DISTURBING DREAMS

He limited his sleep to one-hour intervals, three or sometimes four times a day, ever since all the women in his life began entering his dreams and tormenting him with lies.

He never dreamed during the years he toiled at the factory, working long hours on projects that never succeeded nor gained him the respect and recognition that he expected and craved. His silent determination was viewed as detachment by his wife and arrogant incompetence by his co-workers. Increased efforts to prove himself confirmed these impressions of him until his wife found, in their pastor, a man to listen to her and his boss found small comfort in the eroding economy by dismissing William during the first layoff. The pastor grew to share more than his ear with his wife. So, with characteristic diligence, William quietly and secretly researched his options. 

He removed what little he needed from his house and just enough cash from the bank account to cover the freighter passage to this Caribbean island and enough living expenses to last him a couple of months. He completed, signed, and had notarized divorce papers he bought in a packet at the nearest newsstand. He left them by the lathe in his workshop where his wife would be certain to first look for a note, once she acknowledged his absence. He also took with him the unfulfilled dreams that he promised her.

He had immersed himself in seafaring adventures in his teens. Joshua Slocum’s account of circumnavigating the earth under sail, alone, in the 1890s both inspired and terrified him. He couldn’t shake the images of Tierra del Fuego pirates swimming under darkness to Slocum’s boat in search of easy pickings only to be thwarted by the carpet tacks that he had tarred to the deck. How many predecessors had not been warned to prepare such a welcome? His fascination with the sea grew upon learning the lore of Nantucket sleigh rides in the wakes of enormous cetaceans, widow walks built on New England seaside homes for the pacing of hopeful wives, and pirates luring ships into the shoals of North Carolina by hanging lamps around the necks of horses on shore thereby inducing the unwary to believe they would be anchoring in the safety of friendly ships.  Romantic yearnings of bare-breasted Polynesian princesses spiced the urban tedium of his childhood ennui, but the promise of a Treasure Island proved to be the greater attraction for him. The once and present haunts of Bluebeard and Admiral Lord Nelson invited his escape.

Whereas the others on board the freighter suffered the diesel fumes and the throbbing, chugging of the droning engines, William’s senses only acknowledged the salty fragrance of the offshore breezes as the ship left port en route to the life he knew he deserved. The ex-wife, the ex-job, and the friends he never made momentarily distracted him, annoyances best left behind.

He studied the waves, following their rolling as far as he could see, marveling at how the tidal wave from the Krakatoa eruption traveled from Indonesia, around the earth, touching shore as far away as England. He watched the bow cut through the water, parting the ocean on its mission. He listened to the slapping against the hull. He extracted as many seafaring tales as he could from the crew. But mostly, he stood alone on deck for hours at night watching his progress under the stars.

The freighter exchanged some of its load as it plodded down the coast. William remained on board studying the efficiency and elegance of the cranes, hoists, and forklifts. His feet would not touch ground again until he could curl his toes into the sandy shore of his new home. He made one decision during this journey, he would seek employment as a diesel mechanic. The other decision that would dictate his new life was made for him through his choices beginning many years prior. 

The ship docked late afternoon. Children waved to the crew. William headed for the nearest beach where he removed his shoes and socks, rolled up his pants, and waded into the surf. He closed his eyes as he distanced himself from the shore. The sand became his socks and the sea, his trousers.

He walked down Front Street, surveying his new homeland. He chose this destination for its lack of glamour; a working, not a tourist, seaport. A place where flies freely sample open air market produce and fruit.

Carlota stood in her doorway, leaning against the frame, her arms folded across her chest. Her heart weighed more than her mind as she experienced and foretold the future to anyone who parted with the few dollars that her paling pride and meager appetite demanded. She was maybe a few years younger than he, thirty-five or so, William thought. The sign in her window read, “Massages and Readings,” both in English and Spanish. She watched him first read the sign, then read her from face to toes. She wagged her index finger at him, as she would to a naughty child.

“Too bad,” he said.

“Sí, qué lástima,” she repeated.

The setting sun added an orange glow to her long, thin, deeply-tanned arms and legs that were exposed to William’s imagination in her short and sleeveless, well-worn dress. Her face revealed her many years of smiling.

“Do you know where I could find a room for the night?” he asked.

She nodded toward a building across the street. She would have been more gracious had she not seen him look at it as he walked toward her.

He shook his head. “I meant something a bit nicer than that. I saw that one.”

Perhaps she misjudged him. She took time to study his features. His callused hands told her he worked, his clothes and duffel bag said he just arrived from the States, his eyes spoke sparingly. He wasn’t the usual tourist, nor was he waterfront vermin. His face had the handsome look of calm, a calm she yearned for. 

“There’s a better place two blocks down on this side of the street. Domingo’s.”

He looked into her eyes for the first time, they were familiar eyes. “Thanks.”

“De nada.”

“You going to be here for a while?” he asked. “I’m new here. I was going to check in and come back. That is, if you’re interested in talking.”

 With a half-smile she replied, “I’ll be right here.”

The sign at Domingo’s promised “cheap.” Truth in advertising he thought as he entered the room, tripping on a throw rug while searching for a light switch. He slung the duffel bag on the bed, dug out his toiletry kit, and went to the bathroom to shave. He dried his face and rubbed his hand down one cheek and up the other. He often wondered if the grain of many men’s beards ran in opposite directions as did his. As he left the room he patted the bed, confirming its mushiness.  He double-checked that the door was locked and returned to Carlota’s entranceway. 

She wasn’t standing outside, though the door was open. He leaned his forehead against the front window, cupped his hands around his face, and watched her reading Tarot cards for a young couple. 

As the couple left, the girl asked the boy, “Do you believe what the cards said?”

“What’s to believe?” he replied and shrugged.

She punched him in the arm. “That we’ll get married and be happy.”

He pointed his finger to her, then himself, then back to her, cocked his head and asked, “Do you think she meant to each other?”

The girl stopped walking, placed her hands on her hips, and said, “Just you remember that later tonight, Thomas Jarrington.”

Carlota stepped outside a few minutes later. William asked, “Did the cards really say that they’ll get married and be happy?”

She smiled at him. “Who claimed the cards said that?”

“That’s what I thought.”

She raised her eyebrows. “Oh really? What exactly did you think?”

“That it’s not the cards that lie.”

She searched his expression to confirm that he was teasing, at least partly so. “That’s true, the cards don’t lie. But they don’t always know all of the truth, either. I sometimes exercise psychic license.”

 She raised a laugh from him. His eyes spoke softly, in a tone of interest in her. “Psychic license, is it?”

“I offer suggestive advice now and then, to those who are receptive.”

“Why would you do that?” It seemed like meddling to him.

“There’s no harm in nudging. Sometimes, that’s all we need, don’t you agree?”

“I guess. My minister and boss sure nudged me all right, and here I am.”

She understood what he meant but saw no point in arguing. Neither spoke for a while. Both leaned against the wall and watched the passersby.

He turned his head to her. “I’m William. What’s your name?”

“Carlota.”

“Well, Carlota, I’ve never had a massage, a real one I mean.”

“One you paid for, is that it?”

“I guess, by a professional. I think it’s time I try one.”

He didn’t realize that he was stepping through more than just the one door into her modest front room. She knew. She also knew he would have to experience it to understand. 

She closed the door behind them, turned the ceiling fan on high, and popped a cassette of soft flute and percussion music into the tape player. 

“What kind of music is that?” he asked.

“It’ll help soothe you.” He scowled as she turned away. “So will the candlelight,” she added.

She lit a stick of sandalwood incense and placed candles throughout the room.  She handed him a towel. “I’ll leave the room. You can disrobe as much as you’re comfortable with, then lie face down on the table. Place your face inside the headrest and cover yourself. Any questions?” He nodded no. “Good, let me know when you’re ready.”

After she left the room he asked, “Do most people strip all the way?”   

“It all depends on them,” she said.

Not comfortable being naked, but not wanting to appear uncomfortable, he undressed completely and lay down on the table, pulled the towel over himself and wiggled his butt until he was sure the towel adequately covered him. “I’m ready.”

She returned to the front room. “I’ll give you a basic massage. Just relax and let me know if anything is tender.”

She worked his shoulders, then down his back, making no mention of his tension. His strength was centered in his arms and shoulders. She focussed on kneading them. He lapsed into tranquility.

After a while he asked, “How did you get into massaging?”

“I took lessons in my spare time.”

“Why massaging lessons?”

“Tending bar was fun but I didn’t like poisoning people for a living.”

“That makes sense.”

“What about you, what do you do?”

He spoke with closed eyes. “I was designing and building high performance pumps until a few weeks ago. Now it looks like I might be repairing diesel engines.”

“Tell me about it.”

He spoke of the highlights of his job and about his interest in the sea during the remainder of the massage, oblivious to his nakedness and her hands. She mostly heard what he did not say, about his family, friends, fears, and loves. Midway through the massage she placed one of her hands atop the other on his thigh.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“I’m reading you.”

“Reading me?” He normally would have made a rude suggestion, but she had snared his vulgarity in a web of mystery.

“Yes. Someone’s trying to talk to you. A woman. Do you know a Mary or Marlene? A girl you knew long ago?”

“Not that comes to mind. Only a Mary from work and we never talked much.”

“Whoever she is, she’ll be contacting you somehow.”

He thought her suggestion was odd and returned to telling her about daring sea exploits throughout the ages. When he described the invention of the triangular sail which allowed ships for the first time to sail against the wind and then discussed the rudder, she thought about her own rudder and sail, how free will allowed her to navigate inside her destiny. She decided to mention it some other time, when he could understand.

When she finished the massage, she refused to accept his money, joking, “I guess this means you still haven’t had a real massage.” They returned to the entranceway and their small talk. Yawns eventually filled the lulls in conversation and William returned to Domingo’s.  

The first of his disturbing dreams began that night. He attributed it to the few-toothed, grizzled desk clerk whose lascivious grin accompanied his offer of securing William a companion for the night.

He awoke as he bolted upright in bed. The top sheet lay on the floor, the bottom one wet and balled up underneath him. He stumbled into the bathroom and stared into the mirror. The street lamp striped his face with long shadows and streaks of light, just enough light to illuminate his sweat-soaked brow and hair. He wiped his face then underarms with the small, worn bath towel, then placed his palm to his forehead and felt no fever. Splashing the tepid, brownish water on his face cooled his skin, but did nothing to dilute the disturbance of his dream. The girl of that dream, Marette, still spoke to him as he unraveled the sheets and straightened the bed. She repeatedly said, “I will love you forever.”

He remembered her from high school, from when his friends teased him about his virginity, from when they would no longer have reason to tease him. “But why did she invade my dream?” he wondered. He was certain she had never said anything like that. Yet, this night she wouldn’t stop repeating those words over and over. He tried covering his head with the pillow, pressing his hands against his ears, even immersing his head in the sink filled with water. Her voice prevailed. Maybe she had wanted him to know how she felt about him, to say what she regretted withholding. He conceded that he would hear her through the night. He lay down and tried not to let her bother him. He finally fell asleep, exhausted, just past dawn; her voice didn’t rest. He slept through it for a few hours. 

He heard her no more when he awoke, he never again suffered such waking words. The shower and clean clothes cleansed his mind of the dreams. Coffee and breakfast at a shore side café nourished his will to seek a job.

None of the boat captains he met needed a mechanic. The engine repair shop owner offered him hope. “What do you know about diesel engines?” he asked William.

“On the first day of my first job, my boss showed me an engine that had just been rebuilt. He told me to take it apart and put it back together. I finished just before he got to work the next morning and it started right up.” William explained how he worked with all types of engines over the years.

The owner nodded and asked, “What about electrical systems?”

“I’ve wired up pumps and done some wiring around the house is all. But I learn quick.”

“How long are you planning on staying here on the island?”

“I got no plans to leave.”

“No one ever does. Neither did my last mechanic.” He sized up William some more and asked about his background. “I’ll tell you what, come back early next week. I may have to hire my wife’s bum nephew. If he doesn’t show up, I’ll give you a try.” 

William liked the owner, he was forthright and seemed busy enough.

He considered his new life as he drank beer in a yellow, cinder block, open-air bar. Working as a mechanic wouldn’t be as satisfying as inventing, but at least he could hear the results of his labor when he would start the engines. Satisfied that he would enjoy the slower pace, he ate a fish sandwich, then returned to his room to nap. He washed some clothes in the sink, he would look for a laundromat in the morning.

Marette didn’t disturb him as he slept; instead, Kerri joined him. She repeatedly urged him to trust her as she prodded him to jump off a cliff into the ocean with her.

“You go first,” she insisted. She met each of his protestations and excuses with the same challenge. When she pushed him from behind, he woke up gasping for a breath. He looked at the clock, not fifteen minutes had passed. Kerri was another old girlfriend, one he met in his late teens. He recalled that she had refused to see him anymore, but little more than that. He knew they never went to the ocean together. 

He rinsed his face and stared in the mirror. He saw he needed to shower, if only to wash off the sweat and lend the appearance that he had slept.

Carlota had moved two chairs onto the sidewalk. “I saved you a spot,” she said as he approached. He smiled and took a seat next to her. She looked him over and asked, “Rough night?”

“You’re tellin’ me it was. I barely slept.”

“Maybe it was the massage,” she suggested, knowing that it wasn’t. “Or, the heat and humidity.” 

“I think I got a job, though. I’ll find out for sure in a few days.” He stifled a yawn.

“Doing what?”

“As a,” he yawned mid-sentence, “diesel mechanic.”

A few yawns later, Carlota offered, “If you want, you can take a nap on my sofa. I don’t mind.” 

He accepted her offer and dozed in the back room as she gently massaged his back. He slept dreamlessly until she removed her hands to read a customer’s palms. When she returned to him, his skin was wet and his hands covered his ears. She resumed massaging him, restoring his peace. And so he slept for over an hour within a wispy cloud of rose incense. 

While her hands imparted her calmness, Carlota considered her private dreams. Simple dreams, the dreams of a lover without a mate, the dreams of a healer without a mission, the dreams of finding both within her touch.

He awoke shortly after her hands rested. “Did you sleep well?” she asked.

“I actually slept. Finally. Your couch is a blessing, I just might have to bargain with you for it.” He didn’t mention the brief episode of encountering Patricia who repeatedly commanded him to believe that she loved him. She had stopped speaking, though, and William thought that maybe those dreams had passed, not realizing the magic of Carlota’s touch.

  His attention was drawn to her hands, her fingertips appeared to glow, to radiate toward him. When he rubbed his disbelieving eyes, the illusion vanished. She noticed his gaze, smiled to herself, and rubbed her thumbs across her fingertips. She knew he forgot to remember her dreamless touch, she also knew he could not entirely dismiss the oddly familiar suggestion of her gesture. He stood up and walked to her, too much like all the other men who only felt her hands for their touch. She turned, concealing her disappointment, and led him outside. 

He learned nothing about her as they sat chatting and sipping rum until sunset, because he asked her nothing. She learned to circumvent his evasions by repeating her questions. 

“Why didn’t you confront your wife?”

“I didn’t want to.”

“Why not?”

“What good would it have done?”

“That’s no answer. Think a moment, why didn’t you?”

“I didn’t know how to do it without getting angry, real damn angry. I could have gotten violent, I don’t know.” She waited for more. “I wanted out, I didn’t want to reconcile with her, okay?”

“Okay,” she replied, content that she had heard the whole truth.

“I wanted out of everything and I wanted to come here. Besides, life is short.”

She shook her head. “Lots of people think that. But you know what, every morning I wake up I think how my life is getting longer, day by day.”

“What’s the difference?” he smirked.

She ignored the rhetorical nature of his question. “Half empty, half full?”

He shrugged. “I guess.”

The rum eventually weighted down his eyelids and he returned to his room confident of a restful slumber. He opened the door and turned on the light, amused that he saw no cockroaches. The still, stale, heavy air clung to his clothes and skin. He undressed and lay on the bed, reliving Carlota’s touch as he drifted toward sleep.

Marilyn awoke him within an hour. Then Nancy, then Karen and others. All of them lied, all of them were relentless in their torment. Near midnight, he gave up trying to sleep. He showered then returned to Carlota’s to find the lights off and the door locked. He wandered the streets until dawn, trying to figure out what was happening. His head throbbed, his hands shook, not surprising for a man who managed only an hour of sound sleep in two days, he reasoned. 

His logic grew increasingly opaque from that point on as he attempted to trace the immediate cause of his insomnia. The dreams had not started until he arrived. He blamed the island. Maybe he should catch the next departing ship. Maybe he needed to live on the water, like the man without a country. These thoughts heightened his paranoia and confusion. He sat on a dock and tried to consider his options, concluding that he was incapable of a rational decision. Carlota could help. Her couch could help. 

While he knocked on her door he realized that the first dream, the Marette dream, immediately followed Carlota’s suggestion that a Mary or a Marlene would contact him. The delusion of clarity controlled his emotions, he banged his fists on the door. When Carlota cracked it open he demanded an answer. “What have you done to me?”

“William? Is that you?”

“You’re damn right it is. Open up and start explaining.” 

“Are you all right?”

He pushed open the door, she offered little resistance. When she cowered and pleaded, “Don’t hurt me. I didn’t do anything,” he saw her terror, and his shame diminished his anger. She relaxed a bit, tightened her robe around her, folded her arms, and asked him to lie on the sofa. 

He described the dreams and his sleeping habits, and questioned the connection to both her premonition and her couch. She massaged him into slumber, soothing him for hours, time she spent getting closer to him, seeing into his mind and through his eyes. For years she had denied her curiosity such free rein, not since she vividly saw such violence inside a man that for months his visions became hers. No amount of feeling another’s bliss had since been worth that risk. William was different somehow. She liked what she saw in and through him. His body welcomed her fingers, inducing her to look inside and see a childhood spent alone enjoying the solitude imposed on him by absent parents and siblings. A good person, not complex, who marveled at the seasons of life – the cycles of stars, flowers, and butterflies. One who dismantled all things mechanical to understand their workings. An innocent in the ways of people, unaware of his transgressions against others, brimming with untapped love, because he had yet to understand forgiveness. She searched him no further.   

Carlota was drawn within him for his untarnished potential. She could teach him much, but not until he asked. She could love him even more.

Once he fell into a deep sleep, she lightened her touch, needing only to graze his skin with hers to dissolve his dreams. Later in the morning, she was able to kneel on the floor, rest her face on his back, and rest with him.

Moments after Carlota awoke, William opened his eyes. “Welcome back,” she said.

His eyes darted around the room. He struggled to remember where he was. “What time is it?”

“It’s just past noon. How was your sleep?”

“It’s weird, I don’t know what’s harder to believe, that I haven’t been sleeping for days or that I finally slept soundly. I sure could use more, though.” He took Carlota’s hand and thanked her with a warm grasp befitting a savior. “You must be famished, let me buy you lunch or something.”

Carlota excused herself to shower and change. The sudsy lather and sharp stream of water drowned her thoughts and freshened her feelings, a treatment she devised for when the hushed hints from her heart required attention. She rejoined William wearing an alluring bright blue crepe sundress, a simple suggestion based on her water-born, confirmed attraction to him. He didn’t notice her perfume, much less that she had dressed for him. 

William devoured a sandwich and swilled coffee as Carlota idly stabbed the lettuce in her salad. His eyes opened more, the cup in his hands trembled more as he chugged the refills.

“What do you think is happening to you?” she asked.

“I wish I knew.” He wiped his brow with his hand. “Damn it’s hot in here.”

“The coffee isn’t helping any.”

He ignored her comment, still trying to understand the dreams. “I can’t figure it out. I’ve never had trouble sleeping before. Never.”

Her stream of questions induced him to quietly tap his feet, leading to clenching and wringing his hands under the table, reactions he tried to shield from her for all her kindness. However, when she asked, “What bothers you the most about your situation?” he slapped his hand on the table answering, “I don’t know!” As his coffee cup still rattled in the saucer, two men at the next table glared at him. William returned their looks, then snapped at Carlota. “You try sleeping for only six hours in three days and then you can tell me.”

They sat in silence until Carlota confided that she had read him as he slept. When she told him what she saw in his childhood, he stared at his plate to conceal his annoyance. When she told him how she admired his innocence, he gnashed his teeth. When she told him, “You might need to forgive the women,” but was thinking, “You might need to forgive yourself,” he stood up and hissed, “What do you know?”

“Only what I feel,” she thought.

He threw enough money on the table to cover the bill and told her, “I don’t need this shit right now, at all.” He stormed out of the restaurant, opting to suffer his sleeplessness alone. 

He didn’t visit Carlota for two days, spending his interminable wakefulness devising tricks in order to sleep. 

That night and through the next day, every remaining woman he ever got close to visited him. When sleeping pills only exacerbated his waking misery, he decided to keep trying to sleep, believing, hoping, that the dreams would end once each woman spoke her peace. Between each sleep he limped into the bathroom to drench his head and tug on the skin of his face in a vain attempt to reduce the size and number of the deepening wrinkles. More dreams were required than he expected due to intrusions from those he forgot.  

His wife was the last of the women to invade his dreams. Her repeated words, “Till death do us part,” disturbed him the most. But he awoke believing them to be the last, that his ordeal was complete. He did not know, he no longer cared, why they lied to him. His knees buckled as he tried to stand, sharp pains seared his joints. He lay back down expecting to sleep uninterrupted at least a full day without dreams. 

A few minutes later, he was pounding on his temples with his fists demanding that Marette leave him alone. The cycle had begun to repeat. Loud cursing could not mute the women, either.

By nightfall he was lying in the tub, submerging his head, alternating between adding hot and cold water depending on the cycles of his chills and heat flashes. He was unable to dry himself with the towel which was already drenched from the many face washings. He dropped it onto the floor and sopped up the puddles using his foot. He decided to do his laundry, a diversion that might rid, or at least distract, the lies from his mind. 

He slowly filled his duffel bag with soiled clothes, briefly resting between gathering various articles strewn around the room. The desk clerk could not direct him to the nearest laundry so he slung the duffel strap over his shoulder and shuffled in the direction away from Carlota’s place. He searched the aisles of a corner grocery store so many times looking for detergent that the proprietor finally offered assistance, including taking him to the street and pointing the way when William could not decipher the directions.

No matter how slowly he walked, sweat streamed down his temples and soaked the hair on the back of his neck. He blamed it on the humidity. By the time he found the laundromat his shirt clung to his body and his eyes stung from the drippings off his brow.

He loaded the washer then spilled most of the detergent onto the floor as he ripped open the box. A woman watched him gathering it in his hands and dumping it onto his laundry. Too proud to ask for help, he kept adding coins to the machine, trying to determine how much was needed. He emptied his pockets of change, depleted his patience, and began to pound on the machine. The woman offered assistance, finally resorting to switching his clothes to another machine and starting the cycle with her own money. She refused to accept reimbursement. He refused her generosity saying, “There’s no way I’m gonna dream of you, too.”

“You’re a strange man,” she said.

As she walked outside he called to her. “I wasn’t strange a week ago.” “Not this strange, anyway,” he thought as he considered his actions. He muttered, “I don’t need pity from anyone.” He bounced his forehead on the lid of the washing machine saying, “Look at me now, I’m talking to my damn self.” 

He checked his pockets for change, they still were empty. He dumped the wet clothes into the duffel bag and eventually found his hotel. He draped the clothes around the room intending to begin the chore afresh in the morning if they were still wet.

He set his alarm for one hour and began the regimen that got him through the next two days. This technique afforded him barely enough respite to cling to his sanity. All the while, Carlota awaited his return, spending hours standing in her doorway watching those approaching from the direction of Domingo’s.

An hour passed, the alarm interrupted Kathy’s lies. William lay in bed listening to the buzzing until finally summoning the initiative to get up and shut it off. He rubbed his eyes, squinted, then held the clock up to his face in order to read the time. He dowsed himself with water and returned to the street. The sun had set, the breeze chilled him. “Maybe God is punishing me,” he considered as he passed a church.

A priest approached him as he sat hunched over in a back pew. His words of concern were met with, “I’m not your son. You don’t even know my birthday, do you?” The priest left him alone, not knowing that none of William’s family knew the date, either. His mother thought it was two days earlier than the actual date. William had silently accepted it. He sat among the religious icons futilely trying to sort his jumbled thoughts and memories. Simply adding up his hours of sleep since Marette first intruded exceeded his powers of concentration.

He returned to his room and reset the alarm, unsure if he had set it correctly. The next time he awoke, after Donna assured him time and again that she would never forget him, he resumed muttering to himself. “If I only had something to do, someone other than Carlota to visit, even someone to call.”

He picked up the phone, intending to call home to find out if his wife could help exterminate the voices or at least help to explain his misery, but he couldn’t figure out how to connect with an outside line. He wasn’t even certain he correctly remembered the number.

The one-hour naps did little to abate his steady deterioration during the next day. He accomplished little more than eating. Delusions afforded him his only diversity. Some of them, such as the bedroom shadow that appeared to rise and reach for him, frightened him. That night brought other terrors, terrors in the form of threatening footsteps down the hall, the smell of smoke from the street below, and sharp pains in his chest. He managed some fitful slumber before deciding to return to Carlota in the morning. Some strength returned to his mind, but none to his body.

Showering extracted the reserves of his energy, most difficult was untangling his matted hair in order to cleanse his scalp. He closed his eyes as he slowly dressed, one motion at a time. It did not matter that his underwear was inside out.
After ingesting a pot of coffee he regained a small measure of alertness and staggered to Carlota’s doorstep. She opened her door, he nodded, stumbled inside, and collapsed on the couch. She immediately prepared to massage him. 

Having someone to talk to restored the remnants of his sense of reality. “No massage. I need a reading or something, whatever you can do, I can’t survive like this.”

“Then you need to sit up and let me hold your hands.” She had to assist him in sitting upright.

He ran his fingers through his hair. “I can’t stand it anymore. My wife’s words were the worst. How could she do this to me after all I’ve given her? I expected more from her.”

“William, it’s not a gift if you want something in return.”

“Don’t lecture me. Just do something. Can you help me or not?”

“You need to relax before I can help you.”

“I’m not sure I know how to any more.”

She sat across from him, took his hands into hers and pressed two fingers against his wrist. His fingers tensed, she felt his racing pulse. She slid her fingers across his open palm, calming his fingers and opening them toward her. “Close your eyes,” she said, “and lean back on the couch.” Their hands parted. She instructed him to relax his toes, then feet, then calves, then the rest of his body in turn until his breathing grew full and his eyelids lightly fluttered. She hushed her voice. “Hear only my words.” He smiled, his eyes rolled upward. “Imagine the color blue.” She paused longer between each instruction. “Touch the color.” His fingertips twitched. “What does it feel like?”

“Velvety, like velvet cloth.”

“That’s good. Keep feeling it.” She waited. “Change its texture…Now what does it feel like?”

“Almost like water, only creamier. I can’t describe it.”

“Try for me.”

“It’s still velvety, but liquid.”

Content with his receptivity, she said, “I’m going to count down from five to one. Allow yourself to relax more with each count.” By the time she reached one, his body had melted into the couch, he sat so still that his body felt nothing.

“Now imagine that you are alone in a perfect spot in nature. It can be a place you have visited or one you create.” Carlota offered suggestions to help him add detail to his perfect scene. He placed himself in a rocky seascape overlooking thunderous breakers. He increased the wind intensity until it carried sea spray to his face. He smelled and tasted its saltiness. Grains of sand brushed across his legs. The gentle rustling of sea oats filled the silence between each wave. A soft, warm drizzle from the clouds surrounding the sun completed his immersion within the fluids. He willed a brilliant rainbow to arch across his horizon, then created it a sibling.

Carlota entered her own idyllic site, a tropical glen dense with a canopy of flowering trees, as William savored his. Hers was not a solitary scene, she invited William in a rare gesture of trust, for she had not included the customary safety measures to protect her haven of vulnerability. Her vision was blinkered without such trust.

They walked together through her forest. She led them from one ray of light to the next, until she found a waterfall pool that cleansed their apprehensions and quenched their desires for insight without murkiness, their desires for closeness without risk. He gathered her in his arms under the torrent of falling water and held her with a confident shyness, in hands of quiet experience, with a touch that betrayed his attractiveness to women. They splashed and swam, floated and dived, laughed and kissed.

Carlota retreated from the pool of temptation, returned her attention to the back room, and opened her eyes. William had lay down in a bed of ferns, in his perfect haven, losing himself amidst the chatter of insects and songbirds. He heard no lies. They promised him peace, but none spoke of his future. He desired to invite a woman, but none from his past understood his dreams. 

Carlota returned William to the sofa with another countdown. She was ready to begin her reading. He sat up to face her, feeling eager and refreshed. Her hands clasped his, they listened to his soul. She scrunched her brow.

“What is it?” he asked.

“I can hear the messages you’ve been hearing, but it’s not women speaking.” 

“Then who?” he asked.

Curiosity drained from her face, taking with it all expression. “I only hear your voice.” She paused.

He tried to assemble his thoughts. “My voice? It’s me saying that? You don’t mean…”

“Yes.”

“…Those words that I’m hearing…”

“Yes.”

“I said all that?”

She answered without emotion. “Yes, to all of these women…”

“That’s impossible. I know I never said those things.” He shook his head. “That can’t be right.”

“…In one way or another you did.”

He tried to understand. “You think that’s it? That’s why I’m having these dreams?”

Carlota dismissed her surprise and concern with a deep breath and whispered, “I can rid you of these dreams.”

“Then do it.”

“Under one condition, though.”

“Name your price. I’ll pay it.”

“You must say those words to me.”

“Sure. Okay, if that’ll work.” She paused for so long he finally asked, “What?”

She waited for his eyes to engage hers. “And mean them.”

He knew he was crazy without love. Would he be, could he be, crazier with love? Maybe not, he was willing to wager.

She interrupted his thinking to ask, “But can you love?”

“Maybe that would make me sane,” he thought.

She massaged him to a place of dreams where she would find her answer.
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