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FLINT KILL CREEK







1.


Flint Kill Creek originated in the Adirondack mountains and emptied into Lake Ontario forty miles to the west, one of numerous small tributaries emptying into the great lava-colored lake which in turn emptied into the turbulent Niagara River and that river into the vast St. Lawrence to empty finally into the Atlantic Ocean hundreds of miles to the east. And so her body was carried that distance, lost in the Atlantic Ocean.


Inga, her name had been. He remembered now.







2.


He knew little of creeks, rivers. He knew that there were freshwater streams and there were salt-saturated bodies of water but he had no clear idea of their origins or why they differed. He did know that “Flint Kill Creek” had been originally just “Flint Kill”—for “kill” was a Dutch term that meant creek. Dutch settlers had been the first Europeans to live and farm in this region of upstate New York, in the early 1600s.


He knew simple facts—water runs inexorably downhill, land slopes downhill to water, a powerful gravity draws us down, downward, like time; and it is not reversible. He knew that small tributaries yearn to be swallowed up in larger streams, borne away and identities obliterated in very vastness, a wide rushing river, a great wind-tortured lake.


Flint Kill Creek was relatively shallow for much of its hundred-mile length, rock strewn, spilling over its banks only during the spring thaw and after heavy rainfalls. When snow melted in the mountains and foothills in early April the creek became a cascade of lush clear water that seemed to render the very air above it scintillant, dazzling; very different from the gushing mud-colored water after a storm, a sickly hue, smelling of rot, excrement.


The creek ran along the eastern edge of the state university campus at Oriskany, New York, that sprawled over five thousand acres. He’d discovered it a few weeks after he’d arrived from the small city of Sparta. He’d been just slightly older than other first-year students—twenty. He’d lived off campus, he’d had few friends. He’d been fired with idealism: here was the beginning of his life, his actual life and not the accident of his birth.


How long ago that seemed now. Another lifetime for which he felt contempt as for a younger, naive, and ignorant self outgrown.


And how long had he lived in Oriskany, in all—six, or seven years—difficult to calculate time once you’ve detached yourself from the grid of a four-year college program or have been expelled from it, a door shut behind you, slammed, locked.


He’d seen the creek in all weathers, for it was his creek, he felt a kinship with it, that could not have been explained.


So many times in a trance of oblivion hiking the trail following Flint Kill Creek north of the campus to the old iron-girder bridge at the Rapids, and across that bridge, returning to the campus on the other side of the creek, a hike of about six miles. So many times a solitary hiker, desperate to get away from the neighborhood bordering the university, repelled by a sudden loathing for his own kind—midtwenties, dog off leash, prowling hungry eyed.







3.


First time she’d come with him on the Flint Kill trail. Impulsively he’d invited her.


Hey. Stay with me a while, okay?


It was the morning after their first night together. Things had happened swiftly, haphazardly. He’d been drinking. He hadn’t been thinking clearly. Realizing. It had been a drought season, into early October. No rainfall for months, the creek had become shrunken, shallow.


It pained him, seeing the creek so diminished. A slow-sluggish current wheedling between ungainly bleached white like exposed bone. A smell wafted to their nostrils—brackish, rancid. He was feeling a sharp disappointment, Flint Kill Creek had betrayed him.


So easily smote down, his spirit. Sometimes, he had a vision of his mother slapping him on the head and shoulders with a broom, sobbing and cursing. Bad bad bad! Why are you born.


Frothy skeins of something like detergent were visible in the creek bed, clotted against boulders and underbrush. Broken bits of plastic, rabid-white Styrofoam. Hoped to Christ they wouldn’t see torn condoms amid the debris. But in shallow water at shore he saw what appeared to be filth bobbing, he urged Inga along so that she wouldn’t see.


Fury coursed through his veins. He’d wanted Flint Kill Creek to be beautiful to the girl, he’d wanted to impress her.


It was no secret that most of the streams in the region were polluted. Even in the Adirondacks, hundreds of miles from industrial sites. Acid rain fell in the mountains amid tall stands of fir trees and birches looking from a distance as if their beauty could endure forever.


Parts of Lake Ontario and Lake Erie had been designated “dead zones”—“hypoxic zones”—oxygen in the water so depleted that myriad organisms had died. More durable organisms had migrated elsewhere radically altering the lake ecosystem. Species of fish long native to the lakes were endangered, invasive species were moving in—sea lampreys, Russian carp, spiny water fleas. It was strongly advised that fish caught in Flint Kill Creek should not be consumed by human beings.


But Inga marveled at the creek, as a child might. As if she’d never seen a creek before.


It amused him, unless it annoyed him, that Inga exaggerated so much. Her moods, her exhilaration, her giddy high spirits.


Or was it that Inga was in love. This behavior, the way of a girl in love.


Before he could stop her Inga stepped into the creek, in water that barely came to her ankles. She was wearing open-toed sandals, her feet and legs were bare, white. In her playful mood she seemed oblivious of the befouled water, or indifferent to it; dark-feathered birds lifted from the creek bed emitting sharp angry cries, what were they?—some kind of blackbird?


Red-winged blackbirds, he told her.


Red-winged? She objected, their wings were black.


He wasn’t going to argue. He was only just becoming acquainted with Inga—taken by surprise, and not altogether a pleasurable surprise.


She was an only child, he’d gathered from remarks she made. Born to older, doting parents. Accustomed to ignoring warnings. Knowing that, however childishly she behaved, she would be cherished, adored.


She was so slight. He might have picked her up in one muscled arm, marveling at her lithe squirming weight, birdlike, with a bird’s hollow bones.


She could not go outdoors without wearing dark-tinted glasses, her eyes were hypersensitive to light. On her head, a cloth hat with a wide rim slanted across her forehead to shield her face, for her pale thin skin burnt easily.


Her mouth she’d made bloodred with a shiny lipstick, an exotic bloom out of the waxy pallor of her face. Her eyebrows were so pale, she seemed to have none. Behind the dark-tinted lenses, barely visible ghost eyes that appeared to be lashless.


It was a bright autumn day, the sky was a hard cobalt-blue. A sky promising no rain. A sky of merciless candor. They were new to each other, edgy. He was not even certain of her last name. He liked not knowing her last name so that, if things failed to work out between them, he might say negligently to anyone who inquired—I never caught her last name.


He had told her just his first name: Romulus. Which wasn’t in fact his name but an artful variant of his (unartful) (ordinary) birth name.


Already a kind of sexual rivalry had begun between them—which of them would have dominion over the other. Which would emerge the stronger.


He wasn’t going to scold her, if that was what she wanted. He was determined to keep his voice light: “The rocks might be sharp, Inga. You might cut your feet …”


Her name was startling in his mouth—Inga. He marveled that he spoke it so easily, so intimately, when he scarcely knew her, the name was exotic to him.


Inga seemed not to hear him. Her manner was childlike, willful. She splashed about in the water until he lost patience, seeing a thick scum of what looked like human excrement bobbing in the water amid clots of algae, and smelling a sharp stench.


It was possible, sewage drained into Flint Kill Creek somewhere upstream. There were old settlements north of Oriskany, in the foothills of the Adirondacks, with primitive methods for disposing of human waste.


“Inga, Christ! Come on.”


He wasn’t going to get his running shoes wet, he stood on a flat rock to reach for her, seizing her wrist. It was a surprise to them both, how his fingers closed about her thin wrist, tugging at her.


“Hey! What’re you doing!”—Inga pulled away, aroused in opposition.


Shaking her arm to loosen his grip on her wrist but he only tightened his grip, and tugged at her, forcibly now, yanking her off-balance so that she nearly fell into the water. With his superior strength he hauled her back onto shore. She could not have weighed much more than one hundred pounds, he weighed at least one hundred sixty. Both were breathing hard. For a moment they were actually—almost—struggling, hot-faced and indignant; then, Inga decided to give in, with a sharp little laugh like ice being broken.


A short distance away two hikers were observing them. Waiting to see whether Inga would run from the aggressive young man who towered over her by six or more inches, or signal to them for help, to be protected from him; but Inga coolly ignored them.


It was a way of hers, ignoring the stares of others. Or perhaps with her weak eyes she was totally oblivious of others.


He’d first noticed Inga in a large lecture hall at the university, sitting in the first row of seats, virtually beneath the lectern on a raised platform; these were seats often taken by students with special needs, disabled in some way. In her dark glasses she might have been mistaken for a blind person, though she was taking notes by hand, leaning over a spiral notebook, her strikingly pale, ash-blond hair obscuring her face.


She looked unusually young, even among undergraduates. She seemed to be dressed to attract attention—shorts that exposed her thin, waxy-pale thighs and legs, bare feet in sandals, with red-polished toenails; a sleeveless, tight-fitting T-shirt, that exposed the thin pale arms of a ten-year-old. Her oversized dark glasses had white plastic frames. Her mouth was bloodred. Her hair fell straight past her shoulders, lacking luster, synthetic-looking as the hair on a doll.


He was sitting at the rear of the steeply banked lecture hall, in one of the unassigned seats. Not enrolled in the course but not an (official) auditor, either. A nomad, of a kind. No one would notice an interloper, no one would much care.


The girl he’d later know as Inga, fascinating to observe. She was very striking while not beautiful or conventionally attractive. There was something amiss in her, he thought. Something askew. Was it—albinoism? Skin and hair lacking pigmentation. He felt a twinge of slightly repelled sympathy.


The impaired, the disabled, drew his rapt attention. You expected to see meekness in them, humility, even apology, but this girl did not exude such an air, rather one of self-confidence.


No. I don’t see you. But I can feel you seeing me.


Inga was rubbing wryly at her wrist. Her pale eyes lifted to his, just visible inside the dark-tinted glasses, with a look he couldn’t decipher: accusation? hurt? admiration?


He hadn’t meant to hurt her—of course. She’d provoked him, and she knew it.


He asked her if she’d like to turn back and she shook her head curtly No.


They walked on. He’d been setting a brisk pace, now he would walk more slowly, for Inga’s sake. By the time they reached the Rapids her wrist had begun to bruise: the imprint of his fingers was distinct.


He saw, and was astonished. He lifted her wrist to kiss it.


Turning the slender wrist, to kiss the faint blue arteries beneath the pale skin.


Not like him—“Romulus”—to behave so emotionally. His skin flushed with confused delight.


With a naive sort of boastfulness Inga explained to him that she’d been born with a certain condition. Her skin wasn’t like others’ skin, he’d probably noticed—it lacked pigmentation. She was highly susceptible to sunburn, skin cancer. Bright sunshine made her nearly blind. Yet, in darkened places, she could sometimes see better than persons with normal vision.


Normal. He had to smile, the way Inga uttered the word. As if it were synonymous with ordinary, banal.


Not once in the brief time he would know her did Inga utter the word albinoism. Nor did he. He understood that this term would be offensive to her for it was clinical, impersonal. Inga’s vanity was such, she had to believe that her condition was unique to her alone.







4.


Clutching hands. Her small daring hand, clutching his.


In a public place, taking his hand as if making a claim. Walking on Union Street. In the Chinese restaurant. In the Fourth Street diner. On the Flint Kill trail. He wasn’t sure if he liked this—a girl taking his hand.


Neediness was repulsive to him, in others as in himself. Abruptly he ceased seeing girls who (unwisely) revealed to him how emotionally needy they were. And once he’d detached himself from them, they were likely to redouble their efforts to keep him—to keep him in some sort of emotional confinement, as in a strangling embrace—willing to humble themselves, pleading, bargaining.


But—I think I love you …


To such a claim, what reply? He felt his face heat with indignation, distaste. The mere utterance of the word love seemed to him shameless, repugnant; a declaration of weakness that never failed to convey an air of reproach.


But Inga didn’t strike him as needy. Rather, her impetuous behavior was a repudiation of needy.


That she was near-blind in bright sunshine, even wearing dark glasses. That her delicate skin was so susceptible to sunshine, she had to wear a hat with a wide brim. That she bruised so easily … He felt half-faint, recalling.


In his arms, in his bed she was passive, yielding. Yet there was a kind of willfulness even in her passivity, an elusiveness that frustrated him.


And her eyes!—without the dark glasses her eyes were startlingly naked, raw, with lashes so pale as to seem invisible. The irises were so faint a blue they appeared transparent, with an interior glisten of the hue of faded blood.


Looking into these eyes he felt a touch of vertigo as if he were peering into the brain of another, too intimately.


When he was alone with her he soon began to feel uneasy, restless; what a relief to be free of her!


But when he was away from her he found himself thinking obsessively of her. This, he resented!


Initially he’d kept a distance from Inga. She was too young for him, and too-young girls could become very needy. And boring.


He’d been content to observe her in the lecture class and to follow her, for short interludes, after the class; he’d been curious about her as one might be curious about an exotic species of bird. (Indeed there was something birdlike about Inga: the ashy-pale hair falling straight past her slender shoulders like an exotic plumage.)


It happened then, seemingly by chance, that he was noticing her frequently—on campus, in the university library, on Union Street. In the secondhand bookstore in which he worked part-time.


They began to recognize each other. That is: Inga began to recognize him, and he nodded in response.


His greetings were courteous, reserved. It was to be Inga who smiled first at him.


In the university library he slipped into a seat at a table near her, behind her; if she glanced around, he would give no sign of noticing her, intent upon whatever he was reading, annotating. In the bookstore he observed her examining a display of books but did not approach her. In Starbucks he saw her seated in a booth with persons he knew, and allowed himself to be waved over, to slide into the booth beside her.


Inga, have you met Rom? Rom, this is Inga.


He did not correct the general misconception that he was a graduate student in an obscure subject—philosophy of language? Semantics, linguistics? It was known that he wrote poetry, prose poetry, he kept a black hardcover journal filled with such poetry and lines from classic literature—Lucretius’s On the Nature of Things, Milton’s Paradise Lost, Pound’s Cantos.


It was boasted of him, by admirers, that he’d published prose poems in national publications—Threepenny Review, American Poetry Review.


Inga was impressed. Very likely she’d never heard of these publications but Inga was impressed and asked immediately if she could read the poems?—he had no choice but to say yes of course.


Of course: he was flattered.


(Not that Inga would understand the poems. He had no expectation that anyone he knew could appreciate his employment of language as an aesthetic dimension in itself, divorced from the literalness of meaning.)


Soon, they were meeting in Starbucks, in the Union Diner. They began to share meals together in the Chinese restaurant. They arranged to meet in the university library, he walked her to her residence hall at eleven P.M.


He was impressed, that Inga seemed to expect nothing of him. Other girls were too eager, too needy. Especially those nearer to his age.


Would’ve liked to establish with Inga a firmer relationship so that he knew exactly what she was doing at any hour of the day yet—of course—he couldn’t bring himself to make such a request out of a fear of presenting a question to another person to which a possible answer was a coolly devastating No thank you.
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Clutching hands. Her small daring hand, clutching his.


Late October. Their second hike on the Flint Kill trail.


To his relief the creek was higher now. In autumn sun its current was swift and glittering and there was a smell of sunshine on soft-rotted leaves.


It was still startling to him, the girl taking his hand as she did. For they did not really know each other so well, yet. Was the gesture possessive, or was it (merely) playful? Flirtatious?—as a naive young girl might be flirtatious, with no clear idea of what such an invitation might involve.


Inga was not a very sexual person, so far as he could judge; like other girls he’d known since coming to Oriskany she seemed to be inhabiting her body, self-conscious, vain, yet insecure. As a blind person might mimic the responses of a sighted person, in earnest pretense that she was feeling as intensely as another did.


In his relations with young women, he was the aggressor, if and when he cared to be. This, he’d taken for granted.


“‘Bad dreams come to those who sleep unwisely.’”


Inga was quoting from a novel she’d been reading. He hadn’t been listening closely and wasn’t sure of the nature of the conversation.


“‘Sleep unwisely’—what does that mean?”


“I think—not alone and protected. In some way unprotected.”


Unprotected. Did she expect him to protect her? Or—was it another sort of protection, self-protection, she meant?


The first time he’d brought Inga back with him to his room to make love with her. The first time he’d brought anyone to that particular room on the second floor of the weathered brick house on East Union.


Hadn’t expected that Inga would really come with him, or that he’d suggest that she come yet he seemed to have prepared for the possibility by tidying the room beforehand. He’d even made the bed, changed bedsheets, pulled the (slightly broken, begrimed) venetian blind down to the windowsill so no one could see inside. (It would be dark when they entered the room, he’d have to switch on a light.)


The room was oddly long, narrow, with a single tall window. In one corner a table he used for a desk piled high with books, papers. His clunky Dell computer, of another era.


“So cozy.”


She’d laughed, out of nervousness perhaps. Now that they were alone together. Her playfulness, the girlish insouciant manner that shielded her so well in public, drawing eyes to her, waned abruptly; in the most elemental sense, here was a small-boned, young person at the mercy of another who was larger, stronger.


Her hands were cold. Her skin felt cold. Even her face, her mouth—that looked so avid in its redness, in a public place.


He wondered if he would regret bringing Inga to his room. He worried that she was too young—inexperienced. She’d claimed to be twenty years old but he doubted this was so. He was sure, though she tried to behave boldly with him, that she’d had very little sexual experience.


Her skin was so unnaturally white, astonishingly soft. Her small soft breasts, a young girl’s breasts, he didn’t want to bruise.


The first time he removed Inga’s clothing she’d gripped his wrists as if to prevent him but she had not prevented him, she’d only just gripped his wrists. Staring up at him with the pale ghost eyes into which he did not wish to peer too intently.


In public places she was likely to chatter, brightly. But now in his room she was very quiet.


In such close quarters with her—as with anyone—he was likely to feel anxious. Since childhood he wasn’t accustomed to emotions of a visceral kind—immediate and palpable as a beating heart.


Wading out, out of the shallows, into the deeper region of the stream where the current would move swiftly, knocking him off-balance. In love, undertow. He would be swept off his feet.


Nothing more ignominious, demeaning—Swept off his feet.


He’d felt anxiety that Inga would want to stay with him through the night, for she’d become so quiet. The wild thought came to him—What if she never leaves?


She’d been telling him how, when she was a little girl, her grandmother had read children’s books to her, at bedtime. In so wistful a way, he had the idea Inga hoped he might read to her.


Ridiculous! Though he might—(he could imagine)—read his own work to her, drafts of his prose poetry, if things worked out between them …


He’d been worried that Inga wouldn’t leave his room yet, when she insisted upon leaving promptly at eleven P.M., he felt a sharp surprise, disappointment.
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Following this, he avoided Inga for several days. Slipped into the rear of the lecture hall for the psychology lecture, sitting where she couldn’t easily see him, slipping away just as the lecture ended.


Not the first time he’d behaved this way, with a girl. There was a kind of ease to it, a zestfulness, a reverse sort of hunting.


Yet, by chance finding Inga in Starbucks with another friend he’d approached the girls with a confident smile, asking if he could join them?


Inga’s veiled expression. Liquidy bloodred mouth. He’d seen some softness there, a mild frisson of relief at the sight of him.


Hi there!


Hel-lo.…


Unmistakable, an attraction between them. He would have sworn that it had grown in the interregnum of several days when he’d avoided her but had not avoided thinking of her.


“Come walk with me. Are you free?”


“By the creek?”—she was hesitating, for Flint Kill Creek trail was not close by.


“Yes. By the creek.”


Gratifying to him, that she gave in. As he’d known she would.


Hiking along the trail, no one else in sight. They had left the university behind. They had left other hikers behind. In the creek flashed reflections of red-burnished leaves, a sky mottled like buttermilk.


Inga nudged her head against his shoulder.


“D’you think that, when we die, it’s just—nothing?”


In his bed, in his arms, sometimes Inga spoke in this way, a hushed girl’s voice, asking a question whose answer she dreaded.


He laughed and shrugged, who knows.


“It’s hard to believe, so much fuss in our lives, so much religion, and people yammering at you how to live, then just—nothing …”


Inga was sounding so wistful, he squeezed her hand.


“That’s why there is fuss and religion. To forestall the acknowledgment that there is nothing.”


“Then—why are we here?”


He was becoming impatient with her, her naivete. Asking precisely those questions he’d asked himself, years before.


“‘Here’ is pretty damned good. Where’s better?”


Flint Kill Creek, warm autumn sunshine, swift-moving water gliding and glistening over outcroppings of granite like enormous stepping stones.


Such beauty!—even when ordinary, it had the power to pierce his heart.


But Inga persisted: “You know what I mean. I mean—it won’t last.”


Pale eyes lifting to his in appeal, behind the dark lenses.


“—a beautiful day like today, and us together. And I am so happy. But—you know—it won’t last.”


He knew exactly what Inga meant. So he must deny it, laughing.


“Well. Nothing does. Nothing lasts. At least we’re here.”


It was an awkward moment. He liked Inga much better when she was being playful, insincere. Sincere exuded no sexual attraction for him.


Yet Inga was so wistful, so childlike. So touching.


Halfway he wondered, was he falling in love? He did not want to fall in love, he did not want to fall in any way. Ridiculous!


Not love, but maybe—protection. He could protect her.


It was the instinct of the male, to protect the female. The instinct of the strong, to protect the weak. But instinct was a trap, to be resisted.


They were crossing the iron-girder bridge at the Rapids. The bridge had been constructed in 1939 and looked as if it had not been repaired in recent decades. The girders were streaked with rust, bird droppings. The bridge swayed as a pickup truck passed over.


The day seemed to have shifted, there was a faint sepia cast to the air. Below the bridge the creek’s current was swift, urgent. Spilling noisily over rock. White-water froth, coursing like blood through an artery.


The Rapids had once been a Dutch settlement, centuries ago. A farming community, long fallen into desuetude. In the countryside were old, weatherworn stone houses still (evidently) inhabited, wood-frame farmhouses with collapsing outbuildings, more recently built “ranch houses,” small mobile homes resting on concrete blocks in fields. What had been a country village had lately become a low-income suburb of Oriskany with a single Sunoco station, 7-Eleven store, housefront beauty salon. A wood-frame Methodist church built close to the road, an unkempt cemetery behind. The area remained primarily rural, there were no sidewalks and the roads were poorly maintained two-lane blacktop.


Beside the steep twin ramps to the ancient iron-girder bridge were concrete walls at about waist-height, badly crumbling. On the farther side of the bridge Inga boldly climbed up on one of these walls, as a child might do, not reckless so much as capricious, making her way in mincing steps, arms extended for balance. Ten feet below, the white-water rapids frothed and fumed.


He didn’t like Inga taking risks like this. He had to wonder if, in her imagination, she was the female lead of a romantic film, invulnerable because the female lead in a romantic film. Though probably, there was little likelihood that she would slip and fall; and if she did, the rushing water below was no more than eighteen inches deep.


She could injure herself on the rocks, he supposed. But damned if he was going to chide her.


He should have been flattered, Inga was obviously performing for him. Often, she seemed to be performing for him. In the coffee shop, in the Chinese restaurant. Walking on campus. Calling attention to herself, as a way of displaying herself. To him.


Rightly she understood that an attractive girl, publicly attached to a man, was a kind of light playing upon him, enhancing him. And so, clearly she was behaving like this for him.


Another companion would have climbed up onto the wall with Inga, falling in with her caprice. But that didn’t attract him. He didn’t follow others in circumstances like these. Also, he wasn’t as physically coordinated as other guys. High school athletics had made that clear. He’d been tall, lean, quick, intelligent and yet in the excitement and confusion of the moment—on the basketball court, on the soccer field—he’d fumbled the ball, stumbled too often. He hadn’t the instantaneous reflexes of the best athletes. They’d been impatient with him, sneering.


After a few yards the wall ended in a pile of rubble. Inga jumped down with a girlish squeal. If she’d expected him to catch her, to soften the jolt of her feet against the ground, she had to be disappointed.


Such thin arms and legs!—yet, Inga had something of a gymnast’s poise.


“It’s like a living thing, isn’t it?”—Inga was asking.


The creek, she meant. The rushing white-water rapids.


Slipping her hand into his, another time. Her small-boned breakable hand, clasped in his.







5.


Large ungainly clumsy moths batting against streetlamps. Mesmerized by the dim bland warmth of lights.


Something had gone wrong in their lives. Some error, blunder, stumble not their fault.


He dreaded being one of them after all. A Sargasso Sea of the derailed, formerly promising. Dropout.


Those who’d completed PhDs but declined to accept jobs not commensurate with their visions of themselves. Those who’d completed coursework but not dissertations. Those who’d quarreled with their dissertation advisors. Those who’d been betrayed by their dissertation advisors. Those who were continuing with their work—their life’s work—regardless of rejection. A few were “geniuses”—unrecognized, unappreciated. Quite a few were bewhiskered, with long straggly hair. Some might actually have been homeless, living on the street. Many were just a few credits short of graduation. Many had not set foot on the university campus in years yet could not bring themselves to leave the university town as (it’s said) laboratory animals are reluctant to leave their cages if their doors are opened.


Mesmerized, hypnotized. Paralyzed.


He didn’t consider himself one of these. No more than he considered himself one of the street people, junkies and drug dealers. He avoided them all, he was superior. He was known to them as Romulus, no one could recall or had ever known his actual name.


His face was (still) a young raw handsome face. He’d grown a soft, downy beard, to appear older; one day soon, as his hairline receded, he would let the beard grow longer, fuller.


Approaching a former philosophy professor’s office, knocking hesitantly at the (opened) door. The professor was seated at his desk, speaking with another person. A student—of course.


He was no longer in that category. And he understood that, though his former professor thought well of him, had graded him (reasonably) highly, the fact that he was no longer a student, no longer enrolled in the institution that was a university, made a profound difference.


You could see it in the face of the other. In the eyes.


You? Who are you? Go away, don’t take up my time. You no longer exist.
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“Tell me something you’ve never told anyone else. Something ‘forbidden.’”


They were in his room. In his bed amid rumpled sheets, no longer fresh-laundered.


In this place, venetian blind drawn to the windowsill, light dim, they told each other stories of their lives; but he was more interested in the stories Inga wasn’t telling him.


He teased her, cajoled her: what she’d done, what had happened to her, about which she’d never told anyone out of embarrassment or shame.


“But then—you won’t like me.” Inga spoke hesitantly.


Like, not love. Inga understood, she had better not risk uttering the word love.


“Don’t be ridiculous, Inga. I’m crazy for you, you can see that.”


Crazy for you, that was fatuous. That was (maybe) a joke. How much harder for him to stammer Look: I love you.


He’d never asked anyone else this question, which he was asking Inga. Evidently, he’d never cared so much for anyone else.


Or, was he testing Inga? Was he performing for her?


He told her of awkward incidents in his earlier life. Accidents he’d had, blunders he’d made. How embarrassed he’d been in a high school English class when the teacher, meaning to be flattering, or meaning to be funny, remarked that he resembled a young Tom Cruise—which had been true, sort of. At the time.


His fumbling efforts playing baseball, basketball, soccer. Hoping to try out for the junior varsity football team but the coach advised him No, son. Not for you.


None of these incidents cast blame upon him. He was circling a confession of absolute shame. But he was hesitant to tell Inga his “most forbidden” memory unless she promised to tell him hers.


Inga was reluctant to fall in with the game, if it was a game. She wasn’t laughing quite as much as usual.


He heard himself telling Inga of his (shameful, unforgivable) failure to visit his (dying) grandmother in the hospital. He was fifteen. He was a sophomore in high school. He hadn’t exactly realized how seriously ill his grandmother was, or maybe he had but hadn’t wanted to acknowledge it. His grandmother loved him, he had always loved her. He had loved his grandmother more than he’d loved his parents because his grandmother had loved him without qualification while his parents had loved him provisionally, if that. He could trust her, he could not trust them.


She’d expressed the wish that he would come to see her but he’d stayed away. Unforgivably, stupidly, selfishly he’d stayed away. Telling himself that he would see his grandmother when she came home as if it had been impossible for him to comprehend that his grandmother might not come home.


Telling Inga, his voice choked, that a part of his mind knew very well that his grandmother was dying, how terrible it was, how strange, that he wasn’t visiting her with his parents. Not once. Not once in three and a half weeks.


His mother had said, “You know Grandma loves you so much, Ronnie. No one else loves you so much.”


Quite a confession! His mother hadn’t realized what she’d said, he supposed.


It had been an emotional time. A small boat violently rocking in waves. No one at the helm.


Still, he’d stayed away. Why, he could not now comprehend.


Inga sympathized with him, comforted him. But he wasn’t telling her the worst: that he hadn’t gone to see his grandmother even in her final days because he’d preferred to hang out with a friend playing video games after school. Nothing he hadn’t done many times. He hadn’t even liked the friend, much. Yet, he’d stayed away from the hospital. Shame.


Awkwardly Inga said, she was sure that his grandmother understood. He was only fifteen at the time …


As if fifteen were five.


It was annoying to him, that Inga was so glibly consoling. He didn’t need this girl to assure him that he hadn’t behaved like a shit to his grandmother, he knew that he had.


Yes, and to others he’d behaved badly, selfishly. Except they hadn’t mattered to him as his grandmother had.


He swiped at his eyes, irritably. Angrily.


Now, he urged Inga to confess to him. She couldn’t have lived to be twenty years old without having done something …


But Inga was reluctant. Telling him maybe another time.


When he pressed her she said wistfully: “But you won’t love me.”


Love. A kick in the gut. When had he told Inga he’d loved her? Possibly he had, in an unguarded moment, making love to her in this bed; for afterward, he seemed to forget what had passed between them.


“No. I’ll love you more.”


Still, Inga resisted. He sensed her restlessness, her wish to leave.


“I can’t really think that you have anything to hide from me, Inga! Not you.”


He laughed at her, he was amused by her. She seemed to him very young, of limited interest to a person like himself who was so much more mature.


He made love with her less gently than usual. He wasn’t going to hold back. Desire swept over him in a rush. A wish to take his own pleasure from her, to thwart her.


He risked hurting her—though (he was sure) not much, there would be no visible bruises or welts.


Just pressure, leveraging his body as a weight, a force, thrusting himself into her, not waiting for her to establish any sort of rhythm with him; more forcibly than usual, less accommodating. There can come a time when a lover becomes a stranger, lovemaking becomes abrupt, unfamiliar, not comforting and not affectionate. He held that in reserve. He held that as a threat. He withheld his usual tenderness, or his mimicry of tenderness, knowing that she would miss it and feel the loss. She would understand that he was disappointed in her. He was angry with her. Irony in his manner, potent as a drop of anthrax.


But he walked her back to her residence. He would not allow her to walk by herself. There was an awkward silence between them.


It went on like that, a week, two weeks. It was clear that he was punishing her. Until finally she gave in saying All right.


All right she would tell him. The most shameful thing in her life, no one in her family knew.


But he had to promise her, she said. That he wouldn’t hold it against her …


He laughed at her. “Of course. I promise.”


Wondering what on earth this naive girl could possibly have done, that loomed so large in her imagination. His curiosity was stirred.


It happened before she’d met him, she said nervously.


The summer before her first year at the university, she’d been working as a waitress in Lake Placid, in the Adirondacks. She was staying with an older cousin who worked at the Lake Placid Club, which was considered a classy place.


But as soon as she arrived in Lake Placid, rooming with her cousin Glenda, she discovered that Glenda wasn’t working at the Lake Placid Club but at a strip bar outside town, called Blue Heaven.


Glenda told her that there was more money, lots more money, waitressing at the strip club, than in the family restaurant in which she was employed. So Inga got a job waitressing at the strip club. She wasn’t a performer, she was a waitress. She helped at the bar. There, she met men. She went out with these men. They were older, they were married. It was no great secret, that they were married. Guys in their forties, fifties. Old enough to be her father.


As she explained hesitantly, she tried to avoid doing anything much with these men. They were, like, regular dates—to a degree. They took her to restaurants, they went bowling. They took her out on their speedboats, by moonlight. She drew the line at sailboats, she was afraid of sailboats on Lake Placid. Drinking and sailboats were a bad combination, she was sure.


Mostly, the men were grateful for just her company. Her and Glenda both. There were a lot of laughs. In fact, Glenda had a fiancé, back home.


Inga assured him: it wasn’t always what you might think. The men were grateful for their company. There were alternatives, things they could do for the men. What she called their needs were easily satisfied. They weren’t fussy, they weren’t expecting all that much. They did pay well. The more they drank, the more they paid. They were embarrassed, awkward. They usually had a lot to drink, to be relaxed with her and Glenda.


Yes, she took money from them. She accepted money. Of course. Would she have spent five minutes with them otherwise?—no.


Telling him it was a kind of a wild time in her life. When she’d broken up with a guy back home. Hard for her to believe, now.


Shaking her head, marveling at her own behavior. Not meeting his eye.


He’d gone quiet, hearing this. He had not expected anything like this.


“It was a kind of a, a weird time in my life. I can’t believe it now, exactly.”


Still, he was silent, speechless. The way of philosophy is to be skeptical, to question but in the moment he had no idea what to say.


Inga had always seemed to him shy. They had been together here in his room, in his bed, no more than four or five times, and each time had been an effort on her part, a performance of a kind, or at least it had seemed so to him. He’d had no clear idea if she had had sexual relations with anyone before. He’d tried to ask her, she’d been too embarrassed to reply. Maybe a high school boy friend? He had to concede, he didn’t really understand the female body. If he fantasized about the female body it was not an actual person, only just a body. That, he could imagine. But the person inside the body, a person not unlike himself, with an interest in some of the intellectual subjects in which he was interested, was baffling to him, and not at all sexually arousing.


He had not suspected Inga of being anything other than a naive, innocent girl. You wouldn’t call her a young woman, this was a girl.


In their relationship he was the dominant party, in the urgency of his desire he was violating her—she consented to the violation out of love, or adoration, for him.


Even now, as she stammered this astonishing confession, he was disbelieving. He laughed—“That’s ridiculous. Don’t tell me you were a—like, a—prostitute. That’s a joke, right?”


Inga shuddered. Her skin looked so thin, so translucent, he imagined he could see the pulsing blood beneath.


“You’re joking, right? You don’t mean it.”


Inga said slowly, yes, she’d been joking. She’d just made her story up.


“Some kind of tall tale, huh? You and, who’s it—‘Glenda.’”


Inga acknowledged, she didn’t really have a secret. Not any kind of real secret. She’d just wanted to seem interesting to him.


She didn’t want to disappoint him, she said.


He’d brought a six-pack of beer back to the room. Inga didn’t like the taste of beer but was trying to drink it, swallow it, because he’d urged it upon her, hell she needed to relax, she was too uptight, she took everything too seriously.


Following this he didn’t see Inga for a day and a night and another day. Measuring the hours, methodically.


He was thinking: he’d heard that persons afflicted with albinoism sometimes had shorter life expectancies than normal.


But of course he scorned normal. If what was meant was average, ordinary.


He didn’t call her. He would not call her. But then, suddenly he had to see her.


They met at the Chinese restaurant. There was a booth near the back—theirs.


He hadn’t been able to sleep, he told her. He wasn’t accusing her, exactly.


She was looking repentant, waiflike. She said, “Why did you ask me, if you didn’t want to know? You made me tell you.” She began to cry.


He said, “Don’t be ridiculous, it’s nothing. You’re an adult, I’m an adult. I didn’t know you then. I’ve been thinking it over, it’s the past. ‘Where is the past? It doesn’t exist. We live now. We can’t remember the past.’” Who had said these words?—Ted Bundy, he recalled. What a joke! Life, life was the joke. Fuck life. He was shivering, for it was true. The past was a place no one could visit. We all came from that country but we can’t return.


He left her in the booth in the Chinese restaurant. Damned if he would tolerate crying.


Bitterly he resented her power over him. In fact, she had no power.


He would leave town without telling her. Fuck the university, he was never going to save enough money to pay his debts. Even the fucking interest on the fucking student loans, he wasn’t repaying. He was on bad terms with the bookstore manager, a female who’d seemed to like him, for sure she’d been coming on to him, a few years older than he and a married woman, sweet-talking initially but a bitch accusing him of stealing from the bookstore. (Which she had no way of proving.)


He packed his backpack. He had few possessions. His journal, in which he wrote in longhand. The clunky old Dell laptop, that weighed a ton. A change of clothes or two, socks and shoes. He would take a bus out of Sparta. Any destination. Random, chance! Or he might backpack along the Flint Kill trail, downstream this time, all the way to Lake Ontario. This prospect excited him.


As if something tough and sinewy he’d been chewing without being able to swallow had finally been swallowed, without his choking. That Inga would look for him in the bookstore, in the lecture class, at his rooming house, and he’d be gone.
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“The most consistently inventive, brilliant,
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