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      For Linda, to meet again


   

      Author’s Note


      At the end of the day, the narrative which follows is a love story; a highly erotic one, at that. Still, a number of idiosyncrasies

         may prompt some readers to echo the wonderment of Madeleine Leiris (in her Testament included in the sixth chapter) and ask, “Could such things be?” To those determined to strike out on such a path of higher improbability, I offer such explanation as I can.

      


      William Seabrook and the people around him were actual historical personages. As with the chronicle of the scientific workers

         and the authors alluded to, I have endeavored to be as faithful to their lives and work as the narrative and its affiliated

         research could approach.

      


      Seabrook documented the existence of his unpublished materials in 1942. If those notes are still extant, only they can confirm

         whether they support the narrative thread of The Fan-Shaped Destiny fragments purportedly represented in the later chapters.

      


      What of the apparently composite figure that Seabrook and Ward Greene called Justine? The artist Man Ray wrote fondly of Willie

         Seabrook: “It is rare to read facts that sound like fiction—most writers strive for the reverse effect.”1


   

      At times I almost dream I too have spent a life the sages’ way,
And tread once more familiar paths. Perchance
I perished in an arrogant self-reliance
Ages ago; and in that act, a prayer
For one more chance went up so earnest, so
Instinct with better light let in by death,
That life was blotted out—not so completely
But scattered wrecks enough of it remain,
Dim memories, as now, when once more seems
The goal in sight again.


      —from Paracelsus, Robert Browning, 1835

      


   

      I


      Happenstance


      IN THE AUTUMN OF MY LIFE AND AT THE END OF A dark and bloody century, I had undertaken to make a final accounting of the strange odyssey of William Seabrook, a forgotten

         literary figure of the Lost Generation. The twists and turns of events that followed from this eccentric project, infused

         as it was with the dark energy of my personal sorrows, would come to beg expansion. The beginning? Such a discrete moment shifts within my grasp. It mocks me still.

      


      For some years, I’d been working in the southern part of Texas as a union business agent, a vocation that had killed better

         men than me. I was burning out under the pressures of the work and grief over my wife’s recent death, a result of chronic

         alcoholism. I had paid for the ticket with my tears and taken that ride to the bitter end; and it had been so very bitter.

         I’m not good at “moving on,” you see. Venture forth and my steps would only turn again, back toward Willie’s ever-receding far-away. When in Laredo, I would sit alone nights on the patio of a bar just beside the International Bridge, reviewing the contradictions

         of my life. So much of it had been lived up and down the Interstate 35 artery, throbbing with the commercial invasion of the

         South, that it would often appear in my dreams.

      


      As I stared across the river into the vast mystery of Mexico, I-35 would become that dream highway. Along its dark axis, one

         just might drive off some night into other times, other worlds. One ramp, four hundred miles and thirty-five years behind

         me, would exit upon my adolescence and late-summer nights spent reading the pulp science fiction from decades more remote

         still. Some of those old books and magazines had transfixed me with strange stories, which had worked to reinforce a childhood

         fantasy. That the past might be only another room, a room which we have exited but whose door may have remained just a little

         bit ajar.

      


      Some of those boyhood nights had hosted inexplicable dreams, intense enough to linger as dim memories, for years and even

         decades. One by one and without any other forewarning, they had come true. Such phenomena are not nearly so remarkable as

         they may seem to those with no experience of them. But, by the time I had reached the far point of my life in that Laredan

         bar, the last of my prescient dreams had been exhausted. Did that mean there was nothing left ahead? Was the future as dark

         a void as the highway beyond my headlamps? Such thoughts would suggest that the miles home to San Antonio would also be measured

         in milligrams, at least five milligrams, of Valium. Then occurred the first event that would shatter the conventional assumptions

         on which I operated from day to day.

      


      Many threads comprise a life. Worry one from its accustomed position and even the most elaborate tapestry may begin to unravel.

         I was used to being in the news, from time to time, regarding various political and social issues. One morning I had been

         quoted in some front-page coverage of a labor conflict. Such publicity always elicited phone calls, so I stayed in the office

         to receive them. There was only one that mattered.

      


      ————————


      “DO YOU REMEMBER ME?”

      


      My boss stopped by as I was trying to manage the coffeepot with shaking hands and volunteered that I looked like I’d seen

         a ghost. My laughter on the edge of hysteria, I retreated behind my office door where I could break down and cry.

      


      Did I remember her? Did I remember that first meeting, at a teen dance in the shelter house of a North Texas lake? What we

         were both wearing, where we were standing, the lights of the power plant across the lake, sounds of the ducks and wavelets

         against the pier where we held each other amidst the smells of vanilla perfume and chewing gum?

      


      Did I then recall the scented summer evenings that followed, or the blaze of her red hair in the amber glow of fall afternoons,

         or loving her in the autumn leaves? Later, after she had gone to join the constellations in the night skies of my dreams,

         she became the template against which all future involvements were to be measured. Do I remember you? Oh, maybe just to the extent of all the joys and hurts of my life exploding in me at once!

      


      When I met her for lunch and she raised her lips to mine without reservation, I was lost. You’ve heard of old girlfriends

         coming back? Well, get behind this one: Try your first, not seen or heard of in over thirty years. She’d been living on the

         north side of San Antonio for twenty, and later I would learn of so many probable near misses that I would rage against fate.

      


      Time had not been especially gentle with JJ. I would hold the dear countenance between my hands and hate what years and battery

         had done. She could never be other than beautiful to me, and I swear that I took no satisfaction. Whatever rejection I may

         have suffered, I had truly wanted to believe that she was having a wonderful life somewhere.

      


      Yet, when we would make love, before my eyes occurred a phenomenon of which I’d read in romantic literature, never believing

         it to exist as an actual, literal experience. I sought after rational explanation, blood suffusing the capillaries or whatever,

         to no avail. The fact remained that, in those intimate hours, I seemed physically to hold in my arms the same young girl I’d

         known over thirty years before.

      


      During the months of the late-life affair that followed, I allowed myself to believe that some deity, for reasons known only

         to itself, had taken pity. It’s very hard to lose someone twice, to take that second hurt that revives the first—and all the

         hurts and rejections that have been hung on it in the meantime, like evil ornaments on a malignant Christmas tree.

      


      ————————


      IN FACT, IT STILL HURT LIKE BLOODY HELL, even months later when my good friend Joe, being tolerantly familiar with my obsessions, had persuaded me to attend the upcoming

         Fifty-fifth World Convention of Science Fiction. It was being held in San Antonio over the Labor Day weekend. For all my early

         reading in the genre, I’d never been attracted to formal “fandom,” or thought of attending such events. This being the convocation

         that names the recipients of the Hugo Awards, there might be authors present whose brains I could pick.

      


      While Seabrook had never written in the genre himself, I was by then obsessively focused on him as the unacknowledged source

         of an inexplicably ignored anomaly in the evolution of a particular theme. At the WorldCon, I might hope to pick up unexpected

         details of the past or current usage of that alternate-realities theme, which had become pervasive in film as well as literature.

         Internet postings and other queries had been turning up zip, so no avenue had preferred probability over any other. Short

         of serious literary and historical research that I was without the opportunity or resources to pursue, I’d reached an impasse.

      


      Certainly the proposed diversion of the WorldCon portended an ideal setting for mad speculation. The event was held at the

         convention center named for Henry B. Gonzalez, the last of the real Democrats, and two Marriott hotels on the adjacent Riverwalk.

         I was consoled that I could spend hours prowling the booksellers who, among the hawkers and hucksters, jammed the exhibit

         hall. I attended the panel discussions and presentations at whim, with no particular order or system.

      


      I’d hoped that the venerable L. Sprague de Camp might be present, so that I could ask about an early reference he’d made to

         Seabrook, but he had become too frail to journey from his Plano home. Likewise, I was more than curious about Jerry Pournelle’s

         recollections of H. Beam Piper’s claim to have been born on another timeline. It seemed that Jerry was a no-show as well.

      


      Of course, I’d been aware that the old writers I’d grown up on were all gone—but had not confronted the fact that the subsequent

         generation, like Larry Niven and Dr. Gregory Benford, whose coffee klatches I attended, would all be men my age or older.

         The truly new writers, particularly the women, were doing some exceptional stuff of which I’d been entirely unaware.

      


      I valiantly endeavored to comprehend Dr. Catherine Asaro’s exposition of super-relativistic speeds without being completely

         distracted by its brilliant author being, unimpeachably, the Babe of Physics as well. Asaro had it all: a scientist and novelist

         with the kind of leg musculature maintained only by accomplished dancers. That thought, of course, could only make me think

         of my wife Linda, and the big nothing of a life I would be returning to in a couple of days.

      


      Joe, down from his home in Dallas–Fort Worth, had been helping to man the convention suite in one of the hotels, so I spent

         a lot of time there, having mildly interesting conversations. While I still looked forward to hearing Dr. John Cramer on Monday

         and, more immediately, John Norman on Sunday afternoon, the WorldCon would soon be over.

      


      As typical, I was gravitating more often to the bar. “I’m wondering what I’m doing here with all these ‘geeks,’ anyway,” I

         responded to a query from Joe. Culturally, I was a fish out of water with most of the crowd. “Am I just trying to get next

         to old guys like Benford and Cramer because I wanted to write sci-fi and couldn’t?”

      


      Joe, whose appetite for the personal lives of his friends is normally limited, had made an exception in my case. “I’d hoped

         to do a little redirect on your obsession,” he confessed. “I began to notice that this story you’re fixated on has an uncomfortable

         abundance of suicides.” I was surprised and secretly gratified by the concern. Lately, I’d thought that I could drive off

         into a ditch and no one would notice. It was true that I wondered if the good times were not all in the past—of a world where

         I was only marking a time that had become my enemy.

      


      Still, I did get slightly hot. I regarded myself as a most unlikely candidate for outright self-annihilation. I told him that

         I was too fearful of death and too little at peace with myself. “I’d just like to be sure I’m going to get laid again before

         I die!”

      


      Overall, I’d found the Con an at least acceptable expenditure of time and money. While it had held no particularly great revelations

         for me, it beat the alternative. Gritting my teeth and coughing up the substantial late registration fee, I’d reminded myself

         how miserable long weekends always were. Couldn’t get any business done, everything being closed, and most people I knew would

         be involved with family. My only human contacts would be the odd page from workers ticked off that they’d been tapped out

         to work the Labor Day holiday.

      


      Candidly, another consideration in my decision to attend the WorldCon was the presence of John Norman, author of an infamous

         male-dominant fantasy series. Linda and I had found light escape in the Gor books for years. Were she still living, she would have given me no peace had John Norman been in town and we’d failed to

         attend. The success of his novels in the seventies had resulted in his later suffering years of blacklisting. You see, the

         Gor stories feature female sex slavery. Now, you have to understand the way this worked in late-century America, forever pining

         for the comforts of rigid dogma, which it is too pluralistic to be capable of enforcing.

      


      The recent catechism held that male submission for sexual pleasure fell, along with homosexuality, within the parameters of

         politically correct orthodoxy. Whereas female submission, like adolescent sexuality, was tantamount to rape, anathema to the

         thought police who monitor social discourse as well as behavior. Even portions of the generally libertarian science fiction

         community had conspired to silence Norman.

      


      He had turned out to be a pleasant, distinguished gentleman with silver hair, who looked every inch the philosophy professor

         that he was in actual fact. I remarked to Joe, who had known Linda well, how sorry I was that she wasn’t here to meet him.

         When we were introduced to Norman’s wife, I mused whether she trusted her husband around the coterie of chain-bedecked young

         women who flocked to his appearances. There were always at least a few whose affects ran toward tight black clothing and body

         jewelry.

      


      Joe had laughed, “Probably, but she knows very well not to trust the Lindas of the world.”


      On Sunday, Norman was doing a panel entitled, “Are There Any Taboos Left?” Just one or two, surely… It was a bit late convening,

         and I was standing outside the meeting room, well, brooding—actually—upon the assembling crowd, roughly divided between “geeks”

         and “mundanes,” with a few unattached women.

      


      ————————


      IN THE STRANGE LIGHT of what was about to fall on me during the coming days, it would be easy enough to look back and decide that I sensed something

         untoward at that very moment. But such was not the case.

      


      She was standing by the door, looking at the program posted for the John Norman panel with a severe expression, insofar as

         could be discerned through the exaggerated makeup that turned her eye sockets into black pits. My quick glance about seemed

         to verify that the other lone males did not yet have the scent. They were probably intimidated by her social mask and armor.

      


      Goth. An entire subgenre of the literature aimed at this rather nihilistic ethos. While they were not really that rowdy, Con

         dynamics had them and the other gamers more or less quarantined in a computer arcade. Frequent sadomasochistic drag notwithstanding,

         it was unusual to meet one at any function apart from their specific fascinations.

      


      Her appearance did challenge all comers. The jeans nicely displaying the curves of her bottom looked actually worn through,

         as opposed to strategically ripped. Boots, tightly laced leather vest exposing her pierced navel, small silver Visigoth ax

         dangling from an ear, and the silver band molded about the lobe of a pierced nostril—I supposed she must have something stuck

         through her tongue as well. Any who were tempted to confront all this likely expected a surly rejection.

      


      Her only visible colors were her elaborately done nails with what appeared to be star bursts worked on electric blue, and

         brilliant, though remarkably naturallooking red hair, drawn back into a tail. Long red hair always exerts a gravitational

         tug on me, even after half the women in America had rediscovered henna.

      


      I would otherwise have been no more likely than the next middle-aged guy to get it up for initial moves in the face of all

         that. Yet, I felt an unaccustomed arousal as I fantasized what other piercings or scarifications might be among the mysteries

         of the strong, sturdy young body.

      


      I had stepped on past her into the doorway when I thought, What the hell? I stopped and looked back into her raised eyes, green enough to confirm her natural hair tone, though its highlights were

         likely cosmetic. She did not react to my nodded greeting for long moments. She had a wide face, JJ’s type of face, but with

         prominent cheekbones and lips that would be full and sensual even without the contemporary outlining. The burning pale green

         eyes within the black mask had a disturbing intensity. They were the kind that could demand answers, while yielding nothing

         of what lay behind them.

      


      “Hey,” she finally responded in a low monotone, her full lips barely parted. Her name tag, only grudgingly worn for admission,

         I estimated, labeled her with the conceit of a single name, Leiris. It brought to mind Michel Leiris, who had written an essay

         accompanying a photograph of William Seabrook’s redleather discipline hood for one of the Trocadero museums.

      


      If she displayed the slightest interest in the sexual proclivity inherent in Norman’s work, this remote association might

         make a useful gambit. The panel was starting up, obliging us to move inside. I was still standing between her and the room

         with my back to the doorjamb. On impulse, I offered my hand to her. What I might accompany the sideways handshake with, I’d

         no idea, something lame I would imagine. She looked at my hand, then up at me, and her lower lip seemed to quiver. Whatever does she think she’s seeing, I wondered. Do we have drugs involved here? Abruptly, she clasped my hand, but with her left palm downward onto my right, and didn’t release it.

      


      Without a clue of what passed for social protocol among such creatures, I drew her beside me into the meeting room, still

         holding her hand. Enjoying cheap gratification at various curious looks, I stopped beside an empty row near the front. She

         stepped past me and seated herself with another puzzling gesture, hands sweeping upward just before her butt connected with

         the seat. It was slight, but noticeable, like the quick shake of her head, as if clearing a fog.

      


      Slouching insolently down, she spread her elbows on the backs of the chairs and rested a booted ankle on her other knee. Is this baby stoned out of her mind? I wondered again. Am I trying to connect with a flake? She evidenced no uneasiness sitting beside me, elbow against my shoulder. Couldn’t possibly be an older man buff, could she?

         I couldn’t get that lucky!

      


      Norman quickly dominated, as it were, the discussion, though the chair, a writer heavily into egames named Sonia Lyris, made

         very good points. The women of science fiction are generally not slaves to political fashion. Sensing that Sonia didn’t want

         to tie it on with Norman, I mused as to whether she might catch hell from some self-appointed sisterhood if perceived soft

         on pigs.

      


      I seemed to surprise my companion by remarking on the chair sharing her name, rendered with an alternate spelling. She’d been

         looking at me when I turned to her, giving up a startled, flustered smile. Her posture had morphed again. She’d gradually

         drawn herself up from her slouch and was sitting with her knees together and hands clasped demurely in her lap.

      


      The panel concluding, she approached the chairwoman. I heard her say that she had read Sonia’s Web page. Maybe she hadn’t

         been attracted to the panel by Norman at all. I chatted with Norman and Lyris about the contradiction posed by Anne Rice.

         Female authors were allowed to explore erotic slavery, of both genders in every conceivable combination, without being subjected

         to ideological commentary. The girl just stood and listened—listened to me with seemingly rapt attention. She was certainly looking intrigued by something, so before she could escape, I quickly invited her for a drink.

      


      “Aw-hunh,” she leisurely drawled, “Marriott bar in an hour.” The punker persona was back in full bloom, and the decisiveness

         was startling. There are dangerous pitfalls in being my age and alone again. If a woman even so much as smiles at you, you

         may immediately conclude that you have something going!

      


      “You’re sure?”


      “You can be way sure when I say aw-hunh,” she threw over her shoulder, as she left me checking out a threadbare spot on the

         butt of her jeans. I’ll admit it, I was thrilled, try as I might to harness my imagination. I puttered around, understandably

         antsy. Checking the message board in the arcade, I found that my carefully printed notice, soliciting information regarding

         the life and work of William Seabrook, with my 800 number attached, had gone missing.

      


      As I’d not been unduly optimistic about obtaining fresh leads on the Seabrook source, I thought little about it. Even the

         older participants would be unlikely to recall a Lost Generation journalist whose writings had been of adventure and social

         concerns, with just a bit of the occult. Finally I’d killed enough time to walk the two blocks to the Marriott through the

         blazing Texas afternoon, calculating that a preliminary drink to loosen my tongue might be in order.

      


      In the bar, I sipped my Scotch and surveyed the bottom of the huge atrium, which the next two floors overlooked from tiers.

         I’d been noticing how the curved ramps and stairs, even the two flights of escalators, worked into a general spiral motif.

         It all reminded me of one of the dreamscapes I’d often visited while keeping a dream journal. The bar was semiopen, only partially

         partitioned from the lobby, where she was chatting with a clique who looked presentable for the hospitality suite of Forever Knight or something else in the vampire venue.

      


      She’d seen me enter, and a girl with spiked hair beside her had scowled at me as I had passed them. Well, the peer group was

         a dream come true. I had begun to toy with the notion that the social conditions of our New Rome, limited job market, end

         of conscription and wars of attrition, et cetera, were even further extending adolescence.

      


      Should I infer bisexuality from the way the girls crawled on each other; “oh my God, I’ve not, like, seen you for an entire

         hour”? Who knew? I was playing farther out of my yard than usual here.

      


      Eventually she detached herself and came in to surprise me with her choice of a martini, which hardly seemed to fit with the

         display I’d just been watching. We commenced the awkward ritual of initial encounters. Though she presently lived near Atlanta,

         she’d grown up in San Antonio.

      


      As it was for myself, attendance at the Con had been a matter of convenience for her, since she would not be out for accommodations

         with family and friends in town. She’d been seeking escape in science fiction since she was a kid; a time that I’d been reminded

         was not far behind her.

      


      Maybe not so bad. She could talk about new work of which I was ignorant, and I could turn her on to the classics. I bounced

         a few of the older writers off her, being sure to mention Phil Dick. Likely he’d been spacey enough to appeal to the younger

         set. She retaliated with a barrage of names I’d only heard of, if at all—William Gibson, Neal Stephenson, Pat Cadigan. I parried

         with Dr. Gregory Benford’s coffee klatch where I’d been able to squeeze a few questions concerning the shadowy history of

         Hugh Everett in among the demands on his attention. She’d read more of his work than I, but was unfamiliar with his early

         triumph Timescape.


      “A fascinating read, though Benford’s paradoxes are exactly that.”


      ————————


      “ALLOW FOR ANY FORM OF TIME TRAVEL to the past and it requires an alternate world for self-consistency, a world in which the proposed transit, message, or mere

         observation from a possible future did occur,” I offered, shamelessly showing off. “This would be the case from the tiny time

         loops of Feynman’s backward particles, all the way to fishing a wormhole up from the quantum foam and expanding it to transfer

         macrocosmic bodies. Which seems to be the notion behind that television show…”

      


      “Sliders! Pathetic, much? Every week, they’re cramming their morality up the portal of another universe. Wouldn’t even watch it if

         Kari Wurher weren’t so totally hot.”

      


      Well, that sounded interesting. I omitted mentioning that Linda and I had been deep into the early Sliders, watching it weekly. In that connection, I was still able to work in a reference to my late wife—to tap any mileage emergent

         from widower status, though I’d no personal evidence of any properties that are so damned much fun. Against all my efforts

         to heighten interest, she was absently bobbing her shoulders to the bar’s background music and giving the distinct impression

         that time was at a premium. I was feeling hopelessly awkward and despairing of pulling this thing out, fundamentally clueless

         as to what sort of creature I was trying to connect with!


      Yet, all I could think to do was to reference back to Sliders, bringing up Fred Alan Wolf. In numerous books, he’d searched for alternate-world observations in everything from high-energy

         physics to artificial intelligence to dreams to shamanism. Without surrendering physical discipline, he seemed to understand

         that science is not the totality of the life of the mind, or of life in general.

      


      “These tunes are so very tubular, they really are. So, that dude Wolf, what he said?” The vernacular, in addition to her distracted

         effort at continuing conversation, tended to bring the expression “space cadet” to mind. Nevertheless, I expressed my fondness

         for Wolf.

      


      “Wolf makes no secret of his subjective motivation. He lost a young son who, after many reversals, had only begun to realize

         his potential. No mystery there, Fred just wants to see his boy again, to see him smile and hear him laugh. Do I hear social

         workers out there declaring him delusional? You know what they can kiss?”

      


      She looked up abruptly at the unexpected vehemence with which I’d surprised and confused even myself, but I couldn’t interpret

         what briefly sparked behind the dark band across her eyes. What the hell? I just went on about Wolf, quoting his remarkable

         insight on the “complex-conjugate” waves, undulating back and forth across space-time:

      


      “‘Without any discernment between the details of future events, without any attempt to clarify where, what, when, et cetera,

         these events occur, the feedback… is from all of the future events. This results in the sense of destiny.’”2 While she had seemed to turn and listen closer, I was still afraid of losing her. Switching gears, I resolved upon another

         conversational gambit.

      


      I still didn’t know whether Leiris was a given name or surname. “Do you know you have the name of a famous French poet?” She

         looked up with that curious, startled smile again, seemingly her mode with certain questions about her personal self.

      


      “Mother’s birth name. I’ve reapplied it.” The explanation of her appropriation of a traditional name derailed her further,

         dismissing a despised stepfather with a string of choice obscenities. “Dead matrilineal, yea?” she snickered.

      


      Once initiated, her patter was nervous, nonstop, and only quasi-comprehensible. I wanted to get a word in edgewise, to tell

         her about the connection with Seabrook, hoping to segue from there into bondage. My attention wandered from a description

         of a prior encounter:

      


      “… so it’s a thing where I’m like from outta town, and this dude was like, ‘yea, cool,’ and I was like, ‘kewl,’ and he was like, ‘yea.’ So, we gotta put a wrap on this.” I was roused from a benumbed trance by her hand on my wrist. “Hey,

         so I’m outta here,” she announced directly. “Like, your digits? As if, we could hang later?”

      


      We agreed that we would both be at Dr. John Cramer’s panel the next day, but as she was leaving town a few hours later, there

         would be precious little time to “hang.” I held up my end, giving her my card with its 800 number, but my heart was sinking

         as she left.

      


      I sighed as I watched her stop in the lobby to talk with a sinewy blond kid who appeared to have been waiting. I say kid;

         he really looked a bit older than the rest of her group. At least he wasn’t the type you often see with a drop-dead babe;

         some skinny little ratlike thing in oversize clothes, turned-around cap, scraggly whiskers, and eyes slightly less intelligent

         than my malamute’s. I reined in my thoughts.

      


      All obvious insecurities aside, I’d been to enough conventions, labor, political, et cetera, to know that the chances against

         a liaison increase geometrically with every day after the opening. Expecting to score off a meeting this late in the game

         was pretty remote under the best of conditions.

      


      The blow-off was depressing nonetheless. I was irritated at the interruption of my game plan at a critical phase. I kicked

         myself for babbling my obsessions and delaying initiation of my agenda for too long. I considered leaving, calculating the

         price of drinks involved in hanging around for nothing. Even before then, I had been familiar with the convenient fantasy

         of the improbable pickup—a choice rationale for continuing to drink in bars.

      


      ————————


      BUT I KEPT ON SITTING THERE,watching her as she rode up the first long flight of the escalator. She turned slightly and looked back down at the bar, but

         the black eye mask hid her expression. Moving slowly away from me, as someone on the deck of a departing ship recedes from

         a lonely watcher on the shore, she held her clasped fingers to her lips in an attitude that looked like, well, like longing. On the second flight, she turned away and folded her arms about her middle, head lowered. I watched her until she was out

         of sight.

      


      Man, I grieved after she’d disappeared, that’s so desperate, it’s pathetic! I knew nothing whatsoever about her, whose room

         she was going to, or anything at all about her situation. I ordered another Scotch and moped further.

      


      I didn’t think I looked too bad for a half century, enough thinning hair to presentably wear long, tied back in the fashion

         of the courthouse lawyers I dealt with. I’d arrived at an all-purpose costume, sport jacket with collarless shirt and boots,

         which served for most meetings and after hours as well. My welltrimmed beard could pass muster for business in informal South

         Texas, and I fancied myself interesting, inclusive of mixing with younger people.

      


      Reviewing my conversation, around the panel and afterward, I was satisfied that I had come off exquisitely boring. And face

         it. Unless that young a girl has a proclivity for older men to begin with, nothing is going to be enough. Unless it’s a money

         deal, a thing I never had to rely on when younger and refused to do now, even on the rare occasions that I had it to spend.

         I thought about the blond boy and just couldn’t find the probabilities to see this thing other than as a blow-off.

      


      But I couldn’t bear to murder hope when I was startled to recognize her coming back down. It took a second because she’d lost

         the black eye mask, and her makeup generally seemed more conventional. You could hardly say her appearance was muted, though.

         She’d changed into one of those two-piece suit-things with padded shoulders, otherwise closely molded to her alluring little

         shape. Her skirt was very short, and bare legs had deliciously come into fashion that summer.

      


      On her left thigh, like a garter, she wore some sort of dark band. Her half-open jacket suggested that the heavy-looking silver

         chain she had coiled around her neck draped across her breasts inside it. The chain had a barbaric look, which complemented

         her silver bracelets and contrasted with the modern suit. All that, crowned with the pyrotechnic hair now brushed out and

         spilling in waves over her shoulders, turned out stunning. Heads began to turn while she was still a story and a half above.

      


      Blond Muscles, who was still waiting, scurried for her as she reached floor level. He appeared to comment uncertainly on her

         outfit, sickening me as always with those of my gender who are so fearfully insecure as to actively resist a woman looking

         her best. Her back to my view, her shape was further accentuated as she planted her high heels apart and gestured, palm upward,

         clearly explaining herself. Oh babe, I thought, any male who doesn’t like that is due no explanation.


      They were far too distant for me to hear anything, yet I was glued to the tableau, chiefly to the curves of her ass and the

         fierce cut of her leg muscles. The back of her other hand lay, elbow crooked, against her hip, fingers spread to accentuate

         still another odd pose. Her posture was reminiscent of something that eluded me, and I wondered at her eclectic combination

         of mannerisms.

      


      She ceased gesturing and laid her hand placatingly on the young man’s chest. Yes, it’s true; I’d reached the point that it

         built my ego when I could so much as get a girl like her to sit down with me! The blond’s broad shoulders seemed to sag, as

         with disappointment, and the girl with the spiked hair entered the scene, taking her arm, and drawing her toward the clique

         of young Goths.

      


      She recoiled into a rigid stance, ankles together, clenched fists against her hips, in obvious anger. What I saw next I could

         hardly believe, when she actually stamped her foot. Then, as if in unbelievably slow motion, she turned and strode purposefully,

         high heels clicking, toward the bar.

      


      The young man had turned red in the face, but it was Spiked Hair who ran after, catching her at the entrance to the bar area.

         I still couldn’t hear what was being said, but her annoyed dismissal was audible to the whole room, “Bite me, twice!” The

         other woman stared with disbelief as she came ahead, tossing her hair, and perched on the stool she had vacated earlier, next

         to me at the corner of the bar.

      


      ————————


      EVEN THE CLOCK STOPPED FOR A MOMENT.


      I don’t mind telling you that this pumped me up like nothing I’d experienced for a long time. Breaking a date is one thing,

         but a young woman blowing off peer-group demands is quite another. Even so, the green eyes that seemed lit by a pale fire

         from within were intensely appraising me. Heads up! Somehow I’d been teleported to first base, but it was a long way to home.

         Like a drink “mark” in a hustle bar, I already had my wallet out, ordering her another martini.

      


      Seen close-up, the chain and bracelets were as captivating as the woman they adorned. They were real silver; old, old hand-beaten

         stuff—no doubt hammered over some base metal. With a smirk, she crossed her bare legs in a blatant tease. She was showing

         off the thigh band to be of braided leather thongs, twisted so tightly that they must have bitten painfully into her smooth

         flesh. So that’s the deal, I thought. She really is into Norman’s slave mystique.


      Joe and I had recently laughed over a West Coast sex posting on the Net that hilariously proclaimed, “Once you’ve experienced

         true Gorean slavery, nothing else will suffice.” Well, I could do this, so I promptly set into a discussion of Norman’s books

         and how an erotic publishing house was bringing his suppressed series back out. I was trying to waste no more time, yet come

         off as both intellectual and titillating. Become a master of the art of dominance and submission; not to sound frightening

         were she a novice, nor boring if she were heavily involved. A thin line, but I knew how to do it, I hoped.

      


      Something was still not connecting. While my conversation didn’t seem to be repelling her, her interest was tepid. If I had

         read this wrong, what were the chain and thong signals all about? Without the punker mask her features would have been almost

         sweet—were it not for the whiff of something primeval, as if her heritage led back to some wild, remote place that couldn’t

         be defined by geography.

      


      From books to film. No surprise that she was a fan of the work of Tarantino and Rodriguez, still… Reality smirked at me when

         I mentioned Bogart and she volunteered her preferred “old dude” to be Mickey Rourke. Her full lips grew petulant, almost pouting.

         As I felt slipping from my grasp possibly the hottest chance I’d had with womanhood in years, she grew openly distracted and

         fished in her purse. She unfolded a sheet of paper and, as the card I’d given her tumbled from within, I recognized the paper

         as my notice that I’d posted on the message board.

      


      “This is you,” she stated, rather than asked, with abrasive flatness. “You down with cyberpsycho shit, or what?”


      There are moments when you know your life is about to change. Ordinarily, we know these divergent and convergent junctions

         only in hindsight. Sometimes, the path of destiny divides in full view, and you know that nothing is ever going to be quite

         the same again. Even as I framed the query, “You know Seabrook?” her earnest gaze told me that I might well be having one

         of those strange moments. “And, what’s cyberpsycho?”

      


      “There were some books I was s’pose to get, but they got lost,” she answered cryptically. “He’s all over the gamers’ Web sites,

         but his work is like, a little hard to find?” She went on to educate me that another subspecies of the cyberreality had woven

         Gothic sadomasochism together with various schools of dark mysticism. The fantasy scenarios of this virtual cult, including

         some based on the work of writers I’d mentioned to her earlier, even incorporated bits of Seabrook.

      


      I simply abandoned my intended come-on altogether; began to tell her the story of William Seabrook that I had thus far reconstructed.

         I gave her a synopsis of how the path of the branching worlds in fiction led back indisputably to Seabrook, weirdly paralleling

         developments in physics, which would ultimately confirm the literary notion. I observed how it was therefore ironic that some

         of the most fascinating and frustrating things about Seabrook were the temporal inconsistencies in his record.

      


      She watched me and listened intently as I went on and on for over an hour. Regarding his boyhood through postadolescence,

         if indeed that phase ever ended, his account was virtually the only source.

      


      “Seabrook was raised in Maryland’s spooky Pennsylvania Dutch country. One day his fey and maybe slightly demented grandmother, with possible assistance from a delightful little bottle, led the sad little boy

         into a clearing in a new wood he’d never seen before. There he saw beautiful bright-plumaged roosters, as tall as houses.

         He described their legs as like the pillars of cathedral aisles. Willie’s only happy escape was into that ‘other dreamworld’

         until his grandfather smashed Grandmother Piny’s laudanum bottle. But it was too late to stop the hypnotic effects of her

         drugged mind on young William.

      


      “His earliest boyhood pleasures had included gazing at pictures of women in chains. One day Piny had shown him a throne on

         which sat a girl, robed in green, with her ankles bound by shining metal circlets joined by a gleaming chain. Willie remembered

         pressing his hands against her ankles until his own hands held and drew the chains tighter. From that time on, he had two

         ambitions—to be a writer like his grandfather, the editor of the American Sentinel—and to chain women. Growing up, he moved from lassoing little girls to spending his earnings on complicated gold and silver

         chains with which he fastened women to pillars and ceilings. Most of the women seemed to enjoy it, even went to dances with

         him, tightly chained.”

      


      Seabrook did not believe that he had ever ingested laudanum while in his “fairy godmother’s” care at age five. He was convinced

         that the visions were a form of telepathic communion presented by that numinous figure’s drugged mind. In his autobiography,

         he had chronicled his obsession with his girl-mother Myra and his guilty, ambivalent feelings for Charlie, his ill-fated younger

         brother. During the family’s exile to the Midwestern plains, in tow of his Lutheran minister father, his escape was by way

         of dreams of visiting fabled Samarkand or Timbuktu.

      


      ————————


      HE’D BEEN INVOLVED WITH “BLACK MAGIC” since “early manhood,” Seabrook would write later. What that life-stage designation might have connoted in his times was

         unclear. He had held a bachelor’s degree by nineteen, and completed his master’s a year later. Speculating that his dark fascinations

         may have been “in the blood,” he cited family lore holding his ancestor Peter Boehler, an old Moravian missionary and mentor

         to John Wesley, to have been deeply involved in the black arts.

      


      The bondage motif to which Piny had introduced him, by whatever means, became a permanent fixture, influencing more than his

         sexual nonconformity alone. The writing on his foreign adventures, his forays into the occult and psychic phenomena, all were

         shaped by that early template. After becoming city editor of the Augusta Chronicle at twenty-one, he took off for a year in Europe, 1907 into 1908. Far from being out of character in itself, this first great

         escape presaged a lifelong pattern.

      


      I wondered, too, if Willie had been actualizing “somebody else’s dream” during the following seven years. In 1909, he broke

         into serious journalism on the Atlanta Journal, where he met Ward Greene. He married Katie Edmondson, the daughter of a CocaCola executive in 1912—in the days when the drink

         was still laced with cocaine. That was a year after he’d established a successful advertising agency. In his fiction based

         on Seabrook, Greene would have the ad agency doing the promotional work for the silent film classic Birth of a Nation.


      By late 1915, however, his pathological ennui was only partially relieved by a series of mildly scandalous affairs. Breaking

         his connection with the agency, to the horror of his wife, father-in-law, and acquaintances, he made for New York to attempt

         enlistment in the Lafayette Escadrille. Failing the vision test for the Lafayette Squadron, he had instead entered the American

         Field Ambulance Service.

      


      “Now that AFS has evolved into a student exchange program—my cousin went to Germany with them—it’s pretty much been forgotten

         that it was originally a unit of the French Army. It might, however, have had a kinship with scholars even then. That unit,

         in which Seabrook enlisted along with Dos Passos, Hemingway, and other future literary lights, has been described as college-extension

         courses for a generation of writers. The ambulance corps was a volunteer unit in the old sense. The enlistee had great discretion

         over his term of service. Seabrook was mustered out, after being gassed at Verdun, though he was never discharged. He returned

         to the United States after several months’ recovery.

      


      “That may well have been when he met Aleister Crowley, as he claimed. However, I found that Crowley did not occupy the Washington

         Square apartment that Willie described until a year later. Likewise, Willie indicated that he met there forthwith Crowley’s

         protégée, Leah Hirsig, ‘naked as a jaybird,’ although Crowley didn’t meet the Hirsig woman until late 1918, and she wasn’t in residence

         at Washington Square until early the next year…”

      


      We had moved to a table as the bar buzzed around us, but the noise seemed to recede as though we were in a world of our own

         making. The late sunlight through the louvered windows painted her with alternating bands of light and shadow. She shifted

         her chair around to avoid the sunset directly in her eyes, and I had a moment’s déjà vu of something far away. Had I been less deadened by life, I felt as though I might have been able to grasp and hold it.

      


      “As if, the ‘two-slit’ thing, like in high school?” she commented on the light. The incongruous association reminded me of

         Dr. David Deutsch. Without thinking, I immediately went off and started expounding.

      


      In Deutsch’s view, “the case that was already unanswerable” inhered in his very commonsense interpretation of this most elementary

         of quantum experiments. The two-slit (or more) experiment, in which an interference pattern creates dark bands across the

         target screen, used to be thought of as demonstrating the “wave nature of light.” But the results are the same even when the

         photons are released one at a time and clearly impact, particle fashion, on the target.

      


      Taking stock, Deutsch had found that when a photon passes through one of the slits, something then interferes with it, deflecting

         it in a way dependent on which other slits are open. The interfering entities apparently have passed through some of the other

         slits, behaving exactly like photons—except that they can’t be seen.

      


      His bottom line was that the “interfering entities” are photons, which exist in a huge number of adjacent universes, similar

         in composition to the tangible one. Each obeys the same laws of physics, differing only in that the particles are in slightly

         different positions in each alternate reality.

      


      Were the worlds truly noninterfering, as had been supposed during most of the forty years following Everett? Deutsch had thought

         not, and given birth to quantum computing.

      


      … If the complex motions of the shadow photons in an interference experiment were mere possibilities that did not in fact

         take place, then the interference phenomena we see would not, in fact, take place… In practice this means that interference

         is strong enough to be detected only between universes that are very alike.3


      The ring of truth was there. The proof was shown by an experiment conductible by schoolchildren in a darkened bedroom. It

         had been studied at various levels of sophistication for the entire duration of modern science. Proof had become indisputable

         with the technology to release the photons one at a time. I had been astonished by the simplicity.

      


      “It’s not been the many-worlders, but the scientific establishment that’s wasted decades, taking excursions through every

         form of mysticism rather than confront the obvious. Being an old radical, my amazement has its limits; just more of management’s

         crap!” I joked. “Richard Feynman had explained the iridescence on birds’ feathers, or even the beautiful colors on ugly oil

         slicks. They’re all merely complex combinations of interference patterns…”

      


      “Wait,” she interrupted. “Back in the day, I dug up this cool old Coke bottle from my grandmother’s yard.” I had to call time,

         for temporal-translation purposes. It seemed she was drifting into musings from her childhood.

      


      “Just substitute your ‘the day’ expression for ‘my day,’ and what once was old, is then new again.” I smiled indulgently,

         preparing to make one of those real long reaches that might contrive an illusion of relevance.

      


      “Du-uh?” The green eyes flared, coming right back at my condescension. “As if, ‘patina’? The iridescent colors? All those years underground, the glass exchanged particles with the minerals in the earth. Particulate

         interactions over years ’n years, and its composition morphed—filtering light, like a demonstration of the interference among

         space-times you said the dude was talking about?”

      


      I was chagrined. Far from drifting while I talked over her head, her feedback had been metaphorical, even poetic. She had

         consolidated my ramblings into images from her own experience—and carried the analogies a step further.

      


      ————————


      THE BAR, IN THAT DIFFERENT LIGHT, seemed indeed another reality. Her hair fanning out over her shoulders, she looked like a woman of another time, perhaps

         one of those remarkably neurosis-free femmes fatales of the forties. She finally lit a cigarette she had been long holding between her lips and held it in the European fashion,

         with her small finger extended affectedly. By God, I felt as if I were sitting in Rick’s Café Americain, or maybe on the quay at Toulon! I didn’t know what decade I was in, but it surely didn’t feel like century’s end.

      


      Returning to the safer and more promising ground of Seabrook, I feared that I had to be doing the man a further injury as

         I summarized his life, careful and comprehensive as I tried to be. The energy level was palpable. From time to time, her eyes

         would widen in the shadows, but she said little more—just asking me to specify a source or clarify the chronology.

      


      I ordered another round and began to explain the problems with the time frames, in terms of the composite character Justine,

         who appeared to be the only major figure in the whole combined saga who was purely fictional; or, more likely, a broad composite

         of a number of women Seabrook had known. Unlike the solid historical personages of Willie and his friends and lovers, even

         those whose identities he lightly concealed, identifying Justine was like chasing the grin on the Cheshire Cat.

      


      I came straight up about there being no question that the predilection of my partners and me for mildly sadomasochistic amusements,

         over the years, had led to my enchantment with Justine, alongside of the desire to resolve her kaleidoscopic reflections into

         the real-world personas on whom she was based.

      


      “I had wondered,” I was going on, “Willie had described a cool Greenwich Village sophisticate, who had made no appearance

         after 1931, though he had designated her a friend for life. Might she have been his Justine? Later, there was the business

         in what he called his ‘barn’…” I saw her hands distinctly shaking as she tried to light another cigarette.

      


      The time for artfulness had ended, and I wanted what was hovering between us to be made known. “Why did you take my notice?”

         I questioned. I had gradually put together the reason she was there with me. It must have involved some happenstance upstairs,

         when she’d noticed that the posting’s phone number was the same as on my card.

      


      She answered so softly I could barely hear, holding herself tightly, as if grasping for an elusive sense of control. “What

         are the chances?” she whispered half to herself, darting a glance at me before breaking off and turning her face away. She

         shivered visibly, though it was quite warm in the crowded bar, her chain tinkling like little bells. I was surprised by the

         track of a tear in the bar of light across her cheek, and her voice cracked slightly as she struggled for coherence, “I don’t…

         I can’t believe I’m doing this.”

      


      Yes, it’s true, I’m a pig. I moved to press whatever advantage her internal confusion had opened and hated myself for using

         the most elderly lines in the book. I placed my hand on her knee and recited, “It’s not an accident that we met here.”

      


      But the uncommonly growing sense of familiarity seemed to let her find comfort in the moss-encrusted move. I felt ashamed.

         “Let’s back off from Mr. Seabrook for a bit. Let’s talk about Ms. Leiris. I don’t know, I feel a need to address you a bit

         more personally?”

      


      There was another long pause while she studied me, as though I were the puzzle. It has to be rare for it to be that difficult for someone to say her own name, and never so incredible for

         another to hear it. Abruptly, she laughed, just a bit hopelessly—giving a little shrug that said everything had become just

         too overwhelming, anyway. “As if you’d believe—Justine?”

      


      Moving right along… I would make no more journal entries attempting to tabulate synchronistic events. Even had the twists

         and turns not followed upon each other in such hot succession as to make it impossible to keep up, at that point I had already

         hit synchronicity overload.

      


      Justine had attended the University of Texas at Austin, as had I many years earlier. I’ve always found it amusing to hear

         the Legend of the Sixties as interpreted by the students of “Generation X.” Given what I’d just heard, I was only mildly surprised

         to discover that she had met my young cousin, who was currently in attendance there. By that point, my only reaction was:

         sure, of course, why not? Beneath the Goth affectations was an educated young woman. She’d followed up a psych degree with

         some graduate study, then briefly worked for an airline before moving to Atlanta only a few months earlier.

      


      The move had been to take possession of properties bequeathed to her by a great-grandmother who had died before Justine was

         born. As per the will, the inheritance had been held in trust for decades. Suggesting that some unspecified aspects of the

         estate had proven trying, she’d decided to take a break and come home for the science fiction convention. Of the details that

         she did choose to confide at this early stage, two stood forth, one being that the bequest included Seabrook memorabilia,

         notably an item that sounded like a notorious painting from the Seabrook story.

      


      Early in 1940, the novelist Marjorie Worthington, a woman who became one of Willie’s great loves, had painted an elaborate

         wall panel on wood, limning John Donne’s “Hymn to God the Father” and illustrating the chapters in Seabrook’s life, including

         the outré ones. Unsuspecting that the mural would ever be seen publicly, Marjorie let go of her typical inhibitions and included

         nudes, girls peeking out of cages, and a hanging figure in a red-leather mask. Could the naked woman in the mask have been

         the elusive “Justine”?

      


      Willie had rather cynically described the final segment, which featured his immortal soul absurdly rendered as a toy-sized

         white woolly lamb, scampering away toward a field of daisies. I supposed that I might once have reacted similarly. Remarkable

         enough to locate objects of my quest in this fashion. More bizarre was that, in the Seabrook saga I’d capsulated for her,

         my companion suspected that she could identify her ancestress as none other than a historical Justine!

      


      It seemed that I was reaching under the table to touch flesh and blood engendered by the one figure in the story whom I had

         taken to be fictional, or at least an elaborate composite. Around the time this child had been born, Kris Kristofferson had

         brought out a song whose refrain laughingly wafted through my mind: “… A WALKIN’ CONTRADICTION, PARTLY TRUTH AND PARTLY FICTION.”

      


      ————————


      I did not let go of her knee. Soon wonder reawakened libido, and I reached higher to touch the twisted leather thongs. I pushed

         the band a bit from where it had cruelly bitten into her thigh. She flinched as I gently kneaded the line that appeared, a

         comfort that only increased the localized pain as the circulation returned. Leaning forward, she grasped my other forearm

         and pressed my hand inside her jacket between her naked breasts. I fingered the chain, marveling that it might well have been

         one acquired by Seabrook on his fabled trip into the old Arabian domain. I drew its links slowly across a nipple and felt

         it harden.

      


      She gasped slightly and spoke again in the near whisper. “I’m thinking that I’m not welcome, much, to use my friend’s room.”

         Beyond the obvious, I felt a crucial decision being made, slipping between us like the passing of a spirit. At that moment,

         I could have no clue as to the consequences.

      


      No problem, I lived alone, just the dog and me. We left the bar and descended some stairs off the lobby to a glass door that

         opened on San Antonio’s famous Riverwalk. We passed a couple of the young people from her group and she pointedly drew my

         arm around her, but they barely looked at us as we went by.

      


      I was reminded of a time, back in “the day,” when I had thrown my books at the principal and dropped out of high school. On

         my way out, defiantly lighting a cigarette, I had paused to cuss out some old antagonists. As they had comprehended the situation,

         their eyes sort of glazed over and they’d walked away. I had been no longer a part of their reality; I’d ceased to exist in

         their world. I remembered wishing that someone had told me that it could be that easy! While my parents had shortly pressed

         me into entering another school to finish up, the small bit of bravado had constituted a rite of passage. I wondered whether

         Justine might be feeling something of the same nature.

      


      We paused on the Riverwalk, regarded as highly romantic by tourists, though less so to locals. Until an evening such as this,

         one which seemed “the goal in sight again.” I could almost believe the proposition that we are able to choose among our possible

         futures, that I had somehow found my way to that moment. Yes, I was indeed basking in the envious glances of men, as well

         as those of outright hatred from some women—we all have our little agendas. But I did feel that I had to exorcise one last

         demon of sanity before giving myself over, altogether, to midlife crisis.

      


      I used to joke with my late wife about her “Three Faces of Linda”: the exotic dancer seen on the stage, the flirtatious courtesan

         who was her clubroom persona, and, of course, the “real” Linda, predictably a bit shy and withdrawn. Those personalities had

         generally occupied discrete blocs of time. This creature, on the other hand… I had watched the tough young punker waver into

         something indefinable within spans of seconds, then morph into a being as kittenish as Seabrook had drawn her “composite”

         predecessor. I looked down into those pale green panther’s eyes, which again seemed as primordial as her Arabian jewelry.

      


      “Who are you, really?” I wondered rhetorically then, in all hopeless honesty, just blurted out, “And what in the world do

         you want with me?”

      


      The enigmatic eyes moistened, as they seemed to divine all my shades of meaning. “Where is it written that same is good?”

         Thus dismissing ages, acculturations, et cetera, she snuggled tighter under my arm. “Something wonderful is happening,” and

         that was all

      


      she would say as we drove to my house—in a neighborhood where it’s best not to be after dark unless both the cops and the gangs know you.

      


      In my defense, I will tell you that the childlike joy in that expression resonated with a hope long absent from my heart. I do possess some sense of responsibility, beyond simply not wanting to deal with the guilt later,

         but this was of a different order. If I had banished the demon from one shoulder, an angel on the other was still being troublesome.

         The old folks would have said it was warning me, If you don’t live up to that, if you let her down, it’s the sort of thing for which you will surely be damned. Please don’t laugh at me; I’m as serious as death.

      


      Still, I gave myself over—what did you really expect? Uncharted territory it would be, then. In my experience, when you notice

         something magical, something the poets would sing as evidence a union is meant to be, it’s best not to tell Girlfriend about

         it. Women generally don’t appreciate anything that far outside their control, inclusive even of acts of God Almighty. So here

         was one who just seemed to say to go with it? I had no more questions. Right then at least. Questions would soon multiply

         like a mutated virus.

      


      ————————


      IT WOULD BE ABSURDLY COY to refrain from the most intimate details of what was happening to me. From what I was to learn of the viewpoint of Justine’s

         exhibitionistic little soul, it would be flatly disingenuous.

      


      Someone wanting you that bad can raise the dead. While I had not yet been disposed to just go on out to the cemetery and lie

         down, I’d been emotionally and sexually shut off for a long time. Even my bedroom had certain tomblike qualities. Due to curiosities

         of old house construction and expansion, it was a fully enclosed inside room, without outside walls. No sound or vibration

         disturbed its silence. Hidden away in decaying south San Antonio, the place must have seemed to her like the dark side of

         the moon.

      


      Drawing a deep breath, she stepped to the center of the room and stood looking at the bed, as though caressing the image of

         what we were about to do on it. She then loosened her skirt and let it fall to reveal that she had worn nothing beneath it.

      


      Turning about slowly, displaying herself for me, she shed her jacket and lifted a questioning eyebrow. Wearing only her body

         jewelry and heels, she was easily as sensational as any showgirl I’d ever had a lech on. Still, I responded that I wanted

         her to be as naked as possible. Dropping her eyes, she breathed a soft, “I understand,” unwinding the heavy chain and taking

         off her bracelets. She also relinquished a tiny chain that draped about her hips. Her nipples were unpierced, as I’d learned

         when I caressed them at the bar. But, as she lifted her leg to remove the painful thong band, I saw the glint of metal below

         her reddish pelt of pubic hair.

      


      “No tattoos?” I wondered, as she kicked off her shoes and moved to the bed. She sprawled across it on her belly and propped

         herself up on her elbows with her chin held by her fingers, regarding herself in the full-length mirrors on my closet. Fixing

         me with her eyes in the reflection, she pointedly spread her thighs.

      


      “The only dead-on work is done in Europe,” she explained, assessing me in return. “I’d have to get way up on something, to let it be put on me.” I took off my coat and moved around the bed to mute the lights, hoping to give

         myself every possible edge in comparison to her hard young body. As I reached for the lamp on the nightstand, she grabbed

         my butt with both hands, pulling herself to her knees. She loosened my belt and aggressively shoved down my trousers. Pressing

         my hands behind my back, she began to demonstrate the utility of the ornament on her pierced tongue.

      


      I was erect in a matter of seconds and, not wanting to risk losing it, hastily pinned her back against the bed, losing more

         clothes as I could. I cursed under my breath as I remembered to reach for the condom, which, hope springing eternal, I kept

         on the nightstand. But she seized my wrist and nipped at my pectoral with her teeth. “Nay, please! I don’t want that,” she

         hissed.

      


      While I hated the thought of trying to keep it up to get the damned thing on, I felt obliged to protest, “Unfortunately, I

         know that it’s perfectly safe, Justine, but you don’t know me, now do you?” God, I felt so responsible, it made me sick.

      


      “A good time at a party? Not. This is some kinda real, and I wanna feel you come inside me,” she breathed, smothering any

         further discussion with her mouth. I didn’t recall ever being kissed quite like that before. She was a starving succubus,

         gnawing and sucking on sustenance long denied, squirming against me, as if trying to claw open and crawl inside my skin.

      


      Handling Justine’s sweet, firm flesh alone would have impacted, not to mention the way she held the rungs on the headboard

         in a facsimile of bondage. She moaned and writhed as I ate her pussy, lapping up her abundant lubrication. This was perhaps

         less a product of any expertise on my part, than of her labial ring’s configuration. A thick protrusion on one side was designed

         to remain in more or less constant contact with her clitoris.

      


      When I did grab some neckties, strategically left (like the condom) on the headboard since I rarely wear them, and bound her

         hands, she gasped in the semblance of innocent anticipation, “Are you gonna hurt me now?” This set me on fire and, when I

         told her no, not then, she teasingly purred, “But you will, sometime? Tell!”

      


      As I whispered to her fantasies of sufferings to come, she rolled over on her belly again, flexing her buttocks irresistibly.

         When I spread her and touched the tender flesh, she whimpered and involuntarily flinched away, but I seized her hips and dragged

         her back. The long muscles in her back quivered and she sobbed uncontrollably into the pillow as I penetrated her anus.

      


      “Dead right! Make me feel it, make me feel every motherfuckin’ second of it!” She screamed and cried and cursed, bucking furiously

         as I reached under her to manipulate the cunning little ring against her clit. She came repeatedly and violently and I was

         astonished to sense at least two of the “Faces of Justine,” the tough punker and the playlike victim, momentarily merge.

      


      It was like having two women simultaneously, superimposed on one another. Her spasms subsiding, she turned on her back, easing

         me out of her before I could come and looked up at me, eyes wet and lips parted in an expression of absolute surrender. In

         that moment, I knew I could do anything whatsoever to her. She looped her bound wrists around my neck and sought my mouth,

         lifting her hips for me to enter her vaginally.

      


      Her demeanor neutralized any residual performance anxiety, and I discovered with delight that another labial ring, located

         farther down, performed for me the same function as the clit ring did for her. The contractions of her vaginal muscles gently

         nursed me toward climax. She kept her eyes open, their pale green fire burning into my soul as her slow undulations became

         unendurable. When she brought me off, she stretched all her muscles and came again with a long luxuriant moan.

      


      Directly she was drifting off, oblivious to the tickle and stickiness of the fluids we had generated. The sequence of choice

         left me more bemused at her apparent indifference to hygiene, but it was not something I was going to struggle with. As I

         pulled her on top of me, so that she might go to sleep without the burden of my weight on her, something happened that went

         beyond sex. Some more etheric fluid filled my heart.

      


      Holding her, just holding her was like… like coming home after a long trip. Yes, like coming home is all I can call it. I

         don’t mean that she was like my wife, or JJ, or others I’ve been with. The piercing and her other exotica, her morphing personas,

         all made her far different. But the greatest difference was the quiet conviction: Yes, this is what I’m used to. This is familiar,

         and safe, and… home.

      


   

      II


      Circumstance


      WRAPPED IN JUSTINE’S ARMS AND LEGS, MY thoughts did finally drift back to JJ, nonetheless. Unworthy as it might be seen, I’m afraid that it was rather along the lines of gloating

         at her probable disbelief, could she but have seen me then! I’m talking serious disbelief here, hard-core denial. JJ’s truths,

         her sense of reality, seemed to reside in whatever notions were most comfortable and convenient for the parochial minds of

         the moment. Truthfully, she had turned out to be not so different from the way I’d previously remembered her—from the portentous

         year of 1963, that single long storm of synchronicity, in personal lives as much as world affairs.

      


      In our later era, I first became uneasy when dragged to view a popular film that left the screen awash with passivity. My

         perception was that the male lead wussied out after claiming cosmic certainty that comes only once. What was supposed to be

         attractive about failure to embrace his lover’s confession of compliance?

      


      Not me, surely, but my JJ was careful to make no such confession. It became obvious that she would not leave her husband.

         Her basic conservatism reasserted itself, her discomfort with stirring things up, a pastime in which I take positive delight.

      


      To my credit, I refrained from making the acquaintance of more bartenders over these issues. For the first time in my life,

         I caved and sought counseling. Those of us, and this is not at all gender-specific, who spend our lives pretending to be tough

         guys may ultimately determine that we have maintained our image at a terrible price.

      


      The counselor, a Pakistani Sufi woman skilled in regression techniques, taught me much about the frailties of memory. Unexpectedly,

         I discovered a dark arc into which I could never see to resolve its contents. I’d not denied the reality of repression for

         other people, but finding its trail within myself was disconcerting.

      


      In deep hypnosis, I discovered how I’d “consolidated” some temporal facts. If asked before how many times, as a teen, I’d

         run over to JJ’s house on foot, I’d have answered maybe a dozen. Standing on her lawn in the hypnotic re-creation of the breakup,

         her dropping her chin when I tried to kiss her, I realized that I had been there scores of times not including all the lonely

         “drive-bys” of later years. However, when the counselor gave me an exercise of writing a chronology of my early romance with

         JJ, I found that some sequences and juxtapositions made no sense at all.

      


      There was a lucid recollection of sitting at a downtown shoeshine stand—Fort Worth, Texas, having no “uptown.” Built into

         an unused doorway no larger than a closet, it was wallpapered with an eclectic collection of scripture, joke-shop obscenities,

         and magazine cheesecake. It was situated in a zone of derelict hotels, which would later be abolished when it was deemed that

         the emotional stability of the city’s middle class demanded prettification.

      


      My mission had been to pay the outrageous sum of two whole dollars for a shine. Included in the fee would be directions to

         any contraband about which I might inquire, specifically, more persuasive identification than my doctored driver’s license.

      


      All this had all been preparatory to a proposed venture in underage marriage with JJ. I had been in a delinquent frame of

         mind, mild by today’s standards—the proverbial teenager in leather jacket… although, in my defense, I did have an old HarleyDavidson

         to go with it! When she became pregnant late in 1963, presumably by my successor, who briefly balked at marriage, a grand

         gesture had seemed indicated.

      


      The problem was that the timing made such a version of the enterprise thoroughly implausible. The vision seemed to incorporate

         elements from a full year before the pregnancy that had supposedly triggered my derring-do. I could not so much as recall

         whether I had succeeded in obtaining the items sought or not. Still, the vivid memory remained, and could not be denied. Perched

         on the high shoeshine chair, I had been happily inspecting a brand-new book, acquired only just before I’d arrived at the

         shine stand.

      


      It was the copy of the I Ching that I have to this day: the Bollingen single-volume edition with a foreword by Carl Jung. Intrigued by Philip K. Dick’s

         use of the book in his classic of that year, The Man in the High Castle, I’d been determined to possess it. Knowing full well that my life would end without JJ, I suppose I’d hoped that it might

         open for me the gate to another reality, as it had for the characters in Dick’s fiction. Failing that, perhaps its oracular

         powers might enlighten me as to how to win her back against all odds.

      


      I had gotten downtown early in order to search it out, combining the physical and metaphysical in my quest as I was to do

         again—more years later than I could have conceived of at the time. Entering at the side door of old Barber’s Bookstore, a

         local institution nearly unto today, I had an experience of the synchronicity upon which the ancient Chinese tome was allegedly

         based. High on a shelf just inside the door, I had spied the object of my search.

      


      I must claim that it most plaintively called out to me, because I promptly tucked it beneath my leather jacket and stepped

         back onto the sidewalk before the door even had time to close. Continuing on my mission, I had passed a newsstand. The papers

         left no doubt of this vision’s date. Their headlines had been full of the missiles of October.

      


      ————————


      THE OLD I CHING, rebound a couple of times, lay on my nightstand even then. It had been my quiet friend throughout the years. More recently,

         it had acquired a cherished companion—not a book that I sought out, but one that had found me. The night-light painted this other friend’s faded dust cover with new life, while Justine stirred softly against me—and I

         remembered my times with JJ.

      


      JJ never would have carried on in bed like this little babe! In the nearer time, the fault was partially of the environment. The logistics

         of my job and house being inconvenient for nooners, we often had been reduced to a downtown whore-motel. The concierges, a

         couple fresh from the Indian subcontinent, kept it clean enough in spite of its chronic limitations. One rainy afternoon,

         we had been making love “Southern style”; that is to say, as befit a man of my age—slow and deliberately.


      “How do you imagine they arrive at the particular figure of thirteen dollars for two hours?” I had wondered at this finer

         point of pandering for some time.

      


      “However they do it, you get what you pay for,” she’d griped. “The carpets are soaked whenever it rains.”


      “Your feet are never on the floor, anyway,” I teased. “No more inconvenient than playing with each other in your parents’

         living room.” I recalled to her one of my fonder memories from our adolescent romance. When she couldn’t get out of the house,

         we would sit in front of the television in the darkened living area and “mess around,” as we’d called it back then. At that

         age reaching inside her clothes, running my hand down her belly to touch her forbidden parts, had been as near acute a thrill

         as the sex act itself. “We would get in a serious lip-lock,” I described, leading her through the motions, “then I would slowly slide your panties off…” I was remembering the way her toes would curl when I stroked her smooth, bared flanks.

      


      “And sit on them!” Flushing, she was starting to squirm in response to the fantasized revisitation. “It was usually my shorts,

         and you would hide them, so there I’d be, bare-assed—what if my stepparents had ever walked in?”

      


      “I imagine they had at least some idea of what was going on. Besides, that very thought was what gave you a gigantic orgasm

         every time”—I’d laughed, playing with her pussy—”just about like the way you’re going to come right now if you’ll let yourself

         go!” The prediction had been directly fulfilled, which hadn’t kept her from chiding me.

      


      “You’re bad, you know it? You’re having simply too much fun with all this.” That sort of remark would bother me. Something in her tone

         told me it wasn’t really a joke, so much as recognition that I appealed to a part of her that she’d never truly allowed to

         be free. I could only immediately remember one occasion that JJ had ever departed from a sort of sedate resignation—a capitulation

         dressed up as sardonic, but not really.

      


      Near the end of our farther yesteryear, she’d attempted to poison my love with a lurid recitation of having done her intended,

         along with two of his friends, at a church youth outing—the location being plausible enough for the time and place. However,

         I would later realize that it had to have been a fantasy. There was no way those boys had it up for pulling a train. Not a

         matter of scruples. Their cowboy image notwithstanding, such indulgence was far too country for Texas city kids of that era. Having to get naked and perform in each other’s presence, and thereby kicking in the boys’

         ubiquitous homophobia, pretty much rendered group sex implausible.

      


      My reaction to the purported ravishment was, at the time, “inappropriate” even to me, not to mention probably providing her

         with horrified confirmation that I could be regarded as a wrong person. Inexplicably aroused, I found myself loving her even

         more. Now I had to wonder—might that early expression of voyeurism, with a discernible masochistic edge, have tightened a

         kink that would finally help bend my attention after Seabrook’s strange devices? In any event, I did love her yet. Read my

         story and tell me how could I not.

      


      In our adult era, I had begun to press for additional dimensions to our renewed relationship, to get it out of the bedroom

         alone. So, we had begun taking lunch, almost daily, in a park on the San Antonio River where we could talk and feed the ducks.

         Middle-aged love is different. It can be calmer and more thoughtful. Still, it was there that I argued with the preposterous

         concern of distress to her grown children, of whom I knew only vaguely, never having been allowed to meet them. My take was

         that adults who owed her their lives should damned well put up with her. I knew that the end was near when, at our usual parting kiss, she dropped her chin.

      


      I would learn so much more about JJ, and our world, and myself that it would strain the limits of credulity. Suffice it to

         say that you now possess the constellation of events that sparked the inception of my quest. If you are inclined, as was my

         little love, to serve the gods of the mundane at all costs, you may then regard what followed as obsession going over into

         dementia. If so, then seek other reading material. For you will surely abhor the circumstances that followed from my determination

         to conclude the unfinished story of William Seabrook.

      


      Driven by the subjective need to unravel the mysteries of the aberrant memories with their twists and warps of chronology,

         of just what the hell had happened to me then and later, I turned a different eye to my youthful fantasies of other worlds,

         other realities. Increasingly, I no longer cared about very much apart from this single eccentric interest. My life winding

         down, only an elderly dog left dependent on me—it takes no deep psychology to comprehend such a solitary obsession.

      


      I’d found that almost all authorities agreed that Murray Leinster had published the oldest and wildest explicitly branching-worlds

         story as far back as 1934. Many later authors took inspiration from this original piece. Greg Benford, a physicist and science

         fiction writer, would ultimately speculate whether Everett himself might not have drawn his original notion from Leinster.

         A daring concept for a physicist, to suggest that a scientist might have been inspired by a science fiction writer rather

         than the other way around!

      


      ————————


      A MYSTERY MAN OF PHYSICS, Hugh Everett III devised the “relative state” formulation of quantum mechanics around 1956. Given its bizarre and supposedly

         counterintuitive properties, his vision of a cosmos with essentially infinite numbers of branching realities received scant

         credence when published the following year.4 Even rendered into more popularly accessible form in the seventies, it was ridiculed as pure science fantasy until theoretical

         work late in the century suggested that bases for practical experimentation existed. To be coldly realistic, you might say,

         until the invisible government perceived such benefits as unbreakable cryptography in it.
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