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Hypnopomp


It was time for Ben to masturbate and since he was alone it was a good opportunity to indulge in one his stranger itch-scratchers. After a few minutes of searching— his clicks were slow and inaccurate, and his mind wandered, forgetting what he was doing— he found a video that might have struck gold like an erect pickaxe: a close-up of a naked dummy’s face, already upside-down in the frame so he didn’t have to turn his laptop over or record the video and flip it in some other software. It was good that other people understood the appeal of this; there was something about an upside-down face that had turned him on ever since he had watched a movie at an age he shouldn’t have where a woman’s orgasm-savoring head lolled lovingly off the edge of a couch— while a younger woman watched from a shadowed doorway, but that part, while nice, had not been so important.

This dummy was not quite a sex doll and indeed seemed like CGI, which was fine, as the uncanny valley was exactly what Ben wanted to slide his hard penis into. The dummy— the girl— had deep magenta hair and the moans recorded over the footage of her were in delightfully sleazy low quality but came with a cadence and prosody that suggested the creator understood true passion.

The bathroom would be an okay but suboptimal place to carry out this needful, furtive ritual, but Ben needed to empty his bladder anyway to facilitate a full erection and big finish. When he went in there he had to shake his head— the length and largeness of the bathroom was just nonsense, and encouraged situations like the one now where his dad was lounging there, asleep in a chair in the faintest blue light, a brick of a book still clutched in his gnarled, place-marking claw. There was no way Ben could possibly pee under these conditions.

Ben’s dad was making soft, pained noises as if he had been tortured for fifty-two hours, was about to die, and could no longer scream.

“What’s wrong?” he asked his sleeping father for some reason, and his body chilled with knowledge of what the response was going to be.

“My life,” said his father, his sleepy head tipping and lurching from side to side.

“Why did you say that?” Ben said. “Why can’t you just say a normal thing?”

Ben’s father stood up, blinking slowly, not making eye contact, ready to passively receive the full brunt of Ben’s vituperative attack. “It’s okay.”

“No, it’s not,” Ben said. “You never say normal things!” In his own half-asleep stupor he had brought in his laptop with his fringe porn video already paused and set to enjoy, with the dummy’s dead eyes staring nowhere, its mouth hung open in an emotionless rictus, its cheeks convincingly painted with erotic sweat and flushing by a detail-oriented incorporeal artist, but Ben did not care at all.

Ben’s father stumbled toward the toilet, rather than away where he was supposed to go. He said something audible but incomprehensible.

“No!” Ben said. “You’re doing everything wrong!” His limbs went tight and his middle went full like he was going to explode, like a bowling ball was materializing at the bottom of his torso and getting denser by the moment till finally it would break through his body and fall out and take all his guts with it. All this tension was frustration that he, too, found himself unable to say normal things to get his dad to do what he wanted.

“My life is gone,” said Ben’s dad in a sorcerer’s way, as disembodied as the voice of the dummy in the porn.

“No, you can’t say stuff like that! Ahhhh!” said Ben, screaming at the top of his lungs, as if everything going on for him was a projection on a glass screen that he was trying to shatter with his voice. This was something he had picked up twenty-five years ago having nightmares as a kid— if he became just a little lucid and savvy to the nature of the illusion, he could wake himself up from a bad dream by having Dream Ben scream at maximum power, straining his dream body and dream senses enough to rip apart the dream world and throw him back into reality.

The reason Ben thought of this method of escape from his predicament in the first place was, of course, because this scene of his suffering was indeed a nightmare, and it worked just as well as it did when Ben was a kid being stalked by killer clowns. Interestingly, not since the age of about twelve had Ben actually awakened from a nightmare with a scream that corresponded to the apocalyptic one Dream Ben was unleashing to break the dream world apart. Often he just levered upright like people do in movies, or just a dreadful series of gasps where the first was the worst and the rest were milder as the comforting recognition of reality in a safe bedroom set in, or both.

This time instead of screaming, gasping, or flinging himself straight up, Ben thrashed from side to side, his arms flailing like a puppet’s without a puppeteer’s fingers stuck inside, and he also must have lost muscle tone in his face while sleeping, as a hideous incantation made a great effort to snake out between his droopy lips and cheeks.

“Yergle wergle wurt!”

Then Ben was awake. All the preceding business with the creepy dummy porn and his dad had been a nightmare and definitely not real, though Ben remained mentally suspended in that unenviable period during which one is sent reeling and recoils from the conviction that the dream really did happen, where the horror must gradually ebb off the awakened dreamer like a volatile gas.

He was in Shabnam’s bed and Shabnam was next to him. Ben thought he had gibbered quite loudly since Dream Ben had screamed with a complete and deliberate lack of restraint that he always figured would translate across the transition from the dream to real life, but apparently not, or else Shabnam was sleeping like a cannonball at the bottom of a bog, because Ben’s awakening had produced absolutely no reaction at all.

Ben reviewed some facts. Usually when Dream Ben was on his way out of a nightmare he was able to guess where real Ben would soon find himself but real Ben was caught off-guard now because he had never before slept in this room. Ben and Shabnam were staying at Shabnam’s mom’s new house for the first time since their wedding, which meant that Ben’s mother-in-law had finally condescended to allow him to sleep in the same bed as his literal, legal wife. Though it was in the same town, this was not Shabnam’s childhood home, so it wasn’t her childhood room, and in fact it was plastered all over with calendars, sticky notes, mailings, and all sorts of other things that helped it serve as a sort of logistical headquarters for her mom.

Furthermore, though the hotness of a woman’s head viewed upside-down due to favorable positioning and her neck craning in orgasmic bliss did have a nugget of truth to it, Ben remembered that he did not have any particular fetish for the beautiful agony of dummies or sex dolls and had an exceedingly conventional, satisfying sexual life both mentally and externally. Even furthermore, his father was not present in this house, and it was only eldritch, stupid dream architecture that had created the layout of a bizarre bathroom that would have been inconvenient for any need imaginable that someone could have for it.

Ben flipped in the bed like instant death from an aneurysm. Knuckles across his nose— Shabnam had lashed out and hit him.

“’Yergle wergle wurt!” she said, much more slowly than Ben remembered saying it. “Do you like it when I do it?”

Ben clutched a hand to his nose and smeared it on his nostrils to check for blood. Nothing. He was frozen, staring off the edge of the bed, successfully having been shut down like a beaten puppy. But there was no more from Shabnam but a sigh— exasperation at his inability to stay asleep, or a misinterpreted, perfectly normal breath of her own content sleep? Had her cruel frustration been real, or had he just woken up into another layer of dream? This he was not so sure about— it had happened before, as “very special” as that sounded, but that had been more common at a time in his life where he was more heavily medicated
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