honey a gadfly; flesh, a vulture; and salt
an ant...Who commits unnatural vice becomes a village pig; who consorts
with a Sudra woman becomes a bull; who is passionate becomes a lustful
horse.
The Puranas do not, however, indicate if sins are cumulative such that
a drunken carnivorous butcher will return in the next life as a ruddy, imbe-
cilic hunchback with gingivitis, or if instead the most heinous sin trumps
the others. Nor could the writers of the sacred Sanskrit poems, even with
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divine inspiration, foresee the need to document the karmic consequences
of an orangutan’s electricide.

With Pongo’s execution Wallace Jackson didn’t feel the satisfaction he
had anticipated. Instead, he was simply left with an acridly singed former
exotic pet. Wallace died bitterly in a room stacked to the transoms with
his life’s work. For all their conversation sparking interest, his collections
were unable to mitigate his loneliness.

Pongo, in a fit of well-placed rage had consigned his captor’s extant
incarnation to the fate reserved in the next life for those who commit il-
licit intercourse. Yet, even with this blot on his character, it seems that
an orangutan, transported from his jungle home aboard a Portuguese
trading vessel, forced to endure a diet of table scraps and bruised apples,
and ultimately sentenced to an unnatural death, will be rewarded with
reincarnation as the fifth son of an Irish immigrant. At the moment Pongo
was Westinghoused, Simon Grady came screaming into the world, led by
a shock of bright orange hair. The Portuguese ship, although inanimate,
received its retribution when it sank in a gale, the only survivor the cabin
boy, released at last from constant buggery.

Simon’s infancy passed as did most infancies of his generation. He
suffered from constant diaper rash, croup, and a snotty nose. Still, he was
the darling of the household and enjoyed frequent dandling on the knees
of his older siblings. But at the age of eleven months, the birth of the next
in a long succession of Gradys relegated Simon to the background. No
longer the baby, he became just another member of the group generically
referred to as the “little kids.”

Simon’s hair color was more a consequence of his Gaelic ancestry
than a lingering manifestation of his simian roots. On the monkey bars he
was not known for his brachiating skills. His upper lip was not unusually
prehensile. Simon did not suffer the urge to pick nits from his siblings’ hair
even though lice were a constant visitor to the Grady household. Rather,
the only aspect of Simon’s personality held over from his former life was
an uncanny ability to predict electrical storms.

Maureen Grady was ironing the wash she took in to supplement the
paycheck her husband sporadically produced, when the usual household
din was punctuated by an eerie silence. Simon, age six and half, had been
wrestling his brother on the middle of the kitchen floor when he suddenly
released Sean from a half-nelson and stood up. He stared blankly at a
mildewed spot on the wall above a framed picture of Pope Leo the XIII
recently distributed to the faithful by the Knights of Columbus, and said,
“Ma, I think you’d better bring the clothes in off the line.”

“What're you talkin’ about?” his mother asked, trading her cool flat
iron for one freshly heated on the pot-bellied stove.

As a steaming petticoat released the scent of lye into the close room,
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the sky darkened and fat, cold raindrops settled the dust. Mrs. Grady ran
into the yard to gather the laundry as the distant gargle of thunder con-
firmed Simon’s prescience.

As Simon grew, his predictive powers became more refined. He knew a
storm was approaching farther and farther in advance. Simon couldn’t say
how he knew. The knowledge of a coming storm and the time of its arrival
would simply occur to him while he was thinking other thoughts. Much as
the smell of damp wool suddenly brings on childhood memories of mittens
secured against loss by a long piece of yarn strung through the arms of your
winter coat, a sense Simon couldn’t quite define would inform him that a
violent gully washer was expected tomorrow before sunset, accompanied
by high winds and pea-sized hail.

Simon gained quite a reputation. At first the neighbors speculated his
hearing was just more acute than theirs. He could hear the approaching
thunder before they did, that was all. There was nothing supernatural about
it. But when Simon began to accurately predict storms two or even three
days in advance it was clear that even the most extraordinary ears couldn’t
hear thunder from weather systems still unformed.

When Simon knew it was about to rain, he'd go around the neighbor-
hood and collect a few pennies from those eager to know if they should
plan a picnic, go fishing, or close the windows before leaving for work.
Simon’s dad would take the information across town and place bets on
whether it would rain the next day. The bookmaker soon discovered the
reason for the unprecedented winning streak and Simon’s fame increased
beyond his local community.

Just after Simon's 14® birthday his voice dropped an octave and hair the
same shocking shade of orange as that on his head sprouted elsewhere on
his body. Simon discovered that dreams of his eighth grade teacher taking
off her blouse resulted in embarrassing stains on the sheets, and that not
only could he predict the weather, but could now summon storms at will.

It was a steaming August afternoon and the back of Simon’s sunburned,
unwashed neck itched under its accumulated grime. The air above the
sandlot shimmered as Simon rotated the end of his bat in slow circles,
staring intently at the pitcher’s mound.

“God it’s hot,” thought Simon, “wish it would rain.”

At the bottom of the sixth with Simon’s team up three to two, the
game was called as the formerly cloudless sky grew gray as twilight and the
rain came down in sheets, buckets, cats and dogs.

So Simon learned he could make it rain. When regions were struck by
drought Simon would get word, a telegraph, a letter, a wrenching plea, and
he’d head out for Missouri, Colorado, or Saskatchewan. He didn’t really
need to be on site for his powers to work, he only need think to himself,
“sure would be nice if they got some showers in Boise,” and the Idaho skies

122 FUGUE #30



Orangutan, a Biography

would open, muddying the ground above potatoes growing like tumors
beneath the earth. But, he liked to travel and he liked the attention he
received, riding into town like St. George, a dragon strapped to the hood
of his truck. With growing notoriety his fees increased. Local governments
would drain the treasury in hopes that a wetter spring would bring in the
farmers for new reapers, plows, and nights on the town.

What Simon couldn’t control was the duration or amount of rain. If
just a few sad sprinkles fell, driving mosquitoes mad with the anticipation
of stagnant water, he need only wish for more until an inch or two had
fallen. The problems arose when his clients received too much of a good
thing. When Simon was run out of town by an angry mob after a flash
flood washed away the greater part of Le Roy, Pennsylvania, he became
much more careful. Before he would deliver the goods Simon made sure
the situation was serious.

It was 1933, the stock market had crashed four years earlier, the Great
Plains were choking on the dust of dead family farms, and a 31 year old
Strom Thurmond was actively discriminating against Negroes in his posi-
tion as the Edgefield County, South Carolina Superintendent of Education.
Simon Grady was packing his bags for a tour through Kansas, Nebraska,
Oklahoma, and the Texas panhandle. It was a tour he hoped, even in those
dire economic times, would bring in enough funds for an early retirement
in California. He’d been to California once or twice. It was a state prone
to occasional drought, but drought was not his concern, and he liked it
there. Oranges grew, and he hoped to slip into quiet obscurity among the
groves.

His first stop was Kearney, Nebraska. As the train rolled west from
Omaha, Simon looked out the window and saw mounds of fine topsoil
like snow drifts along the tracks. It was hot. The leaves of the stunted
wheat were yellowing and tattered from the constant sandblasting of the
prairie wind.

In Kearney, a community of dirt roads and graying buildings with false
fronts badly in need of paint, a celebration had been organized for his ar-
rival. A platform was set up in the town square, adorned with red, white,
and blue bunting. The last of the aging plow horses had been pressed into
service to haul wagonloads of family to see the rainmaker. As flies bit the
horses’ fetlocks, the skin on their flanks twitched spasmodically like the tail
of a headless snake. Farmers just in from the fields gathered in small knots
to talk about the weather. The farmer nearest Simon removed his hat and
wiped his brow, revealing a white forehead, clearly demarcated from the
deep brown skin of his arms and face. Dust mixed with his tears forming
miniature clods in the corners of his eyes.

“Good god,” Simon muttered under his breath, “these people need
rain.”
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But he was getting ahead of himself.

Simon mounted the platform and settled into a metal folding chair
with the words “Lions Club” stenciled across its back. The mayor stepped
to the podium and began to deliver a long-winded speech.

Towering cumuli were building in the west, their dark flat tops rising
like mesas above the horizon. The rapidly beaten tympani sound of thun-
der could already be heard. The Catholic priest and Presbyterian minister
each truncated the eloquent pleas they had prepared and in the interest
of brevity said short prayers as the first drops began to fall.

Afterward, the spectators would recall their hair standing on end mo-
ments before it happened.

The priest and minister stepped down off the platform and just as
Simon was about to stand and say a few words of gratitude for being asked
to come and do what he could to help, a bolt of lightning parted his hair
and gave Simon an overwhelming sense of déja vu.

The lightening passed through Simon, into the folding chair, and
grounded out through the metal legs of the temporary platform. The rivets
of Simon’s jeans were instantly superheated, branding his backside with
an abstract dot-to-dot. The rain was falling harder and the smell of ozone
was strong as the shaken crowd gathered up Simon, who was unconscious
on the platform, and carried him to the doctor’s office.

Simon remained unconscious for several hours and when he came to
had no memory of the day’s events. The town and surrounding farms had
received a good soaker and everyone was in better spirits than they had
enjoyed in months. Simon was shaken and dazed but, aside from the tender
welts on his rear, did not appear to be suffering any lingering ill-effects. The
next morning, on schedule, he boarded the train for Salina, Kansas.

The scene was repeated in Salina, Simon on stage surrounded by dig-
nitaries, the grim crowd anxiously turning their attention to the podium,
and Simon thinking to himself,

“All righty, bring on the rain.”

An hour passed, the sun was growing hotter, a breeze began blowing
from the west. No raindrops fell, no clouds appeared, and the first faint
murmurings of fraud began coming from the crowd. Three hours, five hours,
the wind increased, and things began getting ugly. Simon had been wishing
for rain since before the white sign with “Salina” painted on its face became
visible out the train window. Just as things appeared hopeless, a roiling black
cloud became visible over the tops of the cottonwoods that ringed the city
park. Simon was relieved; he let out a sigh and relaxed for the first time
since the previous day. And then, the sky growing darker, Simon got a taste
of the dust first kicked up on the plains of eastern Colorado, and he began
to cough. He blinked his eyes against the dust storm, set down the watery,
tart lemonade he had been pretending to drink and climbed the platform
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to return his fee. The people whose hopes had momentarily been raised,
sighed collectively and stoically returned to bitter resolve. Humanity, it
seemed, would have to wait at least another day for deliverance.

Author’s Note

Since its first lethal use, electricity has been employed in the executions
of over 4,200 convicted criminals, probably one orangutan, and at least one
elephant, Topsy, publicly electrocuted on Coney Island in 1903.

The “Battle of the Currents” took place in 1888 and 1889 as described.
Already making major inroads by that time, AC quickly replaced DC as
the form of power used on the entire American electrical grid, in spite
of Edison’s best efforts. Thomas Edison eventually admitted his mistake,
acknowledging the problems inherent with DC.

The story of an orangutan (or in some accounts an entire family of
orangutans) being electrocuted as the final test of the electric chair has
been frequently reported, but may in fact, be apocryphal as no firsthand
accounts of the event exist. F
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Franz Wright
The Heaven

I lived as a monster, my only
hope is to die like a child.
In the otherwise vacant

and seemingly ceilingless

vastness of a snowlit Boston
church, a voice
said: 1

can do that—

if you ask me, I will do it
for you.
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THE
EXPERIMENT

“Art is individualism, and individualism
is a disturbing and disintegrating force.
There lies its immense value. For what
it seeks is to disturb monotony of type,
slavery of custom, tyranny of habit, and
the reduction of man to the level of a
machine.”

- Oscar Wilde-
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Laura Hope-Gill

The Fifth Fiancee:
An Opera Without Parts
Supertitles:
He: You're one of the fiancées, aren’t you?
I: Oneof?

He: There are five of you here.

Aria:
A man has just asked me a question. The answer terrifies me.

It is gray November. It is a discovery, an uncovering, an opening up of
mysteries. It is that kind of opening which we can’t ever close. It is a ques-
tion we don’t answer, just live.

I attached myself to a mystery that took the form of a man.

Confession:

I moved with his life for a year, and then I had to leave it because he asked
me to. His name is a mystery, too. Savion became his name when he died
and I could create him again. He is my golem in words, my dirt lover, a
phantom form of what I once knew to be true.

Supertitles:

In this moment, it is more over than I'd expected anything could ever be.

Memory:

I put my hearing aids in during the taxi ride. Wearing them on the plane
makes everything too noisy. I might already have been going deaf when
[ was with Savion. I wondered if that’s what he meant when he told me |
was too insular.

Examination:

The quiet of our life together had been a comfort to me. I liked that he and
[ could write in the same house, that he could read while I took long baths,
that he didn’t come after me when I was smoking on the back porch, that
we could move near each other’s presences without having to be in them.
[ want to hold on to my version of it.
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Conclusion:

There was an ethereal beauty to my year with him, during which we barely
involved ourselves with the goings on of the world. Some things occurred
in it that reached us—Lady Diana and Dodi were killed, we were saddened
by that—Dbut most of it drifted by. We lived like monks of the Rinzai school
of Buddhism, never going over the wall to tell others about Nirvana. We
lived as though we’d achieved it ourselves. We were weightless in our lov-
ing, when we touched it barely left a mark. He withdrew from any sort of
sex that left him distracted, would stop me sometimes and whisper, “it’s
too much.” What was too much was anything that pulled him too far into
his body, which inhabited a meta-world between the one most folks move
in and that other one only he did. Loving him was like loving the dream
you remember upon waking, knowing at any second it will slip back under
the door of sleep, back into the room of dreams.

Supertitles:
I mistook quiet for contentment. I loved beyond words when words are important
as well.

Analysis:

It was easy to hide my growing deafness from myself and from him in our
house in Indiana. To bury it under a false wisdom, to sit for an hour making
patterns in sand with a wooden fork, organizing the stones in new beautiful
ways while he sat on the cushion by the window, reading poems by a poet
we’d both known but who had died the year before. We shared a rever-
ence for poets, particularly the dead ones, particularly the dead ones we’d
known. I believed those hours. I believed those hours could build a life. I
never called them silent. I never called them deafness. It never occurred
to me that I was the one receding.

Memory:
“You never talk,” he said. “You don’t need anybody.”

Retort:

With my hearing aids in, I still had trouble understanding as the taxi driver
told me I am beautiful. He had to say it into the rearview mirror. I read his
lips that way. I know that I am beautiful. Not being beautiful has never
been the problem. Being deaf is a problem; being in love with Savion is
a problem.

Memory:
“And since you moved in here, I haven’t gotten any of the good poems. You're
taking all the good poems.”
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Setting:

And there was Ground Zero across the water, two months down. I held
Savion’s death up against it in my heart. It lost. It also won. “You are too
beautiful to be traveling alone,” said the driver.

Memory:
“You're blocking my view of God.”

The problem has always been something else.

Scenario:

[ once explained the hearing aids to Alex. He told me he'd always won-
dered what it’s like to make love with a deaf woman. For her, I explained,
it’s like making love in outer space once she closes her eyes. You have to
keep bringing her to earth. Don’t let her close those eyes. I'd met Alex
long before I even knew Savion existed, on paper or otherwise. If for only
an afternoon glass of wine, Alex and I had been meeting in the City to
talk about poetry for nearly a decade. We never left the restaurant. We
never made love in his apartment in Brooklyn, never went for walks. What
we did was talk, and it was the best conversation I'd ever found in this
relatively stunned and speechless world, up to that point at least, which
is to say until I met Savion. By the time | was moving to be with Savion,
Alex knew me. He had even picked out the lingerie Savion gave me as a
welcome present.

Act One:

Alex was reading his poems at the Public Library the night I came to New
York. Other poets and writers were there, men and women I'd read or read
about. One of them was like a God to me, so I steered clear. He started
talking to me anyway. | didn’t mention Savion, that I was there in New
York for his memorial, which I was. It was the third memorial. He'd been
memorialized in Virginia, his birthplace, by his parents. He’d been memo-
rialized in Indiana, where he taught. And now he was being memorialized
in literature central, New York. There was no doubt about it: Savion’s
immortality was being carefully engineered. And the engineers were well
aware that there is a brief moment following a poet’s death during which
the poet’s spell must be cast over all humanity, or as much of it as they
could fit into a place of worship or a special events hall at the Academy
of Arts and Letters, provided they were the right people, the ones proven
capable, through a dossier of ideological torch bearing that would now
matriculate them into being bearers of not just ideology but personality,
of being the preservers of memory. The conditions must be tantamount to
those under which the entire skeleton of a dinosaur gets cast into stone for
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later reconstruction in plaster while those of a million others simply turn
to dust on the far terrain of the millennia. I didn’t tell the God-writer that
I was on such a mission. The truth of the matter was that I hadn’t really
told myself yet.

Supertitles:

[ am in a room of moving elegies. His photograph on the table is killing us. But
this is only the beginning. He was not meant for life. Only paper. It is clear-
ing up now, I am starting to understand what has happened here. There is an
unfolding of him now.

Intermission: to be read while listening to music of a lilting nature.

Theme:

After his reading, Alex and I left the scene and ate Thai food in a modestly
renovated basement. | was careful to read his lips without looking up and
down his face. This is the same thing that actors do in movies when they
are being sexy. I didn’t want to be sexy. I would not move through him. We
flirted joylessly. The last time we’d seen each other had been the summer.
Savion was still alive, living in Greece, although he had complained to
Alex that he was having trouble peeing, that he must have a urinary tract
infection or something. I'd seen Savion the previous winter when we shared
the final leg of our journeys to Asheville—his from Greece, mine from L.A.
on the exact same 5 A.M. puddle jumper out of Cincinnati. When we
met for coffee a few days later, he apologized for ending things the way he
had. He also mentioned “the suicide attempt” and was surprised I hadn’t
heard. I'm a grape on a different vine, I said.

Supertitles:

I'd dreamed of the poets gathering. I'd dreamed of the conversation of the masters.
But in the dining room, all we discussed was who was publishing whom, who
had turned away from it all. They spoke of each other like racehorses—a strong
track record, stamina. Savion had a good track record. But in the end he lacked

stamina. Or not. His poems still run, scents of gasoline and straw.

Lights dim, finish the cigarette.

Drums begin. Fanfare.

Lilting music.

We were walking a path beside the Swannanoa River in the surprisingly

warm January air and I had difficulty hearing him over the water as he
described “the suicide attempt” the way I suppose some would describe
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somebody else’s wedding or an unsuccessful shopping trip. I found myself
focusing on his stockiness, the movement of his muscles through his jeans
as he walked beside me. I wondered if he'd ask me to come back with him
to Greece. Instead, he told me he was happy in Athens and in love with a
waitress who loved books. She worked at a restaurant on the way up to the
Agora. I pictured her standing on the patio, grapevines drooped serenely
around her dark hair. She was holding a book, looking up from it, thinking
about him, the poet from America who was the answer to all her prayers to
a manifold orthodox Greek God. I wasn’t jealous of her standing there. I was
happy she’d found love. I wondered what book she was holding, whether or
not it was in English. After telling me he'd asked her to marry him, Savion
suggested we sit down on a fallen log. He'd finished the book he’d wanted
to write about St. Augustine and gave me the manuscript, unsigned and
not dedicated to me. I read the first three pages and then a few more in the
middle. It was beautiful. I recognized myself in a scene where the man tells
the woman she has to leave because she’s blocking his view of God. I didn’t
ask him to sign it. Three months later, when I'd summoned the courage to
read the entire book, I emailed him, telling him that since so much of our
relationship was in it, right down to the description of the black flecks in
the iris of my left eye that I really felt I needed to be mentioned at least in
the acknowledgements. He'd agreed in his response that [ was very much
in “the over-arching emotion of the work,” whatever that meant. Over pad
thai, Alex was now excitedly telling me the book was published. I asked
about the acknowledgements. | wasn’t in them.

(Silence, then.)

Supertitles:
[ realize that in my imaginings of other people together, they are never talking.

Heavy Metal:

Alex then told me he had something unpleasant to tell me. He touched my
hand by accident while reaching for his glass of water. He told me I wasn’t
going to be able to read the poem I'd written for the service, that Thalia,
the waitress from the Agora, had removed my name from the program. I
understood almost immediately; it made sense. She didn’t want his former
fiancée reading poetry at her fiancé’s memorial service. Other poets would
be reading, but they hadn’t slept with him. She wasn’t like Sonny Bono’s
wife who let Cher go on for twenty minutes at the funeral when Sonny
Bono died. She was like Spenser Tracy’s wife who Katherine Hepburn knew
wouldn’t want “the other woman” present at the ceremony, graveside or
otherwise. I was being Katherine Hepburned. And it hurt. I'd wanted to
read the poem. I'd needed to read the poem. I'd worked damn hard on that

132 FUGUE #30



The Fifth Fiancee: An Opera Without Parts

poem and it needed to be read. But I wouldn’t. I would not get to say my
good-bye this way. The waitress appeared in my mind, gazing down from
the Agora over smog filled Athens, his book in her hands, her finger trac-
ing the dedication.

Blow the dust from the needle.
She is blocking my view of him.

Theme 1:

Changing the subject Alex explained he’d set me up with a room at the
Something-Something Yoga Center on First St. or First Avenue. It was
under a hundred dollars, he’d explained, and it was walking distance to his
place. I couldn’t tell if this was a suggestion that I could walk to his place
and have lunch with him and his wife and their three-year-old daughter
or if it was a suggestion that he'd be visiting me alone. I could never tell
with Alex. | was aware that in Jewish Law, the Levirate Law to be precise,
the death of one man rendered his brother responsible for the happiness of
the dead brother’s wife. He and Savion were not real brothers, though, and
Savion and I never married. He seemed to want me to be happy. I couldn’t
do that. He was a part of my sadness.

Theme 2:

We finished our food with the awkward possibility of sex floating between
us, the way it floats between old friends with a shared tragedy. It would be
a challenge to say no to Alex. My grief could over-ride my ethics, could
erase his wife from my mind for the hour it might take to know whether
Savion could somehow be conjured by our being together. He'd always
felt sex was sacred and capable of opening doors to the unknown. He ap-
proached it cautiously, like it was a tarot deck. I said no to Alex and myself
and possibly even Savion with every possible mannerism I could come up
with as he escorted me through the Village to the yoga center. [ didn’t ask
him up and he went his way home, like a dog.

Variation 1:

My room at the yoga center was the size of the interior of the dark gray
Pontiac station wagon I lived in for one semester of college. It opened into
an octagonal open space illuminated with candles and serenely decorated
with bright Indian portraits of various aspects of the Buddha. The hard-
wood floors were perfectly clean, as though tended to by an apprentice to
the Master himself. A rattan box outside my room contained yoga mats,
a spray bottle and a roll of Bounty paper towels. I cleaned a mat and did
twenty minutes of balance poses before getting ready for bed.
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Act Two:

(Abandoning of music, five fingers on each hand flutter in waving mo-
tion.)

The following morning I called Alex, but no one answered. I needed to
thank him for getting me here.

Supertitles:
We talked about poetry at the beginning. I thought we’d come to an agreement
that words only carry us so far. I must have stopped using them then.

Variation 2:

“You, I'd rather stand back and watch,” Alex once said, explaining why
we never got involved. Beside, he was always either seeing someone or |
was, and it wasn’t in either of our natures to cheat. Instead, we’'d drink and
sometimes smoke. Actually, I always smoked. He sometimes joined me after
having a drink or two. When he told me he was getting married [ wept all
the way into the street, on the curb while he hailed me a taxi, and clear
through the cab ride to LaGuardia. The cab driver opened the window
between us—I could hear back then—and said in a thick Hindi accent,
“You know, when I feel the way I think you are feeling, I write a poem and
it makes me feel much better.” I smiled politely but I wanted to tip the car
over. When I called that morning, I didn’t leave a message because no wife
would want to hear the message I would have left. On the bulletin board
above the telephone cradle was a cut out article reporting the Massai had
given the United States fourteen cows to show their condolences after
September 11. The United States had told them it would rather have their
value in jewelry, which is easier to ship and doesn’t carry disease.

(Silence: congregants may offer their own prayers.)

Coda:

The Yoga Center had actual residents, permanent people who cooked tem-
peh and bread pudding for breakfast. I joined them, promising to prepare
something in return that evening, after I'd done what I'd come to New
York to do. They invited me to join them for a yoga class before it came
time to do it. And I did. The studio was one floor below the residence and
had floor to ceiling windows overlooking First Avenue. I struggled with
every asana, fighting with myself. At the end the teacher had us picture
our breath as creating a large gold ring spinning before our faces. I finally
felt good. I felt I could walk upstairs, shower, put on the dress I'd bought

back when I lived with Savion, and go to his memorial service and not
break down. I felt that [ could do this.
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Koan:

The Rinzai Buddhists stay within the walls whereas the Mahayana Buddhists
leave the serenity of the garden to tell the world what they have learned.
What school is it that the walls fall apart and the world comes in?

Memory:

“He’s dead,” said Alex over the telephone, “and he didn’t do it himself.”
There was a disease, a one-in-a-million disease and of the few that get it,
one in a million die. I'm sorry to be the one to tell you.” He did it, | wanted
to say. It was July, the sunlight slashed my address book as I wrote the date
of his death under his telephone number.

Theme:
(You are my sunshine my only sunshine plays faintly, as though on a radio
on a boat fifty meters from shore.)

[ walked to Alex’s building which was only four blocks away. When we’d
spoken on the phone in October he’d told me that the smell of burning
flesh and computer wire still hung in the autumn air from the explosions,
that they couldn’t open the windows of their apartment because of this.
rang the doorbell and met Josephine, his wife, through the intercom. Alex
met me inside at the top of an old staircase. When he’d kissed my cheek
and led me to meet Josephine, | wished I'd read some of her short stories
in magazines. We didn’t have anything to talk about except Savion. So
we didn’t talk at all and instead let their daughter entertain us by showing
me her toys. I was sitting on the floor playing with a musical cube when a
woman arrived whom I'd met when Savion and I were together in Indiana.
At first, it occurred to me that she was the babysitter and this was just a
really big coincidence, but then the sitter showed up. The woman sat down
next to me on the floor. She acted very warmly to me. I felt warmed by her,
as if I'd re-met an old friend. She told me her name was Melissa, | think. I
felt that I could grieve with her, which I hadn’t really felt I could do with
Alex and Josephine. They seemed closed to my sadness. They seemed very
strong about the whole thing and | wondered if that was because they'd
gone to the other two memorials. Maybe it took three memorial services
to really get over Savion’s death.

Geography:

We rode in a taxi, all four of us. Josephine directed the driver on where
we were going. The Academy wasn't like the Met. The cab driver had no
idea. I realized I'd never really believed it was an actual place, but more of
an idea. The Academy. But there it was when we pulled up to it, all old
and stone and stalwart as though gravity pulled just a little harder at this
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particular place on the earth. Rather than the usual 9.8 grams per second
squared here it was a full ten grams. I’d gain six pounds just by walking in
there.

Dirge, voice of Richard Burton doing Shakespeare on LP’s:

And there we were. Going up the stairs so grand and florid with their met-
alwork, there we were going to grieve Savion with poetry and music and
song. Through grand wooden doors, the bodies of the living writers already
moved, sipping wine from real glasses, nibbling on real food. I recognized
a few of them from the backs of books they’'d written. Some I recognized
by name from New Yorker calendars of events or lists of visiting writers at
MFA program advertisements. All of them had appeared on Savion’s caller
L.D. box at one time or another when we were together. That brief second
which now had the power to haunt me for the rest of my life. A table was
set up, a photo of Savion in the middle, surrounded by his books.

Vivace:

After he’d told me to leave, that he couldn’t “do it,” this after I'd presented
him with all the options for the flooring of the house we’d just bought
together, this after the villa in Tuscany had been reserved for the summer,
this while the puppy we’d picked up a week before from the Humane So-
ciety slept on my foot, after he'd said “I'm not talking about flooring” and
I'd said I’'m going to stand in the living room for one minute, after that
minute is up I'm going to come back in here and you can either pretend
you didn’t start this conversation or you can continue it and I will leave,
after I'd gone back in and he'd continued the conversation saying I was so
insular, saying I was blocking his view of God, saying I was taking all the
poems, after this I met him for one last dinner and he told me I could have
the new car, the villa in Tuscany, or the grand piano he'd bought me as an
engagement present. | told him I'd keep the puppy, that I'd I buy his beat
up old pick up truck from him for a dollar just so I could get out of there,
after all of this, I left him standing in the rain of the rearview mirror, not
asking me to stay, not asking me to forgive him for everything he'd let me
see as ever being possible. On the passenger seat next to me, Zoé the yel-
low lab-whatever mix puppy shifted and napped in a blue kennel crate. |
bought a pack of cigarettes when I filled the tank and smoked all the way
across the Ohio River and home to North Carolina. By the time I arrived
home, I didn’t feel or breathe anymore, and I lived like that until he died
three years later. And then it would be the kind of pain that shoots out of
you like shooting stars during a meteor shower over a remote and silent
beach. Anywhere you are, people will see it. I glowed with grief, not for
the poet but for the man. And not for his death—for his ever having said
no to me, for leaving me so hard I had no choice but to pack up my stuff,
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load it into an old Chevy and create a new life without him until he real-
ized what he’d done. It was as though I had been waiting for those three
years for him to call me, to write me the kind of letter he’d written before
he proposed, to contact me in some way and insist he now saw in me all
that I had seen in him, that he was open to it, ready for it, that he wanted
to come back. All the other men had done this. But not him. I had only
gotten two letters since the day I left. One was a statement releasing me
from the mortgage on the house. The other was the apology for his having
felt the need to push me away, to push everything away in order to cre-
ate the solitude necessary to be the poet he was. He needed only his own
darkness, only his own terrors to keep him company. He’d written that he
had honestly believed that by loving me he could live without these forces,
that he could allow happiness and companionship to enter his life, and he
wrote that he honestly believed that I could be the one to draw him back
into the world and that he could belong there. In the end, he concluded,
it became increasingly clear to him that he never could be in this world,
that the other world would always claim him as its own. I never read the
end of the letter. I didn’t even keep it very long. Whatever answers it might
now have offered me are gone.

Supertitles:
We are in the room of elegy. We are the keepers of his memory. Feel him breathe
us in and out. The gold ring spinning before our faces.

Scene One:
“Yes, you’re one of the fiancées, aren’t you?” says a voice from the mouth of
the head that is connected by a strong masculine arm to the hard muscular
hand that was shaking mine. I press the button on the back of my hear-
ing aid to increase the volume. It had automatically downshifted in the
commotion and I had not noticed. The voice introduces itself. I recognize
the name: he’s the composer Savion had been working with on his opera
about St. Augustine and a woman he referred to as his concubine, the one
who blocked his view of God. He repeats: “You're one of the fiancées, am
[ right?”

“One of?” | ask him.

“Yes, there are five of you here.”
(silence, then.)
I glance around the room, feeling as though I would recognize them if | saw
them, and then I'd know them. I look for Alex and then I stop.
I maintain grace, “I was engaged to Savion three years ago.”

“Are you the one he left in Rome?”

“No,” I regret having to make such a correction, “Indiana.”

Winter 2005 137



Hope-Gill

Diversion:
I imagine myself in Rome, in a white dress next to a fountain, waiting
for him. But I'd never even made it to the altar. I had the dress. I'd found
it in a small shop in Sedona. We’d flown to visit his parents in Phoenix
where they spent their winters in a borrowed house with no lawn, only
black plastic tarpaulin overlaid with white stones the size of ping-pong
balls. Each morning small baby rabbits floated dead in the swimming pool.
His father fished them out with the leaf scooper and tossed them into the
trash. His mother passed out prayer cards over breakfast. We were saying
prayers for the people whose names were written on them. I didn’t feel
right praying for any of them but did anyway. [ hoped no one was out there
with a card with my name on it. It felt like some kind of psycho-spiritual
imperialism. But Savion went along with whatever his parents said. We
didn’t even sleep in the same bed in Phoenix, because they didn’t believe
in premarital sex. I thought he’d creep into me in the middle of night each
of the seven nights we spent there, but he never did. In Sedona, I found
the dress and bought it. It reminded me of the dress Lady Diana wore at
Westminster Abbey that day back in 1980. All rough silk and swoopy. No
bows or sequins. Just romantic. It was the perfect dress. We then all met up
for nachos in a strange little tex-mex joint before heading back to Phoenix.
They all seemed so excited about the bulging garment bag I slumped over
an extra chair at the table.

“Not Rome,” I finish the thought.
I want to continue. [ want to explain which of them | am, name something
that might make me matter just a little bit more than the others. Fiancée
is a word that has long been used to signify the highest order of girlfriend,
now it is something else. It is Savion’s order of girlfriends, like an order of
nuns, only we are not the brides of Christ but of a poet. It is something
Savion liked to have, a woman willing to be there with him. She wore
his diamond to prove it. It was her habit. Bright and glorious, expensive
and hers. Belonging only to her. They are, we are, the true keepers of his
memory.

Libretto:

“I’m the one that blocked his view of God,” I reply as calmly as one stating
her name, “I’'m also the one that took all the good poems,” I add. “But, no,
we never went to Rome.”

Benediction:

At dinner following the reading, four of us fiancées are seated together.
Savion’s father makes the toast, circling our table exclaiming how wonderful
it was that his son had so many beautiful women. I can hear him clearly as
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he says this because he looks directly at me. Thalia who is blonde hasn’t
spoken to any of us but remains on the other side of the room, shaking
hands with everybody as gracefully as Jackie O. I tried to approach her to
tell her how sorry I was. | wanted to tell her that she was welcome to drink
with us but | knew she wouldn’t come along. She is the last. She has that.
He went into a coma on her wedding day, but damn it, she is the last one
he'd ever kissed or told he’s going to love her forever.

(Now, then, very faintly: CURTAIN) »
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