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Jacqueline jolted awake, drenched in sweat, her heart beating with the fury of a freight train, fear ripping into her mind like a double-edged sword.  Terrified, she scanned her dark bedroom, feeling as though an attacker was hiding in the shadows, ready to lunge for her and slash her life’s blood from her arteries.  The books towering in their shelves were silent and uncommunicative.  The one dangling fern plant in the corner hung limply, dropping tiny leaves onto the hard wood floor below.  Then, a movement near the window caused her to clutch her heart, but she could not cry out, could not run.  She shut her eyes quickly and prayed that if it was her last moment on earth, it would be swift and painless.

Then she felt the softest touch against her cheek from the gentle night breeze that had wafted through a crack in her bedroom window and a single tear slid down her cheek.  Slowly, she opened her greenish-brown eyes and steadied her breath as she savored the void of darkness.  She was alone, with her books, and her singular plant, and her…fear.  For although there was no assailant in her room, the terror had not ceased when she realized she was alone, therefore adrenaline continued to course through her veins making her feel shaky and unnerved.  This feeling, though, was not unique, indeed it was rather familiar, for every night at three o’clock this scenario played itself out in greater and greater detail, and every night, she awoke from vivid nightmares of torture with the details becoming more precise.  Details such as her inability to escape from the man with the cold eyes as he peered down at her, analyzing her reactions like a bug under a magnifying glass.  Analyzing, and then recording every wince, every tear, and every plea for mercy in a journal that he kept close at hand.  Sometimes, he would chuckle, and the sound of his laughter was like that of a demon circling its prey, preparing for the kill.

She finally glanced at the small, illuminated clock on the nightstand.  It read three minutes after three in three…only three minutes had passed…three minutes that had felt like an eternity in the lowest rung in Dante’s hell.  The terror was as acute as if she were actually within an arm’s reach of Satan, with his three faces, and his three razor sharp mouths of teeth ripping into the flesh of Judas Iscariot, Brutus, and Cassius.  And Satan’s eyes, on all three of his unholy faces, were held steady on her, eagerly anticipating when he could clamp onto her and tear her into bits of nothingness.

She squeezed her eyes shut and closed out this image.  There had to be hope, she told herself as she clung to this lifesaving thought, for as long as there was life, she reiterated in her mind, there had to be hope.  With that solace in mind, she reached for her trusty pack of cigarettes, tipped it to its side, and pulled out the lucky winner.  Her fingers trembled at every movement, and when she struck the match, the flame flickered with iridescent life as she touched it to the tip of her smoke.  

She leaned against the smooth semi-gloss painted wall behind her bed; it was the only wall not dominated by bookcases, and the only wall painted light blue, the others all a dark gray.  She slowly savored the taste of tobacco mingling in her mouth before it entered her lungs.  As a child she considered her parents' habit of smoking after meals an unhealthy, disgusting addiction.  But lately, as her anxiety-provoking dreams persisted, she had discovered an odd sense of security as she drew in the smoky taste from a freshly lit cigarette.  Absentmindedly Jacqueline placed her cigarette into the slot of the ashtray sitting on the nightstand and systematically cracked her knuckles.  She started with the thumb on her left hand and worked her way to the little finger.  Then she followed the same sequence of joint cracking on her right hand.  She was barely aware of the tingling sensations that permeated the joints of her fingers, instead she probed deeper into her own thoughts, and she wondered, for the first time, what her dreams would do to her when they were revealed in their entirety.  
Who was that man with the ice cold blue eyes?  Why did he seem to be more than a mere fragment of rapid eye movement?  Why, in his cruel state, did he seem as familiar to her as her own beloved father?  Why did she feel as though this man had absolute control over her every breath, nearly her every thought?  Her line of questioning, considering her training in Experimental Psychology, was not logical to Jacqueline.  It wasn’t a type of data she could record and analyze statistically.  There could be no provable hypothesis written in concrete.  Instead this line of reasoning was based in a realm beyond her current understanding.
Her thoughts were speeding like a runaway locomotive and her mind kicked into overdrive.  In spite of herself, she imagined her brutally murdered body being discovered by a concerned neighbor who checked inside her house after not seeing Jacqueline for numerous days.  Next she envisioned the responding police officers declaring they had never seen such a brutal homicide in all their years on the force.  And she knew, despite her overwhelming state of anxiety, that these hypothetical detectives would be leading a futile search for her murderers since the killers did not have human identities.  It would take a special detective to find her assailants: a detective who could investigate the world of dreams.


It had happened when she was a child, the night terrors, the fears, the inability to express herself to her father who came running to her room, trying to console her.  He would wrap his arms around her and hold her against his heart, and there the calming beating would embrace her like the ocean does its child.  Her sobs would soften, her tears would slow, and she would hear the call of the surf within her father’s chest, holding her, loving her.


But then, her father would ask Jacqueline what her nightmare was about, and her tears would resume, streaming down her cheeks unabated and unashamed.  And when she tried to answer, her tongue became tied in tangled knots.  How could she, the little six year old, describe what she had seen, how could she ever convince her father that it had been more than a dream?  How could she find the words to tell him that when she awoke, the reason she screamed was to rid herself of the fragments holding on and following her into her darkened bedroom; the cries of other young children weeping for their mothers’ arms, the sounds of dogs barking and gnashing their teeth, the yells of men in strange striped pajamas, the bright lights blinding her and making her cringe, making her want to sink safely into herself and never step out of her own shadow.

For weeks, her father had always rushed to her side and held her until her tears stopped and her eyes grew heavy with renewed and blessed sleep.  But then one night, he didn’t come to comfort her.  She remembered well the night that her mother came to the sounds of her cries; her mother who had a perpetual tan and a bleached blonde bouffant hairdo, her mother who never raised her voice in public and who always approached the world with a tight smile on her lips, her same mother who never allowed anyone to see her without layers of heavy pancake makeup. That night, as her unpainted mother stood in the doorway of Jacqueline’s bedroom, even in the dark of night, Jacqueline could see that her mother’s face was distorted with an anger that both perplexed and frightened the young girl.  For a brief moment, she thought someone actually understood her nightmares, and that this someone was an upset over their recurrence as she was.  She had never once imagined that this someone would be the mother who was perpetually distant and emotionally unreachable.  But then her mother revealed a black leather belt behind her back.  Jacqueline remembered the tiny glint of light reflecting off the silver belt buckle, like a ray of light in a world of blackness.  But then, as her mother stepped closer to Jacqueline, the little girl quickly realized that there were no rays of light and that her dreams weren’t her worst nightmares.


She vividly recalled being thrown into the hall closet after that beating, and how she had shivered at the harsh sound of the metallic lock closing her in.  And then she was alone, so completely and utterly alone, with a bloodied and torn back, and no more tears to cry.  The chill of the night quickly set in, and she had wrapped her arms around her knees and held herself in a comforting, warming hug.  How she longed for someone to talk to, someone to hold her, and in her mind’s eye she had envisioned a stronger version of herself standing up to her mother, a girl who didn’t need consoling, a girl who wasn’t scared by the night terrors, a girl who was in every way her subconscious twin, although stronger in all ways, indeed her mirror twin.  And she no longer felt so all alone.  It was an odd thought process for a young six year old, a thought process that many years later haunted Jacqueline, but at that moment in time, it was the only source of comfort the little girl had.

Thereafter, her dreams didn’t stop, but her cries had ceased.  When she awoke, frightened, scared, and utterly alone, she envisioned her twin counterpart sitting next to her, bold and unafraid.  Eventually she named her imaginary helpmate Chrissy and she began to know and understand the quirks of her unseen companion.  She knew that Chrissy was a little taller than she was, that she chewed on the ends of her long reddish-brown hair, that she cracked her knuckles, and that she had a stubbornly defiant attitude towards authority.  And that’s when Chrissy, her unseen sister, became her unabashed heroine.  She knew she could talk in whispers to Chrissy, could confide in her, even her scariest moments.  Such as when the most disturbing dream fragment lingered on when she awoke…that horrid, putrid, nauseating scent which permeated every nook and cranny of her pink and white bedroom.  She had to literally bite her tongue to keep from exposing this unnerving secret to her beloved father, for she knew even in those early years that his loyalty was greater to her mother, the one with the black belt that bite like a snake, than he ever would be to her.


And then she made the mistake of mentioning Chrissy to her mother.  It was at an unusual tea party that her mother arranged for the two to share.  Her mother set the best china on the table, placed buttery biscuits on a tiny plate for Jacqueline, and then had added four teaspoons of sugar to the little girl’s tea to sweeten it enough for Jacqueline to drink it.  Then as her mother leaned back and blew perfect smoke circles in the air, circles that floated over Jacqueline like tiny iridescent clouds, she asked if anything could be done to make the afternoon perfect.  Unfortunately, Jacqueline had honestly replied that she’d like a cup of tea for Chrissy.  When her mother’s perfectly painted face twisted into one from the night of the black belt, Jacqueline knew much too late that she had said much too much.  Thereafter, the hours she spent in the closet, alone in the dark, were too numerous too count, and the interrogation that followed to painful to drudge up.  But somewhere in those dark hours, Chrissy ceased to be her counterpart, and once again Jacqueline was alone for all intents and purposes.


Oddly enough, though, that’s when her mother began setting an extra plate at the table for Chrissy.  Jacqueline never saw her father wink at her mother, never knew why this had been done, but she played along with her mother’s new game.  The closet alone was a compelling reason to keep her lips sealed.


That’s when her childhood nightmares dissipated, simply evaporated, leaving no remnant whatsoever behind.  The imaginary heroine who had once comforted Jacqueline now became associated with the terror surrounding her.  And in her mind, Jacqueline began blaming this dream twin for the fear that had consumed her.  She withdrew further into herself, discovering a world of words, and she began reading voraciously.  Soon, she solved mysteries with Nancy Drew and she traveled the globe with Marco.

Then, Jacqueline, being the young girl that she was, bounced back into sound sleep of a newborn as though nothing disturbing had ever occurred, and she had slept contentedly until three weeks ago when the dreams had resumed.  Now, she dreamt of the man with the cold eyes and the journal that he kept at hand to record her behavior.  And now, once again, the air in her room was saturated upon waking with that nauseating, choking scent of imminent death.


Her eyes were drawn to the telephone next to the clock.  If only she has someone to talk to, to really talk to, someone who would listen without judging, someone who would hold her hand, someone who cared if she survived another night.  Her mind danced around the possible people she could phone without intruding upon them.  They were few in number; in fact they were one in number.  Her closest companion was from the laboratory at California State University, San Bernardino; her assistant Jeffrey Winston.  He was tall, had gorgeous golden brown hair, and chestnut eyes.  And he listened to her like she spoke with the golden tongue of a goddess.  Despite her fear, thinking of Jeffrey made her smile.  She longed to hear his voice and to talk to him about subjects other than research and data.  But, what would he think if he knew that she feared the night, feared being alone, feared her own shadow at times?


She thought about their interaction earlier that afternoon, how he had leaned against the stacked rat cages, nearly toppling them to the cold concrete flooring, and how she had dashed over and propped them up at the last moment.  How Jeffrey’s eyes had danced with a playful apology and how her skin tingled when he touched her hand as he helped upright the leaning tower.  Once the calamity had calmed down, his hand had remained on hers, and their eyes were locked in silent communion.  For a brief second, there were no veils between them; no hierarchies whatsoever, it was as though her soul was gazing into his.  And what she saw was beautiful, the most beautiful sight she had ever seen in her entire life.  

Then she had heard her largest rat squeak, the one she named Alice.  Rats to some people were bothersome disease carrying rodents, but to Jacqueline they were little creatures with as much purpose to live as any other creation.  And her lab rats were treated with the utmost respect, no needles, no drugs, just food, and water, and learning within various labyrinths.  Her current research dealt with weight gain and how it influenced the learning gradient.  


That little squeak had pulled her attention from Jeffrey and back to work.  But now, in the dark of the night, Jeffrey’s hand was the one she wanted the most to touch, and she wondered what it would feel like to be held within his arms, to hear his heartbeat, to feel his breath upon her cheek.  


She glanced at the clock which now read three thirty.  A half hour had passed but the memories which were dredged up spanned her lifetime.  The passage of time was an interesting concept to Jacqueline, how it could fly figuratively or crawl conceptually.   She remembered her grandmother telling her once that the true test of time was the rocking chair test.  And when she, then eight years old had asked what that meant, her grandmother had chuckled, then said, “It’s the things we don’t do in life that we regret, Dearie, remember that when you’re older.”

She reconsidered calling Jeffrey.


But within a flash, she once again dismissed that notion.  There was something different about Jeffrey, an element to him that drew her to him like a moth to a flame, but she didn’t want to get burned. 

Absently, she smashed the cigarette into the ash tray and then unconsciously lit up another smoke.  Cigarettes were her new vice and although she was determined not to let her addition gain momentum, there she was reclining in bed lighting up one after another.  Sometimes lighting a second cigarette before the first one burned out.  She drew in another lung-full of the delightfully wicked stuff and once again became aware of putrid scent wafting above her, the smell of death not diminished by the heavy layer of cigarette smoke.  Frustrated, she smashed her cigarette to nothingness and fled to the bathroom adjoining her room.  Within seconds, she was standing beneath steamy hot water, scrubbing, ripping at her skin.  Pulling, tearing at her hair.  She had to rid herself of the scent of death that cloaked her own body like rancid perfume.  As the hot water cleared any remaining somnambulistic illusions, she knew, without a doubt, that her childhood dreams had only been in remission, waiting for the right moment to resume their cancerous attack on her psyche and return in full and unabated fury.

After her shower, she wrapped her damp body in a soft, white bathrobe and returned to her bedroom.  The scene of the crime, she thought.  She picked up her pack of cigarettes, her matches, and her pad of yellow legal paper she kept in the nightstand near the bed.  Years earlier she had overheard that people can create new inventions while dreaming, but they might forget their creations if they don't record their ideas immediately.  Thereafter, just in case a unique invention fluttered across her mind while she slept, Jacqueline kept a pad of paper near her bed.  Now, though, her journal would become her source of expression, the safe place she could express her thoughts, her feelings, and her fears.  Through pen and paper, she would come to an understanding of what had haunted her for too many years.  The cries of the children, the lights searing down into her eyes and blinding her, the cold eyes of the man watching her…she would understand these even if it killed her.  She would, she must, she had no other option, no other recourse, no one to turn to, and with that bit of knowledge, she sat down and began a journey into her innermost soul.  One that would forever alter her life.

