


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.
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