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    To Mimi, the sleepiest girl I know, and Wednesday, the wiggliest dog of my dreams.
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Sliding his key into the front doorknob, Jeff heard Kate’s snores gurgling through the house, and then, just under that, the quiet growl and crackle of an engine halting behind him. No, he told himself. A car door clunking shut. Jeff refused to turn around. He hurled the door open.

“Mr. Vickers!” shouted Gilbert, clomping up the snowy sidewalk. 

Jeff visualized Kate’s old golf clubs in the nearby closet. She wouldn’t notice a Gilbert-shaped bend in her 7-iron; she hadn’t played in years. And then his shoulders clenched, his hands morphed to granite, and he flexed his gravelly fingers. Finally, after three nights of terror, this was a nightmare he could seize control over, and it only required thumping that slimeball trespasser Gilbert Finnegan.

“Mr. Vickers, I’m sorry,” and Jeff spun to see Gilbert, wheezing, extending a clammy hand, just like last night, “I think we got off on the wrong foot.”

“I think you should go.” Jeff sloshed spit around his teeth.

“I think we can still do business, sir.” Jeff’s temper burned with the suggestion of “business.”

“Is this the Society of Dreams or whoever’s (Jeff talked over Gilbert’s correction) idea of ‘business?’ You stalking me? Taking photos of my home without my permission?”

“Mr. Vickers, you gave us your permission.” Jeff gave him a blaring look that encouraged him to continue. “When you sent us the inquiry, you checked that little box before submitting that says we can commence surveying your primary location of sleep upon acceptance.” Undone by a checkbox. Jeff recalled his dream of the charging bull from the other night. This is what he feared, that the dreams were somehow a premonition, a prediction of the future, with Jeff consumed by the fury of a raging bull, sentenced to electric death for murdering Gilbert Finnegan on his front porch. “I’m sorry that’s not what you expected.”

Jeff’s massive torso swelled in an attempt to calm himself. “Cancel it. I didn’t dream last night, this was a mist—”

“Well, yeah,” Gilbert said. Curious, thought Jeff. So curious his anger fizzled and his fist unclenched. Gilbert responded as if Jeff asked an incredibly obvious question and Gilbert was the reluctant and unfortunate party that had to answer. You mean to tell me that if I look into the sky I might see clouds? Well, yeah! Well, yeah. Jeff asked what he meant, and Gilbert answered, “Of course you didn’t dream.” Jeff felt the bleary-eyed and crooked droop of his face. “You called the cops before I could explain.” 

The anger trickled back up his elbows to his balled fists. “Maybe you could explain in an email or a phone call instead of slinking around my house at midnight.”

Gilbert closed his eyes, defeated. “I’ll move it up the ladder.” They stood silent for a few moments. The cold bled into Jeff’s house and swirled up his knees and chest and neck. “I guarantee you’ll dream tonight.” Jeff had to admit his continued curiosity. After his dreamless sleep last night, he spent the day convincing himself everything was, ironically, a dream, and that he had never stopped living his normal life.

“Will they be like before?”

Gilbert cleared his throat. “That would be my bet, yes. It’s cold out, Mr. Vickers.”

Jeff knew it before he said it, but Gilbert was coming into his house that night. His hope, his delusional fantasy, that he never dreamed at all, shattered. It was late. Kate, his wife, an Olympic-level sleeper, wouldn’t be bothered. Jeff stepped aside, and Gilbert lunged past the threshold. No handshake.

Gilbert’s tent-like suit hung off him like old curtains. It wasn’t quite tan, wasn’t quite yellow, but was in prompt need of hemming. He had dark grey eyes and too many teeth in his mouth and a crooked scar that streaked his upper lip like a crackle of lightning. Something on him made a clinking, jangling sound at any mid-sized movement. 

They went to the kitchen. Gilbert asked for a cup of coffee. Jeff snarled. Started the pot. The kitchen was the furthest room from the bedroom. It would have been more comfortable on the living room couch, but leading Gilbert closer to Kate seemed wrong, like a shameful perversion, or a poison that would blot her out if he got too close. They sat on opposite ends of the small, squared table. 

“You smoke?” asked Gilbert, fishing around in his blazer pocket. Jeff shook his head, recalling his father’s lifelong chew habit, his jowls red and blue like flowery veins. “Me either,” Gilbert said with a smirk, and brought his hand back to the table. Jeff noted Gilbert’s lie, recalling him hunched inside his white van roiling in cigarette smoke, right before calling the cops on him; the useless, blue state cops that took an hour to arrive and sauntered away with only a few notes and a phone number. Disgrace to the badge. Jeff’s brain drifted to Kate’s golf clubs. 

“Thanks for the coffee.” Gilbert took it with more sugar than Jeff ingested in a week and sloshed the maximum amount of milk the cup allowed. He slurped it past his scarred lips. “Nice house.”

Jeff didn’t care. “Who are you?”

Gilbert shrugged. “Gilbert Finnegan.”

“Yes, Gilbert. Why are you in my home right now? Why did you come back?”

He laughed with big teeth, chuckling around the room to no one in particular. “What am I doing here he asks.” After noticing Jeff’s stony scowl, he sobered himself. “Look, I’m a little afraid that if I bring up an email, you’re gonna lose it like last night.” Beneath the table, Jeff’s hands cracked like stepped-on glass. “But did you read the email?”

“I read it.” The email he referred to went to Jeff’s spam folder, so the unexpected flashes of Gilbert’s camera outside his bedroom window at night boiled him over.

“Great, then you’re up to speed.”

“The email said someone would survey my house, not that you’d come into my home.” 

Gilbert drummed his coffee mug. “That’s what the first email said.” Gilbert smirked with a fat face, a little afraid to meet eyes with Jeff. “Did you check your spam folder?”

“You’ve got to be kidding.” And there it was, about 20 messages down, from the Society of Divine Dreams: “What to Expect When You’re Divining.”

“Not the first time it’s happened.” Jeff noticed a whip of righteousness in Gilbert. He cocked himself to the side and leaned way back. Jeff expected him to drop his ugly feet on the table and recline. “Well you can read it if you want, or I can just talk at ya, since you don’t seem to be properly apprised of the situation.” Jeff scanned the email; it thanked him, yadda yadda, visitor, yadda yadda, quality of dreamscape, yadda yadda yadda yadda....

Gilbert jumped in, “What do you know about oneiromancy?”

Jeff glared daggers. “Never heard of it.”

“It’s plastered all over the website you visited to get our contact info.”

“Do you mean ‘honor-o-mancy?’ Guess I didn’t know how to pronounce it.”

“Oneiromancy—o-nye-ro-man-see. More or less, the study of dreams. Well, not really. That’s more oneirology. It’s the ‘mancy’ that brings me here, this late at night, drinking your coffee.” He drank the coffee.

“That means magic, right?”

“No, Mr. Vickers.” Gilbert draped out his hand, cradling an invisible cigarette between his fingers. He resisted yanking his arm up for a drag. “The ‘mancy’ bit means ‘divination.’ You heard of that one before?”

“I read a book with it once, but it didn’t paint it in a good light.”

“Ahh, a reader. Very good. Well, yeah. It’s not exactly a ‘science’ but more of an ‘experience.’ I have a lot of experience with oneiromancy. The Society of Divine Dreams, yeah? That’s where it comes from. We divine your dreams.” 

“So what, you predict the future with them or something? That’s insane.”

“Well you reached out to us, Mr. Vickers—Jesus, can I just call you Jeff? Jeff, you didn’t think it was so crazy the other night, did you?”

“I was scared.” He didn’t know why he told this stranger, this interloper, about his feelings. Gilbert leaned his greasy, pocked face forward. Jeff imagined cratering his knuckles into it. “I never had dreams before.” And it was true. For 50-plus years, until a few nights ago, Jeff slept in empty bliss the whole night with nary a flash, image, or sparkle at all. But lately he woke gasping and screaming. “These scared me.”

“Yes!” Gilbert hollered and smacked the table. His coffee stirred and slopped over the edge of the cup. Most husbands would tell Gilbert to shush, but Jeff knew Kate was out for the count. “Of course, sir, yes sir, Jeff sir, yes! That is the key! You’re a Shark.”

“I’m a man.”

“We call them ‘Sharks,’ people that don’t dream.” Gilbert did that thing with his hand again, pulling it up to his mouth and aching when there wasn’t a cigarette. “‘Sharks’—comes from Charcot-Wilbrand syndrome, it’s this disorder where individuals who’ve suffered brain damage lose their ability to dream.” Jeff’s face had to be a panicked blur. “Not that you have brain damage, Jeff, no. You’re dreaming! Hmm! Sharks is just a name thing, you’re fine. Probably fine.”

Thankful for the reassurance, Jeff recalled scrambling over the internet in a frightened buzz, looking for any explanation for the new terror hounding his sleep. One website mentioned Charcot-Wilbrand. The disorder raked its claws over his mind with every dizzying turn of his head, every sharp, sandy clench of his fists, when he looked back on getting clobbered in the face repeatedly as a middling college boxer. The potential for brain damage certainly existed.

“The thing is, Sharks like you don’t come along very often. We call people ‘Sharks’ when they’ve never had dreams before and then they suddenly do. Like you.” He smiled tall and overhung. Jeff pondered the definition, and the sudden blast of dreams haunting him where before there was nothing for decades. Hopefully he reached out to the right people.

“I think you really reached out to the right people, Jeff.” Was he in his brain?

“I just don’t know what any of this means. So what if I’m having dreams, what does that mean for you? What does the Society do?”

“Well,” Gilbert settled around in his chair, boneless. “All sorts of stuff.” Gilbert’s grey eyes fell on Jeff. He thought Gilbert was going to stop right there as if he would just understand, but thankfully, he pressed on. “We’re a company, or a business, corporation—no, not a corporation, but—you know, we’re an entity, there, that specializes in oneiromancy. We help people, we talk to them, we divine their dreams and help to make their lives better, yeah?”

“Just anyone that reaches out, or only Sharks?”

“Anyone, yeah. But most people don’t do much for us or our research. Most people have dreams all the time and they aren’t special. Yours might actually be special, Jeff.”

“You mentioned business. How much will this whole thing cost me?” Jeff couldn’t believe the words leaving his mouth. Was he believing this whole thing? Jeff felt like he was anteing into a poker hand, just to see where the river took him.

“So you’re in, huh?” Gilbert grinned again and leaned forward. Grease pooled at the tip of his shiny, hooked nose. “You’re smart. You understand these things.” Gilbert winked at him with words.

Jeff wanted to believe he was as smart as Gilbert said, so he chose his words carefully. “Maybe spell it out so you confirm what I’m thinking.” Perfection.

“Well, we’re a research entity with a unique opportunity in front of us; a Shark! A whale, even. No, you’re not a whale, but it’s a reference to the White Whale of Moby Dick fame, literature classic, you know, a famed prize or a highly sought-after trophy. A whale of a Shark. We’d like to work with you, Jeff. For us and for you. Mutually beneficial. No charge.”

“What’s the benefit for me?”

Gilbert shifted crooked-like. “Well, what prompted you to contact us?” Jeff almost answered, but then Gilbert said, “You were scared. We can help with that. I know, Jeff, I know. You are wondering how. Again, you’re smart, I don’t need to go all super in-depth with you right now, but basically, the Sharks I’ve worked with before were able to do incredible things with their lives through the power of oneiromancy. Incredible.” There was an uncomfortable pause. Jeff stared straight ahead, urging him to continue. “Life-changing things, you know. Better dreams, better life. Usually people contact us thinking their dreams are a sign of what’s going to happen in their lives, like some sort of prediction or premonition, you know.” Jeff hoped he wasn’t blushing or sour. “But it doesn’t really work that way. In fact, it’s quite the opposite; most people aren’t special, aren’t smart. Their lives are so,” and he flopped his cigarette-less hand about, “so jacked up they can’t help but have nightmares. But when they spend approximately 30 percent of their life sleeping, dreaming, and it’s shit—or even worse, trauma-inducing—people get pretty motivated to make some adjustments. They feel powerless, you know.” He sucked at his front teeth. “They want to control some aspect of their life; why not their dreams? But we actually can control them, Jeff. It’s my job. I’ve been doing it for decades.”

This made Jeff think of what he had done for decades: work at his terrible job, mostly. He watched a bit of news for the least popular party in his region. Plowed through hundreds of e-books and couldn’t even sell them to make his money back. Played nickel poker with people he hated. 

And Kate. What of Kate? He and Kate married decades ago near a quiet, trickling stream, and their love, as was natural, trickled away over the years with it. Kate, ever leery of responsibility, didn’t allow for much change or development in their relationship as far as building a family. Children were too risky; they could be born with terrible disfigurements, be shot up at school, get riddled with vaccines causing mental impairments—all of which could be attributed to the liberal leanings of the last several decades. She also specifically noted the chances of having twins, naturally about 1 in 250, but given her family history of women birthing twins (her mother was a twin and her least favorite sister had twin boys just out of high school), she feared her slight frame would crumple under the strain. Outside of children, even pets weren’t welcome under their roof. Kate feared bonding with and losing them too soon, only amplified by her mother’s sudden death about a year ago. These fears, all expressed from the same person who encouraged him to think positively, meant it was just Jeff and Kate for years and years. 

And Jeff, admittedly, didn’t have a ton of ambition. The last time he felt driven to better himself was in his college days, boxing on weekends for less money than he won in jangling nickels at poker. That is, of course, until he got sucker punched after the bell while stumbling back to his corner of the ring. He won the bout due to misconduct, but it spelled the beginning of the end of his boxing career, a result of the clanging concussion; Jeff’s reactions slowed, he became leery and paranoid of his opponents. He fought from a place of fear rather than true enjoyment, and in a panic a couple of fights later, got wholloped alongside his head and his brain mushed against his skull once more and the doctor forbid him from boxing anymore. After that he kept working for Colson and getting fat and his hands crunched when he flexed them, his eyes took extra time to adjust to movement, and he got dizzy when he turned his head too fast.

“With the Society’s help, you can make changes in ways that nobody else can. That’s where the whole Shark thing comes in. Most people have a hard time enacting change in their life. Present company excluded, of course. Obviously. They’re stuck in their ways, doing the same old thing because it’s comfortable. They’re content. Even if they’re content sitting in a bowl of garbage that scrapes against their back, it’s what they know. Sharks can use their dreams to change their life, and that’s much easier than just changing their life.”

Jeff might as well have been transported to another universe; the unusual man in the kitchen going on and on about his dreams, or lack thereof, and how this meant power; his own thoughts on his life, his wife, his job, his future and past; using the power of dreams to change his situation. 

But Gilbert was right: Jeff did think the dreams meant something, whether good or bad. They were the entire reason for contacting the Society in the first place, right? The concept shouldn’t seem that strange. If he drove to the grocery store for oranges he wouldn’t suddenly be alarmed and shellshocked when they had oranges for sale. Yet here he was, stunned that Gilbert had oranges available in the form of oneiromancy. 

“Can you prove it?” he stammered.

Gilbert chuckled again around the room, laughing and motioning to no one in particular, “Can I prove it, he asks.” He thumbed the elbow patches on his not-yellow, not-tan blazer. “Let’s see—I knew you didn’t have any dreams last night, huh? Is that enough?”

“Lucky guess.” Jeff was not confident in this answer.

“Sure, lucky. I guess, then, to put it simply, I made it so you weren’t going to dream.” Gilbert launched his legs up and rested them on the corner of the table, then crossed them. Jeff saw gum on the bottom of his shoes, smashed to brownness. “Let’s see. You wouldn’t have noticed, you wouldn’t remember. Your brain noticed, but you’re not your brain, obviously, so there’s a little disconnect there. I needed to survey your house, where you slept, what the lighting was, the angle of the bedroom; again, oneiromancy isn’t a science, but that doesn’t mean we just leave everything to chance, okay?” Gilbert shuffled in his seat. “So, using that information I was able to gather about where on Earth you slept, the longitudinal values of your brain during slumber, etcetera, etcetera,” waving his hand, “I gave you a sign to silence the dreams for a night. Or really I gave your brain a sign, like I said, you wouldn’t remember.”

For what must have been the hundredth time that night, Jeff’s eyes felt blank and wobbly. “Was that before or after I called the cops?” Gilbert grinned and leaned back. “Is it like a hand signal?”

“Don’t worry about it, Jeff. Don’t worry about it at all.”

“I don’t understand why you think I’m special, a ‘Shark.’”

“Like I said before—no dreams, now dreams, yeah?” Gilbert scratched his chin with his long, yellowed fingernails. “That, and you didn’t dream last night, and I knew it. Your average Joe wouldn’t have been fazed.” Jeff stared at Gilbert, at his faded eyes, wondering if he was giving him some sort of sign now, or what it would even look like. “You wrote in your inquiry that you dreamt of a bull, right?” Jeff nodded. “But it’s not always a bull?” 

“I guess I don’t know, I don’t remember everything. Maybe it’s too early. Only had a few dreams. One of the others had a deer and some jaguars in them, or cheetahs.”

“But you’re not sure? Jeff,” Gilbert said, shuffling forward and clasping his hands in front of him on the table, “this could be very important. You’ve got to know what you’re seeing, because communicating that accurately to me will determine the efficacy of our results.” Gilbert took a big breath in and out and slurped down the last of his coffee. “Well. You know honestly most of my clients are stuck so far up their own ass they don’t question these things all that much. Most of them think they’re God or something so they just kind of roll with me.” Jeff almost felt like Gilbert was expecting an apology. He was in his house, drinking his coffee, smearing old convenience store gum on his wife’s kitchen table and acting like Jeff was in the wrong. “Okay, how about this—I can tell you’re getting tired. All you need to do is what you normally do. Just go to bed. Nothing special. When you wake up, write down what you see. Exactly what you see. Obviously the sooner you do it the better, the clearer the picture will be. We’re looking for as much recollection as possible. Accuracy, Jeff. Accuracy is key. David didn’t take down Goliath by whipping a stone at his fingernail. You’ve got to be clear and exact.” Gilbert rocked up to his oversized shoes. “I’m gonna head. We can talk more tomorrow. You’ve got my email. Tonight, I just need you to sleep. Just go to sleep, Jeff.” Gilbert thumped his hand down on Jeff’s shoulder. 

Surely his jaw drooped low. He floated to the bedroom. He levitated down and his head weighed soft on his pillow. Kate remained a log. Such a simple command. Just go to sleep. But the things Gilbert spoke of were not so simple. All at once he felt concerned from the dreams he already had, and hopeful there might be a shred of help for him around the corner. The whole situation was odd, though he was indeed the instigator; Jeff reached out to them. The Society of Divine Dreams didn’t arrive, rejected from the neighbors, on his doorstep like religious fanatics selling dreamcures. He had the visions and the terror and dread and sought the Society out himself. They weren’t asking him for money, at least not yet. Seemingly only details, but the textbook slam of information Gilbert just dumped on him was sorting into its proper brain crevices for analysis.

Jeff opened his eyes but felt nothing. His phone showed about two hours had passed since he laid down, but no sleep, and no dreams to remember. To his side the cavernous rush of breath hurled from Kate’s throat. With her gifts combined with his, the Society would certainly have their hands full. He did his best to clear his mind and fall asleep.

A Shark? Was Jeff special in some way? He always feared his noteworthy days were passed, and, admittedly, if he was special, he assumed it would be from his physical form, the ferocity of calculated jabs and uppercuts, not from something latent in his mind. After the sucker-punch, any dream of boxing withered into the dirt. The idea of having a dream to chase—ironic now—was an albatross. For someone with little drive to apply himself, having someone knock at his door with a solution, a focus and direction, seemed like the answer to a problem he had hidden from for years.

And he supposed in some ways that very thing just occurred.

Two or so hours later. No sleep. No “somnolent vision” as the Society’s website put it. And to boot he rattled at just how alert he was. The night whipped by, and he would soon have to get up for work. Perhaps he would be able to address his loathsome job via dream intervention. Gilbert seemed to be twirling around a question when he talked about some people not being able to change their lives to alter their dreams. Was this a common trait of so-called Sharks? A meandering life of non-events? He thought of folks at NA meetings being told “it’s not your fault” when really Jeff figured if they didn’t jam tar into their veins with their own twisted thumbs they might not be in that room. But his undirection might have an explanation, something that really would make it not his fault. The slightest edge of the razor carving his nerves dulled just enough.
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He warbled open his soft eyes and it washed over him. The vision. Jeff scrambled from the comforter and broke for the writing desk in the hallway. Shaky, sweaty hands in the drawer snatched a crumpled yellow legal pad and the first pen they could. Fool, he thought. Should have had this ready. It was simple. 

Pink. Solid, deep pink. Circles of pink. And a frog smack in the center.

Yes. That was the vision. Admittedly, he found it odd. The last dream he remembered was a fair bit more dramatic than this one. He decided to appreciate the fact he wasn’t terror-stricken or unsticking his shirt from his back. Positive thinking, just like Kate suggested. 

Pink frog-circles, huh? What does the Society do with such information? Do they evaluate the color? The shape or creature? And now he wasn’t sure of the etiquette. Did he need to reach out or would Gilbert come calling? Maybe he was sly in his van crunching curious numbers about his REM cycles. Kate shuffled her feet across the carpet to the bathroom. It probably wasn’t the best idea to chance that Gilbert would just come knocking on the door, perhaps when Kate might answer, so he decided to strike the first blow. 

The chair groaned as he shoved up and went down the hall. Despite the poor sleep he had, he picked his feet up a bit higher when he stepped, his mood brighter despite no food or coffee. The prospect of fixing things, his life, lightened him, and for the first time in a long time, he wanted to kiss Kate.

Her toothbrush buzzed in her mouth. He slid behind her and wrapped his hairy forearms around her waist, leaned his head down on her shoulders and swayed. Her free hand fell on his wrist. She spit.  

“We should do something together,” Jeff said. 

Kate doused her face with water from the hot tap. “What kind of something?” She patted a hand towel across her forehead and eyelids. The fringes of her wet hairline shimmered. 

“I wanna go on a date with you,” he said. She turned to face him. “Let’s get dinner.” 

Kate swished her hair back into a grey ponytail. “We can get dinner,” she said, “but we can’t go to Charlie Fuskie’s.” Jeff was pretty sure they deep fried everything at Fuskie’s down to the front doors. 

“How about Audette’s?” Perfect. Smaller, dimmer, rotating weekly specials that the waitstaff expounded on at each table. 

“You make the call.” The drawstrings of Kate’s green scrubs seared together with a snap. “Let me know what time,” she said, shuffling out the door to the kitchen to grab her bagel before heading out to work. 

Jeff told himself, This is the last day she doesn’t kiss me out the door. He partially blamed himself for their distance. Takes two to tango, they say. He took the first step toward closing the gap through his request of a date. Almost a starting over, a renaissance in their decades-long relationship. Kate was, due to his many failures, the biggest source of pride in his life, and to lose her would mean unimaginable things, unbearable shame. It had been a strange week, and though the previous season wasn’t unusual, he couldn’t remember the last time he felt optimistic. Jeff could look in the mirror (not too low, though) and say honestly, I feel good.

At work, Jeff’s boss, Colson, was distracted by an IT meltdown instead of breathing down Jeff’s neck, so he enjoyed the absence of screaming. He checked his phone every few minutes, being sure to look in the spam folder. Nothing yet, but he tried not to let it bother him. All things considered, the day was going well. He made the reservation at Audette’s and texted Kate, who responded with a heart emoji.

Their dinner table bloomed with tea candles floating in water dishes peppered throughout their spread of bread, olives, and cheeses. Jeff noticed a distance in Kate, her chocolate eyes bouncing to other tables, inspecting the saltshakers. She twirled a carrot stick in honey dip on a charcuterie board. The waiter came by for their entrée orders and Jeff ordered the cod special and mentioned that their table didn’t have flowers like the others.

“Please,” said Kate, “don’t bother yourself. We’re perfectly fine. More space for our dishes.” She took a sip from her cocktail, a brownish number with a pineapple skewered into it. “I’ll have the avocado and fingerling salad.” The waiter left.

Jeff had less to talk about than he realized. Every ounce of him wanted to share the dreams, the somnolent visions, to mention he hadn’t slept well in days because of them, but he knew that Kate couldn’t relate. “How’s your dad doing?”

She looked down and bobbed her head. “I think he’s doing well. He’s still getting used to the space.” Her father lived in the same farmhouse since her mother passed. “It’s hard to imagine,” said Kate, “not having your person there.” She brought her drink to her pale lips. “All that time together.”

Jeff hadn’t thought of it that way. He hadn’t thought of it much at all actually. This was the first time in almost a year she mentioned her parents outside of her dad’s occasional visits. Jeff kept his face neutral but kicked himself internally for not checking on his wife. He took her phrasing as a good sign though, as Jeff was, by default, “her person.”

“How’s Claudia?” he asked.

Kate grinned, the candlelight melting her chocolate eyes. “I think she’s fine. Pretty hungover from our night out.” Kate chuckled and sipped her wine. “I’m glad you agreed to join us. It’s good we’re spending this time together.”

“Yeah, I was just feeling a little...” Jeff searched the room. Waitstaff tucked their hands behind their backs and carted trays to each table with one hand. “...off. I’m sure I didn’t make a great impression.”

“Something at work?”

“You know Colson,” he said. “Always coming by, hollering at me like it’s a ‘hello.’”

“Maybe that is his hello?”

“That’s optimistic.”

“As I always say, I think you could use a little more optimism.”

“I’m not too optimistic about retiring.”

“You’re a long way from that, still.”

“Even less optimistic.”

“How’s Howard?”

It was Jeff’s turn to chuckle. “Still an ass.”

“Don’t you enjoy betting all your nickels away in his garage every week?”

“I enjoy the rare win when I see his stupid face drop.” Kate grabbed her glass. “You know he had his motorcycle out? Without the cover. That giant black thing, all shined up in the dead of winter.”

“Maybe,” Kate started, plucking positivity from her secret stash, “he’s just proud of something.” Jeff tried to think what he was proud of. “And maybe he wants to share it. Maybe he considers you a friend?”

Jeff mustered only a “Maybe,” before their food came and the talk died. Jeff’s mind drifted to his next meeting with Gilbert, the frog in pink circles, and what that might really, truly mean for his future. And what it meant for Kate.

“What do you dream about?”

Kate looked up, slurping greens past her lips. “Like a topic?”

Jeff smiled, a real, genuine one. “I dunno, do they have a topic?”

“I guess not. Let me think.” She twirled her fork, stabbing at a potato. “Mostly colors, I think. Shapes.” She brought her fork up to her mouth, and before shoving the bite in, “What about you?”

“Oh,” Jeff said, looking down at his mostly empty plate. “Normal stuff.”

Jeff’s phone buzzed with a message from Gilbert as he left the restaurant. Stepping onto the street, Jeff glanced down the block for a white van but didn’t notice one. 

To the surprise of neither party, Kate crashed once she stepped through the front door, her toes scuffing the carpet on her way back to the bedroom. Jeff flipped on the news about the farce of climate change (obviously there was snow out on the ground, where was global warming now?), welfare fraud from freeloading pot smokers (Jeff dreamed of quitting his job and lounging around all day, lost in a haze), medical malpractice from secret abortions (yet another reason not to trust the doctors in town). He loathed the quiet. Needed distractions. Empty moments allowed for thinking that brought the loud parts of his brain to the driver’s seat. They took charge, and shadows of doubt cracked over his head and leaked in soggy drips. Doubt about his career, education, marriage, friendships (or lack thereof), location, and basically every avenue his forward feet had led him down. Surely being an accountant at a small tech firm wasn’t the most fulfilling prospect for him. He wished he could tell people he was a quarterback and threw the longest touchdown pass in his college history. He would even take professional poker player, professional indoor sunglasses wearer, liar by trade, river rider. Were the decades spent cringing under Colson’s abrasive shouts truly anything other than the first rebound he found? And Kate.

Did Kate even love him? He knew it was normal for couples to grow distant, but he feared it was a welcome distance on her end, feared she didn’t care to be closer, feared a lonely contentment shrouded her side of the bed. Jeff shared years back that he wanted a child. Kate made it clear she was less than enthusiastic. Maybe he ignored the sign of distance to come? Jeff blamed his lackluster education, plus a few lousy concussions, for his current thornbush of a job. He hobbled into work every day because he couldn’t be bothered to do anything else. Perhaps Kate felt the same way about their marriage? Settling, why not? In love because she’s supposed to be. 

Gilbert Finnegan rapped his dry knuckles on the door and Jeff let him in. “Lookin’ a little blue, buddy.” Jeff hoped his face didn’t show his emotional snarl like it showed his depressing thoughts. They fashioned themselves at the same table as the night before. Gilbert hoisted his legs up and crossed them. “You smoke?” He asked, digging a tan and white pack with the plastic wrap partially undone from his baggy jacket pocket.

“I said no yesterday.”

His eyebrows tilted. “You mind?”

Jeff hated any smoke; cigarettes, cigars, even campfires. The smell often welded to the back of his nares. One time, while heading to his car from work, he walked past Greg from HR as he leaned against a concrete pillar, dragging fire through the winter air. It was weeks before the creeping stench left him. “I’d rather you didn’t, thanks.”

“Hell.” He stuffed the pack away. “Seem like you could use one tonight.” Gilbert’s stringy hair raked across his shiny skull. The scar on his lip looked bigger than he remembered, crawling up near his right nostril in white cracks. 

“I prefer to sort my problems, not drown them,” Jeff said. Gilbert enjoyed this comment. He magnetized to Jeff’s eyes and a lip-only grin smeared over his face. The kind of smile that said pants on fire. Gilbert asked for coffee. Jeff dumped the sopping grounds and replaced them, then threw the switch on the pot. “You might drink me out of my home, Gil.”

“It’s Gilbert.”

Jeff poured the coffee.

“Tell me about the dream. How did it go?”

Finally. “I almost couldn’t get to sleep at first. And then I kept on waking up. But eventually I saw a pink background. Deep pink, and circles of different shades of pink spreading out like ripples in a pond. And a frog in the middle.”

Gilbert nodded his head. He had the coffee cup in one hand and two fingers at attention, missing a cigarette, hovering near his mouth. “Go on.”

Suddenly he had a flashback to sixth grade when he was out sick and mistakenly glugged a few extra doses of cold medicine. He returned to school the next day with a smogged brain and couldn’t elaborate on the Seven Years’ War when the teacher grilled him.

“That was everything.”

“No good, Jeff. No good.” He rocked back and pulled deep from the coffee cup. “We need a little more.”

“Do you mean there’s more to the dream or what, what more do ‘we’ need?”

“Okay, something along the lines of like,” and he settled both chair legs back down on the kitchen linoleum, “what the frog was sitting on. Did it ribbit or hop or tongue a fly? Any markings, textures. The pink, how many rings did you see? I think it’s a bit nutty to expect you to know the exact tones but at least gimme something like lighter or darker.”

“So you’re not wondering why I dreamt about a bull goring me a few days ago and a boring frog last night?”

“No, I knew you’d dream about the frog, Jeff. I told you. I’m giving your brain signs. You dream what I want you to—for now at least. Like I said last night, accuracy is important.”

Oddly, this made sense. Jeff’s prior dreams were more visceral, in first person, it was him in the dream along with the bull, with the deer, the maybe-jaguars. The frog dream was just a picture, moving, like a screensaver washed over his brain. Jeff, the man, wasn’t present at all. “So you make me dream what you want?”

“Couldn’t well verify your knowledge if I hadn’t read the textbook first.”

“I don’t understand why we can’t just do what will help me. What does the bull mean?”

“The bull means that you were scared something was wrong with you. But that fear was so irrational that you couldn’t go to a doctor about it, and so your solution was to go online and send an email to the Society of Divine Dreams.”

Jeff ignored the possible insult. “The bull really doesn’t mean anything?”

Gilbert rocked his feet down and leaned in, spilling some coffee past the brim and it dragged down around the base to a semi-circle. “It’s not that it doesn’t mean anything, it’s that, well, frankly, dreams can be fucking weird. And I can’t confirm that you really saw what you think you saw, Jeff.” Gilbert’s harsh shift in tone knocked Jeff off-balance like a stranger bumping into him at the grocery store. He didn’t speak. “Look at it this way. You ever see Karate Kid?” Jeff nodded. “Yeah, so wax on, Jeff-san. Wax on






d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
=

i

STEPHEN SHORT





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





