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Who threw their watches off the roof to cast their ballot for

eternity outside of time, and alarm clocks fell on their heads

every day for the next decade.

Allen Ginsberg, Howl







Book One





Chapter 1

He awoke from the sweet insensibility of his dreams. Slept, slept, and in silence dwelled. While he slept, the rain fell in torrents and then came roaring down from the heights in early morning confusion. Down, down, t’ Ithaca town. Violent waters swept gutter-bound along the steep streets to the flatlands, then onward to their birthplace, Cayuga Lake, leveled and slowing through dirty, cluttered storm sewers, going home.

Beautiful dream, disappeared in a sunburst. All he had to do was open up his eyes. Sound in his ear, he thought was its whisper; turned out just to be the rustling of the sunrise.

J. Wilson Patch, known to all as Wilson, opened his eyes to an unfamiliar ceiling. A few traces of the rainstorm lingered. Water running. A few drops coming off the trees hovering over the house. He was momentarily without difficulties, but that evaporated as he gathered his thoughts and surveyed his surroundings.

Next to him was a naked sleeping girl he hardly knew. He watched her sleep, with no more affection for the girl than for his hand. And then, he groaned and rolled over, his mind dazed. The pounding and noisy rushing in his mind overwhelmed the pleasant, quiet sound of the water dripping onto the shingles.

It was an unnaturally cold day in early June. The next day would be Wilson’s graduation day. He lay quietly without moving his head, so it would not hurt too much. The sounds from without told him it was early. Birds sang loudly with promise.

Wilson got out of bed and collected his clothing. The night before, he had torn them off and tossed them aside, while the girl had deliberately and gravely undressed herself and hung her clothes neatly on a chair. Neither were smiling, nor caring—two sad, lonely people. But it was 1978, and that was not unusual then.

She rolled over and yawned without waking up. Wilson watched her for a moment, then turned the doorknob and left, not looking back. He would not see her again and was glad of that, but he was sad, nevertheless. Sad that he was glad. But the world was calling, and Wilson strained to hear what it said. But it was drowned out by the sound within, which told him to be on his way. So he left.

He would change. Different social situations had demanded that he wear different masks, and Wilson had been too ready to comply. It had left him mad, without a face of his own. He would change. He would change. He would change. He would change—he promised miserably to himself. He would find purpose in his life. He made that promise to himself frequently.

It was cold outside. Wilson looked for his car. He was up the street from the brown-stained, window-paned Chapter House—a Stewart Avenue tavern where he had been the night before. The memory sickened him. He had a bellyful of the girl, of beer, of bourbon, and more.

It all sat there, conspiring inside him, bubbling as if concocted by witches, and bent him over double, forcing him to his knees. Clutching his abdomen, he vomited into the gutter. The gutter was puke-stained until the rains would wash it clean.

Meanwhile, a single car chugged up the steep hill. It was a late-model Lincoln Continental from Long Island. A fat man with a cigar drove and snorted. A woman wearing an unhappy mink sat in the passenger seat and slept.

So, too, their son—a freshly-scrubbed boy-man having just completed his freshman year, asleep and going home. God, his youth—where now? But none of that mattered, because Wilson was busy with these effects and chemical reactions he knew nothing about, dominating and debasing him.

Wilson looked up, clutching at his abdomen, vomit running down his face, and stared at the car. At the vicious look of its driver. What kind of a role model am I? he wondered.

No kind at all, another part of him answered, as did the look of the man. No textbook will exalt you.

Now wretchedly, he struggled to his feet and walked down the hill to his car. Signs of life appeared; people stirred. Saturdays in Ithaca were very pleasant. Lots of nice folk there, getting up and drinking coffee and not at all miserable, viewing the fine valley with affection and pleasure.

Wilson, having once been a part of that, sought now to recapture the lost feeling. But his alienation had been a long time in the making, and its roots reached deeply into his self-doubts and worries. His rehabilitation would not come quickly.

The previous typical night encapsulated his situation. He drank. He played cards and lost money. He drank some more. He fucked a woman who would not have interested him sober—too good for her, it seemed. He was rough, cynical, cool, and mean. Or at least he thought he should be. That was what the fraternity rush book had in advance told him about himself four years before.

That was where he stood in life, if one could summarize it so easily at the threshold of his adulthood.

Reaching for the car door handle, he stared out over the city and the lake and the green hills rolling away beyond them toward Watkins Glen, Hammondsport, Jamestown, and beyond those and others, the great land. A puff of smoke from a chimney there told him that the world was awakening; a shout or a cry there confirmed that. No doubt it was alike elsewhere, as in Northern New Jersey, his home.

Even now, his parents would be alighting from bed and worrying about what had gone wrong with their son, whom they loved. And that place beckoned to him.

I loved you, but your child’s ghost,

from darkness and in silence,

did not know me.

And so, you are lost to me.



How do you love a son? You can’t know until you have one. And then, you know what is meant by love. When he is unsuccessful or miserable, you feel his failure and his agony. Perhaps even more than he does. He seeks his fortune and his happiness only for himself, while you wish him well for your sake as well as for his own, and thus, you hurt for both. And thus, they grieved then for Wilson.

The girl awoke and sighed. She walked to the bathroom, looked in the mirror, and reflected. Soon, she showered, dressed, ate, and began to go about the business of her day. She had other things to do. But to be loved was her true ambition. Wilson would not be one to love her, so she would keep looking. She did not think of him anymore—not much, and not for long.

Wilson sped toward his apartment in Upper College Town—that picturesque part of Ithaca adjoining and serving Cornell. The streets were yet deserted, so he drove recklessly—another symptom of his condition. He heeded neither the street signs nor the concerns of others. In that, he was no different from many others, but that did not excuse him.

Ithaca! And memories it hoards—black, blue, and rose-colored, yielding them in slowly blossoming doses. Weeds passed for flowers in countless apartments, sold in a shop that Wilson sped beyond, past which American ghosts walked in spirit or in reincarnation in the bodies of 1978 Cornell University students. Where were they now?

The famous 60s were dead. You ghosts from that decade, you should give up your fight and sleep. These were the 70s—unloved. Willard Straight Hall was secure. No more guns to torment it. No more revolution, not in America. Compromise, reason, and apathy fueled its evolution. But that was the wonder of our society. The uprooted, this is your home. Welcome and prosper, be happy.

Quietly, because his roommate was asleep, Wilson wandered into the old building. Some decades before, it had been a man’s home and his mansion. You can still see grainy contemporaneous pictures of it if you look in the right books about the Cornell campus and its foot soldier neighborhoods.

That was before the new deal and the Soviet-like breaking up of old homesteads, so that many could live in the space formerly occupied by few. Like old women clinging to their remaining possessions, the abundant hardwood and expertly-carved trim clung to the elegant past.

However, like so many of those old homes, it had fallen into disrepair. Property taxes and the rising cost of living had made the burden of maintaining such places prohibitive. Many had been subdivided and converted into apartment buildings, primarily for rental to college students.

These youngsters generally felt nothing for the craftsmanship and tradition that made those houses great. And so, the students and craftsmanship deteriorated together, but the students only for a little while, because they would move on, whereas the houses could not.

The apartment was uncharacteristically clean. That was to please Wilson’s roommate, whose parents were coming to get him and take him home. There would be no home for Wilson, not yet.

But the apartment was clean: the ashtrays were empty; the empty beer cans were gone; dirty socks and underwear were no longer flung over furniture; magazines were now in order; the rug was vacuumed; and more. And that was something. Wilson no longer felt indifference about a clean room that could touch him and escape his conscious notice. But it did touch him, and that was good.

How we are touched, though, by the most remote remembrances of our past. Wilson saw the cleanliness that he had accepted without question or appreciation long ago, and had forgotten, but to which he had always given recognition deep in his memory. A memory so selective as to be beyond reasoning with, at least then. It would be better soon.

But the clean security of the suburbs of the 1960s—too young to go off to war, letting our parents raise us. We, who were untouched by that war. We sit here and wonder what we have contributed to the march of humankind toward whatever it is marching, don’t we?

Wilson stood, stared, and waited for a revelation. But his emotions—so lofty perhaps at the right drunken stoned party—evaded him because his body hurt so. Dehydrated and nauseous, he went to the bathroom to find the red, white, and blue box of seltzer to nurse his all-American hangover, but there was none.

Discouraged, frustrated, and confused, he sank into the rocking chair in his room. At his elbow sat a bottle of whiskey. Wilson generally did not drink that early in the morning, but it was a ‘special moment’. Even as the pendulum reached its bottommost point and accelerated in a new direction, the forces yet called for it to return the opposite way. He poured the liquor into a dirty glass and swallowed it down quickly. And then, he poured another, which he also drank quickly. Then, he drank another one, more slowly.

The remnants of his discomfort retreated, and he stared ahead, gently rocking. His thoughts ran bloom-like free. He thought about things. He thought about a person named Rocky Mountain Gary and about certain sorority girls he had known.

He considered this person and that one, hard-working students, conscious of their grades, who, after four years of learning, would wear suits and toil at conventional jobs in the cities, each night returning to their attendant suburbs.

They would purchase mates, and like clockwork, would produce little self-replicas, snot-nosed clones to scamper about the house on weekends after watching cartoons of the kids’ cooperative age for hours. What happened to the longer ‘Bugs Bunny’? They would yell ‘Mommy! Daddy! Jack took my bicycle. I want two desserts!’, and similar things.

Wilson, sure, would avoid that fate, however inevitable. He would wander from here to there, searching for something. What would he be searching for? How should he know? In days gone by, they knew what they were searching for. At least they knew what they were doing. They were searching for the grail.

But at least they knew what a grail was. He did not. But he looked for it anyway—his grail, whatever it might be. Maybe filled with poison, then he must drink from it to know. He was God’s chosen creature. For 40 years, he would wander the desert and alight on the promised land, only to find it barren, devoid of oil, as the Jews found. Just a neon sign, which would say: Jesus is coming. But what did he know of God?

He thought of the lake in Pennsylvania, where his parents sometimes took vacations. His father was his stepfather and had, as he sometimes imagined it, stolen his mother from his real father and driven him to his death. That he thought so revealed the extent to which he was grasping for a solution, for a reason that he might feel the way he did.

A letter lay on his desk. Wilson had not paid some parking tickets. Having traced his car, the university demanded payment. Should he fail to pay the fines, the letter said, his diploma would be withheld. Wilson thought that was funny. “That’s ‘really’ funny.” He chuckled obnoxiously and insanely to himself.

It was the bureaucracy to his immature mind—the Nazi war machine. He had recently seen a war movie on television and had cleverly asked himself: Who really won World War Ⅱ? All was still subjected to the system, he reasoned. Blacks were spat upon; Jews were spat upon. They spat upon each other. They spat upon us. It was the stoned logic of an infant, but he did not yet know that.

He resolved to go to the university traffic bureau to seek a fine reduction. To him, the diploma meant nothing. His parents would see it nice, framed though.

At 07:30, Wilson suddenly felt very tired, and he staggered to his bed, sat on the edge. He pulled his shirt over his head and threw it across the room. He took his shoes and pants off. His mind was still a mass of confusion. One thought predominated, so he grabbed a pen and wrote on his desk blotter: So now I sleep, not to prepare for tomorrow but to escape today.

He awoke to the sound of the door slamming, Billy going off somewhere. He sat anew and, head in hands, oriented himself. The world was as he had left it. Slowly, he arose and waddled across the hard wooden floor. Pausing briefly at the mirror, he considered himself, “Mirror, mirror, on the wall, who’s the greatest of them all?”

That was the question of the wasted days. Listlessly, he showered and dressed in the same smelly jeans. His t-shirt was clean, but it was black. That was what you all wore back then, when you wanted to let people know that you were not them—not theirs, but your own. Undetected rebels in secret disobedience to the overlord. Undetected? Hell!

No one knew; no one cared. That was half the problem. Causes were hidden. Worse, they were passé. The time was eerily resonant, lost between the dissonant upheavals of the left and, which followed later, of the right—sort of like summer jazz.

Wilson, ever out of phase, had tried, but then perhaps, he stopped struggling for a while. His flame, up until then quite dormant, began to burn brightly some time well into his second year, and by the end of the fourth, it was practically spent, but not quite.

Lord, Lord! He smoothed his long, black hair back over a forehead screaming with sweat, and he turned to follow his roommate out to meet the world awaiting. He walked past others similarly situated (for never did he claim to be unique). But he shook his head in sadness at those lost hippies as they walked cheerfully by. For deep within himself, Wilson had the conviction that they foresaw not their fate.

He would rise above. Over and over, he had told himself and had told or implied to others that he would rise above. This much he knew. So, in that sense, he was unique, or rather thought himself to be. He would not give up on himself. Others, of course, naturally often took understandable offense at Wilson’s premises, conclusions, and predictions, but he did not worry too much about what they thought.

What the fuck! Whatsa’ matter? he wondered as he strolled across the College Town bridge, sirens purring and gurgling from below, calling some to eternity. Wilson consciously avoided a peek over that edge, where the bubbling waters below occasionally washed the rocks clean of sad death. Wilson would not succumb; he would rise far above. Far, far, above.

His thoughts turned to the bureaucracy, toward which he now marched with a hoisted flag. Somehow, he figured it had to be known by all parties involved to be unfair. Those parking tickets indiscriminately imposed for stationing one’s vehicle in such lonely spots, just crying for company, far from interfering with the normal course of events, no?

Rules are rules. “Can that be right?” he asked himself again, and again, the question drifted off into the ethereal question box to be held suspended forever, or at least for a very long duration—maybe to be answered upon the end of time. Amazing—these things that consume the attention of infants.

Lonely, as always, Wilson marched resolutely across the quadrangle of the arts and science college, and although the big bells stared stoically out across their domain without speaking, Wilson thought that he could hear remembered chimes. For his time at alma mater, rushed to a close, and while a part of him wished to bury it away, another part felt not so ungrateful. That was the little boy in him—a part that was in repose but not dead.

Scorn predominated as Wilson passed football heroes seducing sorority sisters, something like about 1907. For those children, status was the prevalent goal. For Wilson, that was but a very distant star. Yet, he, too, had his sun, and his sun was as much a guiding influence and as much a real god. He was not so different, really.

Then widely circling the hated crowds, he made his sullen way across another body-snatching bridge and found himself on the north campus—far from the beauty abounding even there. With his eyes, Wilson only saw the dirt and gravel, the beckoning asphalt, and missed even the beauty these had to offer, conscious only of their spit, puke remnants, and disrepair.

The young—so blissfully oblivious to the cumulative genius of civilization, organization, and effort—needed to draw petroleum from the earth, convert it to asphalt, and deposit it far away to guide our steps.

Soon, Wilson stood at the entranceway to the university department of motor vehicles, and he knew his quest could not be successful, for the trappings of the establishment admitted only order, excluding pesky annoyances. He, nevertheless, dutifully pushed the glass door open and made way to the desk of the receptionist, who, of course, eyed him coldly.

He explained his mission and protested the unfairness of the summonses. The receptionist leaned forward and looked at him over her glasses. She cleared her throat and spoke, but Wilson did not listen. He had heard it, or something like it, all too many times before.

It was something like this: “Mr. Patch, we have rules, and rules are to be followed. Otherwise, how does society function? Such rules have purposes or such rules would not, I repeat, not have been promulgated. The law is flexible; it conforms to unique circumstances. But Mr. Patch, there is nothing special about your case. Do you hear? Do you understand? Nothing! You simply broke the rules. Punishment must follow.”

And so on, and so forth, on and on, Wilson knew it by heart. He turned and walked away from it, as he had done many times. The secretary, hassled and bedraggled, having made that speech—or something like it—many times, watched him silently go, and she shook her head.

For two cents, she would have gone with him, but no one offered her the two cents. But then, that was another story. The circles of their lives touched tangentially, separated, then they drifted apart, hell-bent in the ether.

Wilson stood on the building’s stoop. Warm wind caressed his face, and celestial violins played to his sorrow. Still, he could not figure out what there was to be sorrowful about. And, of more immediacy, he could not decide what to do or where to go.

Wilson realized sadly that although he had often gone out of his way to walk the darker sides of railroad tracks, he had—in essence—walked nowhere. Was this life sheltered? Or was this life merely his?

Simply in a state of being, chemically unbalanced, he headed south and west on the shady streets. Crossing the suspension bridge, he stopped and peered over the edge. Several contented bathers lounged in the pool below, but he did not really see them. A mysterious voice spoke vaguely to him: “Take two steps into darkness.”

And he had taken one step, tottered on the brink, and had seen countless ephemeral forms of floating Dickens, and dead-like on the other side. And he had stepped back to his own world, not anxious, long before his time, to enter a land filled with phantoms and such, from which there would be no return.

A familiar voice shook him from the Neverland. It was his roommate, Billy. “You’re alive,” said Billy Goat.

“Yeah, I guess.” Wilson turned from the spiked fence and fell in step alongside the Goat. Billy Goat was so named because of a pubescent beard he had once grown. The goatee was gone, but the name had stuck. “Aren’t your folks coming today?” asked Wilson.

“No. They’re probably gonna come tomorrow,” quietly bleated Goat.

They walked along the bridge in silence and through the short stretch of wooded area to their fraternity, Sigma Alpha Epsilon. The stately building welcomed them, the ivy wall-bound but reaching heavenward. The ivy had started its annual climb up the walls.

The red brick structure was 65 years old, having been built in 1913 on the ash heap of its cremated predecessor. It had seen much, having weathered the 20s, the Great Depression, World War Ⅱ, the conformist but simmering 50s, the devastating 60s, and having weathered them well (as to which pictures in the fraternity scrapbook could attest).

But the 70s had finally broken down the mansion. The front door didn’t latch anymore. Walls had holes, plaster fell from ceilings, and furniture broke. It stunk from beer that no one bothered to clean up. There was a Steinway grand there, much abused, later saved by someone who knew its worth, exchanged for well-earned mediocrity. That was the temporary home of a large group of misfits and miscreants, who loosely called themselves ‘brothers’.

The halls wore old clothes, which, while perhaps quaint when well-preserved, were now frayed and dirty. It stood in sorry contrast to the castles of its neighbors, which housed the timid Alpha Delta Phi’s and the confident Chi Psi’s.

Perhaps the dilapidation of Sigma Alpha Epsilon resulted from its attraction of so many passionate persons; the degree of emotion among cast-offs could be excessive. How about your role models, Wilson? The upperclassmen who brought you into this mess and called it your home? Gotta be careful of the people we meet.

Years later, as our society would begin to reclaim itself, the great university would purchase the building and impose conditions designed to restore it. Yet, in 1978, it suffered greatly. But Wilson loved the battered old building and the three years it had given him.

He loved to listen to the ghosts of his ancestors in fraternity: roaming the hallways, now yelling and then talking seriously in low voices and always meaning well (yet, good intentions had not always led to beneficial results). For that, it was currently home, and he was understandably overly-critical, if only because in the past, he, too, had roamed its halls, and now would be counted among those who haunted it.

Wilson and Billy left the midday sun in favor of the gloom of the Great Hall. The house was empty. They ate some food they found in the kitchen. Afterward, they watched television for a while. It was a lazy time, senior week, and they had nothing else to do.

For Wilson, the graduating senior, the nothing-to-do aspect of the time was especially acute. It accentuated the traumatic end of formal schooling. No more books; no more studying; no more anxiety over tests, over curves, over papers; and no more, he thought, alarm clocks. His immediate plan was to hitchhike around and find easy work on the East Coast until he could afford to buy a van. Then, he was going to California.

Yes, the countryside from a boxcar! Woody Guthrie, Jack Kerouac, where’s yer spirit? In trackside hobo camps? In tenements with honest poor people? Among the pimps and the prostitutes? And the construction workers and the oilmen? And the Neal Cassadys? And the cat-killers and the people? Or is it just a great wasted land?

A great wasted land? Wilson stood on the back deck, now alone, peering westwardly across great invisible expanses of farmland, dustbowls, desert, and ultimately, the ‘golden land’ of his salvation on the far sea. He thought, as Joe Buck thought of New York, that his destiny was there. Perhaps desperation had convinced him that a new start in a distant place would save him from something he could neither identify nor describe.

Now slowly sank the sun over the West Hill, and Wilson knew that the time was coming—his dark, his night. When the bands that God decreed to bind would loosen, and Hyde would appear.

Within, he could sense the anticipation of the evening manifested in shuffling feet and low voices, combining and growing louder. Wilson took a last introspective look, then returned to the house to join in the festivities as the fading day slipped away.

Two hours later found Wilson and Billy with a crowd of people in an awful room that reeked of smoke, stale beer, and sweat. On the walls were esoteric posters illuminated by a long fluorescent blacklight, revealing scenes from mysterious places, visited in imagination, where three-dimensional geometry did not work, and where time stood rather still.

The people around Wilson belonged in such mysterious places. One looked around like a werewolf, vicious and vague, all hairy and with long, spindly fingers like claws, opening and closing, opening and closing. He was called the ‘Wolf-Man’ and was much beloved by campus potheads.

But he would die young, 15 years or so later. Another played along to the music with an invisible guitar, and looked at Wilson insanely as if from a doorknob or through a keyhole. An athletic guy, but pot made him crazy.

Wilson breathed through a slender joint that passed his way, and the pathetic scene in front of him started to drift away along with the day. He closed his eyes and invoked faraway internal images. He saw Laura, his lost love, in a white linen dress, running through a field of love and roses.

Beautiful long legs in red stockings, ass covering. She let the dress fall from her shoulders, revealing her lovely body, then ran away. Wilson followed, pursuing, but she outdistanced him easily. He stood and watched her disappear, and then sighed, realizing that at some future date, an exorcism must be performed to cast those devils from his soul. Then, he cracked.

In his highly inebriated condition that was quickly achieved through saturation, possibly aided by P.C.B.-laced pot, Wilson realized that he had lost all touch, all feel. He pounded the arm of the chair in which he sat, and he stomped his feet on the floor. He could not feel a thing. The rest looked at him and laughed and joked about his known violent nature.

But there was something new. He stared at those dark faces before him and was mortally terrified. He thought that he was losing his mind. For a second, he was vaguely conscious of jumping from his chair and leaping to the record player. There, he snatched the spinning disc from the turntable and heard it scratch.

Those others stared as he fled from the room, to the end of the hallway, and out the door onto the fire escape. There, he flung away the hated record and watched its bat-like flight over the trees. He watched it fall to the street far below, where it smashed into many pieces. Monster magnet or something.

Then, he staggered down the fire escape and ran across the parking lot, across the west campus, and through College Town. Then, in a flash, he was in his own bed in mental agony, praying for sleep or death, whichever would come more quickly.

But neither would come. He lay twisting on the bed, trying to regain some feeling. But instead, he shivered as all lights and sounds, no matter how minuscule, blended together stew-like, forming a ghost-like music. He fought it with all of his considerable strength, for now, he finally feared the consequences of what he did. Hours passed, or minutes passed.

Gradually, he became aware of another presence in the room, part of the eerie symphony.

“Billy?” he gasped, shaking and frightened.

“Are you all right, Wilson?”

“No, man. I’m hurtin’, gone.”

Billy Goat said nothing, but communication with another human being gave Wilson hope.

“You can’t know my pain,” Wilson said. “My pain is that I feel none.”

“You’ll be okay in the morning.”

“Man,” said Wilson wearily, the fatigue of those past years pressing on his shoulders. “Man, I feel like I’m on my deathbed. Isn’t that so? All the while, I’ve been fooling myself that I was alive. My life passed before my eyes just now. Am I dying, Billy?”

“No, man; you’re all right. Everything will be all right in the morning.”

“Yeah, that’s right. In the morning.”

And with that, he finally drifted away to sleep, and his misery left him for a time. He shook his head, blinked in the early morning light soon after sunrise. He stumbled out of bed, still fully clothed, still not right, the terror of the night before still clouding his head, his hands shaking. This would be the day to leave.

Wilson crept from the apartment, not saying goodbye. The residue of his former self forced him to take a last nostalgic look around campus, and so, he walked those streets, deserted, except for a few joggers and early birds. Past the buildings, he really did somehow love a look at the West Hill—a trip to the top of the bell tower as the bells roared out their joyous call to arms.

Then, to the stone bench, where he had sat on many a sleepless night—nights when there had been examinations or female trouble, or depression of origin unknown. Some from a class of long ago, thus preserving their immortality, consoled him. They said:

’To those who have sat here rejoicing,

To those who have sat here mourning,

Sympathy and greeting.

So have we done in our time.’

It seemed like a time to make resolutions. He knew that lives could be saved. So he resolved to heal himself.

Wandering aimlessly, a lost soldier without orders, he crossed the bridge to the north campus dormitory complex, down past Noyes Lodge to Beebe Lake, overgrown with lily pads. A canoe drifted by silently and peacefully, unmindful of the falls raging not 200 feet away and the deep rock gorge carrying the water to the finger lake.

Wilson’s head was getting clearer now, but he did not burden himself with thoughts. He went where his feet took him—around the lake, to its source by an old stone bridge. This, he did not cross but instead followed a divergent path to beautiful falls and peaceful pools beyond. He sat on a large rock overhanging the water 20 feet below and looked into the clear, deep pool.

Fish raced around, chasing each other—a consequence of the aphrodisiac spring. He sat for a long time, not thinking but feeling the warmth of the morning, the playful cries of the robins and sparrows, the gurgling of Fall Creek. And now, it was time to depart that magical place.

It seemed he cried for the joy of the childhood he had now lost forever. The tears streamed slowly down his cheeks, falling insignificantly into the water to merge downstream anonymously into the ocean.





Chapter 2

Farewell, my ‘alma mater’. Hail to thee! Thus would cheer the graduates later that day, poised triumphantly at the gateways to their futures. But Wilson had nowhere to go. He could have gone home, but chose not to for reasons which, even to him, were unknown or at least obscure.

While he considered the possibilities, he absently wandered back to the decaying apartment building to collect what belongings he would need for a venture, which, of course, was still ill-defined.

Billy was gone. He had been somewhat of a friend, but Wilson felt nothing for his passing. He never saw him again, in fact. He thought only of himself and did not yet realize the importance of friendships. Then, they were like so many other factors to be considered and, if necessary, exploited.

Wilson showered himself clean, washing the dirt from his pores. It carried down the drain, as mud slides from a hill when rocks and the roots of trees no longer arrest it. The buildup had been complete, and now, he washed it away.

From his dresser, he took out brand new underwear and socks, brand new blue jeans, and a new khaki shirt. On his feet, he put a pair of brand new hiking boots. All this he had purchased with money from home. He was a brand new man.

Over it all, however, he put on his ripped-up, stained, dirty army jacket, which he had worn for many years. Things that we love, or that we think we love, we do not easily give up.

He gathered his wallet and keys and moved to put them in their customary pockets. Suddenly, he tossed the car keys on the bed. A clean break from his past was what he wanted. A clean break was what he would have. He would leave his car for the bureaucrats to impound. Yes, he wanted to make them work. Right, but it does not work that way, especially with motor vehicles.

He took a final look around from the front porch, then ambled down to New York Route 79 to follow it southerly, acting as much from habit as from a predetermined itinerary.

Several cars thundered by, carrying old ladies, transporting children, and stern-faced country gentlemen, who were suspicious of the college students who invaded their town. Soon, a silver sports car pulled over for him, shiny in the midday sun.

For a second, Wilson stood stoic, like Montgomery Clift, as A Place in the Sun begins, then trotted to the waiting vehicle and opened the door. He looked at the pretty blonde girl for a second and then got in and shut the door. He looked straight ahead at the road. She looked at him and smiled.

“Hi, Wilson,” she said kindly.

“Hello, Lisa,” he said wearily. “How about this?”

“Yes!” she said more cheerfully. “Gee! How are you, Wilson?”

“Oh, pretty good. I guess. Thanks.”

“Good!” And she popped the little car into gear and tore down the highway toward New Jersey, where they both lived, with the Dobro song called Ithaca fading unnoticed behind them.

Wilson and Lisa Nobles had known each other as children many years before, and for many years since then. Lisa’s father was the lawyer for the company that Wilson’s biological father founded and managed. They were good friends. They had shared vacations together for several years at a lake in Pennsylvania.

During one of the vacations, Lisa had given Wilson his first kiss. Then Wilson’s parents divorced. His mother had remarried to his stepfather, and the inter-family relationship had waned.

They had reacquainted after a number of years when Lisa, then a freshman, had enrolled in a class with Wilson, a sophomore. The network of the privileged and semi-privileged was intimate, and it was not unusual that these two children would meet again. A casual introduction, groping for common ground, and the deed was done.

They became friendly for a time. They were not complete strangers, and for years, their parents had exchanged Christmas cards. But the discovery of a common thread in their past did not really give them much in common, after all. They mentioned it again on a few more occasions, as if to convince themselves that it made a difference.

At any rate, it made enough of a difference that Wilson had taken the time to speak earnestly and at length to Lisa, one night at a party sponsored jointly by her sorority and his fraternity. Off in a quiet corner, removed from the beer-sodden masses, a younger and more civilized Wilson had talked intently with Lisa about his plans, his ambitions, and his dreams.

They were all more conventional at that time. She had listened with interest, secretly hoping that Wilson might ask to see her alone some night for a movie, maybe, or even a pizza study break. But Wilson had not read the meaning in her eyes that night, and although they would sometimes run into each other in the library or under some other innocuous circumstance, they had never gotten close as she had hoped.

For he really was handsome when he was clean-shaven and still a youth in his attitudes. But a few months later, Wilson had begun to become distant and cynical, and Lisa had decided he really was not her type, anyway. She had found other boyfriends, but she remained curious in a concerned sort of way about the increasingly disheveled and ever-unhappy J. Wilson Patch.

And she sensed—no, she knew—that there was a basic goodness to him. Her benevolent attraction to that somewhat shaggy creature had now led her to pull over and unlock the door. Wilson loved her because she was pretty, and she represented the ideal that he could have had, and now could not have.

“Where are you going, Wilson?” she asked finally.

“Central Jersey,” he said abruptly, because he had to go somewhere, and he thought of nowhere else he could go. He envisioned a farm with chickens and other farming paraphernalia—the long lean profile of a farmer leaning on a hoe and grinning at him.

“That’s where I’m going, too.”

“Oh, yeah?” he said. “Parents still live in Princeton?”

“Yes!”

“Nice town,” he said. And he began to overcome his irrational hostility to her, and to relax and enjoy the ride. He enjoyed the scenery and, feeling slightly embarrassed, occasionally glanced at his pretty chauffeur. She seemed to be enjoying the ride, and he was loath to ruin the spell that comprised the unlikely situation: a new man speeding Bond-like onward in his quest, driven by a beautiful woman. Conversation would surely spoil all.

Still, one must be civil, and Wilson felt the responsibility hitchhikers feel to convince their drivers that no mistake had been made in picking them up. So, they chattered over the noise of the little car and the passing, rushing wind.

“Princeton,” he repeated. “Nice town.”

“Yes!” she said. She turned and smiled again, encouraging. “Mine still in Cresthill.”

“Oh, yeah!” he said, managing to summon up enthusiasm for this miniature revelation.

He was suddenly conscious of his long, ragged hair and unshaven face. Lisa was wearing a sleeveless blouse, khaki pants, and high-heeled shoes—a common sorority uniform in those days. She was divine. Wilson cursed his unkempt appearance even as he praised his good luck.

“What year are you now?” he barked, squinting.

“I’m a junior. Well, I was a junior.”

“That’s right,” he said. “That’s right. You were a year behind me.”

“Yep.”

“I haven’t seen you much lately,” he resumed after an awkward pause. “Been to the lake lately?”

“The lake? Oh, no, not for a good many years, I guess. God, it’s been ages.”

“Yeah,” he said. “A long time. Geez. I guess my mother must have kept in touch.” He smiled. Not my father, my stepfather, he thought. That was before his time. He came later—after that early security had evaporated.

As the significance of this chance meeting began to suggest itself, Wilson searched to make his memory speak.

A little girl walked with him across a clover-covered field near some trees. Passion overwhelmed him as he quickly kissed her on the mouth and then stood back, hands in pockets, blushing. The little girl, hands at her sides, looked down and said softly, seriously, “Thank you.”

Wilson studied her carefully, suddenly seeming to see her for the first time as a woman, after a 15-year dream. Pretty long blond hair and a pretty face, devoid of ethnicity. Cut body, fit to model preppy clothing in magazines. Part of Wilson was in love now.

But it was not the first time. J. Wilson Patch, the hopeless romantic, always falling in love at first viewing of unattainable abstractions. He could be accused of having set his standards rather high. He wanted a woman who was both beautiful and smart. But beauty and brains in combination were scarce.

That being so, he had arranged his demands by priority, and it was clear that the superficial appearance of his woman was by far the more important. This was just as well, however, for at least at that point, whatever respect Wilson allowed for the intelligence of womanhood was extremely grudging and only rarely acknowledged.

“Oh, it’s great to be going home, isn’t it?” she said, glowing, as if a halo would forever follow her around. Wilson broke from his reverie to return a tentative smile.

“Just look at this day, Wilson.” She beamed and took in the panorama with excitement. Wilson looked around.

“Yeah, you know, now that you mention it, it is a nice day.”

As the sun slowly set, they entered Pennsylvania, now on Interstate 81, that monstrous road, and drained with the upland watershed toward the sea, New Jersey at its door. The golden glow of the sun setting on his right cast shallow rays over and sharply illuminated the road, trees, sleepy little villages, and Dogpatch settlements along that highway.

High on the hill to his left, Wilson thought he saw the white tail of a deer bounding into the woods. Or simply a bunny be hopping? Onward, golden sunglow and reflect in that pretty girl’s golden hair. Wilson wholly agreed that it was a fine day indeed. He wondered if this sun, so evident in her hair, similarly entered her breast and set her heart aflame.

Lisa yawned and stretched. Soon after, at her too-trusting request, Wilson was the driver, putting the car smoothly through its gear range, shifting so that hardly a lurch resulted.

Night arrived, and the sparse conversation ceased altogether as Lisa fell asleep. And she put back her seat and threw her arms over her head, and her beautiful bronze biceps bulged and beckoned. And her naked underarms stirred him, as they should be reserved for one that she loved.

In silence, he sped them through the mountains on that major roadway, an artery of the great asphalt ribbon-works covering that land. And he wondered what had become of certain others. And into the night, he sped on at 80 miles per hour, watching the short lines disappear beneath the front of the car, as if returning to Ithaca.

He looked over at the beautiful, sleeping Lisa. He marveled at how 15 years had dispersed the characters, once actors on the same set. And there was a partial reconciliation, but on a different level altogether. He blessed the world’s finiteness.

Her blond hair partially covered her face, which was turned slightly toward Wilson. He reached over, trembling, slowed the car, and ever so gently, pushed the gold strands of hair back over her ear. Pain and loathing flooded in. He examined himself in the rear-view mirror—the shaggy hair, the unshaved face, the facial muscles locked into an eternal frown which deferred occasionally to a sneer. Again, he wondered, what had he become?

A tear ran down his cheek. This was the second time he had cried in one day. He could not remember having done so in at least the previous two, and possibly three, years. Those were years during which he had a very simple and naive philosophy. As part of that philosophy, he had tried to convince himself that he was a ‘brutal realist’; however, romantic. This implied that what was real, what was right, and what was wrong was very clearly defined. Now, he reconsidered.

He daydreamed this—Lisa awoke and kissed his tear away. They interrupted their travels to wander hand-in-hand to a nearby meadow decorated with flowers. There, he let her imaginary blue cotton dress fall to the ground. No matter that she wore the sorority costume instead, they could pretend, just like at the summer home, where the limitations of their world coincided with the limits of their fanciful imaginations.

And then, they ran through those fields of clover, and he implored God to make it so, deeming it to be within His powers. But then, he knew that the realization of such dreams was not nearly so simple. To make such dreams come true, within the context of the physical world, from which there was no escape, would require substantial effort from Wilson. And then, the vision vanished.

He looked at Lisa, almost not daring, but she was still blindly asleep, the stray hair fallen back over her eye. He thought he heard a shore, breakers crashing peacefully upon it, waves claiming, then depositing more territory. She lay peacefully dreaming as Wilson dreamed of miracles.

The sports car sped through the night along I-80, crossing the Delaware Water Gap into New Jersey at 09 o’clock. Wilson honked the horn lightly, signaling his return. This stirred Lisa, and she slowly awoke, rubbing her blue eyes.

“What was that?”

“Just me,” he said.

“Huh?” Still dozing, she looked at him sleepily, as if from across a misty stream soon after sunrise, and as if she was not quite sure who he was.

“No, I was just announcing our entrance into the Garden State.”

“Oh.”

“Thought I’d honk for the flowers.”

“Oh, that’s nice,” she responded sincerely, if a little perplexed.

But that would just confuse you, and force me to speak honestly.

“Sorry I awoke you. I didn’t mean…”

“Oh, no, no. I mean, it’s not far from my house. Well, it’s not close either, but it’s not too far. I wanted to talk to you anyway. I mean, after all this time, God. We should have a lot to talk about.”

“No kidding.”

“Well,” she said, after a pause. He laughed.

“Well, what?” They both laughed, the two of them, speeding along in that little missile, intimate in the dark night, alone.

“Well, what have you been doing with yourself?”

“You got five minutes?” he asked, and 15 years flashed before his eyes. He’d passed out in a graveyard and other places, been rejected by a girl he had worshipped more than a goddess, lived in a ghetto and worked for the large corporation and the government, had lost touch at times, rejected a God and accepted Him again, and rejected and accepted Him, and so on.

He’d ridden the subways at 04 o’clock in the morning and walked dangerous black streets late at night, when he could have been knifed in the back. He had been brave, frightened, proud, embarrassed, happy, sad. He had gone through three cars and had crashed two. All this he had done and more; yet, he had done nothing.

He had suffered the pain of defeat, the joy of winning. He had seen what death looks like and might even have had a glimpse into heaven. He had seen blank stares of lonely people and the radiance surrounding those who were in love. He had seen his picture in the newspaper and his name next to a number on a computer printout.

He had seen the sun rise once or twice, but had watched many more sunsets. He had seen what the world looked like from a boxcar and through the haze of drugs and alcohol. All that he had seen and more, yet he had seen nothing. He had known people from all over the world. He had known what it was to be a successful student at a prominent university.

He had known what it was to be a carpenter, a fisherman, a maniac, a drunk, a nice young man, a fraternity man, an athlete, lonely, happy, sad, glad, sane, insane. He had known the instability of time and pain’s edge, the futility of being, and the beauty of being. All this he had known and more; yet, he knew nothing. Actually done all of this; part of his education.

“What’ve you been doing?” she repeated.

“Not much, I guess.” Embarrassed, he attentively watched the road. “Nothin’.”

“C’mon, nothing? You went to school.”

“Yeah, I guess I did. It was okay; I was in a fraternity.”

“Oh? Which one?” Knowing but asking anyway, so he told Lisa as if neither knew. “Oh! That’s a good house. I pledged Kappa Psi.”

“Yeah? Well, figures. The prettiest girls all pledge there. Well, I guess I knew that anyway. Sure. We did things with your house.”

Lisa also remembered it well, but she, too, clung to the superficial compliments in his response.

Of course, you did, Wilson! Why did you act as if it were insignificant? You remembered well your talk with Lisa that night. It sustained you for weeks. Why didn’t you emphasize it? Tell her how much it meant. Beg her forgiveness for your stupidity and your blind wolf-like groping.

“Oh!” Lisa blushed and whapped him lightly in the arm with the back of her fingers. “Wilson! Stop embarrassing me.”

“Absolutely. The prettiest girls.”

“Sure!”

Wilson smiled at her reaction—common among pretty women. It was, he concluded, a meager expression of contrition, designed to garner forgiveness for the many enjoyments pretty girls receive only because they were pretty and pleasing to look at. He reflected that such expressions usually had the opposite effect, drawing more blame than forgiveness.

Wilson reflected indistinctly upon the turmoil of the past four years. He did not trust her enough to tell. In fact, he trusted no one, and that had aggravated his problems. For these were the types of problems that demanded a hearing; otherwise, they fermented until they caused an explosion, the effects of which far exceeded the magnitude of the original problem.

And on they went, surface-talking, he carefully avoiding the difficulties of his most recent years, she likewise clinging almost consciously to the safety of her apparent superficiality. But Lisa had a song of her own.

Soon, Wilson drove into Princeton. He observed with curiosity his surroundings. He was sure he had been there before, and yet, it was not like any place else he knew. There was the little corner store.

Wilson seemed to know where to go and only half-listened as Lisa gave directions. Her voice had a soothing quality, and all of a sudden, he needed soothing. His life was changing—was changed—no more books, no more time schedules. But then, he had to live, and he was unsure whether he knew how. His anxieties began to bubble, and he spoke to relieve the tensions they inspired.

“Geez, I swear I remember a lot of this, baby,” he said. He was immediately afraid that this sounded too intimate. (This ‘baby’ was an expression he had acquired to address nearly all with whom he dealt, much to the annoyance of most of them, and which had originally been intended to convey his disdain. It had long since become a habit, and he used it frequently without considering its appropriateness.) However, she did not seem to mind.

“They don’t change too fast around here,” she said absently.

“No, I suppose not,” he said and found himself swinging into the driveway of a two-story colonial home. “No lights on,” he said.

“No, everyone’s gone. My sister is in New York. Folks are away.”

“All to ourselves,” he said.

“Yep.”

Wilson gave the keys to Lisa, and she opened the trunk. All that was in it was a suitcase and a few smaller items. She told him, upon his query, that the remainder of her belongings were to be shipped down or stored for the summer in Ithaca. The little car, she explained methodically, was much too small to carry much.

He picked up the suitcase and a smaller shopping bag and followed her into the house, putting the luggage onto the floor when they crossed the threshold. Wilson then made a faint move to leave to travel to his destination, but Lisa, of course, could not allow any such thing, and she assured him his staying there for the night would create no imposition.

She would herself deliver him to his friend’s house in the morning, which was not far away. For the night, she repeated, he would ‘stay right here’. At this, she invited him to wait in the living room, where she would join him presently, and they could have a drink or two, unless, certainly, he wanted to go to bed immediately. Wilson responded that he would wait for her in the living room.

He followed her as far as the staircase where they parted—she, up the stairs with her luggage; he, to the comfortable couch on the far side of the room. But upon sitting in the deep cushions, he fell into a light doze. Ah, the fragrance of flowers—the same he envisioned along the highway.

Light footsteps. Lisa walking down the stairs, flowing like a friendly spirit, arms extended toward him. A brilliant flash, and suddenly, the girl was a child, innocent and pure, unspoiled by pollution. And Wilson—a child. Nakedly, they intertwined. Innocently, innocently.

“Wilson.” He was jarred from his sleep by the voice of this angel, quite mortal, coming from the landing, midway up the staircase. She encouraged him, given his obvious condition, to forego the drink she had promised and to go to bed.

“No,” he said through his sleeping stupor. “I’ll have a drink.”

“You will?” She smiled and went to the liquor cabinet. “What do you want, Wilson?”

“Anything,” he said. “Just ’slong as it has alcohol in it.”

She looked studiously at the bottles in front of her, then poured some whiskey into a glass, dropped some ice into it, and walked over to him. Slumped in his seat, he took it from her, all the while looking at her, but avoiding her eyes. She sat in a chair near him.

“I want to talk,” he said. She did not say anything. “I have to talk,” he continued.

He was not addressing his comments to her, but to himself. The circumstances called for Mahler’s Second. There was silence instead. He put his drink carelessly on a table nearby and did not try to drink it. Lisa watched him silently, puzzled.

He wanted to talk, not to converse. He did not talk, though; instead, deciding that he had better go to bed. He looked at Lisa and smiled, and with his smile, apologized for the differences between them. She forgave him with her return smile.

He dragged himself up the stairs after her. The situation was not normal for that pair, but she knew that the front he wore was inconsequential. He would not harm her, she was sure of that. He was Wilson Patch, nothing more. He would not hurt her. She could trust him well. The vetting process had long ago concluded with approval.

Lisa directed him to the guest room, and there, standing in the doorway, he bent down and kissed her lightly, gratefully on the forehead. He murmured thanks to her, and shortly thereafter, he was in bed.
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