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Author’s Note


	 


	Welcome to the Dream Doctor Mysteries! This story takes place at the end of the 1980s, so get ready for a brief trip back in time — to an era before Google, before social media, before smartphones, and, perhaps strangest of all, a time when people honestly believed there might never be another Star Wars movie.


	Just to set the stage, pop-culture-wise:


Tom Cruise is one of the biggest movie stars in the world.


There’s a new Indiana Jones movie, a new Ghostbusters movie, and a new James Bond movie in theaters.


Alex Trebek hosts Jeopardy! and Pat Sajak and Vanna White host Wheel of Fortune.


U2 and Guns N’ Roses are among the biggest bands on the planet.




And — somewhat unbelievably — all of those things were also true when I wrote these words in 2018.




So with that bit of time-travel out of the way… I hope you enjoy the story!


	 


	 


	 


	









“Why us?" he said. "Why is it happening to us?" 


	"Everything has to happen to someone," said Ginger. 


	 


	- Victor and Ginger, in Moving Pictures by Terry Pratchett


	 


	 


	 


	











Prologue: Dream a Little Dream



	(November 24-25, 1989)


	 


	Sara rarely remembers her dreams. She has no idea that she’s had more or less the same dream two or three nights a week since the beginning of the semester. She’s sitting there in the lecture hall, and if she were ever able to remember this dream she’d recognize it as the same seat she actually sits in every Tuesday and Thursday at nine-thirty in the morning. She’d recognize Dr. Wallabeck, too, and in the dream he’s wearing one of those dreadful patterned ties he always wears. He’s peering over his awful wire-rimmed glasses exactly the way he does in real life. Every detail of the lecture hall is captured by Sara’s subconscious with almost perfect accuracy, including her fellow students. Two rows in front of her is the tall redheaded girl whose name she can never recall and who nods off in the middle of almost every class; in her row and six seats to her left is Adam Walker, who lives directly above her in the dorm, with his huge thermos full of almost-but-not-quite-undrinkable dining hall coffee. In the dream Sara looks around and sees all the faces she sees in class twice a week, and they’re all just as puzzled in the dream as they usually are in class.


	Sara is the only person in the whole room who’s not. If she could remember the dream, she’d understand why: Dr. Wallabeck isn’t lecturing about angular momentum or torque or any of the other mystifying topics that make up Physics 121. Not now. Instead, the good doctor is talking about amino acids and protein structures, a topic that Sara just last week aced a quiz on in her Introductory Biochemistry course. It doesn’t seem the slightest bit odd to Sara that her physics professor is lecturing about biochemistry instead of physics…


	 


	***


	 


	Brian’s never properly met Sara, never actually spoken to her. He’s seen her quite often, though. In the dining hall, walking back from class, in the student union or the bookstore, in any one of a dozen other places on campus. Even, once, at a party, where he’d just about worked up the nerve to approach her before she disappeared for the night. But he doesn’t really know her; he doesn’t know anything about her that isn’t revealed in the student directory. 


	He’s dreaming about her anyway.


	Not only about her; Sara is just one character in this dream. She’s there in a cheerleader outfit a size too tight, watching Brian, admiring him, cheering for him, shouting for him as he stands there on the basketball court about to hit the game-winning shot. Sara’s there, admiring and watching and cheering and shouting right alongside every other woman on campus that Brian is attracted to. All admiring and watching and cheering and shouting.


	But for some reason, Sara’s outfit is just a little tighter than anyone else’s; her voice is the tiniest bit louder than any of the others…


	 


	***


	 


	Sara is still in the lecture hall, still the only student in the whole room who’s not completely lost. She’s so far ahead of what Dr. Wallabeck is talking about now that her eyes and her mind begin to wander.


	In the back of the room she sees her roommate, Beth. Sara is not surprised to see her in Physics, even though she knows that Beth isn’t actually taking the class. She’s also not surprised to see that all the students sitting near her are male. Long-legged, blonde-haired, beautiful Beth; of course the boys all look at her, she thinks, rather than plain old Sara.


	Sara isn’t terribly bothered by this. First of all, Beth is not only her roommate but also her best friend, and has been since halfway through the first semester of freshman year. Second, on a campus with twice as many men as women, Sara doesn’t really have to compete with Beth for male attention. The true competition is between Sara’s interest in male attention and her own generally quiet–verging on shy–nature, not to mention the extremely demanding course schedule that the pre-med program requires of her.


	 


	***


	 


	Suddenly, Sara isn’t in the lecture hall anymore. She’s sitting somewhere else, on metal bleachers inside a large gym. The bleachers are mostly filled, and every eye is directed towards a tall, dark-haired young man standing at the free-throw line, preparing to take the game-winning shot.


	It takes her a moment to gather her bearings. Sara has no idea why she’s in a gym watching a basketball game: she has no friends on the team, and she doesn’t even like the sport. She has the oddest feeling that she doesn’t belong here at all, that she’s not supposed to be here. And then she sees herself down there on the court with the rest of the cheerleaders. 


	As soon as she sees that, she knows: this is not her dream anymore. It has nothing to do with her. The Sara in the cheerleader outfit is a character in someone else’s dream. She doesn’t know how she knows this, but she has no doubt whatsoever that it’s true. It’s crazy and it’s impossible and it’s happening just the same. 


	Sara doesn’t know what to do; this is so far out of her experience that she doesn’t even know where to begin. All she does know is that she’s in someone else’s mind–or somebody else is in hers. When the young man with the basketball looks up from the court and sees her, locks eyes with her, it’s all too much. 


	This isn’t supposed to be happening, Sara thinks, but she doesn’t know how to get out of his dream, any more than she knows how she got into it in the first place. And then panic sets in–what if she’s trapped here, what if she can’t ever get out of his mind, or throw him out of hers, whichever it is–and she begins screaming…


	One: Trading Places


	(November 30-December 1, 1989)


	 


	I’m staring at my clock radio. According to the big green digital numbers, it’s exactly 3:14 AM. I think it might be off by a minute or two, but that’s not really the point. The point is that I’m awake to know it’s somewhere in the neighborhood of 3:14 AM.


	This is not by choice. Actually, it sort of is, I guess. I’m awake because I don’t want to fall asleep. And why I don’t want to fall asleep?  It’s a fair question I’d ask if it were someone else. 


	The answer sounds stupid, even to me.  If I’m honest, I have to admit I’m just being a baby about this. I don’t want to fall asleep because of the dreams I’ve been having. “Nightmares” is a better word. I don’t think even that really gets the point across, though. Is there a word for dreams that are worse than nightmares?  There should be. 


	It’s been the same the last four nights, exactly the same. The people in it are the same, the places are the same, everything happens exactly the same way, in the same order, and the worst part is that it all feels so real. There isn’t any of that weird imagery that people always talk about–talking rabbits or losing your teeth while flying naked behind trains through long dark tunnels or whatever else. Everything that happens in this nightmare could come right out of the news. It could all really happen.


	Oh, my.  That’s a horrible thought. What if it is really happening?  


	No. Absolutely not. It can’t be. 


	I know, I know. There are lots of people who believe in stuff like that. Bob–my younger brother–is one of them. He’s sixteen years old, and the magazines he hides under his bed, or in the back of his closet or wherever teenage boys usually hide copies of Playboy or Penthouse, include Psychic Times and UFO Monthly.   


	Personally, I think most of that is nonsense. People don’t really have visions of the future or psychic flashes or any of that. This nightmare is probably just from some stupid slasher movie somebody rented for one of our dorm movie nights. Against my better judgment, I sat through it and even though I was only half watching, not really paying attention, it leaked into my subconscious or something. That makes sense, right?  I’m sure that’s all it is. Probably happens all the time. Except that I don’t remember ever sitting through a slasher movie in the first place.


	It wouldn’t be so bad, except that the dreams are incredibly disturbing when I’m actually experiencing them, and, of course, in the moment I’m not thinking logically. I’m just reacting to what’s going on, and it’s really getting to me. What makes it even worse is that, up until this last week, I’ve almost never been able to remember my dreams at all. And now, suddenly, I remember them perfectly. That seems like it has to mean something.


	It’s not just what I’m seeing, either. It always feels like – and I know this doesn’t make any sense – I’m not in my own head. It’s completely wrong, in a very “not in Kansas anymore” sort of way. I don’t know the words to describe it any better than that. I’m not sure there actually are any better words. 


	And then once I wake up and the whole stupid horrible thing replays itself in my mind, I can’t fall back asleep even if I wanted to, which at that point obviously I don’t anyway. So then, on top of being freaked out and miserable, I’m a tired mess the whole next day. 


	To top all that off, I had another dream that I remembered right before the nightmares started. It had that same not-in-my-own-head feeling. But that first dream was different. I was frightened, because it felt so strange, but the dream itself wasn’t creepy or horrible at all. It was—well, “flattering” is the word that comes to mind. I remember waking up screaming, not because of the content of the dream but because I knew that somehow I wasn’t where I was supposed to be. I think that’s it, anyway. Unfortunately, I don’t really trust my own analysis of any of this very much right now.


	Now it’s 3:20 AM, give or take. Beth is snuggled up under her blankets in her bed, and she looks all peaceful and happy. Every so often she makes these funny little noises, not quite snores, but almost. I never really noticed she did that before, and we’ve been roommates since freshman year. I suppose it makes sense, though. In the two and a half years we’ve been rooming together, I can probably count on my fingers the times she’s gone to sleep before I did. 


	I haven’t told her about the nightmares yet. Partly it’s because I have this feeling – and, yes, I know it’s a naïve, childish thought–that if I don’t talk about them, maybe eventually they’ll just go away. But mostly it’s because I know what she’d say. First, she’d pretend to analyze them, probably throwing in something from one of her advanced Psychology classes to make it sound better. And then she’d get just slightly more serious and tell me that the nightmares are my subconscious trying to get me to let my hair down, have some more fun, don’t take everything so seriously. Basically, live a little. 


	After which I would say that I do have fun, I do let my hair down and I do live a little, after all my studying is done. “Like the Halloween party,” I’d say. “I went to that, didn’t I?”


	She’d scoff and say that, yes, I went, but only after she harassed me for over an hour to come downstairs to the party. And she’d point out that my “costume” was a lab coat with a plastic nametag reading “Dr. Feelgood” that my brother bought for me as a bad joke when I came home for Christmas my freshman year. Which I only had because Beth grabbed it out of my bedroom when she came to visit me last summer. She waited four whole months for just the right moment to embarrass me with it. She’s got good timing; I have to give her that. 


	Then she’d remind me that what “going to the party” actually entailed was me spending an hour standing off in a corner. And it included highlights like not dancing even though several people from our dorm tried to drag me over. Oh, and completely ignoring a tall, cute guy from another dorm who–according to Beth; I didn’t notice him–kept looking hopefully over at me the whole time. And then to top it all off, taking exactly three sips of punch (even Beth can’t really blame me for that–it was a mix of the vile forty proof fake vodka they sell in the little grocery store just off campus, combined with generic orange soda. No thank you!), before I snuck away to revise a lab write-up for Advanced Organic Chemistry that I was already going to get 105% on.


	But she probably wouldn’t mention how lucky she was that I left early and sober and that when she stumbled back to our room at four o’clock in the morning I made her drink a big glass of water, take two aspirin and got her safely to bed. Actually, I take that back. She would mention that. She did mention it the next morning, when she woke up without a hangover, in a clean bed, with her smelly, nasty costume in the laundry bag. She was very grateful. 


	Anyway, like I said, I haven’t told her about the nightmares for what seem like very good reasons to me. Looking at her there, it’s as though she doesn’t have a care in the world. I wonder what she’s dreaming about…


	 


	***


	 


	…Sara is in the back of the ambulance, rattling off items on her checklist and somewhere between excited and frightened out of her wits. She’s been over this a thousand times, but that was all practice, all fake, and this is real and it’s her first time and… 


	 “Nice and easy, Sara,” comes Tom’s voice from up front. “We haven’t lost a volunteer yet, and I promise you won’t be the first.”  


	She manages a laugh. “It’s not myself I’m worried about losing.”


	Sara expects Tom to say something, but the radio crackles to life and cuts off any reply he might have made. It doesn’t matter anyway, because now they have a call. Her very first call. 


	 “One minute!”  The ambulance speeds through the night towards the scene of the accident. The car wreck, Sara hears that much from the radio. The rest of the call goes right past her and then, more quickly than she expects, they’re there. Sara opens the doors, steps out. At first, she can’t see anything; it takes her eyes a couple of seconds to adjust to the darkness. Once she is able to see, she realizes she preferred it the other way.


	The scene is a mess: a compact car–Sara thinks it might be a Toyota but it’s impossible to tell for sure now–had a run-in with a big Jeep and it had lost, badly. Her feet crunch glass as she makes her way towards what had once probably been a very nice car, and is now so much scrap metal. 


	The car isn’t anything compared to its driver; he’s lying on the ground and to Sara it looks like more of his blood is on the street and all over the remains of the car than inside him. Her first thought is to wonder how the man could still be alive, and her second is that if she doesn’t do something, and fast, he won’t be for long.


	But what to do?  She hears a voice, one of the policemen at the scene, running down the man’s condition. Somewhere in the back of Sara’s mind, as she listens to the litany of injuries–major blood loss, a broken leg, several cracked ribs, almost certainly internal bleeding and all that just for starters–she wonders if the policeman has any idea that she’s seventeen years old and a volunteer on her very first ever ambulance run and utterly clueless. No, Sara decides, he probably doesn’t know all that. He probably expects Sara to actually do something for the man. But where to start with someone this messed up?  


	The absence of a pulse gives Sara the answer. CPR, that’s easy, she can do it in her sleep. Except the patient’s ribs aren’t supposed to give way like that when she puts pressure on them. 


	Still, it works; the man’s eyes blink open. They focus on Sara and even though he can’t speak, she sees the question there. What can she possibly tell him?   He has to know how bad it is, doesn’t he?  She owes it to him not to lie, not if it will be the last answer he ever gets. She holds his stare and shakes her head. And then she reaches down and takes his hand, squeezes it. It’s only a few seconds after that; Sara knows the exact instant when he’s gone…


	…Sara isn’t at the accident scene anymore. She’s somewhere else, somewhere strange. Except not strange at all. She’s been here before. Hasn’t she?  Yes, she has, she feels very sure about it, but she can’t remember the circumstances. 


	It’s a bedroom. A big bedroom. Bigger than her dorm room. It’s also a man’s bedroom; there isn’t a thing in here that has even the vaguest suggestion of a woman’s touch. It’s certainly nice; the furniture looks expensive, as does the painting on the wall above the bed: a picture of a sailing ship with the sky full of color behind it, framed in gold.


	Definitely gold. Sara knows that for a fact. Just like she knows that the watch on the dresser is a genuine Rolex. It doesn’t occur to her just now to wonder how, exactly, she knows these things.


	Sara sits down in a comfortable recliner in the corner. She reaches down for the handle, on the right side of the chair near the back, exactly where she knows even without looking–how?–that it will be. She leans all the way back. Everything is right with the world.


	No, it isn’t. She’s not completely sure, but she thinks she hears steps just outside the bedroom. Scratch that, she is sure now. Footsteps, and the doorknob turning, and the door opening.


	A man enters. He’s big; easily over six feet tall and well built. Not quite Schwarzenegger big, but plenty big enough. And familiar. Sara knows she’s seen him somewhere, but she can’t guess where that might have been. He’s leading, or maybe dragging, a girl into the bedroom with him. She’s a teenager; she might be as old as eighteen, but Sara doubts it. She’s blonde and petite and Sara can just picture her leading cheers at a high school football game. 


	There won’t be any cheerleading from the girl tonight. Right now she looks scared to death. So scared she doesn’t notice Sara even though Sara is looking right at her. The man doesn’t see Sara either. Or hear Sara when she screams, after the man throws the teenager onto the bed and begins to tear at her clothes.


	The girl is fighting, scratching, shouting her head off, but none of it does any good. Sara can’t help her; she stands up, but she can’t get to the bed. It’s as though there’s an invisible wall in her way. She can’t get to the phone, or out of the room. She can’t do anything except watch. And scream until her own lungs give out…


	 


	***


	 


	Someone’s screaming. No, not “someone,” me. I don’t know why. And then it hits me all at once. I see the whole nightmare, every detail. I go right on screaming.


	It’s not until my voice just about gives out that Beth wakes up. That’s the only reason I stop, because my throat hurts too much. I can barely breathe, and I’m clutching myself, holding my arms across my breasts. In my head I’m still seeing that bedroom and the man and the girl over and over and I barely notice that Beth is sitting up now, staring at me.


	She looks worried, or maybe frightened out of her wits is a better description. Frightened for me. I’ve never seen that expression on her face before. It doesn’t make me feel any better. All it does is make me want to cry, even more than I already am.


	I can’t really see her, between the tears and the fact that I’m too much of a mess to even focus my eyes. She must have gotten out of her bed and walked over to mine, because now she’s hugging me, holding me, telling me everything’s OK, everything is going to be all right. I don’t know how many times she has to say it, over and over, before I start to believe it. 


	A little bit, anyway. Enough to stop seeing the nightmare on infinite replay inside my head and I’m back in our room again.


	 


	***


	 


	I don’t know how long it takes me to collect myself enough to talk intelligently. A few minutes?  An hour?  I have no idea, and I don’t even have enough energy to turn my head to look at the clock to find out. 


	I’m still shaking, still about two seconds away from bursting into tears again. I don’t know why it was so much worse just now; it’s been the same the last four nights. Maybe the lack of good, restful sleep has frayed my nerves to this point?  


	That, and knowing that I’m probably going to keep seeing this every night.  If it’s been four nights in a row, why would it stop tomorrow night?  Or the night after?  Am I going to see this sick, horrible shit inside my head every night for the rest of my life?


	Beth is looking at me with the saddest expression I think I’ve ever seen on her face. She clearly has no idea what to think about me right now. Having to take care of me in the middle of the night is a new experience; like the aftermath of the Halloween party, it’s usually me seeing to her. 


	I don’t want to say anything. I don’t want to think about it at all. But I have to tell Beth something. And maybe talking about it will help, somehow. I know I need to share it. I can’t handle this alone. And then the tears do come again, and it takes another few minutes before I’m able to speak. But when I do, finally, recover the power of speech, I tell her everything.


	It’s not easy, obviously. Talking about the nightmare brings it back again. I can see it all and it’s just as bad the hundredth time through as it was the first. “It was really horrible,” I say. Beth still has her arm around me, and I can feel myself leaning against her without really thinking about it. She’s warm and comforting and best of all she’s just here.


	 “I’ve had the same dream the last four nights. Nightmare. Whatever the hell it is. It doesn’t start out bad. I remember…”  What do I remember?  Just a feeling, darkness, and a mixture of fear and excitement. And then two details come to me. “There was–I think it was a siren, maybe?  And then glass–I was stepping on glass, under my shoes, it was making this noise, a sort of crunching sound.”


	The ambulance. My first night. I must have been dreaming about that. What else could it be?  “It was my first call as a volunteer, my first night out with the paramedics, you remember that, right?”  I feel myself calming down a bit as I mention the accident, and yes, I do realize how disturbing it is that talking about a fatal car wreck is actually comforting to me right now. 


	Beth knows about it, because I told her the first night of freshman orientation. All the other freshmen in Carson House, too. We’d finished up the scheduled and approved activities and our group leader took us out to a scuzzy little bar two blocks off campus called Club Illusion, which I think is the least aptly named place I’ve ever been to. It’s a tiny hole in the wall with about three tables inside and a dance floor that’s something like two feet square. The appeal of Club Illusion, at least for us, is based on two things: it’s a five-minute walk from the dorm, and (much less of a concern since I turned twenty-one back in October) they rarely if ever card anyone. 


	Anyway, off we went, and after a couple of pitchers of beer we ended up playing sort of an informal game of Truth or Dare. Someone, I don’t remember who, asked if anybody at the table had ever seen someone die. “I did,” I said, and I told them what happened that night.  


	I was a volunteer with one of the local ambulance units during my senior year in high school. I’ve always had the idea that I wanted to be a doctor, for as long as I can remember. That seemed like a great way to see how I’d do with the blood and guts and everything. And of course my guidance counselor kept reminding me how good it would look on my college applications. 


	Three months of training and it was finally time for my first ride. We drove around for maybe half an hour when the call came in, and then there was the accident scene, that poor man bleeding to death on the street. I hadn’t ever seen a dead person before, at least not that way. When I was ten, I went to my Uncle Albert’s funeral. But seeing someone laid out like that, after the mortician is done with them, isn’t the same thing at all. Seeing someone die right in front of you is something most people never experience, I think, at least not if you’re lucky. I was the only one at the table that night who had, for whatever that’s worth.


	I handled it really well, too. I didn’t freak out and I think–I know–that I gave that poor man some tiny bit of comfort before he passed. Maybe it doesn’t sound like such a big deal, but think about it. He was in pain, he knew he was going to die, and he was all alone and frightened and pretty much as bad off as a person can possibly be. I couldn’t save him, but at least I was there. It could have been anyone, all I did was hold his hand and look him in the eye and not lie to him, but “anyone” wasn’t there. I was. It was only a few seconds, but as far as I’m concerned it was important. Nobody deserves to die cold and scared and alone.   


	Obviously, I still dream about it. I don’t really remember anything more than feelings and vague impressions, but I think it must have been a replay of that night. What little I do remember about my dreams is usually like that. Very boring. Until now, anyway. 


	I don’t have to tell Beth all that, so I skip ahead to the awful part: the man and the girl and the bedroom. I realize, as I’m telling her about it, it wasn’t separate dreams, it was the same dream. I was in one place, and then in the other, just like that. And it was the same feeling of being not in my own mind again, just like all the other times. I must have been on the street, at the accident scene, and then I was in the bedroom watching. There wasn’t any in-between at all.


	By the time I get to the end, I can barely get the words out. I don’t want to see it, but it’s there, playing out over and over again.


	I don’t know how long I cry for this time, but Beth is a real trooper, she holds me until I finally recover a little. Not much, but enough to keep talking. “He killed her. I watched the whole thing, and I tried to help but I couldn’t move, and they didn’t hear me and there wasn’t anything I could do. She was–she was kicking and fighting but it didn’t do any good.”


	Beth thinks about that. She’s staring hard at me, and I can tell exactly what’s going through her head. She’s wondering where the hell this came from. I don’t like horror movies; I hate even watching the news sometimes. And nothing’s ever happened in my life or to anyone I know like what I dreamed. Beth knows all that, and I can see from her expression that she’s nearly as freaked out as I am. 


	 “I don’t blame you for losing it. That’s–I’d say horrible, but horrible doesn’t cover it.”


	Yes, I know. “The worst thing is that it looked so real. And I have no idea who they were. They didn’t look like anyone I can think of.”  Well, the girl didn’t, I’m sure about that. When I picture the man I can’t place him either, but I’ve got this nagging feeling in the back of my mind that I ought to be able to. 


	I keep talking. “It all came out of nowhere. The only thing I can think of,” and it’s just at this moment that it occurs to me, “is that it’s something subconscious. Maybe deep down I get off on that kind of stuff?”  That can’t really be true, can it?  


	Beth doesn’t think so. She shakes her head and answers me immediately. “No way. I know you better than anybody. If you had that kind of a dark side–well, you don’t. Trust me.”


	She’s right, I think. I hope. “Thanks. I guess I just needed to hear that.”  She’s still sitting on my bed right next to me. I lean close, hug her, and give her a little kiss on the cheek. “I feel much better,” which isn’t true, but talking about this more isn’t going to make me feel better, and both of us should get back to sleep. “Why don’t you go back to bed?  I promise I won’t wake you up again.”


	 “You’re sure you’re OK?”  I nod. We both know I’m not, but she doesn’t call me on it. She just pats my head before she gets up and goes back to her own bed. “No more nightmares, right?”


	 “I promise.”


	 


	***


	 


	Thankfully, there aren’t any more nightmares. I actually get a couple of hours of decent sleep. I wish it could have been more, heaven knows I need it, but it’s Thursday and I have an early class.


	So does Beth, but she’s still lying in bed when I get out of the shower. She’s awake, though, talking on the phone. It’s her younger sister Chrissy. It’s easy to tell, because Beth is complaining about how she doesn’t want to be called Liz or Lizzie. It annoys her, so of course her sister does it whenever possible. I’ve got a younger brother so I understand completely. 


	Beth is still on the phone when I leave for 9:30 AM physics. I don’t like 9:30 AM physics. I wouldn’t like it at eleven o’clock, or at any other time. Just like green eggs and ham, I guess. But I need it for the pre-med program so I’m trying to slog through it. I don’t have a problem with any of my other classes, just this one. It doesn’t click for me, and I wish I knew why. 


	I’ve got a nice long, cold walk to think about it. Physics is on the other side of campus, in one of the old, dingy engineering buildings on the main quad. At least it’s something to think about instead of the nightmares. On the other hand, it’s kind of disheartening that there’s something going on in my life that I like even less than physics. 


	 


	***


	 


	I make it to class, and I manage to stay awake and even take some notes, not that I understand anything that Dr. Wallabeck said. I haven’t understood much in that class since the last exam. At least, I had to concentrate so much on trying to comprehend it that I couldn’t think about the nightmares. 


	No such luck now. I’m sitting in my Science in Western Thought class. It was the only class this semester that fit my schedule and that filled the requirements for a Liberal Arts elective, so I signed up for it. I can see where the material could be interesting, except that the professor, Dr. Sorenson, somehow manages to suck all the life out of it. She’s a very dry speaker, and it’s hard to concentrate on anything she’s saying. Usually, it’s not that much of a problem since she’s taking everything straight from the textbook. But sometimes my mind wanders….


	…the blonde girl’s on the bed, and the big man climbs on top of her, and all Sara can do is watch helplessly…


	 “Is there a problem, Miss Barnes?”


	Yes, there is. Very much so. “I’m–I’m not feeling well, I need to go to the bathroom.”  I must have shouted something, or maybe I just completely spaced out when Dr. Sorenson called on me. I’m not really sure what I did, to be honest.


	I don’t wait for her to even acknowledge me; I run out of the room, down the hall to the ladies room. I splash some water on my face and then I lock myself in a stall. It seems like the only sensible thing to do. 


	I thought I was getting over it. I talked about it with Beth, and isn’t talking about bad things supposed to make them seem better?  Besides, for God’s sake, I’m twenty-one years old. I’m an adult. Some stupid nightmare isn’t supposed to affect me like this. Right?


	Wrong, apparently, or I wouldn’t be sitting here in the bathroom, hiding. And I’m not even sure exactly what I’m hiding from. This absolutely sucks, and that’s by far the most polite way I can think of to say it.


	I sit there another few minutes and then I hear the door open, footsteps echoing and finally a voice. “Sara?  Are you there?”  It’s Marcia Goldstein. She lives just down the hall from me, and she’s also in the class.


	 “I’m still here.”


	 “Dr. Sorenson wanted to know if you were OK. She was worried about you.”


	I’m worried about me too but of course I can’t say that. “It’s really nothing. I’ll be fine. I’ll be back in a minute, OK?”   


	That’s good enough for Marcia, and, although it takes more than just a minute, I’m able to keep my word. I go back to the classroom, back to my seat and I sit quietly for the remainder of class. When it’s over, I tell Dr. Sorenson I’m sorry for disrupting class. She smiles patronizingly at me and shakes her head. “Don’t worry about it. It happens to all of us at one time or another.”


	I don’t think so. I don’t think this kind of thing happens to most people ever. For their sake, I certainly hope not.


	 


	***


	 


	It’s almost twelve-thirty in the morning and I’m not asleep. I was staring at the poster of Daffy Duck over Beth’s bed, but I gave that up a few minutes ago. I thought he was staring back at me. I’ve got a print of Monet’s Water Lilies over my bed and now I half think they’re staring at me, too.


	I realize that’s not good. It’s pretty far from good, actually.


	So I crawl out of my bed, put on my slippers and my bathrobe and go downstairs. Two of my fellow residents are sitting on the big discolored couch watching David Letterman. I give them a little wave and I sink into a corner of the couch to watch the show.


	People trickle in a few at a time. It’s Thursday night and The Cellar–our own little on-campus “nightclub” in the basement beneath the dining hall–always has a live band. Sometimes, the shows go until two or even three in the morning, but tonight’s band, a group called – God only knows why – Wounded Dog Theory, must not have been very popular. I talk with the returnees, although I’m not nearly conscious enough to have any idea what they’re saying or what I say in return. I’m on autopilot.


	And then, just like that, Letterman’s done, and the little crowd in the lounge disperses. I head back to my room, hang my bathrobe back up in my closet, crawl back under the covers and…


	 


	***


	 


	... Sara is awake, sitting in a chair, her eyes wandering around a large, expensively furnished bedroom. There are details that seem familiar, but Sara can’t quite remember why: a Rolex watch on a dresser, an expensive painting on a wall. And then, suddenly, a large man and a much younger, much smaller girl come through the door. 


	What happens next is also familiar, and terrible: frantic shouting from the girl as the man throws her onto the bed, and screaming from Sara, which no one else hears…   


	 


	***


	 


	…Something’s wrong. I’m awake. Someone is screaming.


	It’s me. Goddamn it, I hate this!


	I turn on the light, and what I see doesn’t make me feel any better. The first thing I notice is the blood on my pillow. I can taste it in my mouth. I guess I must have been biting my lip to keep from screaming, and I bit so hard that I drew blood. And then I screamed anyway.


	No more sleeping.


	 


	***


	 


	It’s almost three o’clock in the morning now. It seems like it’s three o’clock a lot lately. 


	The door opens, and Beth comes tip-toeing in. She takes one look at me and she knows she doesn’t need to worry about making noise. She doesn’t need to ask what’s wrong, either; she can see it’s last night all over again. 


	I haven’t looked at myself in the mirror, but I can picture what she sees all the same: dead eyes staring out at her, clutching my bloody pillow as though I’m drowning and it’s a life preserver. Beth doesn’t say a word, she just throws her coat on her bed and strips down to her underwear. I never really gave it much thought before, but she really does that awfully quickly. She puts on the double extra-large Van Halen t-shirt she always wears to bed–she keeps telling me there’s a really juicy story behind that shirt, but after two and a half years of not hearing it, I’m not sure I believe her. “Move over.”  It’s the first thing she says to me. “You obviously need someone to hold you. Scoot over.”


	I do, and she gets into the bed with me. “You really ought to be doing this with a boyfriend. When are you going to start dating again?”


	She’s just trying to distract me. I realize that. But she hit on a good subject. It works. “You’re the one who kept telling me to dump Thomas!”


	 “Yeah, but I didn’t tell you to join a convent or anything. You need to find somebody. Soon. Right?


	Maybe. I’m not sure I really want to have this conversation right now. On the other hand, it beats the alternative. “Sure. You’re right, Beth.”


	 “Of course I am. But since you don’t listen to me, I guess this is my job tonight.”  She laughs. I know what she’s going to say next. “Besides, it’s not like we haven’t slept together before, right?”   


	Last Spring Break, to be exact. We went to Florida with two other girls from the floor, Kathy and Theresa. Someone–Beth, not that there’s any point in bringing it up just now–messed up booking the rooms. We ended up with just one room and a single king size bed instead of two rooms with two double beds in each. The second night down there, Kathy saw a spider, and nobody was willing to sleep on the floor after that. So all four of us ended up in the big bed every night that trip.


	She’s got her arms around me. I don’t object, because she’s exactly right, I do need holding. It’s half an hour later before she asks about the nightmare. I tell her, it was exactly the same. Exactly as awful as the last few nights. But I do feel a little better right now, thanks to her. She says she’s glad she can help. She says that she’ll stay right here the rest of the night, if I want her to. I’m fine with that. She asks me if she can turn out the light. I’m fine with that too.


	 


	***


	 


	There’s someone in bed with me. Someone’s next to me, someone warm and soft and he’s–wait a minute, that’s not right. There isn’t any “he” at the moment for me to be in bed with. 


	She. It’s Beth. She’s in bed with me–I don’t know why, I don’t remember–and then it all comes back in a rush. I had a nightmare, I freaked out, and she decided I needed to be held. Except it isn’t helping. I sit up, and it’s as though it never went out of my head–I’m seeing it again, the bedroom, the man, the…  


	Beth stirs herself awake, sits up. I can barely see her; I’m still in that bedroom, still watching that helpless girl scratching and clawing and…


	Beth fades in and out of view; for a moment I can see her more clearly. Her eyes narrow, focusing on mine. Then she’s gone again, and I’m watching the–the–the murder. That’s what it is. I can’t get it out of my head.


	I feel–what?  A hand, soft, gentle, on my cheek. It’s Beth. She’s back. She’s moving towards me, her face is just an inch or two away from mine, her lips are…


	“What the hell are you doing?”  The bedroom and the man and his victim are gone, and Beth is suddenly three or four feet away from me, her hand up, bracing herself against the wall. My hands are out in front of me; I must have shoved her away into the wall without even realizing what I was doing.


	She’s staring hard at me, right into my eyes, trying to see if I’m back here with her, if the nightmare is out of my mind. It certainly is. She stares for another moment or two and then, without any warning, she dissolves into laughter. “You should – God, you should see your face right now!”


	I don’t really see what’s funny about anything right now. “What were you doing?” I snap at her, breathing rapidly.


	She needs a few seconds to recover her composure. “You were gone again, and I felt like I had to do something to bring you back. It was either that or a good hard slap.”


	My breathing slows; it’s almost back to normal. “I guess that makes sense.”  I think I might have preferred the slap. But I have to admit that her way did work; I’m certainly not thinking about the nightmare now. I'm pretty sure she's driven it away for the night.


	“You forgive me?”


	Of course I do. I lean over and hug her. “You bet.”  Our heads turn towards the alarm clock in unison: 5:20 AM. “You think we can get a little more sleep?  I’ll be OK by myself now, I think.”  If I didn’t know better and I heard myself just now, I might even believe it.


	She’s already up and halfway over to her bed. “I know you will,” she answers. I wish I were as confident as she is.


	 


	***


	 


	I’m sure I did things this morning. I must have gone to my class, and I assume I had conversations with people and all the usual things that make up the day. I can’t remember any of it right now. It feels like I’ve been sleepwalking all morning, which really isn’t too far from the truth.


	Now, lunchtime, I almost feel something close to awake. I’m in Lardner Commons, which far too often means I’m staring at a bowl of Froot Loops. Today is no exception.


	Needless to say, Lardner is the dining hall for this side, the north side, of campus. Also needless to say, the food is usually, to use a technical term, yucky. We’ve got a rule: if you can’t immediately identify it by look and smell, you don’t eat it.


	Almost everyone else at the table shares my opinion of today’s entrée. Beth is sitting across from me, and–maybe to show solidarity with me–she’s also chosen the Froot Loops. Joe Karver, the upstairs Resident Assistant, went with Cheerios. John from New York selected Frosted Flakes, and George from the fourth floor apparently decided to be a rebel and went straight for dessert. He’s busy slurping down a bowl of vanilla ice cream. 


	Jackie and Fred, two of our freshmen, joined us, too. When I say “our freshmen,” I really mean it. Carson House is a very friendly place; at least it’s been for all of my time here. With only a handful of freshmen out of the hundred or so of us who live there, most of us have gone out of our way to make sure all of them feel like they belong. It looks like we’ve fallen down on the job a little bit, though. They clearly haven’t memorized the rules of the dining hall; Jackie and Fred are the only ones at the table to brave the hot food.


	 “I think its Swedish meatballs. That’s what the sign said,” Fred says, when Joe asks him what, exactly, he’s eating. Amazing. 


	 “If you have to read the sign,” Joe starts, and then we all chime in, “You don’t want it!”


	We chat about our final exam schedules while we eat. Finals start a week from today–on a Friday, for some reason none of us have been able to figure out. Jackie’s the most worried, she doesn’t know what to expect. We all try to reassure her that finals really aren’t that bad. George tells her that last year, when he was a freshman, he played Monopoly every night of finals and he still did fine. I happen to know that’s true, since I played in a couple of those games as well.


	Having put Jackie at ease, our conversation turns to plans for tonight. It is Friday, after all. There are a couple of fraternity parties, and the campus movie. As usual, none of that really appeals to me, so I just sit tight and listen as Jackie and Fred start talking about this new club downtown that they got into last week, a place called Checkpoint Charlie’s. It’s the new “in” spot, apparently. 


	 “That’s a great idea,” I hear myself say. I’m not quite sure where the words are coming from. “Yeah. I want to go out and dance and drink way more than I should. Let’s go.”


	Beth stares at me, extremely confused. A few hours ago, I was a complete wreck. And in any event, the idea of me actively wanting to go out when there’s studying I could be doing is a shock to her. Honestly, I’m just as surprised as she is. I had no idea that’s what I wanted to do until I heard myself say the words. I’m not entirely sure that’s a good thing, but too late to worry about it now. “Are you sure?” Beth asks


	 “Maybe it’s not such a great idea,” Joe adds. “You don’t look like you’re feeling too well.”


	Well, thanks for noticing that. Thanks a lot. I wasn’t sure until just this second, but now I definitely am. “I’m fine. And I’m sure that I want to go out. OK?”  It’s OK with everyone. “Jackie, you and Fred want to join us?”


	 “They’re only eighteen. How do you expect them to get in?”  Joe asks. It’s not his fault; he is the RA, after all. I suppose it’s his job to discourage irresponsible behavior. Maybe that means we should be irresponsible every so often, so that he’s got something to do. Isn’t that what they call “division of labor?”  “They got in last week, Joe. I’m sure they’ve got it all figured out.”


	Jackie grins, fishes into her purse and pulls out what looks to me like a pretty convincing fake driver’s license. Hey, whatever works. The rest of us are legal, at least Beth and Joe and me are. It doesn’t matter anyway. The really important point is that maybe going out and having a good time will take my mind off the damn nightmares and I can get a decent night’s sleep. It seems like a good plan to me.


	 


	***


	 


	It’s nine o’clock, and everyone’s waiting downstairs for Beth and me. She looks great, which is no surprise. She generally does. What is a little surprising, at least to me, is just how good I look. That sounds immodest, but what the heck. I’m allowed to be immodest once in a while, right?    


	Beth spent the last two hours helping me do my hair and makeup, and she absolutely demanded that I wear the dress I bought with my birthday money. It doesn’t quite say “do me”–nothing I own says that–but it might say “buy me some drinks and dance with me and I’ll think about it” if I wear it with the proper attitude. It’s black and strapless and–for me, at least–very short. It’s such a change from my usual wardrobe that I barely recognize myself in the mirror.  Especially with my hair up and the way-more-than-usual makeup job.


	She gives me a final once over, and claps her hands. She’s thrilled. “There may be hope for you yet!”  She doesn’t need me to check her over, she knows without even looking in the mirror that everything’s right, not a hair or anything else out of place. 


	I have to take one last good long look at myself, though. The woman staring back at me has my eyes, but the rest of her…


	I hear my own voice asking, “Who is that?”  


	Beth laughs, and steps into view next to me. “That’s one hot babe, that’s who it is.”


	Hot babe?  Me?  Not quite. Beth is the only hot babe in the mirror. There’s really no comparison between us. She’s got ridiculously perfect shoulder-length blonde hair, while I’ve got a tangle of barely-manageable brown curls. She has unbelievable legs and a good five inches on me. And to top it off, she’s – “well-endowed” is probably the best way to put it, and I’m, well, not. 


	You know what, though?  Despite all that, even though she’s beautiful and the most I’d ever call myself is “cute” or, maybe right now, at my absolute best, “pretty,” I’m not a bit jealous or envious. 


	I feel really good next to her, actually. I look into my own eyes, green and bright and alive, as though I haven’t just gone through a week of horrible nightmares and barely any sleep, and I like what I see. 


	OK, enough staring. We’ve got places to go. I grab my purse and we’re off, out the door, down the stairs. “Prepare to be amazed, people!” Beth shouts out ahead of us. There’s a crowd in the lobby, and they all stare up at her coming down the stairs. And then they stare at me. 


	Someone says “wow,” and there’s a whistle or two. I’m sure it’s all just joking, but still, it feels really good to hear it. I can’t help showing off, I do a little twirl at the bottom of the stairs. Why not?  It’s a special occasion. I’m not sure why, but it feels like one.  
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