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In the Satchel, On the Train, Selling Dreams to Nancy
“The dream contains the image of ‘people serving a smart machine,’ but in the shadow of the dream, human beings have lost the experience of critical judgment that would allow them to no longer simply respond but to know better than, to question, to say no.”
-Shoshana Zuboff
“In the Age of the Smart Machine” (1988)
“The thoughts in our dreams reach us from the outside.”
- P. Tissié,
“Les rêves, physiologie et pathologie” (1898)
“It is in our relations with other people that we gain a sense of ourselves; it’s that, pretty much, that makes relations with other people unbearable.”
-Michel Houellebecq
“Platform” (2003)
Part One: In the Satchel
One
I
“The users of this program type up some very basic information about a person or a character. This character information is asked of the user by the computer during a very basic question and answer process. The computer then stores up all these profiles in its database. The user then has the option of picking which characters, out of the database, that it would like the computer to create a story around. If you were the user you could pick out a single character, or several characters, and the computer would put that particular character, or characters, into a certain situation, or situations, and that character’s reaction to that situation, or those characters’ reactions to those situations, would be wholly dependent on the personal information you entered during the earlier question and answer process. ”
“So, essentially the computer tells the story.”
“Not exactly. The programmers have entered hundreds of possible story templates into the system, and when I say hundreds, I mean, that I really don’t have any idea how many templates the programmers have entered, and when I say system, I mean, that I really have no clue where this information is entered.” This was the moment when Doug started to become bothered by the restrictions of his own knowledge. His head falls a notch or two further down near his shoulders, and his expression appears disturbed by what he was hearing himself say, or what he wasn’t able to say. This was a morning ritual. It normally took him about half an hour before he became annoyed by his limited knowledge of whatever random subject he had chosen to speak about on any given morning. This morning his chosen topic is a computer program called “StoryTown” that he had heard about on the radio the day before.
Doug’s face fell further away from view. He took a deep breath. Then his eyes widened and his hands began their normal theatrical arguing, like they were wrestling with one another from a safe distance apart. He was finding his second wind. The coffee had finally kicked in. “But think about all the movies you have ever seen,” he spoke these words like he had a very painful sore in his mouth. “Think about all the books you have ever read. They are all essentially from a handful of stories. The entertainment universe runs on very few formulas. It is the characters that make the stories different. It is the characters that make the formulas come alive. Everything we watch, read, or listen to has been done before. Everything is redundant and formulaic, except for the people. The people, and our emotions towards those people, are what make entertainment, not the stories. The computers just give us the formula. We give the templates their reason, their third dimension.”
II
Jay is waiting for the train much earlier than usual today. He has a cup of coffee in his hand, a warm breakfast surrounded by hot plastic. He skipped the hearty stuff this morning, and went straight for the juice, the caffeine. The coffee always pushes him a few steps faster on an empty stomach, and he’ll take whatever extra jolt he can get.
The train is jangling down its underground tracks towards the platform where Jay is standing. His coffee steams from his right hand and a large black satchel is tightly clenched under his left arm. The warm, wet smell of garbage fills the platform as the train blows all that dirty wind from inside the tunnel. The oncoming lights are accompanied by the familiar, yet discomforting sound of the squeaking of brakes. The train stops quick and that normal mysterious force opens up the doors on every car in one simultaneous blow. Jay steps on the train, and notices that most of the seats are empty at this particular time, this slightly earlier hour. The train is always full when he normally gets on, just half an hour after this one.
Jay grabs a seat near the door, one that hinges down like a movie theater seat, a seat that he is expected to relinquish if the train begins to fill, but as the train is nearly empty there is not much danger of that. His foot is jumping from the extra caffeine hitting his empty stomach. His mind is juggling a hundred different thoughts, mostly about old subjects, old ideas he once thought would grow into something other than dormant.
Jay looks out the window, watches the fast stream of lights fly by his head, and he glides on that unsustained white light in the tunnel that this train slides through, wondering what this train ride would be like had he become a success, had one of his ideas been given life. He has thoughts like this a lot lately. As he gets older, and more miserable, they become more and more prevalent. What thought would he be juggling if one of those ideas had made it through to the rest of the world?
There is a woman standing across from him. She is not sitting, though there is another hinged seat behind her. She has chosen the metal rail above her as comfort. She looks around the train, notices Jay, realizes that she has not seen him before. He is clutching a black satchel, squeezing it like a last hug against his chest. She thinks about what he might have in that satchel. She likes to play games like this with the passengers. Nancy rides this train every morning. She has played this game with everyone on this car of the train.
There is David who always shaves just to the stubble on his face. He works in sales. She is not sure what he sells. He hasn’t ever tried to get her to buy. She has seen him try to grab a quick sell on the train in the past. His card is passed around quite often in this car of the train, especially in the afternoon. She has seen his cards discarded on the floor on more than one occasion, dirty shoe prints mapping out another failed sale. She has seen him look at the dirty cards. He acts as if he doesn’t see them, and tries to forget that the cards are his. She could have easily picked up one of those cards, but David is on the train well past her stop. She doesn’t want him to see her picking it up. However, she was too curious to know his name not to at least take a peek, and so has on one occasion been able to catch a quick glimpse of his first name, but nothing beyond that.
There is Susan, who runs a small farmer’s market downtown. She is sweet, old, but sweet. She often smiles at Nancy, and Nancy always smiles back. Susan actually gave her an apple one morning, and introduced herself. She accompanied the apple with courteous conversation. Nancy lied to her and said that her name was Tammy, and that she was a school teacher. For all she knows, Susan may have been lying as well, but she suspects not. She looks too sweet, old, but sweet.
It is strange that the same people are on this train every morning. The new character pops up so rarely that all the people in this particular car have gotten used to one another, grown accustomed to the strangeness of this socially comfortable distance, this public familiarity. This train, this car, binds them all together, and Susan has tried to bind herself and Nancy closer with an apple and some conversation, and Nancy lied to her. In fact, Nancy immediately started going to the opposite side of the car to avoid Susan, and she was just growing accustomed to all the people on this new side of the car when this guy with the satchel came through the sliding doors.
He is embracing that satchel so tight, and his foot is wagging so fast, she half expects that he is on drugs. His appearance doesn’t help this presumption. His shirt is haphazardly buttoned, and his beard is darker, even, than David’s. He isn’t wearing a tie, but a suit jacket with old ragged pants that match the newer looking jacket. He watches out the window as if he were counting the lights that fly by the windows. He does this until the train comes out of the tunnel, stops, and the doors open. Nancy watches his face, wondering if he is tallying up the numbers. If he is, he is not letting her know. His face is unmoved, unstaggered. It is almost as if he were still counting lights, perhaps he is counting the ghosts of the lights that still burn in his eyes. He is wearing a dark pair of sunglasses, which is very strange considering their current proximity to the sun. He lifts the glasses up quickly, and rubs his eyes free of the ghosts of the tunnel’s fluorescent lights. His hand is free from the satchel and Nancy notices that the bag is not zipped. Perhaps, the zipper is broken. She tries to see inside, but his arm is back too quick. She wonders if he might have caught her looking. He acknowledges nothing.
III
The train stops again, the doors open, and Jay emerges into the warm stale air of the underground. The heat and stink rushes down from the stairways of the world above, which is still hidden. He rushes to the top of the stairs, trying to escape the mad rush of people this time of day. When he sees the portal to the world ahead of him, there is always a sense of relief that comes with it, a sense of returning somewhere. Once he gets outside, he wishes there were another portal, a portal that would let him pick which world he chose to return to.
Jay’s world is black and white, literally. His optometrist says that he has acquired, or cerebral, achromatopsia. He was in a car accident about four years ago, and he has been suffering with the condition ever since. His doctors say that the head injury he received during the accident caused considerable damage to the portion of his brain that processes color. One of the major problems with cerebral achramotopes is that they can remember that they had once known color, but they don’t know exactly what that means. Oftentimes an achramotope forgets the name of colors because words are only processed objectively, or at least that is what many linguists say. Jay hasn’t done too much research on the subject. He can tell you that an apple is red, but the apple may be green. It doesn’t matter either way. Green and red are both shades of grey to him. He has no recollection of either color, and if he did recollect either one, his therapist says that all color would come to him all at once, like a wave of coming alive again. He has been waiting for four years, no color.
The funny thing is that, though Jay doesn’t recollect any colors, he does recognize their absence. His life has changed significantly since the accident. He has had major fits of depression, and since the cones in his eyes are working overtime to compensate for the lazy rods, light has become extremely intense. He has to wear sunglasses during any period of daylight, even in rooms with the most subtle and unshaded windows. If he doesn’t wear sunglasses he gets massive headaches, and these headaches can knock him out for entire days. This doesn’t help the depression. However, the sunglasses have helped quite a bit.
Jay, as well as all achromatopes, has incredible night vision. This is due to the achromatope’s adjustment to using only their cones. He often takes walks at night, and can go into wooded areas that no normally sighted person would dare go without a light. At first he did a lot of night hiking. He could see the grass and the trees, but the grass and leaves weren’t green, and autumn, his favorite season before the accident, really isn’t very special anymore.
The morning wind is damp, but nice, not too cold. The leaves from the trees are stuck to the ground in moisture, and they are everywhere. The colors of the world are probably changing. The lazy grey tones of autumn lay dark and beautiful on the ground, and the trees are naked, still complex but without beauty, jagged screens projecting the world behind them, a world previously unseen for the leaves. This is the time of year where this city huddles inside itself, shelters its participants in buildings, cars, and the machines of public transportation. The social air of spring and summer has seeped back indoors, and now the passers-by hold their eyes to the ground, posture leaned towards a singular destination, their legs moving with an almost comic speed.
It is a Monday morning and the faces that are visible, mostly in car windows, are tired with discontent. There are a few people on the streets, but they blend into the building facades like bricks. It is hard to catch a glimpse of face, impossible to look into an eye. The street is humming with cars and buses, and the city is waking, but all the people want to do is sleep deeper into the day, and so they walk under the pretense of a dream, imagining somewhere other than where they see.
Jay moves down the street in those same hurried steps as everyone else, but he is different somehow. His head is leaning down toward the ground, but his features --except for his eyes-- are not hidden. His sunglasses have a glare that seems to peer out on the sidewalk, mapping out his future steps. His poorly parted, and oily, dark head of hair hangs down over his forehead. He is wearing an old tan suit jacket, and his pants, also tan, are worn down to lighter shades of tan at the knees. It is not hard to notice him on these streets. There are a lot of people walking on the sidewalks at this time of day, and yet he is really the only one. The blur that fades into the walls that bind the street is a blur of the invisible inhabitants of a dream. All of these people are moving in predetermined lines towards nothing more than what they have been given. There is an air of untraveled desire that follows the haze of their hidden faces. But Jay, with his satchel tightly trapped under his left arm, is traveling somewhere other than these streets. He is walking somewhere in his head; maybe he has entered that portal to another world, or perhaps he is just thinking of where he would go if he were to find it.
Jay stops, turns up his head. His chest swells. He is breathing the air, deep. He turns around, and looks at the town around him, really looks. It was as if he realized his speed, corrected it, decided to soak up some of the breezy autumn air. The wind smells like a memory, something, or some place, he remembers but can’t quite identify. There is something about the fall that moves things from the past, shakes them awake. He smiles, laughs out loud.
Two
I
“This is what we like to call at Dreams Incorporated our stairway to heaven. Before we go upstairs there are a few things here on the first floor that I would like to draw your attention to. As you can see to our left, the sky blue door with the clouds painted on it is the original dream room. It is now labeled, as you can see, ‘Dream Room #1’. We have expanded and now have three dream rooms. This one, No. 1, is the smallest of the three. The largest is in an old airplane hanger. I can’t tell you where that facility is located; Dr. Wintruth has made it clear that our new Dream facility is to remain top secret. In all truth, I don’t even know where it is, but I have heard wonderful things about the building.
“As we go up these stairs I would ask you to watch your step, they are steep, and quite narrow. We have had to make several changes to the building since we first moved in several years ago. These stairs have been renovated because of the dimension changes that were necessary to make the original Dream Room a viable dream facility. We have high standards here at Dreams Incorporated. I am sure you will notice if you look down from this height, that the lobby is pyramidal. I am not an architectural expert, and can not tell you the reasons for this, but Dr. Wintruth is an expert on the subconscious world, and here at Dreams Inc. that is what we strive to conform to.
“As you can see, please watch yourself on that last step, this hallway appears to get smaller and smaller, until that last door. This may appear to be reminiscent of something from a movie. As a child, one of my favorite movies was “Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory”, and this is very similar to that, except the tiny hallways in movies really serve no purpose, but for the abstract. Whereas, here at Dreams Inc., this hallway gets smaller because Dream Room No. 1, the room downstairs, was made to fit into dimensions that would be more complimentary in attempting to recreate the normal subconscious world. As I said earlier, I am not an expert on the subject of the subconscious, so I would refer you to Dr. Wintruth’s expertise on the subject.
“Now, if you will follow me, ignore all the doors here on the side of the hallway, these are all doors to Dr. Wintruth’s office. I have never been inside. So, I could not tell you why his office needs nine doors, but he knows what he is doing, as you will see in the video.
“Well, I realize that we are entering an uncomfortable position, and if any of you are claustrophobic, or if you have any particular back problems that could be further aggravated by persistent bending, then I would suggest that you end the tour here, and make your way back down to the lobby.
“As you can see the room does get larger once you get inside, and the chairs are low enough so that you will find no real problems with the height of the ceiling, except you, sir, I didn’t realize that you were so tall. Well, may I suggest that you may be better off sitting on the floor?
“Now, if everyone is seated I will begin the video, but before I do, are there any questions?”
“How much will it cost for me to have my appointment in the new facility?”
“All of that will be described in the video, and following the video you are welcome to sign up for an appointment with any of our certified dream brokers.”
II
Jay stops at a door next to a shop window that reads, “Revolutions and Books”. The bell on the door rings on its flimsy, worn leather strap as he moves inside.
Once inside you can tell immediately that this is a bookstore full of old books. The dust and mildew has sunk into the carpet, hangs on the walls. There are books stacked everywhere you look. The labyrinth of hardbacks is barely functional. Jay has left himself just enough room to walk, and the books seem to be split up into haphazard piles in an attempt to resemble some semblance of order. There are too many books here to go through in a single day. It would take a person of patience several days to peruse the material on the shelves, on the floor, and scattered about on the reading tables that are peeking out from the piles in the corners of this brilliantly dim room.
Jay finds his way through the labyrinth with the ease of a man who is very much at comfort with his clutter. He looks at the stacks, admires them, peers at them through his sunglasses with a stare of curiosity. The ghosts from these books are in this room. You can hear them whisper as he places his satchel on the biggest desk in the room; his desk, smack dab in the center of the place.
Jay is not young, nor is he old. He is a man who looks to have lived several lifetimes, but has carried more of the joy he has experienced than the pain. However, you can see in his body, the hesitation of smile, the richness of movement, that he has known plenty of both, but mostly he has experienced disappointment. The lines on his face read like the story of a man born of desire, a man who has settled for small things in a once huge future.
Jay turns to the right of the desk where a coffee maker sits on a small table. He flips a switch, and watches the slow dripping begin. He sits down at the chair of his desk and leans back on his chair. His legs find a stack of papers on the table top, rests his feet atop it, then he reaches over to grab a small black book from inside his satchel, lays it on the desk, reaches back behind him, still in the chair with his feet up on the papers, grabs the coffee pot, and pours a steaming flow into a cup that was already sitting on the desktop, stained from the day before, and the day before that. Then he leans back to put the pot back in its place, and returns to the small black book. The book makes a cracking noise when he opens it. It is clear that this book has been put through the wringer. The fabric on the cover is ripped on the corners, exposing the cardboard beneath. The spine has been taped and re-taped, and yet even the second layer of tape is ripping. He places the book in front of him on the desk, picks up his cup of coffee, blows into it good and hard before he takes a drink.
Jay sits at his desk sipping from his coffee cup for the better part of the morning. The cup rests warmly on his chest; his hands cradle the warmth of the ceramic. He stares out the large window of the shop, but is watching something other than what is displayed out that window. He is watching moments from his life walk by, flipping across his eyes like the pages of his book. The conversations he has had replay in his imagination like a real talking. The voices ring in the walls, he acts as an observer to his own younger self, watches the exuberance of a younger man defending his old passions with an attack of words and gestures. His face echoes the emotion of that young man, eyebrows raised, mouth teetering forward, but nothing falls out. He takes another drink of coffee, looks down at that ragged old book, reaches for it.
The spine cracks again as he opens it, and on the inside cover there is a landscape spilled into ink marks, words from one corner to the next, packed prose from the pen of a man who believed he had something to say, and that what he was saying was important. The next page will be as full as this one, and so goes with most of this thick volume of words, only a few pages remain unfilled. The ink on these pages was once so fresh that you could wipe the words to a smear. He rubs his fingers over the pages, and it is as if he can remember when he first laid his pen to that page, but now the ink is dry. The time is spent.
Jay leans back in his chair, letting the coffee cup rest in the palm of his hand, the book now lying open across his chest. His head is bent so far back that he can plainly see the water stains on the ceiling. He closes his eyes, and begins his trip through those places he goes to when he wants to remember that he used to be a writer, when the words were still coming, when the ink was still fresh.
There is a younger Jay sitting at a table in a cafe. This young man leans into his book with an intensity that begs not to be bothered. He is stabbing at the pages with his pen, carving into them all that occurs to him. He looks up only to drink from his coffee cup, or to look around the room for some accidental inspiration.
Today he is lucky. Most days are kind to him, but this day is particularly prolific. He can not seem to find a single thing that does not inspire some movement in him. He grabs everything he can in great handfuls, shoves them in his book. The words spread out like a spilling, and yet not one word is forced. These words are not the words that are hastily thrown together by some amateur. This man, with his whole life ahead of him, knows the meaning of quality in his words. It is clear in his face that he takes his sentences seriously. He is not a man that takes any word lightly. This is not a man who takes anything lightly.
There is a woman near the counter of this cafe. She is a tall girl, reminds him of a girl he used to love. However, he tries to love this girl only as she is, and not as she might be. She doesn’t need the ornamentation of some transferred adornment. This is a girl who can be adored simply for her face. There is a kindness in her cheeks, a smile that warms, inspires. He starts to set it down to paper; this girl’s face. He tries to make her move, to translate her beauty.
There are scribbles of many people in this book, people that he has seen on the street through the cafe window, people that he has seen inside the cafe, sitting alone over a glass of wine or a cup of coffee. He is an observer of lives, and yet he ignores the disarray in his own life. Even his own appearance lacks any order.
Jay’s shirt is buttoned lopsided, the bottom button hanging out from the bottom of the shirt, exposing the shirt’s asymmetry. His pants are wrinkled from days of not changing them, and his caffeine beaten eyes express the tiredness he would feel if he hadn’t continued drinking coffee all evening. His free hand is shuffling through his oily hair and his concerns are nowhere but with the girl at the counter.
The pen slides and bounces on the paper. A younger Jay’s face is tight and tense as he writes. His writing hand is cramping, but he tightens his grip, loosens it, all without stopping the words. Where will he take this girl? He will place her into his mythology. The mythology of portraits he has in his book. She will live and converse with all the others that live in that book. They will create ageless characters pretending worlds for this writer.
This book is his inspirational reserve, the book he comes to when the ideas are dry. These are the people Jay has painted to help him in the future. There are people in these pages that he has met only once, or never met at all. These are people that existed and didn’t exist. The crowds that gather on these pages are the crowds of imagined voices from unimagined faces. The bodies here are real, but everything else that is done with these bodies is as much a fiction as his past. His past has to be fiction. That is the only way his mind can make it seem real, the only way he can watch it when he tries to sleep at night, or when he stares out his shop window at nothing in particular.
His heavy, but determined, eyes watch the girl at the counter, her dirty grey hair hangs out in front of her face. She blows on it, and it floats for a moment on the breeze of her breath. She grabs hold of it and twists it to tie behind her head. She loses control of a few stray hairs as they fall from the ribbon she uses to tie it all back with. She is self conscious of the mess of her hair, and doesn’t understand how beautiful she is when she lets it be a mess.
The old bell rings from the leather strap of his bookshop’s door. Jay looks over from the ceiling’s water spots, and watches his young girl walk inside. She is beautifully playing with that ribbon that holds those messy strings of grey sleeked hair all together. She stands in the center of the room, watches him, waits for him. He wants to speak to her, but he can’t. His words are dry. His ideas have long since gone.
Jay looks inside his book, and these are the places he goes, these are the worlds that he intertwines with reality. He allows himself these minor delusions now and then. The world is too narrow without a little imagination. These interludes are the only evidence left of his creations. He only wishes he had the creative energy to recreate this old stuff in this book that cracks when it opens. The worlds that are in the book are far behind him. There has been no progressing for years. He has stopped looking ahead, stopped looking for clues, abandoned the search for answers to the questions he used to ask himself. He has stopped looking for stories. The stories now come to look for him. This is why she is here.
Jay has left her on the page, unmoving, sterile of words and animation. She is relegated to a page and a half that has been faded by time. She is losing her reason. He has lost reason. Reason is something they are both looking for.
He has been having more and more moments like these, when the past comes to visit him. The movie of his mind is playing tricks on him, but he doesn’t mind. He likes the diversion from the everyday, but the ability to write has left him. He has not written anything of substance since the accident almost four years ago, and he is starving. The need for words has never left him, and the guilt of their absence is always near.
III
“Are you allergic?”
“No. I have been stung before.”
“Never any adverse reactions to speak of?”
“Quite the opposite, really, I actually get a little light-headed.”
“Is that right?”
“It’s the funniest feeling. It’s a funny pain. The kind of pain that hurts, but still makes you want to laugh.”
“Great. Sounds wonderful. (Pause) Let me call Jerry. Jerry is head of the set department. He knows better than I what we are able to do, and he can give me a loose estimate on what price range we’ll be talking about, but before I call Jerry, because once I make the call the ball is in motion, and the dream begins. What package are you ready to purchase?”
“Well, honestly, I’d love the ‘Whole world in my hands’ package, but I think I am going to have to be a little frugal and go for the ‘A place of my own’ package.”
“That is a good size package for your dream I think. There are certain people that come in that I would highly recommend that they take advantage of the ‘Whole world’ package, but your dream is certainly doable on the scale of ‘A place of my own’. (Pause) Great. Let me dial up Jerry here and see what he says.
“Hello, Jerry Please. Fine, I’ll wait. (Aside) She’s connecting me. Jerry. (Pause) Yes, I know. How about that? Jerry, I got a lady over here that wants the ‘A place of my own’ package. How quick can we make this happen? (Pause) When is the facility next available? (Pause) OK, Let me mark that down. Great. (Pause) Sounds Good. (Pause)Yea, uh huh, yea. We are going to need a hive scene. We are going to need to recreate a hive with all the honey, the combs, the whole business. I am also going to have to have a beekeeper. (Pause) No, I don’t think it matters the age, but I am going to have to have him installed with a large plastic stinger on the front as per Mrs. Kauffman’s request. Now we are going to have to have several thousand bees. I am not sure of an exact number. I’ll leave that up to you. Also we are going to have to have lots of honey, lots. The beekeeper is to be instructed to heave great handfuls of honey at Mrs. Kauffman.(Pause) I don’t know. Perhaps, we can dilute the honey to give it a more heaveable consistency. Now, Mrs. Kauffman will be unclothed. (Pause) No, she doesn’t think she is allergic. (Pause) Yes, I have gotten the release. (Pause) You think? (Pause) Really? (Pause) Of course. I’ll do that as soon as I get off the phone with you. (Pause) Yea, you too. Great. Bye now.
“Mrs. Kauffman, Jerry seems to think that I am going to have to have you consult with the legal and medical departments before I can approve this application. However, I can still reserve ‘A place of my own’ for you on the 27th. Then if all the tests go through, and all the forms are completed, we will be on our way to a dream come true.”
“What kind of tests?”
“That is not my department Mrs. Kauffman. My receptionist can make all the proper arrangements for you to visit the medical facility, and I think you might be able to take care of the legal forms today?”
“I thought the release was the only form I needed to fill out.”
“It turns out, as per Jerry, that the nudity, in combination with the bees, and the beekeeper heaving the honey, might be cause for more forms. Now, that does not mean that these legal formalities are going to keep you from your dream. It is only to protect Dreams Inc. from any possible liability.”
“Did you tell him about the smearing?”
“No, I am afraid I forgot about the smearing. I’ll let him know when he calls back with the estimate. Until then I would suggest that you let the legal department know about the smearing, and any other details you might foresee taking place in the course of your dream.”
“Where is the Legal Department?”
“My receptionist can give you all that information.”
IV
Jay woke up this morning, acknowledged that Emily’s spot was empty, and moved to the bathroom without thinking of where she might be. They have been married for almost thirteen years, and he has woken up to empty beds before. She often leaves for work early, or sometimes just wakes up, decides she can’t go back to sleep, and takes the dog for a walk. However, something was different about today. Emily’s toothbrush was gone, missing from the slot it usually occupies in the toothbrush caddie on the sink. She has left him. It has taken her nearly four years worth of misery to finally break, but it has happened.
The misery of writers has been well recorded, and why wouldn’t it be. The writers themselves are the sole reporters of their lives. There is a burden that comes with creating, a responsibility to words, places, people. A writer lives in a world of ghosts, and when the ghosts are gone there is a mourning. The problem is that there is another world, the world of forms, the world of real people that a writer has so long neglected that when he is faced with it again and it threatens him with its permanence, there is a panic.
Emily is the kind of person that this recorded misery tends to neglect. She is the spouse of a writer who has lost his ghosts. She fell in love with a version of Jay that lived in a ghost world, a part of him that was bursting with character, charisma, personality, and color. The past few years have left her to try to hold him up, keep him up, leaning on him to prevent his falling. Emily was left with the burden of keeping him just close enough to the real world without letting him fall into it. It is the burden of the person who lives with the creator that is ultimately neglected. Emily was becoming one of Jay’s ghosts, the only ghost that kept him believing that he had something to say, a voice that kept talking to him from the old world, a voice that couldn’t speak colors to him anymore. She wasn’t being listened to. She wasn’t being heard.
Jay shakes himself a little, puts the coffee down on the desk, and looks at his book. He can hear that it has started raining outside, and when he looks out the large tinted window facing the street he sees people running to avoid it. The sun is shining a little through the clouds. It is one of those strange rains, where the sun just won’t completely go away. He gets up, goes outside, and stands in the pouring rain. He is smiling, and the people that run by, newspapers or umbrellas over their heads, look at him as you would expect them to look.
Three
I
The rain is coming down hard this afternoon. The temperature is fine, but the rain is cold on Nancy’s shoulder length hair. Her cheeks are red from the cold of the rain, and she would never know how red without seeing her face, which she does after finding her reflection in the window of a cafe before descending the stairs into the train station. She stands and watches her expression for a moment, wonders what it is about the rain that animates her. She finds a certain extra life in herself on rainy days. She doesn’t hide from the rain. When she wakes up to a grey and cloudy day, she embraces it. Nancy is not a dark person, she just loves the rain. She loves the way the rain makes her feel. It causes some childlike pull in her throat, and gives her the red cheeks of a younger girl. She wants to laugh at her image, at her wet hair and face.
When she reaches the bottom of the stairs she takes her bag out of the protection underneath her coat, and shakes out her hair with a quick nod, and drags her fingers through the wet mess to give it back some order. She throws her bag over her shoulder, and heads in the direction of the train.
As she moves across the train station there are people walking to and from the above world and the under world. This is where Nancy prefers to be, right in between worlds. She measures her steps, takes them slow. The people that move around her are moving so quick that when compared to Nancy’s slow and measured walking they are all a blur. The colors of their clothes stretch into long distorted lines. The faces are without importance. The expressions are garbled in the fuzz of their own hurriedness, and even Nancy’s face is hidden by her untamed and wet hair. She is convinced that it is here, in the neither world, that nobody matters. Communication is mute. The sound is nothing but a hustle, and nothing more. The sound of a hustle has to be heard to be recognized. This language of steps and breath has to be learned to be properly understood. Nancy understands everything here. She understands the language of this neither world better than any language. This is the only place she seems to really understand.
Nancy has long, very thin legs. She is wearing a short grey skirt today. She normally doesn’t wear skirts because of her extreme thinness. She eats like a normal person, and yet she remains very thin. It is just a genetic thing. Her mother and her father were both extremely thin, her grandparents were the same. She comes from a long line of seemingly unhealthy, thin people. Her doctor says that she is at the peak of health, and yet everyone she meets is convinced that she must be sick.
When she was twelve she went on a chocolate cupcake binge, where she purposely ate chocolate cupcakes continuously throughout a day. This was the ‘scrawny girl’s diet’, as she called it. She used to eat constantly to try to develop a normal weight. It didn’t matter. She never gained a pound. She is 5’7” and ninety-five pounds. When she graduated from high school she weighed ninety-five pounds. When she graduated from college, two years ago, she was ninety-five pounds. She dreams of the day that she will cross the century mark.
Recently, since problems at home have begun to develop, she has started her chocolate cupcake diet again. Her boyfriend Doug has been transformed into someone she no longer recognizes. He used to give her the necessary amount of attention and affection that would keep her confidence just above the sinking level. Now, she is sinking and he hasn’t even taken the time to look, to watch her skinny body disappear beneath her far too prominent bones. He hardly recognizes that she is ever around. Her body image has always been poor, but she has never been so insecure that she could not perform her job without her insecurities yelling in her ears, until recently.
Nancy leaves the neither world as she walks down the stairs to the platform of the underworld, where the trains come and go. Her knees appear wobbly. Her kneecaps are ugly, over pronounced because of her weight. She is also wearing sandals today, which she also doesn’t like to do. Her feet are ugly, and she knows it. The skin appears to be just wrapped over the bones. Her toes are too thin and too long. It occurs to her, as she looks down while she shuffles down the stairs that her ankles are so scrawny that she wonders how they hold up as she stomps one thin foot in front of the other. This is why she doesn’t wear sandals. She tries to prevent herself from having thoughts about broken ankles and too thin toes.
She had a job interview today. This is the only reason that she is wearing the short skirt and sandals. She normally would try to cover herself up with baggy clothes, and shoes that cover her bony feet and ankles.
Nancy is a nude model at the art school uptown. She models part time for a very decent salary, but she needs more work to keep her busy, and the extra money wouldn’t hurt. She interviewed for a receptionist job today at the art school. The old receptionist was a friend of hers. She told Nancy that she had found a new job, and gave Nancy the heads-up weeks before she told the administrators that she was leaving. She wanted Nancy to get a jump-start on the other applicants for the position. She knew that Nancy was looking for extra work.
Nancy knew most of the people on the committee that interviewed her. Many of them were professors of hers when she went attended classes at the school. She thinks that her chances for the job are good. The interview went well, though Nancy consistently felt the need to tug at the hem of her skirt, as it seemed to crawl up her bony thighs at the slightest movement or turn of the hips, as she searched for comfort in her chair. She also found herself constantly maneuvering her buttocks back and forth to relieve the pressure. She always has to do this when she sits on a hardwood chair. Her pelvis has always pained her when it is in one position too long, poking bone to hardwood. She fears that she might have presented herself as too nervous or fidgety.
The train is different at this hour of the day. She doesn’t see a single familiar face, and this makes her feel uncomfortable. Nancy is the kind of person who needs familiar faces, not necessarily familiar people, but the image of familiarity offers her some comfort. She does not want to know people. There is too much disappointment involved with the knowledge beneath a face, knowing how it got the way it is.
As the train moves through the tunnels of the underworld, Nancy is frightened by the noise of the brakes on the track. Normally, it would just take her looking over towards David, the salesman, to calm her fears. His calmness always seems to calm her, but he is nowhere to be seen.
She thinks again of the man with the satchel from earlier this morning. His sunglasses were reflecting the tunnel lights, projecting a new light. She looks out at the light and there is a sense of comfort growing in her. She thinks of the satchel, and of all that might be inside it. This keeps her occupied for the duration of the trip.
II
“I was listening to the radio earlier today, well, when I say I was listening to the radio, I really mean, that the radio was on and occasionally I would make out a word or two here or there.” Doug’s hands were really going now. His left hand was now smothering his right hand. It was easy for Nancy to tell that he had recently smoked a joint, and found it necessary to top it off with a pot of coffee. This was evident from the smell of burning coffee throughout the house, and from the empty coffee pot resting on the coffee maker. She rinses out the burnt and blackened coffee at the bottom of the pot. She is annoyed that he never seems to remember to switch the coffee maker off.
“These two women, these conjoined twins, joined at the head, were in surgery for over fifty hours to have their heads’ separated. They were so determined to be independent from one another that they accepted the obvious risks involved in a surgery as intricate as this one. What gets me is that we so readily accept that these were two totally separate human lives, and not just one mind in dual forms. Do you understand what I’m getting at?” Doug asked this so eagerly that he was hunched towards Nancy as if he were waiting for some affirmation in response to set his body back into its upright position.
“What?”
“Do you think craniopagus twins are two separate people?”
“Cranio… What? I really have no idea, Doug.”
“Craniopagus twins, meaning two people, apparently two people, born joined at the head.”
Pause. He watches and waits for Nancy to answer his still unanswered question, bending towards her in anticipation once more. She stares at him blankly, watching his hands twist and tear at one another, waiting for him to finish whatever it is he has begun.
“Don’t you understand? These women were so eager, after nearly 30 years of essentially sharing a head, to live separate lives, but the surgeons found that they had shared a head so long that their brains had fused together. Where is the distinction in their thought, their memory, or their dreams? Weren’t they really living one life in differing bodies? Isn’t that just incredible to think about? I mean to really think about.” His face suddenly grows cold, his hands settle, and he drops to the floor. His eyes approach one another in an expression of disgust. “They died within an hour and a half of one another.” His voice is suddenly exhausted, absent of his earlier energy. “Why did we allow them to believe they were separate? Why did we give them hope where there was none?” He sits there for another moment, staring at Nancy as if he were waiting for her to console him.
“Doug, are you alright?”
His eyes snap into focus and he is quickly back on his feet, wrenching his hands one into another again. “I‘ll tell you what, you can manufacture all the tragedy you want, but it is never more effective then when you hear it presented as reality on the news. There is something about the radio, though, that is more authentic, more real, than television. If I would have seen that story on television it would not have been nearly as effective. It would have assumed an air of sensationalism. The radio is so much more legitimate news wise. Don’t you think?”
“Aren’t you going to ask me about the interview?” She would have said anything to prevent him from going into another manic self-debate, especially on the virtues of television vs. radio.
“How was the interview?”
III
David walks over to the large mahogany filing cabinet in the corner of his office. He grabs a report from a neatly piled stack of paper on top of the cabinet. He reaches under the front lip of his desk where there is a recording device and presses play. As he listens to Mrs. Kauffman recount her dream he jots down notes on the probable psychological reasons for these particular symbols and images.
Mrs. Kauffman’s smell is still in the room. She smells like most elderly women. It is a musty smell, and yet it is covered by another scent, perhaps vanilla. He thinks of the apparent purity of the woman, and then the obvious conflict she has with needing a man to fill her up inside, and fearing the pain of his repeated penetration. He assumes that this pain is probably due to either the death of her husband, which he is not altogether sure has happened, or by the lack of vaginal secretions due to menopause. David infers all this in his report.
It is not easy for David to make such broad assumptions about a person’s psychology after just one meeting. He has serious ethical problems with it, but these problems have grown more silent over the last five years. He rationalizes his presumptions by the fact that the reports go directly to Dr. Wintruth’s office, and are read only by Dr. Wintruth. What Dr. Wintruth does with these reports after he receives them, David does not know, but he has been assured by the Dr.’s attorney, Mr. Fabel, that it is very legal, and that the customer’s contract clearly states that anything that they say during their consultation meetings can be reported to Dr. Wintruth, head of Dreams Incorporated.
As David types up his official report on his laptop from his handwritten notes on the unofficial report, he wonders if Mrs. Kauffman was aware of the contract she signed. He doesn’t like how trusting she was, and worries that he, or rather, the company has taken unfair advantage of her. Sometimes, he forgets that his job title is Dream Broker, and not Psychologist. These people know that they are coming in here to pitch their dream, have it designed, and then buy it as a true experience. If they were ashamed of the contents then they would keep it to themselves.
David looks up from his laptop at his photograph of Meret Oppenheim’s Object (luncheon in fur). This picture contains a coffee cup, a saucer, and a spoon all covered in fur. He remembers the anecdote that Oppenheim tells about how the concept came to her. She was having lunch with Picasso and as she was telling him about a project that entailed covering jewelry with fur, Picasso remarked that one could cover anything in fur, to which she replied, “Even this cup and saucer.” David laughs out loud, and goes back to typing his report on Mrs. Kauffman’s possible guilt over her apparent penis envy.
Four
I
David graduated summa cum laude from Dutton University five years ago with a Bachelor’s in Psychology. He was always fascinated by dreams, and dream analysis, but if you would have told him on his day of graduation that he would sell dreams he wouldn’t have believed you. However, it was only one day after graduation when Dr. Wintruth’s attorney showed up at his door with a list of all the new psychology graduates from Dutton. Fresh out of college, having not even had the opportunity to look for a job, and here was a job offer with benefits and a more than fair income. How could he turn it down?
David has never met Dr. Wintruth personally, and, as far as David knows, neither has any other employee of Dreams Incorporated. All of Dr. Wintruth’s personal business is handled by his attorney, Mr. Fabel. It is said that Dr.Wintruth occupies the whole top floor of Dreams Incorporated’s original dream facility, and has not left since the building was erected five years ago. Mr. Fabel does not talk about Dr. Wintruth, and will not allow anyone else to talk about him. When one of the nearly fifty Dutton recruits asked about him during the initial orientation, Mr. Fabel ignored the question completely, as if it weren’t asked, and then proceeded to show us a video that praised Dr. Wintruth and his many accomplishments in his study of the subconscious world.
David has since done much research on Dr. Wintruth. The video praised the Dr. for his wonderful breakthroughs in dream analysis, and his study of revelatory fulfillment through experiencing your dreams in reality. The video stated that through living a dream one could experience meaning in consciousness that they would be unable to find in their subconscious mind. Our subconscious existence is an existence without reason. When we add reason, or reality, the dream’s meaning must be uncovered or else we make nothing of ourselves but ridiculous minds, minds that imagine only for the sake of its own entertainment, as opposed to a mind that gives itself clues to why we are who we are.
David spent the first four years with the company blindly believing in the work of Dr. Wintruth. Until one day it occurred to him that he had never heard anything about Dr. Wintruth’s work in any periodical study that he had read, or class he had attended. It was only in the video that Wintruth was praised for his accomplishments, and if these studies were such a breakthrough, then why had David not heard anything about him.
David desperately wanted to read some of Dr. Wintruth’s studies. He made an appointment to meet with Mr. Fabel to ask him for some documented evidence of Wintruth’s studies. Mr. Fabel said nothing, only offered David a stick of gum. Then Mr. Fabel walked to the corner of the room where a monitor was placed in the wall. Mr. Fabel knocked twice at the wall, the lights dimmed, and David found himself watching the same video that he had seen that first day of orientation five years ago.
Then David started to wonder why it was that all the original dream salesmen were recruited from Dutton University. It wasn’t as if Dutton was a Mecca for psychological study. Actually it was quite the opposite. Most of the graduates had a very limited knowledge of dreams and dream analysis. David was the exception because of his independent study on the subject. He was always an anomaly in his psychology classes. His interest was quite real in psychology. The other students mostly wanted to take courses that they thought would allow them enough time to drink with the least amount of disturbance. Dutton is known mostly for its drinking, and lastly for its academic standards. It occurred to David that Dutton would be the perfect place to recruit employees if you wanted employees that you didn’t want to ask too many questions, if there were something you were trying to hide.
II
“Wretched.”
Doug is standing, staring at his apartment door. He has his coat on; his hands nervously clutching the zipper, yet to be zipped. He will not venture out today. It has been almost two years since he has left this apartment. He doesn’t even know what he would do if he were to make it out the door. The sun is shining through the windows, and he has grown tired of pacing across the same hardwood floors that he paces everyday. He wants to go out for a walk, to smell the breeze outside the stifling and trapped air of this place, to feel the warmth of the sun without being framed by the parameters of a window. This is a routine for him, these afternoon debates. Still, he always ends up on the inside of the door. Some days he makes it out to the hallway. Then he hears a door swing open, or a door shut, or the elevator lifting or falling, maybe someone is approaching, and he goes quickly back inside to the safety of his hardwood floors, where he can pursue his pacing.
Doug is agoraphobic. Agoraphobia is a social disorder that could best be described as a fear of helplessness in public places, and therefore leads to the avoidance of open or public places. He has not always been afraid to leave his home. This is a fear that grew in him over the course of many months.
One of Doug’s closest relatives, Dr. Martin Heimlich, had just recently graduated from medical school. Dr. Martin had always been successful, and very highly respected by their family. Doug was not very well respected. Their paths were set out before them well before they were even aware of a path, or their particular looming existential dilemmas.
They were very close in age, only a matter of weeks separated the two. Their mothers were sisters, and being that neither sister had much of a life of her own, and being like most parents who have no life, and foresee no real future in their own lives, the sisters began a transference of their own failed hopes and dreams to hang like an albatross over the heads of their children, Doug and Martin. Martin’s mother, Wilhemena, or Billy Heimlich, began the competition with small wagers. She bet Doug’s mother that Martin would speak his first word before Doug. Billy got odds because Martin was the younger by six weeks. Martin spoke first. His first word was “Freud”, and this was not all that strange considering that Freud was Martin’s father’s name. Also, there was a long line of Freudian psychiatrists in the Heimlich family, and that was what Billy wanted for her son, to be a psychiatrist. She used to read aloud to him from Freud’s celebrated “The Interpretation of Dreams”, and gave him sample case studies to have him decipher. She claimed that he would be one of the most celebrated psychiatrists in the entire world. Of course, she will probably be right. This was just one of many things that Martin did right, and another thing that made Doug look wrong. When he would visit the Heimlich’s as a child he was always referred to as ‘ID’. The nickname eventually followed him to his own house, and his high school. He didn’t get rid of the nickname until college, but he is constantly reminded of the name whenever he visits home, which luckily, considering his condition, has not happened in the past several years.
Anyway, after many years of disappointment, and being very cash poor, Doug made a call to his very successful cousin, Dr. Martin Heimlich, and asked his celebrated cousin if he might help him swindle the government for some disability money. Doug had begun a somewhat successful art career, but he knew that he would not be able to continue focusing on his artwork if he had to work a regular job. His drawings were making money, but it was not nearly enough to pay the bills. Doug sensed that Nancy was growing restless with his bohemian attitudes towards getting a job. So, he knew he needed a supplemental income until his drawings started to sell more, and he couldn’t sell more drawings unless he had the time to draw them. Dr. Martin respected this artistic side of his cousin, and he also acknowledged that Doug’s coming to him for help was another winning bet for his mother. So, Dr. Heimlich, being respected in the medical community, made a few phone calls, and Doug started getting checks from the United States Government. He called his cousin and asked what he had been afflicted by, and this was when he was informed that he was agoraphobic.
The problem was that in order for Doug to remain on disability, he could not be seen outside of his apartment. If he were to be discovered as a fraud, then that might damage the emerging reputation of Dr. Heimlich, which was not an option. He had been informed by his mother that the final bet was for all the marbles, and this bet was that Doug, who had already ruined his own life, was also going to start ruining the lives of others, beginning with the life of Dr. Heimlich.
So, out of the fear of being found out as a fraud, damaging his celebrated cousin’s seemingly impenetrable reputation, and the possibility of his mother losing all the marbles--he worried about what all the marbles actually meant-- he truly began to fear leaving his house.
“Wretched.”
Doug takes off his coat, and hangs it back in the closet. He goes to sit down at his desk in front of the computer. The screen saver is on, and across it scrolls the words “Imagined voices are loudest when they reach to us from outside our sleep.” He had heard this on the radio yesterday, and typed it in as a scrolling marquee on his computer. It was from an interview with some obscure French director.
Doug loves the radio. It is his daily sustenance. He reaches over to switch it on, and the voices begin to fall out of the speakers. His primary radio, as he calls it, is a large machine with a coat hanger hanging out the top, jagged and untamed, with aluminum foil wrapped tightly around the end of the hanger. He leans back in his swivel chair, puts his feet up on his desk, and lights a joint. He clicks a button on the computer and another voice leaks out of the computer. It is another radio station. The computer radio, which is connected to a radio station that he can not receive without being on the internet, is what he calls his secondary radio. So, two different radio stations are on, both at similar volumes. Doug seems to be trying to decipher the voices that come out of both radios at the same time.
“Wretched.”
The word ‘wretched’ is clumsily spoken in that voice smokers speak with when they are trying to hold smoke in their lungs, lazily, and without breath. He eventually lets the smoke out, gets up, the joint between his lips, goes to the coffee maker, pours another cup of black, and begins pacing along that short path from the kitchenette to his desk on the other side of the apartment. He paces back and forth like this for hours everyday. Sometimes he imagines that he actually has somewhere to walk, counts his steps, and creates dialogues from ideas presented to him via the multiple choices of topics on the radios. The sun is shining today, and he wants to remember what it is like to walk down a street on a sunny day. However, there is also a very interesting story being broadcast on one of the two stations he is listening to.
He walks over to the primary radio and turns it up. Then, out of fear that he may be missing something in the world of sports, he turns on a much smaller radio that sits next to the larger radio. This is the alternative secondary radio. The volume is the same as the other two radio stations, but now the primary radio is a whisper louder. Doug concentrates on the one, but listens to all three as he begins pacing again; his mind racing with speech that doesn’t quite seem his own.
III
Nancy bites into an apple. She has been told that apples are supposed to be nature’s toothbrush, and she needs something to clean the chocolate cupcake gunk from in between her teeth. She is in a small waiting area outside a larger classroom where she will soon present her body to a class full of new students, and she prefers to present herself in the best possible light. These students are mostly going to be eighteen and nineteen year old boys and girls, and so it follows that they will also be extremely shallow and superficial. Most of the boys have probably never even seen a naked woman up-close before, and Nancy’s body will now exceed, equal, or shatter all those boyhood expectations. This used to really bother Nancy. She used to stand at the rear of the small waiting area with her robe tucked up over her chin, hoping that the terry cloth would soak her skinny body up into nothingness. She used to worry about what their expressions would say about her naked body, what their eyes might reflect, what she might see them communicate through gestures. Then the whole process became quite routine to her. However, lately she has begun to feel quite nervous about the whole process again, but she tries to curb her anxiety with chocolate cupcakes, an apple, and a newspaper. It is through these new routines that she can ignore the fact that she is about to present an unsuitable body to students of aesthetics.
Nancy takes another bite out of the apple. Her legs are crossed and sticking out of the folds in the white robe. She has one hand in between her thighs and the other hand on the apple. Her streaky blond hair is haphazardly tied up on top of her head. There are several strands hanging down, but they are of no concern to her. She just wants to keep the hair out of her eyes. Once she gets out on the classroom floor she can not have her pose interrupted by a stray hair tickling at her eyes. She has very crisp blue eyes, and a very pretty face. Her face doesn’t exhibit the same thinness as her body, and it seems like a face that belongs to another body. She is hyper-aware of her body, every movement is so precisely performed that she presents herself with the grace of a dancer, but it is all a matter of insecurity. She moves the way she thinks a normal woman should move, constantly conscious of giving her hips a sway that might create the illusion of curves on her otherwise shapeless form.
Nancy is reading the morning paper. She has just been informed that the receptionist job that she interviewed for has gone to someone with more experience. At first she took the news quite personally, and began to walk up and down the administrative hallways trying to decide who she was going to berate first, and planning all the best things to say during a good berating. She knew almost every professor and administrator on the interview panel, and was confident that they would have given her the job. She bets that the girl they gave the job to is a better rounded woman. Nancy keeps imagining the words: BIG TITS, in a bubble that keeps flashing by in her possible berating. However, her better judgment talks her out of any berating. She can’t afford to lose her modeling job at the school.
Now, she is forced to look for something in the want ads. This was the last place she wanted to look, but Doug’s monthly checks are not pulling enough weight. Their rent is getting more and more difficult to pay, and she has been ducking student loan officers for far too long. It is getting increasingly more difficult to envision Doug ever getting out of the house to make any money. It would be an emotional impossibility for him to take any initiative in an employment direction. Even his art has suffered since he started collecting disability. He hasn’t produced anything worth talking about for months. He hasn’t sold any drawings in almost a year. So, Nancy is left to figure out a way to get things done.
She has circled only one ad:
Needed: Actors, Extras, Stand-Ins
for a growing company involved
in recreating dreams for consumers.
No theatrical experience necessary.
Call Misty, 628-9809 for interview.
There isn’t any other job that even remotely peaks her interest.
The professor of the figure drawing class gives a single, but prominent, knock on the waiting area’s door. Nancy gets up, neatly folds her newspaper into its proper position, throws the half eaten apple into the receptacle near the door, and walks out into the classroom.
There are the normal whispers, mostly from the male students. The female students don’t usually start to whisper until she takes the robe off. She has recognized several differences in how the sexes react to nakedness while working this job. The men are mostly beings of anticipation. Their interest is primarily in waiting for the unveiling of the naked. The women are more subtle about their comments and whispers. However, they whisper just as much, but only about the inadequacies of the particular body. These whispers are not just a commentary on Nancy’s body, but on a standard that is set for the body of all women. She has sat in on many classes with other models, and she was once a student in these classes. She used to whisper. Everyone whispers, even if they don’t do it out loud.
Nancy walks over to the stool that stands on a small platform in front of the classroom, which she will spend the next hour sitting on. The stool is covered in a small layer of dust and charcoal and sits just in front of the chalkboard. The chalkboard reads, “Do not draw a body. Draw an object”. She disrobes, and there is a wave of whispers, a clutter of movements that flow quickly across the crowd of young heads bobbing and weaving around their easels to catch the best possible look. This is the normal reaction of students who have never been in a nude studies class before. She is always prepared for comments about her weight, and this class is no different.
Some guy in the front row asks the girl next to him, his subtlety leaving something to be desired, “Do you think she’s sick?”
“I don’t know. I thought she was a guy. Where are her breasts?” was the girl’s response.
These comments used to really bother Nancy. She remembers spending the entire first year laboring many moments in that tiny waiting area, crying, eating chocolate cupcakes hand over fist.
You are not a body. You are an object.
You are not a body. You are an object.
IV
The house looks empty and grey from the street. Jay is still a full block away, but he can tell that Emily is not there, and probably will never be there again. Somewhere in his mind he knew she would not be coming back home, but he hoped that maybe she would find it too hard to stay gone, too hard not to sympathize with Jay’s daily pains. He can not blame her for going. She has gone and come back too many times to expect things to ever be different. His life has changed too much since the accident. He couldn’t see anything, including her, as being as beautiful as he once remembered without remembering exactly how beautiful they once were. The scariest part to him was that maybe everything was still as beautiful as it ever was, but that he had lost the ability to recognize the beauty in things. He can remember spending hours just trying to imagine how lovely Emily was when she wasn’t grey. She, like most things, had become leaden, cold, and had left him feeling empty. He took this constant and empty struggling out on her too often, too many times. Now, two years later she has decided to go back into a world where people recognize beauty. She could no longer live in a house where everything was withering. She had to save herself. Jay understands. He needs some saving, too.
As he sticks his key in the door he listens for voices, for the dog to scurry near the door. There is nothing, just the buzz of the porch light that dimly glows by the door. This is about the time that he would normally wonder what he and Emily would find to argue about once he got inside. They seemed only to communicate through personal attacks these past few years. Now, she is gone, and he already feels the absence of her words, her companionship. He has lost so much these last few years, so many words. She stuck around because she was trying to understand what he had lost. Also, she remained out of her own guilt, and he never forgave her, or relieved her of the guilt of taking his colors.
He used to think that he was lucky to have Emily. People would often tell him how beautiful she was, and he always delighted in introducing her as his wife. He liked to watch people’s faces light up when they saw her. She had the kind of face that lit up all other faces around it. Jay was not an unattractive man, quite the opposite. He was very good looking, but he never really acknowledged it, or accepted a comment on his appearance’s behalf. However, Emily was downright beautiful, but after the accident he couldn’t see it anymore. He couldn’t see the light in her face. He couldn’t see the lights she provided on the faces of others, and he couldn’t find the light she used to shine on him.
Something got lost in her, as it was with all the things in Jay’s life. Everything was lost after the accident.
Five
I
Doug first saw Nancy in a figure drawing class his junior year at the City College of Art and Design. They were both still students then. It was a few weeks into the drawing class, and he hadn’t remembered noticing her until that particular day. He is unsure about what brought her to his attention on that day, but his attentions were directed at her, and wouldn’t leave her. He remembers her long hair, hanging over her slender shoulders. The straps of her small banana colored shirt kept falling off those jagged collarbones of hers. She wasn’t beautiful, but there was something extraordinary about her, something young, something wondering. It was locating this something, recognizing those askew details about people, that Doug felt was his talent. He had the ability to spot that something, and to put it down on paper with his charcoal-extended fingers, smudging a once white nothing into a pushing that gave her something movement.
The nude that day was uninteresting to Doug, and since he was never one to conform freely to a given assignment, he began to draw Nancy. The professor of the class, while walking the rows of easels to discover the work of her students, was humored by Doug’s initiative. She thought his work was impressive, and commented that his characterization of Nancy was finely tuned and realistic. She said he had an ability to show “the glare off the soul.” He immediately found her comment rather poignant, if not trite and flighty, yet he thought to himself that this glare was a perfect description of that something he saw in people.
In all of his previous drawing classes he had always been told to ignore the fact that a person was a person, and to draw them as if they were unknown objects, only adding soul to the object after it has formed itself into distinguishable lines. Doug never felt that this was right, and now he knew what it was he was supposed to see. As a sketch artist, or even as a person learning another person for the first time, it is the goal to find the glare off the soul.
Doug knew he was talented, and so did everyone who watched him work, or saw his drawings. He accepted that he could represent a quality about people in his drawings that other artists strived to portray. However, he could only draw this ‘glare’ if the person had a glare to draw. This glaring quality was rare and could only be recognized by an artist with a willing eye. Doug looked for that bouncing light on everyone. The nude in this class was glareless. Nancy was glaring at Doug. Now there was nothing in the room but Nancy; even Doug faded away into his imagination, only his arm poked out of oblivion to record what he witnessed as she worked, moved, glared.
Nancy had no idea that she was being studied by Doug. He hid back in the corner, disappearing behind his low easel, which he had adjusted to allow him to work from a seated position on the floor. Charcoal in his hands was like a pencil in the hands of a carpenter. He drew without conscience, without a second thought of where to place a line. It was like a measurement had been made in his mind, and the numbers were clearly recognized and drawn. He finished his first portrait of Nancy in a matter of minutes, and drew several more before the class was over. Then, sitting alone in the corner of the empty classroom, he drew more pictures of Nancy, all from memory. The glare was becoming more prominent, and yet she was nowhere to be seen. She had left it with him.
Doug took this glare and carried it with him all over campus, hoping that it would help him find its owner. He saw Nancy’s tiny, thin wrist and hand through the windows of the College’s small art gallery. He could hear her talking to someone inside the gallery about Dali and the meaninglessness of the unconscious symbol. He thought of going in to introduce himself, but he was nervous enough about presenting himself to a woman who had never seen him before. He did not need the extra pressure of introducing himself to two strange people in the midst of a conversation, considering he was utterly ignorant on the subject of Dali and the meaning or lack of meaning in dream symbols. Doug does not make many attempts to meet new people. In general, people make him quite nervous, or more accurately, what people may be thinking makes Doug quite nervous. Doug often makes himself nervous by thinking, always thinking.
Doug sat outside the gallery on a bench, and waited for Nancy. He drew many renditions of her hand and wrist in all its changing positions while he waited.
He had no addictions at the time other than the drawing.
II
Jay was on a book tour. He didn’t want to go on this book tour. His book had been having minor success, and was going to afford him the opportunity to open the used bookstore that he had been dreaming of opening for years. His publisher and Emily both begged him to go. The publisher had obvious reasons for wanting him to go on a book tour, but Emily was looking to get as many readers for Jay’s book as possible. Her intentions weren’t financial. She thought if he didn’t get the proper sales then he would not be given future opportunities to publish his work. He saw no reason to be concerned about it anymore. In fact, as long as he had his bookstore, then he was perfectly fine with not publishing anything in the future. Emily didn’t believe that he didn’t care to publish anything else, and on some level he didn’t really believe this either. So, he gave up resisting and left for his book tour.
His publishing company had supplied him with a rented van, and had made all the proper hotel reservations in all the relevant cities. His first reading was at a small bookstore that was less than an hour from his home, but he didn’t make it to the bookstore. The van blew a tire on the interstate, and Jay lost control of the vehicle. It didn’t help that he had no feel for the van, having driven it for less than an hour. The van crashed into the corner of a guardrail and hit the edge of the guardrail with such a force that the metal screamed and the van flipped. This is the last thing that Jay remembers: the screaming of metal and the thumping of a large machine out of control.
When he woke up days later, he had lost all colors, lost the ability to see colors, and the ability to remember colors. He remembers waking up and looking out the huge window of the hospital room, and thinking that it was horribly overcast. It was night, and he was so sensitive to light that he thought it was just a cloudy day. When the sun came up that morning, he immediately buzzed a nurse and demanded that the curtains be closed. When Emily came in that morning her whole face was ashen, her dress grey, and her lips, which kissed him, were dull with an unnatural warmth. This is when he asked her to call an optometrist. Something was not right.
III
Doug first called Dr. Heimlich complaining of a lack of energy. He mentioned to the Doctor that he had been unable to work since he had been afflicted by agoraphobia, and his fears of the outside world were becoming more and more intense. He mentioned to Dr. Heimlich that his dreams were all following the same theme: him looking out windows and seeing horribly deformed conjoined twins attacking one another on the streets below. Dr. Heimlich prescribed caffeine. The Doctor said that once Doug got his energy up and was able to follow a normal, productive routine, including exercising his imagination through drawing, then the dreams would dissipate.
Doug began to drink coffee, lots of it. He would drink almost two pots a day, which was nearly twenty cups. He was becoming too high strung; at least this is what Nancy told him. He spent weeks pacing the floors, talking to himself, and driving Nancy crazy with his rambling on about any subject that would pop into his head. Then when he recognized that his thoughts were becoming increasingly more non-linear, and lacking any discernible quality, he made another phone call to Heimlich.
Dr. Heimlich prescribed nicotine to calm Doug’s nerves. Doug immediately started smoking cigarette after cigarette, around two packs a day. Nancy complained about the stink on her clothes and their furniture. So, Doug began smoking with his head out the window.
One day with his head out the window he saw a large figure, or a pair of figures, indistinguishable from one another, with a grotesquely large head, perhaps two combined heads, rip a woman’s purse out of her hand. This figure was laughing maniacally as he limped down the street with what appeared to be a clubbed foot, snorting and laughing as he ran with this woman’s purse in its hands. The woman looked around for help. She looked up and saw Doug, and screamed for him to help. He immediately pulled his head in, shut the window, and began drinking coffee out of a bigger cup, and began smoking three packs a day. Then the dreams returned, grotesque forms, large people, often conjoined twins, attacking one another out his window.
Doug made a call to Dr. Heimlich, and said that he had too much energy. The smoking did calm him, but his imagination was still not flourishing. Dr. Heimlich told him to relax and that he would send him something to take the edge off. Two days passed and then Doug received a package from a man in a brown suit. Doug watched him through the peephole of his door. It was not a postal carrier, or an employee from a specialty carrier service. This was just a guy in a brown suit, no corporate logo anywhere to be seen. Doug opened the door, and ripped into the package. It was a quarter of an ounce of marijuana. Doug immediately called Dr. Heimlich and expressed his concerns about the package and its possible legal ramifications. Dr. Heimlich assured him that it was all on the up and up. The Doctor also sent him a sheet of paper in the package with crudely written step by step instructions on the proper way to roll a joint, with an additional note written in Dr. Heimlich’s hand that read: “five pinches, four times a day, 9 a.m., 1 p.m., 5 p.m., 9 p.m. You don’t have to smoke the whole thing at once, but you must finish the 9 a.m. joint by 1p.m, and the 1 p.m. by 5 p.m., etc. Respectfully, Your Better, Good Doctor.”
Doug did exactly as he was told, and rolled four joints every night before he went to bed, five pinches of marijuana in each joint. The pinches got bigger and bigger everyday. Nancy complained about the smell and questioned Dr. Heimlich’s intentions, but Doug stopped hearing her after awhile. There was too much stuff going on inside his head. The dreams didn’t stop. The faces became larger and more grotesque.
Doug called Dr. Heimlich and told him that the dreams were not getting better, but they were getting worse. The Doctor asked him how he was spending his days. Doug told him about how he was pacing the floor with a cup of coffee, a cigarette, and that the pot was leaving him feeling increasingly more paranoid about his dreams and the possible anarchy that might be happening out in the streets. Dr. Heimlich told Doug to stop thinking so much, and to start listening to the radio. Dr. Heimlich suggested several talk radio stations, and told Doug that if listening to one didn’t do the trick that he should listen to several stations, several radios, just to get the negative thoughts out of his head. He also told Doug that if he wanted to continue to receive his medications every week from the man in the brown suit then he needed Doug to write a detailed report of his dreams every week. The Doctor needed to know great details of these dreams, and exactly how these dreams made him feel in his subconscious state, as well as in his conscious state.
Doug certainly wanted to continue getting packages from the man in the brown suit. So, he did what he was told. The dreams were still bad, getting worse. He put every detail into his weekly reports. The man in the brown suit continued to come every month, and the pinches got bigger and bigger. He mind is still racing, more than ever, and he has three radios on most of the day, every day, to try to better direct his thoughts, to give his ramblings a more linear path. The three radios are not enough. He needs more.
Six
I
Jay wakes up in the morning with a dry mouth. He can measure how well he has slept by the amount of water remaining in the water glass on his bedside table. The glass is full, which means he didn’t wake up, at least not cognitively, at any point in the night. He hasn’t slept this well since before the accident.
He sits up and swings his tired legs over the crumpled blankets and out of bed, and rests them firmly on the ground. He acknowledges that she is still gone without ever looking over for confirmation. He reaches down towards the empty dog bed, realizes again that she has taken the dog. He misses the dog. The dog, also having a lack of visual color recognition, was his only known ally with the affliction. Emily tried to understand, but he always got the impression that she never really stopped believing that he was overreacting. It was her guilt that kept her trying to understand, but the constant downward turn of mouth corners and rolling eyes were evidence of the limits of her understanding. She could only allow his behavior to go so far down before she had to turn away, disparage him with a comment or gesture, and leave him to his colorless world, where only he and the dog saw eye to eye. Now the dog is gone. There are no other eyes to look at him and understand
Towards the end of their relationship Emily’s gestures seemed to measure what amounted to full conversations between them. Those expressions of annoyance said more about how they both felt about one another than they actually were willing to say out loud. He is happy that she is gone. Not just for his sake, but for her sake as well. They were miles apart in this house. There were still moments of tenderness, if only for their history. That is what long relationships always come down to at the end, the history. However, he and the dog also had a history, and he is sorry to lose the dog. He wishes that she would have at least consulted him about taking the dog.
He drinks half of the glass of warm overnight water from his nightstand while he sits naked on the edge of the bed, looking at the shaded window and the small lines of light that ease through the closed blinds. He gets up, finds his way to the bathroom, and begins the ritual of beginning a day, a new day. He takes pleasure in not feeling any obligation to shave. There is no one left to please. Oral hygiene is important, but only for his own sake. His comb has found its new permanent home in the wastebasket by the sink, he has no use for it anymore. He will eventually slide into the same clothes he wore yesterday, and he won’t concern himself with thoughts that they might be dirty. All of a sudden he doesn’t have a care in the world. A cup of coffee needs to be made, and then off to the train. No worries.
II
Nancy wakes up with the normal smells seeping in through her breathing. Doug has already begun his day. He doesn’t sleep through the night anymore. He has so much caffeine running through his system that she is mesmerized by his ability to sleep at all. She has forbidden him from smoking anything in the bedroom. She hates the smell of both cigarette and pot smoke, and especially hates it on her clothes. She doesn’t have very nice stuff to wear as it is, and she sure doesn’t need her sorry wardrobe to smell as bad as it looks. This is the one semi-sacred place in their apartment, the one area where smoke has not become a permanent part of the space, though it always seems to make its presence known, usually in the morning, just in time to wake her up.
Nancy dreads the mornings now. She used to hate the mornings just because of the getting up, but now there are all kinds of anxieties that introduce themselves to her in the mornings, most of them having to do with Doug. She worries about the conversations that Doug will sputter through over her morning coffee. Actually, the conversation is more of a monologue than a dialogue these days. She can hardly get a word in between his spitting out old words that trip over his new words. Even her brief one-liners seem to get lost in the glaze of his eyes, or just get completely rejected in his total lack of recognition.
Nancy has convinced him to keep the radios off in the mornings. The layers of morning radio programs were driving her crazy. There are only so many morning zoos one person can take in that state between sleep and consciousness. Her dreams began to take the shape of prank phone calls, and celebrity gossip. However, the madness of the radios did produce for her a ritual that she still follows. She grabs the prerequisite cup of coffee with Doug after she is up and dressed. Then she leaves for the neither world of the train. There is a small coffee stand on the mid-level section of the train station where she can get an orange juice and a danish, and conceive of ways that she could financially support herself without Doug. She usually rationalizes her way out of the guilt that follows such thoughts. He does seem almost completely helpless now. But he has obviously not kept up his end of the relationship. He is certainly not the man she met several years ago in art school.
Nancy needs to dress up again today. She has another job interview. She doesn’t mind dressing up. She likes how much more she feels like a woman when she allows herself to dress like one. She normally finds it necessary to hide every missing curve underneath a mountain of clothes. It is her body that doesn’t permit her to feel the full pleasure of her womanliness. She reaches down into her nightstand drawer and unwraps a chocolate cupcake, and begins to eat it. Her inward femininity is diverted by her outward weight problem. She always feels people staring at her when she shows off her body. She can already hear imaginary comments from nonexistent passer-bys. “Oh my, she really shouldn’t be wearing that skirt.” “Ouch! That’s not right.” “Hmmm. She’s breaking my heart. I wonder how long she’s got.” “Eat something, honey.” She grabs another cupcake from her bedside drawer. These comments begin as soon as she sees her knobby knees in the mirror. She changes into a long dress, but the ankles are still there, and still achingly thin. She hasn’t found a boot that fits her tiny calves, or else she would cover them.
When she walks out into the kitchen to get her cup of coffee Doug is already at the table with a cup of coffee, a cigarette burning in his hand, and a small pile of pot laying on a rolling paper in front of him.
“Have you lost weight?”
“No. I am just wearing fewer clothes.” She says, trying hard not to seem too hurt by his insensitivity. She looks into her purse to make sure that there are plenty of chocolate cupcakes inside. It takes all she has not to let the tears in her eyes fall. “I have another interview today.” She says as she turns to leave.
III
David walks through the hallway of his sterile house into his very modern looking kitchen. The kitchen is filled with metallic appliances and other monochromatic décor, similar to the rest of the house. He watches his automatic coffeemaker produce fat droplets of coffee without his having to prompt it to do so. This machine brews his coffee at the same time every morning. The smell in the kitchen is as clinical as in the rest of the house, only now the coffee adds a slightly lived-in flavor.
David doesn’t take his beautiful house for granted, but he also can never forget to remind himself of how decadent his life could easily become. He is unmarried with no kids. He has plenty of cash in his wallet, and a more than comfortable sum in a low interest account at the local savings and loan. He keeps himself from being decadent by openly expressing his frugality. David buys his jackets and ties at thrift stores, and he takes the train everyday to work. He is the only person that lives at Dreamscape Properties to never use either one of his two automatic garage doors.
David is also constantly cognizant of his self-presentation. He prevents himself from looking like your everyday salesman by never being clean shaven. This is achieved by running a beard trimmer, on its lowest setting, over his face every morning. He believes this apparent unshaven look gives his face the necessary bohemian-like intensity it needs to prevent his otherwise youthful jowls from exhibiting that boyish innocence his expressions have never really lost.
When David first got the job at Dreams Inc., they gave him the house. They gave all the dream brokers a house, all of them in this same pre-built community of Dutton College Psychology graduates. There were rumors that those who wanted to turn down the complimentary homes were not awarded a job with Dreams Incorporated. The only three people from Dutton that didn’t end up in this community were independently wealthy, and didn’t want a house in a tacky prefabricated community anyway.
Dreamscape is one of those places where all the units were being built at the same time, a community that sprouted up in about five months, an instant neighborhood. It was built on the outskirts of the city. It is not quite city, not quite country. These instant neighborhoods are often labeled by a large wooden sign on their iron gates. Dreamscape’s sign is written in an elegant cursive script with a starry night sky in the backdrop. The houses all look the same but for some trimming color, landscape fixtures, and the numbers on the mailbox. The community has only one road, Dreamscape Circle, and it runs around the whole community in a complete circle with a pond built right in the center of the circle for the whole community to look out upon. This pond is the view from all the kitchens in every house of Dreamscape properties. Everybody can watch the pond from their Silent Whisper patio doors.
David sits on a small chair that he has set out on the concrete block that represents his patio, sips his pre-made coffee, and looks out at the Dreamscape pond. He eases back on the two rear legs of his chair, and rests his coffee cup on the thigh of his gabardine slacks. He watches all the other employees of Dreams Inc., standing or sitting near their patio doors, holding their coffee cups appropriately by the given handles. Since everyone that lives here is a dream broker, they all have to be at work at the same time. However, David leaves slightly earlier than everyone else so that he can catch his train on time.
IV
David waits for the train on the large concrete platform. He looks at his inexpensive digital watch for the time. The train comes at the same time everyday. You can almost literally set your watch to it, giving one or two seconds here or there. He counts down from the clock on the platform’s concrete wall, hears the train’s brakes screeching on the rails, feels the vibration of the massive snake of a machine, smells the warm stale air it brings with it through the tunnel, and then he sees the light. He always stands at the same spot on the platform, always gets in on the same car. It is only through the habits of his life that he remains seemingly normal in his own mind.
The doors of the train pull open with that peculiar sucking sound, and he quickly gets in to grab his normal seat. He sets his briefcase at his feet, lets the jerking of the now moving train set him at ease with its speed, and then looks around for potential clients who might like to buy a dream.
The mornings are usually a bad time to find clients on this train, only because there aren’t too many people that get on this car at this hour. If there are extra people on this train it is usually because they came to see him. Most of his clients come to him. They always seem to know where to find him. He conveniently drops cards all around the trains and the train stations. These cards have his location on the train, and the time in which he rides it, scrawled on the back side. This is why he always tries to sit in the same spot on the same car on the same train every morning at the same time. The other salesmen don’t have any idea of how great a resource the train is. Most of these people are not affluent. They have lots of dreams, mostly which are not coming true, and probably won’t ever come true unless they can reserve them by appointment. David gets over half his sales from the people on the train.
David sees someone coming his way. He throws a rehearsed smile on his face, quickly picks up his briefcase, and starts rummaging through the blank pieces of printing paper inside. He doesn’t have anything else to put inside the leather case. He has to have something inside it. He has to carry a leather briefcase. It validates a certain level of professionalism. It turns out that the person coming towards him was an actual passenger and not a sale. He shuts the briefcase, sits it down again, and puts his smile back inside his mouth.
The briefcase previously contained dream reports. He felt that doing the reports at home took some time from his normal office work, but someone somehow found out about it. This apparently was not appreciated by Dr. Wintruth, and now his briefcase is searched by security everyday whenever he enters or exits the building. He understands the paranoia that comes with owning a successful, not to mention unique, company like Dreams Inc., but why reprimand your top dream salesman for trying to get some extra work done. It just doesn’t make any sense.
David has noticed many peculiar activities going on at Dreams Incorporated. He is frightened by their power over his life, and this keeps him somewhat in check when it comes to exploring possibly suspicious theories and practices that the company may or may not be involved in perpetuating. However, he has not been kept so much in check that he has been unable to explore his own possible theories about what may or may not be going on at Dreams Incorporated. Of course, all of these theories are strictly hypothetical at this point, but he is preparing to build evidence to support these apparent theories. He will need help, and he is too afraid to enlist help from the inside. Everybody on the inside seems far too loyal to try to uncover any possible inconsistencies or problematic ethical practices by the company. This loyalty seems to have been carefully constructed by Dr. Wintruth and Mr. Fabel.
The next stop is always an exciting stop for David. This is the stop where the skinny girl catches the train. He stares out the window, and watches her body being exposed as the train barrels out of the darkness of the tunnel. Today is very special because, like yesterday, she is dressed up again. David recognizes that his attraction to her is uncharacteristic. It is the same feeling he had when he sat next to this girl in third grade who had enormous buck teeth. He had a great affinity for her, and always tried to make her feel as comfortable as possible in an otherwise cruel world. There was a duty that he accepted as the buck toothed girl’s silent protector on the playground and in the classroom. He feels the same way about the skinny girl on the train. He watches her carefully on the train, and has often wanted to follow her when she gets off at her stop, but never has. He always tries to smile at her, but she usually makes a point of not catching his eyes for more than a moment. He has never spoken to her and probably never will. The need for him to protect her is already too deep; if he gets any closer then she may get the wrong impression. However, there is a connection that he can not quite explain. Perhaps, it is simply a mutual understanding of both familiarity and anonymity at the same time. These is a tenseness in the under world of knowing someone, and yet not knowing them at all. He does find her rather alluring today. Her terribly thin ankles are exposed and they look so smooth, elegant, bony, and jagged. He imagines himself carrying her places; her arms around him thanking him for protecting her from having to walk on those frail legs. He imagines being on top of her during intercourse, slamming into her sharp hipbones. She is lovely and little, but untouchable. David does not need the burden of the worry she brings.
She is snacking on a chocolate cupcake, and also seems to have some fruit chunks wedged in the crevices on the corners of her mouth. She always seems to be eating chocolate cupcakes, and yet she remains so painfully thin. He turns away from her to look down the snake of the train, watches the strange sway of the cars in front of him. These trains are like water, the way they move, this sway. He gets hypnotized by the rhythm and sound of this underworld. He looks around at the people he shares this world with, and they are as easily fallen into the trance of the trains as he is. Maybe, it is just a zone that everyone is in during the morning hours, or perhaps it is something larger, a comfort with being separate from that place above ground, where things are less predictable, where there are people you know, where there are expectations and disappointments. This screeching water of the rails is all we need to keep us away, digging deeper from all the world above us.
Nancy finishes off her cupcake right before the next stop. She quickly disposes of the plastic wrapper in her purse. She grabs the compact mirror out of her purse to check her face, and she is a mess. She has chocolate bits and chunks of fruit goo from her danish stuck in the corners of her mouth. She wipes off the excess gunk, and then looks around the train, hoping that no one has noticed. David is looking at her, and he smiles. She wonders if he is trying to be friendly, which he often does, or if he is laughing at her. His smile does seem to be on the larger side today. Nancy despises the prerequisite nature of a civilized society. She knows that when smiled at one should return an equal or better smile in return, but she quickly turns away from him without as much as a tooth to show through her tight lips.
Nancy has been waiting for this next stop. This is the stop that produced the strange man with the satchel yesterday. As they approach the platform she sees him there again, but he is getting on a different car. He is getting on the car behind her car. She turns around and watches him take a seat that faces her car. She moves to another seat that faces his car. She watches him watch the lights again, and it is like a meditation for her. There is something about him that comforts her beyond measure. It is strange how familiar he seems to her, and yet she knows that she does not know him. But she wants to.
Seven
David is looking at his interview list for later this afternoon. He is not only a principal dream broker, but he is also the official personnel evaluator. The personnel evaluator is an unenviable job that he was awarded as the Dutton graduate with the highest GPA. This position came with no additional authority and only an appendix to his job title. He was officially hired as a dream broker/personnel compatibility facilitator. This came with a very small boost in income that did little to compensate for the frustration of the extra paper work.
David had nothing to do with the hiring of any of the other dream brokera. That was all handled upstairs, so to speak. He is only supposed to evaluate the psychological stability of all other potential staff members of Dreams Incorporated. These other staff positions are in maintenance, the tour and orientation department, other personnel department employees, finance department employees, legal department employees, medical department employees, and all of the entertainment staff. The entertainment staff consists of artists, musicians, painters, actors, extras, carpenters, and electricians. Anybody that a theatre company would find necessary, Dreams Inc. also finds necessary.
The entertainment department has put in a request for David to interview people who have already contacted the company about a posting that just ran in the local newspaper. Of course, David has to make room for these interviews. So, he has to call possible customers and attempt to reschedule them. If they seem to feel alienated by his attempts to reschedule then he is supposed to find an available broker to take them at their appointed spot, which robs David of any possibility of commission on that sale. However, it is not the loss of money that bothers David. He has plenty of money. It is the competition that bothers him. He has been the top broker at the company every year since its inception. Nobody else is even close. And this is quite an accomplishment when you consider his extra responsibilities as personnel compatibility facilitator.
David freed up his afternoon earlier that morning, and is ready for his first appointment, which is for 1:00 pm. David has always found that you can tell a great deal about a person’s patience by making them wait an exorbitant amount of time in a highly tense situation, such as, say, a job interview. This is also one of the few times that David is able to exercise any kind of real power. He tries not to think of this exercise of power as a psychological reflection, but of course it is. However, David is here to judge the mental deficiencies of others, not his own.
David walks over to the filing cabinet and grabs a personnel compatibility form, and returns to his desk. He looks at the first applicant’s name on his list: Nancy Rieson.
After an additional twenty-minute wait, David buzzes his secretary.
“Yes, Mr. Dahl.”
“Is my one o’clock here?”
“Yes, she is. Shall I send her in?”
“Yes, please.”
David hears the door open, but is careful not to look up to acknowledge it right away. He doesn’t look up from the dream form, consciously aware of making the interviewee wait for another moment, an awkward few seconds of standing and waiting for the obligatory introduction. He enjoys showing them that they are not that important, that any confidence that they have built up in the day prior to this interview was nothing more than a weak façade and that they are totally expendable to this company. He is busy scribbling down some unnecessary nonsense on the psychological evaluation form. He quickly stands up; his eyes still on the form. He takes his hands and smoothes out the front of his suit as if he were looking for something in the pockets, and then looks up as if he forgot someone was there, and prepares his handshaking hand to commence an interview style grip.
David quickly finds himself in mid-smile, in mid-shake. He is struck by his own hesitation, and his inability to recover from it. The air skips a beat, and it feels like it has all been sucked out of the room. He feels a thin layer of sweat beginning to form on his forehead. The skinny girl from the train is standing in front of him, and she seems to be stuck in this same sweaty, airless moment. Her eyes are wide, but she is first to gasp and breathe some air back into her body. She breaks the tension by placing her tiny hand into his half raised, and now sweaty, hand. He immediately thinks of a line from a particular E.E. Cummings’ poem he normally likes to read to women to get them into bed, “nobody, not even the rain, has such small hands”, only this time there is no reason for him to read it, or think it, for the first time it feels true.
Nancy feels like she has been caught doing something wrong. She has now encountered David outside of the chosen element. She chooses almost automatically, without having to really consider it, not to announce her noticing, but to ignore it altogether. However, his eyes seem to be gleaming out at her, and she can’t help but fear that he is going to acknowledge her as that familiar face on the train, but he doesn’t, he just sits across from her at his giant desk and smiles.
“I’m Nancy Rieson.” She says, as she smoothes out the back of her skirt with her small sweaty hands. She performs this feminine exercise with what she considers is a very smooth and graceful motion. This makes her smile back at him as she stares across at his smile, which is becoming uncomfortably dumb in its duration.
“Yes, well, let’s get to it then. I’m David Dahl if you didn’t already infer that from the plate on the door, or the plate sitting right in front of you. Your being here is really just a formality. I am just going to ask you a few questions that need to be answered before you can be considered for a job here at Dreams Incorporated.” He is trying to run through his normal spiel, but his mind is racing with all the things he would like to say to her. It occurs to him that there are very few people in his life that he really knows, that he is truly familiar with, but her face is friendly and familiar enough already and he doesn’t have a real need to know her beyond that familiarity. “They’re really just standard questions. Don’t think too hard about your answers. What we really want is just a kind of knee-jerk response.”
“OK.” Nancy says quite nervously. She doesn’t like the idea of him discovering things about her. She feels like her secret identity is going to reveal itself, and she is afraid that he will discover that her secrets aren’t even very interesting, then she will be left without the slightest mystery of interest. The mystery that she feels she was able to carry on the train every morning is about to be reduced to the mundane reality that she exists in on the outside world, and she will be powerless to his criticisms and judgments, nonverbal and otherwise.
“It’s really nothing to be concerned about. As I said, they’re pretty standard. I’ll start off with the easy ones.”
Eight
I
Dreams Inc.
Performance Dept.
Orientation Video (Intro)
Narrator: Dreams Incorporated was founded in 1996 by the accomplished doctor of dreams, Dr. Wintruth (This narration is accompanied by the Dreams Inc. Logo, which consists of the two words in a pleasing calligraphy form flying through the starry darkness of outer space. It appears to resemble an asteroid when you consider its fiery tail).The good Doctor’s studies on the world of the subconscious have been highly regarded by psychiatrists and psychologists for well over a decade (Narration accompanied by the disembodied heads of Carl Jung and Dr. Joyce Brothers floating through the same starry space). The patients who have experienced his unique brand of therapy, through the transference of the dream world into reality, have nothing but the highest regard for their former doctor, and his work with patients has been highly publicized by the many members of the media as a major breakthrough in modern mental therapy (Narration accompanied by a brain inside a flying television set in outer space).
You are about to enter the sacred world of the subconscious (Accompanied by a shut door with the sound of sleep breathing as a musical background), and that is how we would like you to look at your new job at Dreams Incorporated (The door opens and exposes a random floating man. Presumably he is a new employee hovering by the screen in space). When you enter one of the highly celebrated, intricately constructed, and very secretive dream facilities you are entering a dimension of dreams, someone else’s dream (Accompanied by a flying mouth with a finger placed in the center of it hushing with a “shhhh” in the starry background). We expect that you understand the delicacy of someone’s subconscious world. We expect that you will treat these fragile moments in the sub-life as carefully as you would want your own sub-life to be treated (Accompanied by a golden egg floating through space, which cracks open to expose a brain with wings that flies outside the picture). This is a medical environment where one’s psychology is being explored for possible answers to many different personal life questions (A flying question mark that was constructed to resemble a spacecraft). You must follow the directions of the dream director’s instructions to the minutest details (A flying Director’s chair followed by a megaphone. A man walks into the frame, appearing to be floating in the dark starry sky, and he is revealed to be the narrator; he speaks.) Remember this world is not a world to be trifled with. This is a world of the mind, but not your mind. Dreams Inc. trusts that you will act accordingly.
We, here at Dreams Incorporated, would like to formally welcome you to our growing community of dream workers (Other supposed Dreams Inc. employees join the floating narrator in outer space). And remember, working at Dreams Inc. isn’t actually a Dream, it just appears that way (The screen fades slowly into total blackness with the sound of a harp playing as if a dream sequence were about to take place in a film).
II
“In the early stages of the Story Town project there were a lot of studies being done on everyday people, and how they responded to computers. These studies would consist of one user and two computers. The two computers were really working together, but of course the users did not have any idea that they were in cahoots. The user was directed by men in white coats and clip boards to sit down at the first computer. Actually, I am not sure if the men wore white coats, carried clip boards, or even if they were men. Anyway, the users were directed to the first computer. The other computer, the second computer, which was really networked with the first computer, was directly behind the first computer. The first computer was dinged up pretty bad. There were marks all over the monitor and the keyboard. The mouse was pretty crude looking, and the right click button had been knocked out. All of these cosmetic deficiencies had been done just hours before by a carefully selected scientific team. Actually, I really don’t have any idea how careful the selection was, or how long before the study that the cosmetic damage was done to the first computer. However, on the screen, there was a brief questionnaire. This questionnaire consisted of some general personal questions (What is your sex? What is your race (optional)? How old are you? Are you married?). These general and harmless questions were then followed by more personal questions. Now, one important thing to remember was that all of these people were being compensated for their cooperation in this study. The next set of questions were a little more personal, and had these people not been compensated it is questionable whether they would have continued answering these questions at all. However, the scientists that designed this study were well aware of this. They were also aware that the personal questions were integral to what they were trying to figure out about peoples’ behavior towards technology. These second set of questions were much less general (Have you ever had incestuous fantasies? Have you ever dreamed of making love with someone of the same sex? If you see animals having sex, do you watch? Are you insecure about your sexual performance? Do you find yourself attractive? Are you uncomfortable with the success of the people close to you? If there were a mountain of dead bodies, would you want to be the one person standing on top? etc., etc.) Then at the end of these more personal questions was one last question. On the screen, in huge letters, with a clean white background was written: How do I look? Underneath this question was a blinking cursor where the user was to answer the question. Now remember that this computer was in horrible shape. The monitor was scraped up in all kinds of nasty ways. There were missing buttons on the keyboard (none of which would interfere with the user answering the question. All the buttons that were removed were strategically taken.), and the mouse looked less than functional. Still, out of one thousand users 972 people wrote simply: good. Twenty-four answered: pretty good. Three more answered: great and one man ran from the room screaming in a peculiar, yet sing-songy way, ‘The computers sleep! The computers wake!’ That man was not compensated for participating in the study.
“Now the men who were directing the study asked the participants to move to the computer behind them. Now, remember that this second computer was networked with the first computer. However, none of the users had been informed that they were in cahoots. The second computer had another list of questions. This list of questions was absolutely harmless: What time do you usually go to bed? What time do you usually wake up? How much water do you drink in a day? Do you exercise? Then at the end of that session was one last question: That computer behind me, how does he look? Out of nine hundred and ninety-nine participants all answered the question with more length than they had on the first computer, and they all answered more honestly. They said that it, and over half answered with the pronoun he, looked like it/he was in bad shape. A few people even said that he looked like he didn’t have much time left.”
“What does that have to do with dinner?” Nancy asks, frustrated with Doug. He is wearing only his underwear, and is pacing back and forth, hunched over, attacking the air with his free hand, which has a lit cigarette in it, which has a long burnt ash hanging from it, waiting to fall. Nancy entered and had asked him what he wanted to do for dinner. He responded like he usually did, with a tirade about some story, study, or conspiracy that he had heard on the radio.
“Did you ask me about dinner?” Doug looks at her. His eyes are swollen and gleaming. He is sweating all over, and he had even begun shaking. Nancy is uncertain whether he is shaking because he was cold from wearing only his underwear and sweating, or if he is just shaking from his caffeine buzz.“Yes, I asked about dinner.” Doug’s appearance might have appeared quite comical from the outside looking in, and Nancy yearns to be outside looking in, not unlike the way she has felt most of her life. There is something extremely unsettling, and nothing comic about the man she once loved falling apart one day after another, nervously pacing in his underwear, ranting about nonsense.
“I don’t know. I’m not very hungry.” Doug said.
“I figured.”
“How do I look?” Doug said, trying to do his best impression of an electronic voice.
“Doug, you don’t look good.”
“No, not that. I was talking about the computers. They said ‘I’. Don’t you get it? Don’t you understand how important that is? Don’t you understand what that means, to the, well, to everything?” Nancy stares at him. Her eyes are stern, but with concern not anger. “Wasn’t that a great story?”
“Yea, Doug, it was a wonderful story.” She feels sorry for him. She knows that he has totally lost touch with his own world, and hers.
She doesn’t love him anymore, and hasn’t for months.
Part Two: On the Train
Nine
Months ago
Jay is beginning to believe that he is going to lose his business. He gets so few customers in a day, and his inventory has so long been out of control, that it seems inevitable. There are books everywhere in stacks and piles, a hazardous disorder. He decided to quit keeping track of his inventory a long time ago, which turns out to have been a major mistake because now he only knows what material he has, and doesn’t have, by memory alone. He keeps telling himself that he needs to go through the place and take an inventory, but that would take weeks, and one of the major reasons that he had decided to start a used bookstore in the first place was so that he could relax, sit at a desk, read, sell, and write books. Of course he has been unable to write, but he has certainly had time to catch up on his reading. He has been reading, it would seem, for the better part of the last four years. However, selling the books is a little more complicated.
When Jay first opened the bookstore he didn’t really have enough books to open a store. So, he did what most used bookstores do, he bought other people’s books, or traded for other people’s books on a credit system. The credit system basically meant that if someone brought in a book, let’s say a current best seller or a hardbound classic, he would offer them one dollar off any other book in the store for the book. Other lesser known titles received less on credit, but it was the only way the system worked for him. Obviously, these were not equal trades, and he had his fair share of customers storming out, insulted that he had offered them a pittance for a title that they loved, but this was the only way for him to really stay in business. Well, after the first few years he was beginning to run out of room. The buy and credit system had worked as far as building an inventory was concerned, but truth be told, he wasn’t making any money.
Jay had a very small base of customers, and they could be split into two categories. The first category was the sellers. The sellers were the people who brought him books from who knows where, usually by the box, or by the arm load. These people would come in about once a week, and would probably on average get about five bucks for their load. Jay donated most of that material to local libraries because most of it was not sellable on his shelves. Then, the other category of customers was the creditors, and the creditors worked on a circular system. The creditors would come in with a small pile of books, maybe four or five. They would normally get about three dollars for the pile, and then would go buy a few books. Jay’s prices were always very reasonable, and you could usually find a nice volume for around five bucks. The creditors might spend fifteen bucks on the books. Then a few weeks later they would bring these books back and resell them to him. Jay never quite understood why they didn’t use the library, but he didn’t ask questions. The creditors were his only real money source. Still, he wasn’t even making enough money to pay the rent for the store’s space. So, he put an end to the buying of books, and remained only a creditor. It wasn’t long before he realized that he was never going to make a profit no matter what he did to the place. He had more books than room in the store, and God forbid the fire marshal would walk into the store. The place would be shut down instantaneously. He was still getting small residuals from his novel, which was successful enough to afford several printings. However, these checks were hardly keeping his head above water, and he was already suspecting that Emily would be leaving him soon. He knew that without her income he would have to shut the store down. So, he was just kind of trying to wait it out.
Then, a few months ago, Dr. Martin Heimlich came in and single handedly saved the place from going under.
Dr. Heimlich had the upstairs office in the building across the street from ‘Revolutions and Books’. He often monitored the store while patients spoke, in between patients, and at lunch. He believed it would be a great resource for a project that he had been invited to contribute to, but he was reserved about extending the invitation to the small store owner. The owner seemed a little too strange for Dr. Heimlich, always wearing sunglasses, hiding from the sun. He didn’t seem like the kind of guy who would make himself available for the kind of experiments Dr. Heimlich needed him to participate in. So, Dr. Heimlich has been trying to figure out a way to get him to participate without his actually knowing what he is participating in. He needed to find a deception that was believable and viable within the Doctor’s very thin code of ethics.
Then one day the used book store owner put up a small cardboard sign on his door that read: ‘going out of business’. The sign was so small that Dr. Heimlich was only able to see it with his trusty pocket binoculars. This was the perfect opportunity to get the guy to participate. He is far too young to be retiring, hopefully he is desperately trying to keep the ship afloat, so to speak, and the good doctor can rush in with a handful of cash and an irresistible, if not strange, proposition.
Dr. Heimlich waits for his patient, a pyromaniac with serious mother issues, to stop detailing how he was going to burn down his mother’s house. He had been working with the patient to imagine exactly what he would yell to his mother from outside the burning house. It had taken months to get him to this point, and now finally, “Look Mom, look what I did. Can you smell how beautiful it is, how bright and beautiful I made it for you?” This was indeed a breakthrough, but it would have to be put on hold until next week.
The good Doctor monotonously repeats his normal refrain, “That’s time. Rachael will set you up for next time. In the meantime, please, don’t burn anything.”
Dr. Heimlich watches out the window until the pyromaniac is clear from the building and safely walking down the street before he goes to his elegantly crafted coat rack and grabs his thin, but beautifully tailored jacket. He slides it over his well exercised arms and walks out into the lobby with the swiftness of an emergency. There are several very frightened people sitting around holding magazines up just around their eyes so that they could see if anyone is truly out to get them. They all jump at the quick opening of the Doctor’s office door, one whimpers audibly, but chokes it off as if it were something in their throat. Dr. Heimlich walks right up to his receptionist.
“Rachael, I have to go out for a quick moment. Tell Mr. Renard that I will meet with him in a half an hour or so.” He said all this with the knowledge that Mr. Renard was right behind him, peering out above the glossy pages of a ‘Ladies’ Home Journal’, but he was also well aware that Mr. Renard has an intense fear of confrontation and even, to a lesser degree, a fear of eye contact. So, he just skips the personal niceties with the always awkward and terrified man and leaves to entertain himself with the more important business of obtaining the services of the peculiar sunglass-wearing book store guy across the street.
As Dr. Heimlich walks out of his building he sticks a mint in his mouth, checks his pocket to be sure that he has his finely hand crafted pipe, and walks across the street with his most powerful walk, hoping that the store owner would watch him pound those powerful, yet graceful legs against the pavement and be too frightened to turn down his offer to help save his store. He opens the door and is greeted with the sound of a small rusty bell’s ringing and then it quickly dulls away. He walks towards the owner, who amazingly is still wearing sunglasses, but has not looked up to acknowledge the good Doctor’s existence. So, Dr. Heimlich passes him and goes straight to the psychology section. He peers out in the spaces between the shelves, waiting for the owner to put down the book he is looking at. Dr. Heimlich picks up one of the six copies of ‘I’m O.K., You’re O.K.” on the shelf, and writes down the name of the old owner that was written on the inside cover. He does this with most of the books on the shelf that he is standing at while he waits. He will have Rachael send out flyers to all of these people for one free consultation. Then he will make them pay out the ying-yang later on. They are obviously not “OK.” Dr. Heimlich smiles very nearly out loud.
Dr. Heimlich glances up, and notices that the owner is now looking out the large window that faces the street outside. Dr. Heimlich makes his move towards the owner’s desk. He quickly takes out his intricately hand carved pipe and shoves it into the corner of his mouth. He does this so as to leave nothing to be desired in the seriousness of his presentation or proposal. He sticks his fingers into his tailored jacket’s pockets, and pries his lips as far into a smile as his mouth will allow him while still maintaining the intellectual portrait the pipe holds true to.
Jay has rested his fingers in between the two pages from which he had just finished reading to mark his spot. He had scarcely even realized that anyone has been in the store. He was so immersed in the meaning of his own words that even the bell on his door had become a decorative element in his daydreaming. He is reading his novel, the one that he was promoting at the time of the accident. It still absorbs him, and he is impressed that he has created something that can absorb him into such a level of forgetting, a level of remembering that he once could offer something to people that needed some forgetting. He watches all the people stroll by his store window, their grey bodies blurring into possible significances, possible stories, characters moving towards the stories that their lives will soon tell, and he is jealous. He has always found that he is not necessarily jealous of his own life’s inability to travel towards stories, but he is jealous of not being able to observe and shadow the stories that other people travel into. He is ready to travel into stories.
“Hello. I noticed that you have a going out of business sign on the door.” Jay is shaken from the window dressing of pedestrians and looks over to see a ridiculous looking man who appears to have walked out of a 1950’s catalog for the ‘professional man’.
“That’s right.”
“May I ask why?” The pipe makes everything Dr. Heimlich says sound carefully annunciated, as if he were teaching somewhere in the extreme Northeastern United States, like a slightly drunk professor trying desperately to make you believe that he is well in control of his unusually elegant verbal faculties.
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