DREADED BLISS

“How happy can you be when you dread flirting with utter bliss?” That was Jonathan’s last thought before he dozed off in his well-worn recliner chair and the metal sphere dropped from his hand, then bounced off the hardwood floor, clanging its internal chimes as it rolled down the hall. His head snapped backward, he awoke the instant before the sphere impacted. He had tried this twice earlier in the day to recreate her in his dreams, without success. None of his attempts over the last month had succeeded.  

He once read that Edison had used this technique to tap into his creativity, to remember the ideas that boil in the unwaking state just before slumber. So far, Jonathan had no visions of the woman during this hypnagogic state, only thoughts of redemption which he attributed to the tiny pocket prayer he saw at an art gallery a few days prior. These pocket prayers were little boxes, maybe an inch and a half long, with clear plastic covers. Each contained a single word message plus an image or tiny figure. A number and the artist’s signature were written on the back.

Redemption was characterized by a single trading stamp, the type that was popular in the 60s and was distributed at grocery stores after purchases. Jonathan recognized the stamp immediately. His mother let him do the licking when she pasted them into the booklets. She exchanged the booklets for toys for her kids. His father didn’t complain, the stamps were her money. He preferred to collect cigarette coupons and redeemed them for some item advertising his brand.
Jonathan chose to collect dreams. His problem, though, was that he had no booklet in which to paste them. That was long before he learned of journals, before he learned that even though dreams cannot be captured, their paths can be traced.   He had recently turned 50. Life was going to happen to him soon, he figured. He knew it had better begin before too much longer. If time were liquid, he would have long since drowned waiting. For what, he didn’t know. Early retirement and aloneness had worn him down. So when his best friend told him that he was wishing his life away and offered to sell him his storefront in the touristy part of town, Jonathan sold his house and moved into the shop. The back room became his bedroom, living room, parlor, kitchen, and office. The front room was a modest second hand shop.

Jonathan rose to pick up the sphere. The front door chime rang. Through the reflection in a surveillance mirror he watched a gangly sandy-haired boy of 13 or 14 enter the shop, look all around, and approach a display of quartz crystals. His shirt was torn, his shoes were tired. Jonathan recognized him from previous visits. The boy picked up a necklace with a large crystal, looked around again, and slipped it into his pocket. He walked toward the door. Jonathan was in no hurry. The boy hesitated, turned around, and returned the necklace to its place by the time Jonathan entered the front room.

Jonathan startled him with the words, “May I help you?”

The boy quickly composed himself and too eagerly shook his head, “No.”

“Do you like crystals?”

The boy stared at Jonathan before answering. “Yes.”

“Then follow me. I have one that you’ll really like in the back.” He extended his hand. “I’m Jonathan.” 

“Josh.”

The boy was leery, but followed him anyway. The back room was teeming with artifacts. Most had small notes attached describing their significance and origin. Jonathan appeared from behind a row of bookshelves with the crystal in the palm of his hand. “Here. Hold it up to the light. Study it.” Josh took it and gazed at its many facets. “Do you see anything?”

“Yeah, I see lots.”

Jonathan smiled. “I’m sure you do. But do you see anything surprising?”

“What am I supposed to be looking for?”

“How about an ancient puff of gas?”

Josh squinted at the crystal then turned to the odd man in front of him and squinted at him, too. “I better get going. My mom told me to get home right after school.” Josh put down the crystal and turned to leave.

“Wait. Look here, Josh. Look into its center.” Jonathan slightly tilted the crystal. At that moment, though he didn’t know it, Josh first glimpsed his future. That’s when he began his quest for deeper understanding. He saw the tiny bubble in the liquid inside the core of the crystal. He saw what he thought could not be. Jonathan showed him faith.

His mother’s wishes were no longer relevant. “What is it? How did it get in there? Where did you get this?”

“You better get going. Look it up in the library or search the internet.” 

“I might do that.”

Before leaving, Josh asked the price of the pendant. Jonathan picked it up and read the tag. “Twenty-five dollars.” Josh grimaced. “You seem like a nice boy. I could let you have it for ten dollars.”

Josh looked into Jonathan’s eyes. “I only have five dollars. It’s lunch money.”

“Sorry. I can’t go that low. The necklace is worth that much by itself.”

“It’s my mom’s birthday. She really likes crystals.”

“I bet she’d like this, then.” He feigned that he was sizing up Josh. “I tell you what. When is her birthday?”

“Next Tuesday.”

“I could use some help around here. Ask your mom if you could work here for me this Saturday. Five dollars and a day’s work ought to about cover it.”

Josh said he’d be back with his mom.

Jonathan returned to the back room to again attempt conjuring up the woman. He needed to see her for a number of reasons. Over the past year he spent much of his free time photographing images inspired by, if not copied from, his dreams. He enjoyed the focus and the challenge. No other subjects interested him much. His last image derived from a dream in which he walked into a room where a naked woman was sleeping in an oversized four poster brass bed. He never clearly saw her face, all he could discern was that she was strong yet slight of build and had eyes of fire and long coal black hair that shimmered blue or red depending on the light. He studied himself in the mirror to verify his own identity, his eyes glimmered between aqua and pale green. He studied the lean, square jaw. He made faces. He was convinced that this time he was dreaming his own dream. 

The woman awoke, pulled the sheet to just below her eyes and demanded, “What are you doing here?” to which Jonathan replied, “What are you doing in my bed?” She pulled the sheet over her head and buried herself at the foot of the bed.

It took Jonathan weeks to find such a bed in an antique store in order to create the image. It took him another few days to locate an appropriate model and convince the proprietor to enable him to photograph his dream. It took even longer to realize that there was something special about the woman whose hair color blended so well with ravens.

He spent much of an evening setting up the shoot. The store owner had visited Jonathan’s shop and bargained for a purple Baccarat crystal vase in exchange for his cooperation. The amateur model could not understand why she had to undress if her body was never to be exposed, but the premium hourly fee persuaded her to forego more questioning. Once Jonathan found the perfect lighting and directed the exact fetal position pose under the sheet, in which shadows and folds and depth defined her figure, he exposed but two frames of monochrome film. Thinking that the shoot had just started, the model and owner were both surprised how quickly it ended. Neither understood the art and ritual of preparation, much less the importance that sparseness played in the exercise. Jonathan needed only one exposure, but he always shot two to be prudent. To his friends, he referred to such preparations and executions as his personal tea ceremony. He later entitled this work, Sheet of Dreams. 

Even before finishing this shoot, he was itching to prepare for the next. Previously it was weeks or months before he’d start again. But then, he never before had any voice, an anonymous voice at that, urging him. An anonymous female voice. He heard her at night in his sleep, the night before he found the model. She advised him what to look for in the girl. She told him she would return once he completed that photograph. He felt her gaze as he arranged the sheet, he sensed her consent when he prepared to release the shutter. She entered his dreams again the night the print was completed, introducing herself as Marienne. She appeared to him with her hair up, her eyes closed, wearing a thin, purple silk robe that revealed nothing and exposed all of her beauty. She enchanted him as she motioned with her finger for him to photograph her. She startled him into awakening when she opened her eyes thus revealing that she first visited him in a four poster bed. He bolted upright before realizing he had been dreaming. At first he remembered only her eyes, but soon he envisioned all of her. She was strikingly familiar, he somehow knew her, he somehow knew her well.

 Since that night and his hasty departure, he had been unable to find her. No soft echo of her voice, not even a hint of her gaze. Incessant sleeping hadn’t worked, nor had falling asleep thinking of her. The hands of a shiatsu massage therapist could not induce her to visit him. The therapist did, however, revive spectacular kaleidoscopic visions and later ran her hands above his body revealing that his family channels were closed, but not so those of his creativity and heart. He wasn’t surprised about the closed channels. Even with sprinklings of optimism he couldn’t sublimate his virtual estrangement from his family. When he was 20, he sat by his younger brother as leukemia usurped his strength. Jonathan’s anger did nothing to retard its steady march, but it did sever the love of his family. He couldn’t lash out at the disease, but he could blame his family for not having the money to provide Joey with the best care. Their understanding waned by the time he was ready to reconcile. He saved his love thereafter. He continued to visit them on occasion, but they didn’t see each other. They still saw an angry young 20-year-old, he saw the parents of a 20-year-old who disappeared.

He chose disappearance in favor of relinquishing his veneer of reality. He presented himself only through his lens, in images meant for nobody, but just maybe for a nobody he had yet to meet. She, the one of his recent dreams could be the one. She could be the one who would lend substance to his invisibility. He searched for her when he stopped settling for anything less, he ceased searching when he found nothing more.

And now, he resorted to chiming spheres in hopes of reminding him of Marienne’s image. After Josh left the store, Jonathan jotted down the question he had considered about happiness and dreading bliss. He was thrilled to find her as he slept, yet he feared immersing himself inside a dream of no escape. He also wondered why his mind led him to consider redemption. Over the next few days he consciously spent less time trying to find her, not because he had less desire, but because the less he tried, the more he saw her on the street in the form of strangers who vaguely resembled her in his mind’s eye. The first such sighting astonished him. He was about to approach her when the woman turned which revealed her silhouette, one unlike that of an angel. He exhibited restraint after that, content to assemble bits of her into a complete picture. He observed her strut when rushed, how she dressed, her voice when speaking to a friend, her body language. Upon realizing the pattern of the sightings, he drafted the caption for his impending photograph of her: sometimes we must close our minds to see. It rang true for him, for its opposite was also true. 

On Saturday, Josh returned to the shop with his mother. She appreciated Jonathan’s kind offer, but accepted it with skepticism, under conditions requiring Josh to call her every two hours, to assure her that he was safe. “He needs to learn discipline,” she said. Jonathan opted to agree with her and so he had a helper for the day. He set him up with a feather duster and an admonition to be careful, then directed him to the back room.

It was decorated in classic eclectic style with a bias toward rich color. The walls were almost completely covered with photographs, letters, postcards, banners, posters, calendars, feathers, and wooden typeset boxes filled with tiny trinkets. Bookshelves and file cabinets of different shapes and colors doubled as room dividers. The kitchen and bedroom areas were tidy and clean, located against the back wall. The many tall, orderly stacks of paper and magazines were suggestive of gates for an office slalom course. Large prisms on the window ledges bathed the room with swatches from rainbows. “Clean up whatever you can. There’s no hurry.” Josh dusted a mounted raccoon head, Roman coins, framed ancient maps of the New World, a slice of a meteorite exposing its crystalline structure, a barnacle-encrusted anchor, and an assortment of items collected during a lifetime of bartering and acquisition. He was surprised to find evidence of a previous life as an advertising executive; the plaques and storyboards lay on the floor, leaning against the wall. Josh explored more than he dusted, reading the notes and price tags, as Jonathan had intended, learning that value in this shop held little relation to scarcity.

After two hours had passed Jonathan reminded Josh to call home. Jonathan brought out some chocolate chip cookies and milk that he had purchased for the occasion. Josh asked Jonathan if he had any Civil War artifacts that he could maybe write about for a school project. 

Jonathan talked with a cookie wagging in the breeze. “What is the topic?”

“The teacher said it could be anything that we like.”

“What do you have in mind?”

“Nothin’. I don’t like anything about the Civil War.”

“Why not?” Jonathan asked.

“Who cares? What does it matter?”

“It mattered to those who fought it.”

Josh shrugged. “I guess.”

“Let me show you something.” Jonathan returned from the back room with a rusted chunk of metal. “This was found in Sharpsburg, Maryland in a cornfield. The site of the battle of Antietam. Still the bloodiest day in American history.” He handed it to Josh. Jonathan continued as Josh examined the piece. “The troops fired at point blank range. They couldn’t see each other for the cornstalks. Over twenty thousand boys and men were killed or wounded in a single day of fighting.”

Jonathan paused and pulled in a deep breath. Josh looked up at him for more information. “Who won?” he asked.

“The Union forces prevailed. They lost more men, but they stopped Lee’s advance. Many think that they could have ended the war had they pursued the Confederate troops. But they didn’t.”

“Why not?”

“I’d think that the answer lies in losing over ten thousand men in just a few hours.”

Josh nodded agreement. “So what is this, a bullet?”

“You’re as close as you can be without getting it perfectly right.”

Josh examined it more. “It looks like two bullets smashed together.”

“Exactly! But how?”

“How should I know?”

“By thinking and imagining. Think about what I’ve told you.”

Josh didn’t like to be challenged, it showed in his furrowed brow. “Just tell me, okay?”

“Nope. I showed you. Now it’s your turn to see.” Josh glared at Jonathan, but kept touching the bullets. “What did I tell you about the battle?”

“That they couldn’t see each other until they were on top of each other.”

“Right.”

Josh’s face brightened the way that all faces do when their minds have experienced an epiphany. “These bullets hit each other in the air. That’s wild!”

Jonathan smiled agreement. “Imagine what it must have been like in that field, the hail of bullets.” He allowed Josh time to ponder, then added, “That’s one reason I think the Civil War and all wars matter. All violence matters.” Josh didn’t disagree. Jonathan asked one last question. “But consider this. What if these bullets hadn’t collided, instead just barely missed each other, what would have happened then?” He watched Josh’s face. He watched him learn, he watched him learn to learn and to enjoy it. He also recognized the realization of sadness.

“Okay, I got it.” Josh said. “But what do I write about? I don’t know how to write.”

“Sure you do. Write as if you’re talking to someone.”

“But where do I start? That’s always hard for me.”

“I know what I do, I try to start with a good sentence.”

“What’s a good sentence?”

“You tell me. What gets you interested?”

“A question or something that I don’t really understand.”

“Good, start there then.”

“But how?”

“Start anywhere. It doesn’t matter. You can always add another line to the beginning.” Josh stared at him like he was crazy. “In writing you can do that. That’s one of the beauties of it. Where else can you always change the beginning?”

“I guess.”

Josh spent the rest of his workday writing his report. He read it to Jonathan when he finished, thus starting a friendship for life. He left the shop that day thinking about the bullets, thinking nothing is always as it seems. His mom didn’t get the point, but she did receive a pendant the following week, not the one that Josh first picked out, rather one containing an ancient puff of gas.

Josh spent a great deal of time in the shop, helping out and hanging out. He developed an interest in Jonathan’s photography. Jonathan had begun shooting more, trying to capture Marienne as he remembered her, and as he saw her in others in his excited moments of gauzy clarity. He shot her silhouette standing in a doorway, resting on a bench, curled up in a chair, sprawled on a lawn. To each he added a misty overlay, a dash of the ethereal. He never showed her face, because he never saw it in his searching. In one photograph he presented just her hair flowing and meandering like a river into a glassy pool that was her belly. In another, her lips were parted just enough to breathe her passion, just enough for a kiss to pass. Jonathan shot these images because it enabled him to sense her presence during the shooting, to feel her warmth, and sometimes to hear her speak.

He hung his favorite prints in the back room, arranging them much like cutouts of the puzzle of his love. One afternoon, Josh was studying the latest addition, an arched-back study in veiled desire, when he asked, “Who is she?” 

Without looking up from the newspaper, Jonathan answered, “A model.”

“Does somebody help you?”

Jonathan smiled as he said, “You could say that. A good friend helps me.”       

“What does she photograph?”

Jonathan slapped the newspaper down onto his thighs and stared straight ahead. At that instant it occurred to him why she was able help him so well during his shoots. He was angry with himself for having missed it, the clues were so obvious… the deliberate way she illuminated herself, her insistence about the model’s curves and angles, the way she preferred to be heard, not seen. She had to be a photographer. He immediately knew how to open her soul. That evening he tried a new tack, he didn’t request that she show herself as he drifted into sleep, like he used to do, rather he asked to see what she sees. He was rewarded with dreams of streams and portraits, of vivid colors and studies of light in black and white. It was the last photograph he saw that changed his life forever, a picture of a girl, a girl almost Josh’s age, clasping her hands in front of her bare chest, a shy yet confident girl. The absence of color could not extinguish the fire in her eyes. Jonathan knew it was her self-portrait and with that understanding plunged the rest of the way in love with the woman he saw in the girl. She was as he had imagined.

Some photographers can only show who a person is, others can also show who the person was. Better image capturers can show who someone can be. But the best show their subjects as who they will be. She not only possessed this gift, but she was able to do so for herself, across triumphs and traumas, through love and back, and into her soul for a future glimpse. He had known her all along, many times before he realized, this image was his proof. 

They met nightly, now that he could find her in his dreams. They discussed music, favorite colors, and poetry. They exchanged favorite passages, tastes, and moments. They dined and danced and sang. No delight of sharing escaped their passion. They reveled in their reacquaintance. Ideas and feelings and lessons of living all spun like silky threads of a cocoon, bringing them together, metamorphosing their oneness. They mostly spoke of love and dreams of love. They lived the nights away.

“How can this be happening?” Jonathan often asked and “Who are you?” Marienne repeatedly questioned. They touched each other with a reverence reserved for priceless treasures and whispered those words most desired to be heard. 

They passed the days creating numerous images born of collaboration. Jonathan’s timing was his own, but his eye was guided as only a woman could. His reputation grew, from coffee shop venues to featured exhibitions at some of the more prestigious local galleries. He never wavered from his style, nor his subject, which earned him the following of those who fell entranced by the magic of his art and by the silenced siren’s voice. He remained at his openings until the lights dimmed, until darkness lifted, ever searching for his Marienne. He needed her all.

One night, Jonathan fell asleep yearning for her, desiring her more intensely than he had ever before dared to approach her. She immediately sensed his ardor and touched her finger to his lips. Her kissed her fingertip, initiating a cascade of feather-light kisses that rippled warmth so familiar yet distant along her arm to her shoulder, then burning up her neck until blazes of heat spread throughout their bodies as their lips found each other, expressing their cravings and needs, their unbound desire to offer themselves to each other.
Their passions pulsed and flowed, incapable of cessation or even diversion as they were drawn into the depths of ecstasy. Slowly and deliberately they explored and sparked, ever increasing the thrill of melting in the only way they had not yet experienced, ever proceeding toward becoming one. When she softly urged him, “Closer,” he kissed her his response. They breathed each other’s breath and felt what they could not touch, increasing their desire, enhancing their satiation, until they danced without moving. They lay enraptured in each other’s arms, too awake to sleep, too tired to awaken. 

Hours passed and with them this magical experience forged memories forever bound within Jonathan’s being. Marienne’s eyes began to tear as she looked through Jonathan’s eyes. She told him what he wouldn’t, maybe couldn’t, hear. “You can’t have me both ways, Jonathan. You must choose to either visit me here or try to find me in real life and lose me here forever.” He wanted to ask why, but he awakened instead.

Many of his following days were consumed querying his soul in solitude. She had not returned to assist him. Which choice did she prefer? He wanted to ask Marienne more. Should he savor this dreamy bliss or forsake it in favor of searching for his love of so many lifetimes? He knew he would find her again in another incarnation, as they had so many times before. Would that be soon enough? Was one week, one month, one year too long to search in this life? What if he couldn’t find her? He knew one thing, he would no longer sit and wait. When he considered it, he realized he knew two things. No matter the past or future occurrences, he was more than happy, so very far beyond happy. 
************************************

My name is Josh. This story is as true as Jonathan could remember. He shared it with no one until, relaying it to me when I turned eighteen so that I might find my fiery-eyed girl. He asked me to write his story, stopping at this point, I wasn’t to begin writing until his passing and I was to add to the end a note. Jonathan penned the words to the note then sealed it in an envelope where it was to remain until I complied with his request. I sat down nine years later, the evening of his funeral, and wrote. I read his note for the first time as I added it here…

For my best friend, Josh, who showed me what I couldn’t see and led me where I had to go.

- Jonathan
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