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Prologue to a
Dream

 “You don’t have a soul.
You are a Soul. You have a body.” ~C.S. Lewis~

Every life is comprised of phases.
Some are fast and noisy, befuddling us with chaos and confusion.
Others are slow and serene, and lull us into a dangerous
complacency. Our purpose in life is to learn, and we learn best
from our trials and challenges. But, when we choose to believe the
worst of our travails are over, we play a dangerous game with
destiny, and destiny will always win.

Sometime in the not-so-distant past,
Casey Wheeler was held captive by a dream of his own making. Thrust
into a prison of silence and isolation, the boy waited. He listened
to the distant sounds of the world, and waited for a chance to be
free.

On the day Casey escaped into the
world, he did not look back. He embraced his newfound freedom, and
looked to the great promise of his future.

The years passed, and one day, Casey’s
world changed again, and so began the dreams of the few.

 Chapter 1 – Winter
Morning

“Not until we are lost do
we begin to understand ourselves.” ~Henry David Thoreau~

The first blow caught Casey off guard.
He took a step back, and teetered on the icy curb. Another push and
he fell into the slush-covered street, coming to rest on his
backpack like a turtle on its shell. His head ricocheted off the
pavement, and the world spun.

The bicycle courier wrenched the bike
to the left, trying to avoid the fallen boy. The front wheel
snagged the bumper of a passing cab, and the courier flew over the
handlebars of the bike. He landed with a thud on the hood of the
vehicle, and slid down the grille. The cabbie stomped on the brake
pedal, and cut the steering wheel to the left, but it was not
enough. A passing bread truck slammed into the front fender of the
cab, and nudged it back toward the curb. Behind the taxi, a large
SUV, with New Jersey plates, ground into the rear of the cab, and
pushed it forward with grim purpose.

The fallen courier watched with
detached fascination as the vehicles collided in slow motion. He
observed the scene from above, floating high over the street, and
simultaneously watched the front bumper of the SUV pass over his
head. He saw a bumper sticker for a heavy metal band, and one that
proudly proclaimed the driver as the parent of a middle school
honor student. The courier felt no pain, only a strange sense of
wonder as he watched the scene unfold. “This isn’t going to end
well,” he thought. Then his brain switched off.

The conjoined vehicles moved forward,
cutting through the gray snow, a haphazard procession of mashed
metal, engulfing the courier, and mangling the metal frame of the
bike. The front wheel of the bicycle lodged in the wheel well of
the taxi, and the bike joined the macabre parade. Casey slapped at
the spokes of the bike trying to escape, but it was no use. The
frame snagged his right shoulder, and dragged him into the
spectacle. Bits of gravel, cement and garbage ground into his
scalp, and peppered his hair. Casey closed his eyes, and knew no
more.

Brody rolled over, and reached for
Vanessa. Her side of the bed was still warm, but she wasn’t there.
He squinted at the clock on her side of the bed, and saw that it
was already 10:30. “Damn it,” he mumbled. He sat up, swung his legs
out of bed and scrubbed at his head.

It was matinee day, and two o’clock
came early. Brody shambled to the bathroom, and flipped the light
switch. He peered at his reflection in the mirror, and rubbed at
stubble on his cheeks. He would need a very large cup of coffee to
get moving. In the meantime, a long, hot shower just might help.
Brody flicked on the electric razor, and scraped at his face,
absently. He brushed his teeth, and hopped into the shower stall.
He turned his back and let the water flow over his weary
shoulders.

When Brody walked into the kitchen,
Vanessa was sitting at the table. Her claret hair was piled on her
head, in a haphazard pile, curls tumbling lazily over her ears. She
sipped at her coffee, and glanced up at Brody. “Good morning,
handsome,” she grinned.

“It’s late.” Brody frowned, and shook
his head. “Why didn’t you wake me?”

“I wanted to let you sleep.” Vanessa
skewered a piece of scrambled egg with a fork, and tucked it into
Logan’s mouth. “You haven’t been doing much of that lately.” Logan
swiped at the fork and it tumbled to the floor.

“Hey, big guy,” Brody said. “Take it
easy on your mom.” He bent to kiss the top of his son’s
head.

The boy raised his arms, in a ‘pick me
up’ gesture. “Up,” Logan gurgled.

“Let Poppa get some coffee,” Vanessa
advised. She dabbed at Logan’s mouth with the corner of his bib,
and unlatched the high chair tray.

Logan was a smaller, rough and tumble
version of his mom. At birth, his hair was wispy and blonde. Now,
at nearly two years of age, he was a certified redhead, with his
mother’s startling green eyes. If the boy followed his mother’s
example, he would have a face full of freckles by the time he
started kindergarten.

Brody poured a cup of coffee, and sat
in the chair across from Vanessa. He watched her prepare Logan for
takeoff. “You know something, Red,” he murmured. “I’m
content.”

“Any particular reason?” She turned to
look at him, and her forehead wrinkled in question.

“Two reasons.” Brody nodded, and took
another sip of coffee. “You and the whirling dervish there.” Logan
giggled, as if he understood. Vanessa set the toddler on the floor,
and he ran to his father. Now it was Brody’s turn to
laugh.

The boy grabbed at his father’s hand
with a chubby fist, and tried to pull him to his feet. “Run,” Logan
chortled.

Brody glanced at the clock on the
stove. “Not now, buddy,” Brody said. “I have to get to the
theater.” He glanced at his wife, looking for mercy. “Can you ask
this kid to hold off on the sprint, until I get home?” He let go of
Logan’s hand, and pushed his chair back to stand up.

Vanessa stood up and reached for her
son. She boosted the boy onto her hip, and moved in for a
hug.

Brody happily accommodated the
request. “See you after the second show,” he said. He grabbed Logan
by the waist, lifted him into the air, and swung him in a
circle.

The boy threw his head back, and
laughed heartily. “Moh,” he cried.

“Sorry,” Brody replied. “No more, for
now. Dad’s got to go.” Brody handed Logan off to his mother, and
kissed his family goodbye. “I meant what I said, you know.” Brody
smiled, endearingly, at his wife. “I am content.”

“Me too,” Vanessa said. She leaned in,
and kissed him on the lips.

Brody tousled Logan’s hair, and
chucked his cheek. He thought about all the years before Vanessa –
or, as he liked to say, ‘B.V.’. In those years, there was little
reason to smile. Today, the reasons for celebration were clear. He
was clean and sober, and married to a woman who, by all accounts,
loved him a lot. Then there was Logan – the child he had never
imagined before Casey pulled him into the dream.

“Gotta run,” Brody whispered. He
planted another kiss on Logan’s cheek. “You be a good boy for
Mom.”

“Bah, Poppa,” Logan flapped his
fingers, in a farewell wave.

Brody walked to the kitchen door, and
turned to look at his son. “Bah, Logan,” he said.

“Cut it out, Brody.” Vanessa’s brow
furrowed with disapproval. “He’ll never learn the word if you keep
saying it his way.”

“He’s got time, Red.” Brody shook his
head, and smiled. “We all do.”

Brody greeted Morgan with a
characteristic mumble, and settled into the back seat of the town
car. He was not a morning person, but then most theater animals
would say the same - late to bed and late to rise. There was just
one problem. These days, late rising was not in the cards. Logan
was up early and, though Vanessa tried to let him sleep, Brody was
usually awake before nine. In the years before Vanessa, he often
slept only an hour or two, and sometimes not at all, but in those
days, he closest friends were Johnnie Walker, Jim Beam and Jack
Daniels.

Brody laid his messenger bag on the
seat next to him, and relaxed into the soft leather cushions. He
watched the frosted streets drift past his window and sipped at his
travel mug. He thought again of his wife and son. If he was happy,
he certainly had to thank Casey for his good fortune. Without
Casey, and the dream he orchestrated, Brody would be living at the
bottom of a bottle, or buried next to his mother in a New Jersey
cemetery. The path to his final resting place might have been paved
by a more expensive brand of scotch than his father could afford,
but booze was booze, and dead was dead.

Brody thought about the people he met
in Casey’s dream. Those people were now his family, in a way his
blood relatives never were. The memories of their shared dream had
faded over time, but he could still bring them back if he tried.
Some of the dreamers had lost all but the most vivid memories, and
many of those memories were not good. The outcome of their shared
experience was positive for most, but two of them did not make it
out of the dream. Brody believed their destiny was their own doing.
The one truth he learned in Casey’s dream was that each of them had
a reason to be in there, and each chose the path their dream would
take. He allowed himself a momentary lapse, and recalled the horror
of what Vanessa had endured in the dream cave. It was not something
he could not revisit often, nor for very long, and with good
reason. Brody still blamed himself for what happened to his wife.
Rather than coming to her rescue, he had given in to his weakness
and his cowardice, and that was something he could never
forgive.

During his time in the dream, Brody
had tried to shrug off the mantle of leadership. It was a role he
never believed he could, or should, play. But, in the end, he
accepted his place, and somehow Vanessa and his friends forgave his
shortcomings. Today, the trial was over, and he was truly happy for
the first time in his life.

Brody nudged himself out of his
reverie, and studied the streets of the city he loved. Before long,
the store windows in New York would be festooned with Christmas
decorations. Tourists would crowd the intersections, and marvel at
the tree in Rockefeller Center. Outdoor speakers would blast
holiday music, visitors would snap pictures of the delicate white
angels, and the elephant sized Christmas bulbs that lined the
walkways. Skaters would dip and fly, below street level, under the
watchful eye of Prometheus. New York would soon be decked out in
holiday finery, and residents and tourists alike would plunge
headlong into a shopping frenzy.

These days, Brody looked forward to
the holidays, and that was indeed a surprise. In his dressing room
at the theater, he scribbled gift ideas on the back of a crumpled
program. Before Vanessa and Logan, Brody had always hated the
holidays. His Dickensian childhood memories of Christmas were
painful. Yet, today he was trying to figure out the best spot for
the Christmas tree in his living room. He smiled at the thought of
Logan standing, wide-eyed, before the brightly lit tree, smiling
with delight, at the colorful wrapping paper, ribbons and
packages.

Brody turned his attention back to the
city that moved past the car window. The sidewalks were wet with a
cold slush from an early snow the night before. A mixture of sleet
and rain fell on the subway grating, and spit into the street. Taxi
tires cut through the slurry, splashing pedestrians as they stepped
into crosswalks. Morgan pulled the car up to the curb, and Brody
tugged a wool cap over his ears, and slipped out of the back seat.
He pulled the collar of his coat around his neck, and hurried
toward the theater. He entered through the stage door, and
scribbled his name on the sign-in sheet; then climbed the stairs to
his dressing room.

It was Saturday, and in spite of the
fact that he had two shows to get through today, Brody’s mind was
already on the Sunday matinee. On Sunday, he would recite his lines
for the final time, and ‘Give Us This Day’ would become an entry in
his long theatrical bio. He looked forward to a rest after the long
run, and to Thanksgiving and Christmas shopping. Brody did not know
that Casey had other plans.

It all started innocently enough. The
tall boy with the greasy hair pointed to a young man coming out of
the art school, and coaxed his two friends into action. When they
were bored (which they often were), this trio of friends liked to
harass the art geeks. They stood at the bottom of the broad stairs,
and waited for the students to emerge through the large wooden
doors. The ringleader would choose an appropriate candidate for
abuse, and the trio would execute their own brand of bullying.
Today Casey was the unfortunate object of their attention, and that
attention would have dire consequences.

The wheels of the cab ground the
courier, the bike and Casey into the pavement, as a crowd gathered
to watch the ghoulish developments. The trio of hooligans stood on
the curb, like birds on a wire. They watched, slack-jawed, as their
prank played out in slow motion. The ringleader mumbled something
under his breath, and the boys moved, as one. They stepped away
from the curb and, when they were clear of the crowd, they walked
hastily to the end of the block, and sought refuge in a deli. The
witnesses were too busy watching the accident to notice the boys,
or their rapid retreat. The secret remained with the culprits, and
one day, would cause the youngest, and most reflective, of the
trio, to take his own life.

Erma tapped her fingernails on the
small, round table. She sipped at her coffee absently, and
considered her handwritten list. She had the rest of the day to
decide on Larry’s Christmas gift and, so far, her list was short
and uninspiring. A blast of unseasonably cold early November air
ruffled her hair, as the door opened. She looked up to greet
Vanessa.

“You look cranky,” Vanessa chided. She
slid into the chair opposite Erma, and tugged at Logan’s cap. The
toddler reached for Erma across the table, and Vanessa passed him
off to her friend.

“Come on, little one,” Erma cooed.
“I’ve been waiting for you.”

“Er-mah,’ Logan chortled. He dug his
fingertips into the fake fur collar of Erma’s coat, and laid his
cheek against the soft surface.

“So, why the glum face?” Vanessa
asked. She tucked Logan’s cap in the diaper bag, and pulled off her
gloves and scarf.

“I’ll tell you in a minute,” Erma
said. “Go get some coffee. I’m bonding with Logan.”

Vanessa scooted to the counter, and
returned with a cup of coffee. She sat down in her chair, and
sipped the hot liquid from the cardboard cup. Erma slid the spiral
pad across the table, and Vanessa considered the list of
presents.

“I see why you look so glum,” Vanessa
said. “I don’t like any of these, either.” She tucked her wallet
back into her purse. “Then again, I haven’t figured out what to get
for Brody either.”

“That’s a tough one,” Erma tweaked
Logan’s chin. “What do you get the man who has everything, and
hates most of it?”

“Oh, you’d be surprised,” Vanessa
said. “He’s a changed man.” She tossed her hair over her shoulder,
with a flip of her right hand. “He’s really getting into the spirit
of things this year.” She leaned over the warm mist rising above
her coffee cup. “He’s actually excited about Christmas. I think
Logan has a lot to do with his transformation.”

“You deserve your share of credit
too,” Erma said. “Larry says he’s never seen Brody so happy.” The
women visited over their coffee, while Erma kept an eye on the
time. She had to pick Olivia up from nursery school in two hours,
and by then she intended to have Larry’s Christmas present. Larry
was at the theater with Brody all day, and this was a perfect time
to shop and hide his gifts at home without fear of discovery. The
show closed tomorrow and, after that, Larry would be under foot,
and Erma’s shopping excursions would become more difficult. She
glanced at her list again, as Vanessa dug into the diaper bag to
pull out a snack for Logan.

Vanessa’s cell phone chirped, and she
handed Logan’s snack to Erma, and answered her phone. “Hello,”
Vanessa listened absently as she penciled in another entry on
Erma’s list.

Erma scanned Vanessa’s scribbled gift
list and her face brightened. “That’s a great idea.” She nodded
enthusiastically.

Vanessa was not paying attention. Her
face drained of color, as she listened to the voice on the other
end of the phone. She swallowed hard, and her eyes filled with
tears.

“Van?” Erma whispered her
name.

“How bad is it?” Vanessa could barely
get the words out of her mouth. She put a hand to her forehead, and
tried to ignore the feeling of panic that threatened to overtake
her.

“Vanessa, what’s the matter?” Erma
watched her friend, closely.

“Casey.” Vanessa mouthed the boy’s
name. Erma sat back in her chair. She pulled Logan to her chest,
and stared at Vanessa, waiting for what was to come. Logan gnawed
contentedly at his teething biscuit, and grinned at a coffee shop
patron, as Vanessa grabbed the spiral notebook, and scribbled a
note below Erma’s list. She listened intently for a few seconds,
and then ended the call, without saying goodbye. “I have to go,”
Vanessa whispered.

“I’ll go with you,” Erma
offered.

“No, you have to pick up Olivia,”
Vanessa reasoned. “Can you take Logan for a little while?” She
paused, uncertainly. “I’m sorry to ask you. I know you wanted to go
shopping, but I can’t take Lo with me.”

“Of course,” Erma said,
numbly.

“Oh, God, I don’t know what to do.”
Vanessa slid Logan’s diaper bag across the table.

“It’s OK,” Erma said, quietly. “Do
what you have to do.”

“I’m sorry,” Vanessa repeated. “I have
to go.” She tore the note off the bottom of Erma’s list, stood up,
and buttoned her coat.

“Yes,” Erma nodded. “I
understand.”

Vanessa headed for the door, brushing
past a young man in a pea coat. “I’ll be in touch when I know
something,” she called over her shoulder.

She was nearly out the door, when Erma
called after her. “What happened?”

Vanessa stood in the open doorway,
breathing in the cold air like a swimmer breaking the surface of
the water. “Casey was hit by a car.”

“Is he going to be OK?” Erma squeezed
Logan’s arm, reflexively.

“They’re not sure yet.” Vanessa shook
her head. “He’s got a bad head injury and he’s unconscious.” She
paused, and took a breath, trying to force the words out. “Michael
says it’s really bad.” She stepped into the street, and the door
closed behind her.

Erma watched as her friend disappeared
into the bustling crowd on the sidewalk. She held Logan in her lap,
and smoothed his hair absently.

“Mama,” Logan called.

Erma kissed the top of his head, and
hugged him tightly. After a few moments, she glanced at her watch.
She reached into the diaper bag, and retrieved Logan’s cap. Logan
grabbed at her hand with a small pink fist, as she tied the tassels
of the hat, and zipped his coat. Erma fought the flood of memories
that threatened to overtake her. It would not be prudent to revisit
the dream now. That was in the past. Now, she had important things
to do. She had to call Larry, and tell him about Casey. She could
not do anything to change the situation, but calling her husband
would make her feel more productive.

Brody faced his adversary, his feet
planted firmly against the impending blow. He turned away from
Ralph’s fist, as it grazed his cheek.

Claude’s high-pitched British accent
echoed through the theater. “Stop,” he screeched, pulling at
Ralph’s shoulder. “It’s not his fault.”

Ralph spun around, and felled Claude
with a choreographed blow to the right side of his chin. Brody
staggered to his feet, and grabbed Ralph by the shoulder, and Ralph
turned to face him. Brody stood in the wash of the stage lights,
and squared his shoulders in defiance. He planted his hands on
Ralph’s shoulders, and stared into his eyes. “It wasn’t me, you
stupid bastard,” he stammered through the Kensington Gore. “It was
your brother.”

Teresa entered from stage right. She
ran to the center of the stage to confront Ralph. “What are you
doing,” she sobbed. “It’s over.” She wailed on cue, waving a letter
in his face. “You lost.”

There was a long pause (as directed by
TONY award-winning director, Joe Gershon). Ralph glared at Teresa,
and she took a step away, and turned back to face him defiantly.
“…and, so did I.”

Brody walked downstage, and turned
away from Ralph. He dropped his chin, and gazed at the floor, and
the quartet of actors froze in place, and waited for the curtain to
fall on the Saturday matinee.

Brody ran off stage, and grabbed a
towel from Larry. He swiped at the sweat on his forehead, and neck,
and waited while the curtain rose. The secondary players rushed the
stage, taking their bows, and stepping back. Ralph and Teresa
entered next, and stood in the spotlight, while the audience
applauded. Then it was Claude’s turn.

Larry stood behind Brody. He leaned
over his shoulder, and spoke above the audience clamor. “We need to
talk,” Larry said. Brody looked back at his dresser, one eyebrow
arched in question. Larry knew better than to distract Brody before
the show was over. Brody frowned at him, but did not answer.
“Later,” Larry said. He nudged Brody out of the wings, and onto the
stage for his curtain call.

Brody stood in the spotlight, and
smiled blankly at the audience. “It’s Casey,” he thought. “Casey is
in trouble.”

Vanessa was waiting in the dressing
room, when Brody opened the door. He dropped his towel on the
divan, and slipped out of his suit jacket.

Larry scurried in behind him. “Boss,”
he stammered.

Brody turned to look at Larry. He
cocked his head, and looked back to Vanessa. “What’s going on?” He
knew, without asking, but still he hoped.

It was like that with Vanessa and, to
a lesser extent, with the others, with whom Brody had shared the
dream. The dream had created a collective consciousness among the
dreamers – one they resisted at first. But, in the seven years
since the dream ended, each of them had embraced the intuition, and
used it to communicate in short hand. If someone was in trouble,
the other seven instinctively knew. Today was no different. Brody
didn’t need to ask his wife, or his best friend, to explain. He
already knew.

Vanessa’s knees gave way, and she sat
down hard on the vanity chair. Larry met Brody’s gaze, and shook
his head. Brody went to his wife, and knelt next to her, putting a
hand on her. He gave himself over to the frigid reality of his
intuition, and found the waters cold and turbulent.

Michael Benton paced the hall. He knew
he should stay in the family waiting room with Casey’s grandmother,
but he didn’t want her to see that he was worried. Waiting was
driving him crazy. Casey had been in surgery more than five hours,
and still there was no word. Benton poked his head into the waiting
room, and told Casey’s grandmother, Jeanette, that he would be back
in a few minutes. He wanted to call Melissa. His wife would be on
her break now, and he wanted to tell her that he was staying at the
hospital overnight.

Jeanette nodded at Benton, and looked
down at her magazine. It is common knowledge that magazines in
hospital waiting rooms are always more than two years old, and this
particular waiting room did not disappoint. Still, reading a
five-year-old boating magazine was better than thinking about a
family member lying on an operating table. Jeanette had already
lost her daughter and son-in-law in a car accident, and she did not
intend to lose her grandson. She did not usually allow herself to
think about her daughter’s death, but today, she could not think of
anything else. After all Casey had been through, she refused to
believe that he would share the fate of his parents.

Jeanette took some comfort from Dr.
Benton’s involvement in the situation. Not only could he act as her
advocate with Casey’s doctors, but he was also a good friend. She
was fortunate to have an extended family in Brody, Vanessa, Michael
and the others. This was a family her grandson had created, and for
that she was grateful. Looking at Casey today, one would never
guess that he was once considered autistic. Jeanette did not
understand the unique gifts that enabled her grandson to anticipate
the death of his parents, and emancipate himself, and his friends
from the prison in which they lived their lives. In the years since
Casey’s emancipation, his chosen family had enriched the boy’s life
in an extraordinary way. Jeanette could never truly comprehend what
happened in that strange patch of virtual reality, nor could she
understand what the dreamers endured, but she knew Casey was the
one with the plan. It seemed like a far-fetched idea that he might
actually have anticipated this accident as well, but she clung to
that hope, and prayed for his safe return.

Vanessa stopped at the Information
Desk, and asked for Casey. The hospital volunteer directed her to
the appropriate floor, and Vanessa went to the visitor waiting
room. She took a seat next to Jeanette, and hugged her shoulder.
She didn’t speak. There were no words to describe what she was
feeling. She took Jeanette’s hand in hers, and squeezed it gently.
Jeanette turned and looked into her eyes, shaking her head in
answer to the unspoken question. Casey had been in surgery for more
than six hours and still there was no word. Vanessa and Jeanette
welcomed Michael back to the waiting room when he returned with
coffee and forced encouragement. The hours passed slowly, and the
trio perched on the red plastic chairs, and waited in
silence.

Brody finished the evening
performance, showered quickly, and donned his street clothes to
rush to the hospital. Larry rode with him in the town car. When
they arrived, Brody told Morgan to head home. He wasn’t going to
leave the hospital until he knew Casey was all right. He stood
outside the emergency room with Larry for a moment, and braved the
cold night air, as he punched the numbers on his phone. It would be
good to hear Reese’s voice, even if the reason for the call was bad
news. “How are things going with the wedding plans?” Brody tucked
his free hand into his coat pocket, and shivered.

“As if I would know,” Reese chuckled.
“Chelsea has everything under control. I just nod and
listen.”

“Wise man,” Brody said, with a smile.
Larry stepped onto the curb, as an arriving ambulance spit slush
from the soupy driveway. Brody listened for a moment, and then
spoke again. “White or red napkins?” He wanted a little casual
banter before he told Reese the real reason for his
call.

When Reese told him that he proposed
to Chelsea, Brody was ecstatic. The plans for the nuptials were
well underway, and the wedding invitation had already
arrived.

Chelsea and Reese were teenagers when
Brody met them in Casey’s dream, but they rose to each challenge
with determination and maturity. As time passed, these two young
people had proven that they would do just fine in the real world.
To date, they had surpassed every one of Brody’s expectations, and
there was no reason to believe that would change. Reese was
gainfully employed, albeit farther from New York than Brody might
like. The young man was a personal trainer, and with Brody’s
financial support, he had opened his own gym in Philadelphia, not
far from where he attended college. Chelsea was enrolled in a local
university, studying theater and music, with the kind of gusto
Brody expected from this spunky young woman.

Larry waved a hand to get Brody’s
attention. “Hurry up, Boss,” he said. “It’s freezing out
here.”

Brody pulled himself back to the
conversation, as Reese answered the question. “Red napkins, and
white tablecloths,” he replied. There was a pause, and then Reese
asked the question. “What’s wrong,” he said, softly.

“Who am I kidding,” Brody stammered.
“You already know, that there’s another reason for my call.” He
forced himself to continue. “Casey had a bad accident,” Brody
explained. He paused to consider the information he had about
Casey’s injury. What he knew was sketchy, at best. He didn’t want
to worry Reese without reason, but he thought it wise to be honest.
“He fell into the street, and was dragged by a cab.” Reese gasped.
Brody pulled cold air into his lungs, and forced the words out of
his mouth. “There was a bike courier involved in the accident, as
well.” Another beat. “He didn’t make it.”

Larry waved a hand at Brody, and
signaled toward the E.R. entrance. “I’m going in,” he mouthed.
Brody nodded, and Larry walked to the door. He waited while the
glass doors slid open, and disappeared into the cold glare of the
lights.

“That’s all I know,” Brody
finished.

“How bad is it, Mr. Murphy?” Reese
asked.

Brody smiled to himself. Reese always
called him ‘Mr. Murphy’, when he was worried or upset. “We don’t
know yet,” Brody answered. “I just wanted you to know about the
accident. He has a lot of injuries, and he’s in surgery right now.
He was unconscious when he got to the hospital, so we really don’t
know what happened.” He stopped and waited for Reese to digest the
information.

“I should come,” Reese said. “We need
to be together. That will help.”

“No, Reese.” Brody shook his head,
reflexively. He had anticipated this response. The shared dream
made it difficult for them to be apart when there was a challenge.
The dreamers knew that they were always stronger together. “Not
now,” Brody said. “Let’s see what they say when he is out of
surgery. I promise I’ll call you as soon as I know something
more.”

“But, I think…,” Reese began his
argument.

“No,” Brody interrupted, firmly.
“Michael and Larry are here, and so is Vanessa. We have it covered.
We’ll stay with Jeanette. You have a wedding to plan, and a
business to run.”

“Well, if you really think so.” Reese
wasn’t convinced.

“Yes, son,” Brody answered. “I think
so. You let Chelsea know. OK? And give her a kiss for me.” Brody
smiled. “She’s going to make a beautiful bride.” There was a time
when the prospect of a wedding – any wedding – would have prompted
Brody to predict doom, but that time was long past.

“I promise to give her a kiss,” Reese
said. “If you promise you’ll call me the minute you know
something.”

“Sure thing, kid,” Brody replied. He
was about to end the call, when the boy spoke again.

“He has to be OK, Mr. Murphy,” Reese
whispered. “He just has to be.”

Brody paused, before answering. Reese
was looking to him for encouragement, and he wouldn’t let the boy
down. “If I have anything to do with it, he will be just fine,”
Brody said. “We’ll make sure he has the best doctors.”

Reese cleared his throat, and when he
spoke, Brody heard the tears in his voice. “He’s a fighter,” Reese
whispered.

“Yes,” Brody said, solemnly. “Indeed
he is.”


Chapter 2 – Journey into Night

“Hope is patience with the
lamp lit.” ~Tertullian~

Benton dozed fitfully. The plastic
chair squeaked, as he shifted his weight. He snapped awake with a
start, and found himself staring at his wife’s face.

“Sorry,” Melissa whispered. “I didn’t
mean to startle you.”

Benton shook out the cobwebs, and
motioned for his wife to join him in the hall. Vanessa was asleep
on the waiting room sofa, and he didn’t want to wake
her.

Brody put his thumb to his lips, and
tilted his hand up, signaling for coffee, and Benton nodded.
“Larry, let’s go down to the cafeteria with the doc,” Brody
whispered. “I need to stretch my legs.” He covered Vanessa with his
coat, and kissed her gently on the cheek. Then he joined his three
friends in the hall.

Larry dragged himself out of the
visitor chair, and shuffled down the hall behind Brody. An hour
ago, he had called Erma at home, where she was keeping an eye on
Olivia and Logan, and waiting for an update. There was nothing to
tell. Larry was hesitant to leave the waiting room, but he knew
that Vanessa would know where to find them if there was a change in
Casey’s condition. She knew Brody’s penchant for coffee, and would
undoubtedly track them down in the cafeteria.

A few hours earlier, Brody had coaxed
Jeanette to go to his apartment, and get some rest. He sent her off
in a cab, and she promised to try to get some sleep. Jeanette
didn’t want to go home to Connecticut, for fear of being too far
away, if there was a change in her grandson’s condition, and Brody
couldn’t blame her for that. Brody promised to watch over her
grandson, until she returned.






Brody punched the elevator button, and
held the door for his friends. They rode the elevator to the
cafeteria level, as Benton finished telling Melissa about Casey’s
condition. As a nurse, Melissa fully understood the gravity of what
Benton was saying. Larry couldn’t follow the medical jargon, and he
wasn’t sure he wanted to understand. Casey had sustained numerous
injuries, and although the surgery had ended hours ago, he was
still unconscious. There was one thing he had gleaned from what
Michael said, and that was that Casey’s head injuries were grave.
Larry glanced at Brody, who was leaning against the back wall of
the elevator, with his eyes closed. “Boss, you should get some
sleep,” Larry said. “You have a show tomorrow.”

“Right.” Michael’s eyebrows arched, in
recognition. “Tomorrow is closing night!”

“Technically, it’s a closing matinee.”
Brody opened his eyes, and nodded. “But, I’m not leaving here until
I have to go to the theater. I need to know what’s happening with
Casey.” The elevator stopped at the ground floor, and the doors
opened. A sign on the opposite wall pointed them toward the
cafeteria.

“I figured you’d be here for the long
haul,” Benton said. “In that case, let’s get some coffee. We’re all
going to need it.” He took Melissa’s arm, and led her down the
hall. Brody followed Benton and Melissa out of the elevator, with
Larry trailing behind. It was the end of a long day, and tomorrow
promised to be even longer.

Brody sat next to Casey’s bed, holding
his hand, and whispering to him. Nurse Hocking stood in the shadows
for a moment, and then moved into the small cubicle. The nurse was
what Brody would call a ‘war horse’; a no-nonsense woman with broad
shoulders, and a thick waist. She was easily fifty pounds heavier,
and three inches taller than Brody. Nurse Hocking was pushing sixty
and, from the looks of her, could take on the most intimidating
doctor in the hospital, but Brody was another matter. He charmed
her into submission within ten minutes of their first meeting, and
she was now planted staunchly on his side of the fence.

“You know you aren’t supposed to be in
here, Mr. Murphy,” Nurse Hocking whispered. Brody looked up, and
flashed an engaging smile, and she blushed like a
school-girl.

“Come on, Trudy,” he said sweetly
(after a bit of coaxing the nurse had told Brody her given name,
but he refused to call her Gertrude). “I’m family,” he said. “So,
I’m allowed to be here.”

Gertrude Hocking stepped closer to the
bed, and put a hand on his shoulder. “I’m going to pretend I didn’t
see you,” she whispered. She winked at him, like a true
co-conspirator. “But someone else will probably kick you
out.”

Brody’s expression hardened. “I’ll
tell them the same thing,” he said. “I’m not going anywhere until
this kid wakes up.”

An hour passed, and then another.
Brody reached for Casey in the darkened room, feeling for the boy
with his mind, hoping to transcend his injuries, and find the boy,
alive and well, within the dream. He called, but there was no
response.

The sun broke through the morning
clouds, and filtered weakly through the open door of the hospital
room. Monitors beeped softly. Machines whirred. Nurses, doctors and
technicians passed through the halls on soft-soled shoes. Brody sat
next to Casey’s bed, waiting for him to open his eyes.

Vanessa came into the room, and stood
behind Brody’s chair. She studied the bandaged, bruised boy lying
unconscious in the bed. Just last weekend, the dreamers had
gathered for their joint birthday celebration. For Casey this
birthday marked another milestone. It was his thirteenth birthday
and at five feet, seven inches, Casey was now taller than Brody. He
was a happy, gifted young man, full of life and promise. That was
only last week, but right now, that happy celebration seemed like a
lifetime ago.

These days, there was no sign of the
boy who called Brody to his dream; no trace of the six-year-old
with the dark hair, the bowl haircut, and the small round face.
These days, Casey wore his hair short, and his face had morphed
into that of a young man who would soon be shaving, and dating.
But, there were some things about Casey that had not changed over
the years. His striking blue eyes still caught a stranger unaware,
and pulled them in, forging an undeniable connection to a soul that
changed those with whom he shared his world.

Today Casey’s head was shaved, and
there was a bandage covering his skull, and part of his forehead.
His left leg was encased in a cast, and his abdomen was marred by
surgical stitches, gauze and tape. Today, this self-possessed force
of nature looked damaged, fragile and helpless, and much younger
than his thirteen years.

Vanessa swiped at her tears with the
back of her hand, and leaned in to whisper in Brody’s ear. “I’ll
see you at the theater,” she said. “I have to go check on Logan.”
She tried to lighten the moment. “He’s probably tearing Erma’s
place apart.” Brody nodded, and sat forward in his chair to caress
Casey’s forehead. “Ralph called me,” Vanessa continued. “He wants
to know if you’re going to the after party.” Under the
circumstances, she knew that Brody would no sooner attend this
event, than consider a career in the circus. Still, it was his
decision, and she had to ask.

“There’s nothing to celebrate,” Brody
whispered. His dark eyes shifted to her face. “Besides, you know
how I hate those parties. The job is finished. It’s time to move
on.”

When Vanessa first moved to New York,
she knew little about the theater, or about Brody’s rituals or
traditions. What she did know was that his career in the theater
was his passion, and his first love, but his status as a celebrity
was something he endured and hated. The prospect of attending a
closing night party, with all of its self-congratulatory gestures
and backslapping was something he barely tolerated, on the best of
days. Today, her husband would brook no argument. He wasn’t going
to the party. Instead, he would return to the hospital, and wait
for Casey to wake up.

“I knew you would say that,” Vanessa
said. “I’ll call Ralph, and let him know.” She leaned in, and
kissed him on the cheek. “I’ll see you after the show,” she
whispered. “Then, I’m going to sit with Logan and Olivia, so Erma
can come to the hospital.”

Brody leaned back in the chair, and
turned his face up toward his wife. Vanessa kissed him on the lips,
and her cinnamon hair fell around his upturned face. He took a
breath, and inhaled the aroma of coconut and honey, and the soft
smell of baby powder.

Brody shook his head, and reached up
to grab her fingers. “I’ll call Reese on the way to the theater,”
he replied. “You go home, and get some rest, and get something to
eat. You don’t have to come to the show tonight.”

“I told you a long time ago that I
wouldn’t miss your opening or closing night.” Vanessa shook her
head, and her curls bounced on her shoulders. “And, this one is no
exception.” She smiled, wanly, and Brody returned the
gesture.

Michael rounded the bed, and stood
opposite Brody’s chair. “Any change?” He caught his friend’s eye,
and Brody shook his head.

Dr. Felix Windsor stood next to
Benton, watching the monitors, and browsing the boy’s chart. He
lifted Casey’s eyelid, and thumbed the switch on a pen light. He
waved it back and forth in front of the boy, but there was no
response.

Brody watched the doctor, hoping for
some sign of encouragement, but the doctor had perfected his poker
face.

A nurse appeared at the door, and Dr.
Windsor followed her into the hall to discuss Casey’s
care.

“So?” Brody hissed at his
friend.

Michael reached for Casey’s hand, and
felt for his pulse. He shook his head in resignation. “Nothing has
changed,” Benton replied. “You should go, Brody,” he advised.
“You’re going to be late for the show. I’ll take care of things
here, and I’ll leave a message on your voicemail if anything
changes.”

Brody didn’t move. The two men framed
the bed, watching in silence, and waiting for a sign that would not
come. When he could wait no longer, Brody prepared to leave.
Michael was sitting on the other side of the bed, dozing in the
chair, and still clinging to Casey’s hand.

Brody ran his fingers gently down the
boy’s cheek, and reached for him again, across the veil of
consciousness, silently issuing a command. “Get back here, kid,” he
thought. “You have no business being there without me.” Casey
didn’t stir, nor could Brody find him inside the dream. He took a
breath, and gently let go of the boy’s hand. “Get the hell out of
there, before you get lost,” he whispered. Brody slipped into his
overcoat, and walked around the bed to tap Michael on the shoulder.
Benton opened his eyes, and looked up at his friend, with a dazed
expression. “I have to go doc,” he whispered. “I’ll be back after
the show.”

Teresa faced Ralph, and spoke her line
for the last time. “It’s over,” she cried, wagging the letter at
Ralph, in anguish. “You lost…and so did I.”

Brody crossed downstage, and gazed
absently at the dust motes that floated in the angled spotlight.
When the curtain was down, he moved toward the wings. Like all
closing nights, this one was bittersweet. Four or five months after
Brody took on a role, he always wondered why he wanted to do this
job. The work was grueling, sometimes frustrating and, more often
than not, the audience and critics didn’t respond to the work the
way the cast, director and playwright might hope. Still, it was
something Brody craved, nearly as much as the alcohol he worked so
hard to avoid. He told himself that an addiction to work was much
healthier than an addiction to booze, but sometimes he wasn’t sure.
When a run finished, Brody went through a period of mourning. He
missed the cast and crew; and even the actors he did not
particularly like. The people in the crew, and the actors and
production team were his family, albeit for a brief time. When it
was over, Brody did his best to leave the show behind, but it was
always difficult. He tried to enjoy his well-deserved rest, and
build stamina for the next project, but within a week or two after
the closing, he grew restless; anxious for the next part, and the
next challenge.

Brody distributed his traditional
closing night gifts to the cast and crew, and said a few brief
goodbyes. He gave his regrets to those attending the after party.
He returned to his dressing room, where Larry was packing his
personal items – a hooded sweatshirt, a half-full bottle of
shampoo, a partially used bar of his favorite soap, an electric
razor, a framed picture of Vanessa and Logan, and a stack of
personal notes, congratulating him on the success of the show.
Brody slumped on the divan, and stared at his friend. He watched
Larry slide the drawer out of the dressing table, to retrieve a
comb, and a well-worn copy of a favorite novel. Larry placed the
items in the packing box, on top of Brody’s leather kit
bag.

Larry felt Brody’s eyes on him, and
turned to face his friend. “You OK, boss?” Brody nodded, and ran
his fingers through his hair, in a familiar gesture. “Are you going
straight to the hospital?” Larry knew the answer to this question,
but he asked it anyway. Brody nodded again.

Vanessa appeared in the open doorway.
She was dressed in a dark green silk suit; her red hair fell
loosely around her shoulders. Larry gave her a hug, and then pushed
her toward Brody. She sat down next to her husband, and took his
hand in hers, raising his fingers to her lips. She kissed his hand
tenderly, and leaned her head on his shoulder. “You must be
exhausted,” Vanessa said, softly.

“I’m fine,” Brody replied. He sighed,
and shook his head, trying to kick-start his brain. "I just need a
minute to change, and towel dry. I’ll be right with
you.”

Larry slid the cover onto the packing
box, and placed it on the glass vanity top. He flicked off the
lights around the mirror, and sat down on the stool. “Boss, are you
sure you don’t want to go home, and get some sleep?”

Brody armed the wardrobe rack out of
the way, and opened the closet door to retrieve his coat. “Let’s
get going,” he said.

Vanessa and Larry exchanged a glance,
and Vanessa shook her head, as if to say, “Don’t argue with him.”
The show was over. Brody’s obligation was fulfilled, and Vanessa
knew that her husband would remain with Casey until this battle was
finished.

The train canted to the right, and the
wheels screeched on the rails, as the cars rounded the curve.
Outside the window, the night was black and forbidding. There was
no moon. The stars blurred into a wispy mass, as the train flew
through the darkness on its way to an unknown destination. Brody
gripped the armrest, and turned to look over his shoulder. There
was no one else onboard. He knew this train well. It was the train
he had shared with the other dreamers when they first met Casey,
but that was a lifetime ago. He never expected to be here again,
yet here he was, alone and paralyzed by memories. Brody closed his
eyes and tried to push the memories away, but it was no use. He
remembered the blue-gray color of Estelle’s skin. He remembered her
death on top of the train car. He remembered Daniel’s angry,
contorted face, and his solo journey to return to the train. He
remembered the horrifying sounds that punctuated Daniel’s
departure. He saw Reese bobbing in the rushing water, and Chelsea
hanging over the raging fire, and he heard her footsteps in the
dark desert. Brody shook his head hard, trying to clear his head.
He did not know what was happening, but he knew he could not afford
to get lost in the past.

Brody stood up, and tried his balance,
but he fell back into the seat, as the train tilted and swerved.
With fierce focus, he closed his eyes and willed the train to stop.
This would be the test. If the technique worked in the last dream,
perhaps it would work now.

“Stop,” he said aloud. But, this time,
there was no charm. The train did not hesitate or falter. Instead,
it continued on its dark journey, with Brody along for the ride.
Perhaps it was carrying him to a place he already knew, or maybe
there was a new path to tread. Either way he understood why he was
here. It was true in the first dream, and it was true now. Casey
couldn’t get out of the dream without him.

Brody willed his muscles to relax, and
settled his head into the back of the cracked leather seat cushion.
He loosened his grip on the armrest, and told himself to be
patient. After what seemed like hours, the train came to a slow
halt, wheels grinding against ancient brakes. He held his breath,
not wanting to open his eyes, for fear of what he might see. The
train car was quiet. Brody opened his eyes, and looked around,
peering out the window into the darkness. He had come to the end of
the line. He had to get off the train, to find out what was next.
There was no other option. He stood up uncertainly, trying to get
his knees to support his weight. He pushed out into the aisle, and
walked toward the front of the train. Brody was afraid he might see
the specter of his father on the platform, as he had on the first
trip. He gripped the handle, and pulled the door open, to step onto
the platform. Thankfully, there was no monster awaiting his
arrival. He could see through the window in the car ahead of him,
and into the next car. There was no one else onboard. For the
moment, he was safe.

Brody walked to the edge of the
platform, and sniffed the air curiously, like a dog trying to catch
a scent. The air was flat and tight, and he struggled to catch his
breath, dragging oxygen into his lungs, as if he were sucking it
out of a thin tube. He dropped to one knee, and swung a leg over
the edge of the platform. Like it or not, he had to get off this
train, and get on with the journey. Brody took another breath and
jumped, hoping he would land on even ground. He did. He stepped
away from the platform, and stared into the darkness. A few hundred
yards away he saw the hulking silhouettes of hills. At least that
is what he thought he saw. He could not be sure. He thought of
Daniel, the one survivor of the dream for whom the dream never
ended. Perhaps Brody would find him somewhere along the dusty path
of Casey’s subconscious. Daniel might be out there, trapped in a
nightmare of his own making, never guessing he could end it all by
facing the construct of fears that created his personal prison.
“This isn’t the time for reminiscing,” Brody thought. “I can’t
worry about Daniel. I have to find Casey.”

For wont of a better plan, Brody
decided to see what was ahead. He walked toward the front of the
train. The night was cold and quiet. There was no sound except for
the sound of his shoes crunching on the gravel. He passed five
train cars, and stopped next to the engine. A pale glow emanated
from the headlight of the engine, casting shadows on the landscape
ahead. He peered past the dim pool of light. As Brody’s eyes
adjusted, he thought he saw a darker area ahead, cutting a swath
across the tracks, and the land on either side. He walked carefully
along the tracks, putting one foot in front of the other, and
waiting for an unseen demon to pull him into the darkness. “Stop
it,” he hissed. “You’re being stupid.” He jumped at the sound of
his own voice, and immediately regretted speaking aloud. “Just
stop,” he thought. “There’s no one here. Don’t get spooked.” He
lifted his right foot, and was about to set it down again, when he
sensed an open space in front of him.

Brody took a step back, teetered on
his right heel, lost his balance and fell hard on his hip, onto the
cold ground. He glanced around furtively, looking for monsters in
the dark, but there was no monster here – at least none he could
see. He rolled to his knees, and bent forward, feeling for the
ground in front of him. There was nothing but open space. A cold
blast of air blew upward out of the earth, and Brody pulled back,
and scrambled to his feet. He turned to head back toward the rear
of the train, and the ground shifted under his feet. He closed his
eyes and stood still, fighting a mild dizziness.

The earth tilted again, and Brody
fought to keep his balance, no longer sure of his direction. The
earth grumbled like an old man with indigestion. He remembered a
mild earthquake he experienced during a movie shoot in California.
Just a couple of seconds – enough to make you feel disoriented –
and then it was gone, but this was different. This was no
earthquake. The ground started to shake, throwing small pebbles up
into the dim light. The gravel hung suspended for a moment and then
bounced on the ground, and over the tops of his shoes. Brody fought
the urge to run, and waited for what came next.

The train began to move forward,
dragging itself up the tracks toward the abyss. Brody stepped away
from the tracks, and nearly fell backward into a low ditch. He
righted himself, and watched as the train tumbled into the yawning
cavern, disappearing over the edge like a child’s toy thrown into a
gigantic toy box. For a moment, there was silence. Then, there was
an earth-shattering crash, as the train hit the bottom of the
abyss.

Brody swore under his breath. The skin
on his arms gathered into goose flesh, and the air pressed on his
muscles like tight plastic wrap. It was as if someone was wringing
the oxygen out of the world. He struggled to breathe in the
unforgiving air. Brody took another step back, and the ground
shifted again, groaning with the movement – first left, then right,
up, and then down. He fell to his knees, struggled to stand, and
fell again. The world spun out of control. In the distance, he
heard the sound of an oncoming train. Brody closed his eyes and
waited, knowing there was no place for him to run.

“Brody, wake up,” Vanessa
whispered.

As he swam toward consciousness, Brody
heard Casey call from the other side of the abyss.

“I’m here,” the boy cried.

Brody sprang forward in the chair, and
pulled in a welcome portion of air. He grabbed at the railing on
Casey’s bed, trying to get his bearings.

“Honey, are you OK?” Vanessa put a
hand on his arm, and bent over to look into his eyes.

Brody gazed into the dim room, feeling
muzzy and fog bound. “Dream,” he muttered. “It was just a
dream.”


Chapter 3 – It
Begins

 “Sometimes the best
way to hold onto something is to let it go.” ~Author
Unknown~

Michael sat with Jeanette in the
lounge, waiting for her answer. Jeanette raised a cardboard cup to
her lips, and sipped at the lukewarm tea. “I don’t know,” she
replied. “It’s too soon, isn’t it?”

Benton put a hand on her arm, and
squeezed it gently. He pushed himself out of the plastic chair, and
walked to the window. The day was gloomy and chilled, and a gauzy
snow hung in the late morning air. Michael watched the pedestrians
make their way down the slick sidewalk. Some carried umbrellas;
some were perched on the curb, braced against the cold, waiting for
the traffic light to change. The TV meteorologists predicted a bad
winter, and so far, they were right. Cabs and buses spun through
the streets, spitting slush. The waiting room window broadcast a
frozen hint of the weather, leaking cold air around the poorly
insulated glass.

Michael reached for the cord, and
dropped the blinds against the chill. He walked back to Jeanette,
and sank into the chair next to hers. “I know it seems quick,” he
said. “But, the sooner we move Casey, the sooner Dr. Phillips can
make an assessment.” He took her hand, and held it gently. “You
understand? We want him to have the best care
available.”

“You say he’s the best?” She repeated
what Benton told her earlier. “This Doctor Phillips, he’s the
best?”

“Yes,” Benton said. “He is. I’ve made
a lot of phone calls, and all my colleagues say he is the one we
want. I spoke with Phillips this morning, and he is willing to take
the case.”

Brody appeared in the doorway, and
Jeanette looked up expectantly. The actor smiled at her with weary
eyes. Jeanette waited, but Brody did not speak.

“Jeanette?” Benton called her back to
the discussion. “What do you think?” Her eyes did not leave Brody’s
face.

Brody shook his head, in answer to her
unspoken question. “There’s no change,” he whispered. He shuffled
into the room, sat down on a chair, and leaned forward to rest his
elbows on his knees. He dropped his face into his open palms, and
sighed heavily.

“Brody,” Benton called, softly. Brody
scrubbed at his chin, and looked up at Benton. His cheeks were
shaded with stubble, his eyes were bloodshot, and a lock of hair
hung loosely over his forehead. “What do you think,” Benton asked
his friend. Michael had spoken to Brody earlier about transferring
Casey to another hospital. Ultimately, the decision belonged to
Jeanette, but she seemed uncertain. Michael knew this was the right
decision, and he did not want to waste time.

“I think we need to do it,” Brody
said. He took a breath, and leaned back in his chair. “Assuming
Jeanette is OK with it.” He paused, and returned Jeanette’s gaze.
“We’ll take care of the details,” he said. “All you have to do is
approve the transfer.”

Jeanette bit her lower lip, and
removed her hand carefully from Michael’s grasp. She folded her
hands in her lap, and shifted her gaze to the floor lamp in the
corner of the waiting room. Brody watched her carefully. Jeanette
Fosco had recently celebrated her seventy-fourth birthday. She was
not old by today’s standards, but she had some health issues in the
last three years, and the spry woman Brody met seven years ago
looked much older these days.

“Jeanette?” Benton called her again.
She turned to look at him, and the intensity of her gaze caught him
off guard. “What is it?” He put his hand on hers again.

“I can’t lose him,” Jeanette said. Her
tone was firm, and measured. “I can’t.”

Brody went to her. He knelt in front
of her chair, and reached up to lift her chin. He looked into her
eyes, with earnest sincerity. “I can’t imagine how difficult this
is for you,” he said. “We don’t want to push you, but Michael says
we have to make a decision. Casey’s condition hasn’t changed since
the accident.” Brody waited, but she did not respond, so he
soldiered on. “We have to do something. We can’t just sit here and
wait.”

Jeanette raised her eyes, and stared
past Brody, her eyes focused on the wall on the opposite side of
the room. Brody waited patiently. At last, she met his gaze. Then
her eyes shifted to Benton. “Michael, could you walk with me to his
room,” her voice was plaintive. “I want to sit with him for a
little while.”

“Of course,” Benton said. Brody stood
up, and stepped aside, as Benton took Jeanette’s elbow and helped
her off the chair. “I’ll be right back,” Michael said.

“I’ll meet you in the cafeteria.”
Brody followed them out into the hall.

Benton looked over his shoulder at
Brody, as he led Jeanette away. Their eyes met in somber
recognition. Brody leaned against the wall, and watched them
disappear around the corner. He felt helpless and frustrated. Even
with a world-renowned specialist waiting in the wings, Brody saw
the truth in Benton’s eyes. Michael was hopeful, but not confident,
and Brody knew the specialist was probably a long shot. He had been
in the room when the doctor told Jeanette there was very little
brain activity. Brody asked Benton for a prognosis, but his friend
was evasive. All he would say was that the boy was not brain dead.
For Jeanette’s sake, they would remain optimistic, until someone
told them there was no hope. Still, Brody couldn’t ignore the
facts. He could not reach Casey across the dream, and that was a
bad sign.

Brody pushed away from the wall, and
walked toward the elevator. From somewhere at the back of his
brain, an image floated into view. His hands clenched reflexively
at his sides, and he stopped walking. “No,” he said aloud. “He’s
not brain dead.” He closed his eyes, and worked at the memory. “I
remember now. He was calling me when I was in the dream,” he said.
A young, blonde nurse threw him a sidelong glance, as she passed.
Brody averted his eyes, and waited for her to round the corner,
trying not to lose the snip of memory. He focused on the dream,
willing it to rise from the depths of his subconscious mind. He saw
the train again, felt the cold blast of air rising above the abyss,
and heard Casey’s faint call. Brody grabbed at the vaporous echo,
and held fast to the memory, trying to bring it into focus. He
leaned against the wall, and willed his legs to hold
him.

The dream snatched him out of the
hospital corridor, and Brody stood with his hands limp at his
sides. Three visitors pushed past him, and opened the door to a
nearby room, but he didn’t see them. The lights in the corridor
faded and disappeared, as the dream took over. Brody felt the
ground shift under his feet, and heard Casey call him, as the train
rode the wind into the cavernous hole.

After several minutes, Brody returned
to reality. His head swiveled left and right, as he tried to get
his bearings. The blonde nurse approached him again, and this time
she stared at him openly. She hesitated, wondering if he was OK.
Brody flashed a weak smile, and she moved on. He forced his legs to
move, and walked to the elevator, to punch the button. He glanced
up at the numbers above the door, and watched the lights shift, as
the elevator car dropped toward his floor. The doors opened, and
Brody walked into the car, and slumped against the wall.

When he got to the cafeteria, Brody
snagged a cardboard cup from the stack. He ran some coffee out of
the urn, and headed to a table in the back. He sat down on the hard
plastic chair, as the world spun in kaleidoscopic turns before his
eyes. He sipped at the coffee, trying to steady his hand, but the
shaking wouldn’t stop. For the first time in years, Brody longed
for a shot of fortitude. He closed his eyes, and saw the trainman
walking toward him in the aisle. “What can I get you, Mr.
Murphy?”

“Scotch neat.” Brody heard his own
voice echoing across the years. He pushed the coffee aside, dropped
his head to the table, rested his forehead on his arms, and fell
into a dead sleep.

Brody opened his eyes, and glanced at
the sun. He rolled onto his side, and flattened his palm on the
sand, brushing aside the fine, warm granules to retrieve his
sunglasses. Sally was sitting outside the circle of the beach
umbrella. She took to the beach with a carefully prescribed
schedule, flipping every ten minutes, like a burger on a
grill.

Brody, on the other hand, preferred to
remain in shadow, protecting his milky white, Irish complexion from
the damaging rays of the sun, and ensuring he would not join the
ranks of the lobster-red tourists who lined the aisles of the local
drug store trolling for sunburn relief. Just now, Sally was in the
prone position. She raised her head off the bright blue blanket,
and peeked at Brody under the wide brim of her straw hat. The hat
was highlighted with a blue ribbon that matched the color of her
towel. Sally was a stickler for detail, but she would not need a
microscope to find the flaws in her husband.

“Can you get my back?” Sally called to
him across the sand.

Brody sat up, and craned his neck to
peek under the beach umbrella at the scathing sun. He raised an
eyebrow, and considered his wife’s request, carefully. “I suppose I
could scamper out there and get back, before my skin
crisps.”

Sally threw her head to the side, and
laughed. Her raven hair escaped from her hat, and fell over the
right side of her forehead, draping her shoulder like a silken
shawl. Brody had all but forgotten this event. There was no real
significance to the day, or to the exchange, except for the fact
that it happened on their honeymoon, and that it was probably the
last day they were happily married. Brody recalled how Sally looked
on that day, her long, lithe body set against the backdrop of the
azure ocean, and the cloudless horizon. Sally had smiled at him
with a coy tilt of her head, and he knew they were headed for the
hotel.

Brody threw Sally on the bed, and ran
his hands over her breasts, brushing the soft grains of sand onto
the coverlet. He slipped the swimsuit straps from her shoulders,
and peeled the suit down around her hips, turning his face to rest
on her belly. He could feel her heart speed its pace as he raised
his hand to caress her cheek. He lingered there, touching her
cheeks, running his index finger over the curve of her bottom lip,
and down the turn of her chin. She pulled his face up to hers, and
nipped at his lower lip with her top teeth, as he fumbled with her
suit. Brody moved up to sit on her hips and felt the warmth of her
skin, and the gentle nudge of her hipbones against his body. Her
legs came up around his waist, and he rested his weight on his
right knee. Sally pulled him to the side, and onto his back, and
Brody fell into the mattress. She hovered above him on the bed. Her
wet hair hung in black rivers around her face, as she held her new
husband in her gaze. She ran her fingers through his hair, and
caressed his face. The light tilted toward the horizon, and a
single ray of sun pierced the opening in the curtains, and fell
across her face. The smell of sand, sea and coconut oil filled the
room.

They lingered on the rumpled bed for
some time. Brody called room service, and ordered a bottle of
champagne. Sally showered, and returned from the steamy bathroom
still wearing the glow of honeymoon sex. On that day, Brody thought
he might actually be happy with Sally, but the thought was
short-lived. By the time the plane landed in New York, he knew he
had made a mistake. The disaster that was their marriage wasn’t
Sally’s fault, though in time (and with lots of therapy) he would
come to understand that blame was never one-sided. Surely, she
might have done some things to take the shine off the relationship,
but most of the blame fell squarely on Brody’s shoulders. He should
have known better than to think he could leave his broken past
behind, and pretend to be normal. He knew nothing about normal
people, or how they lived. What he did know was how to drive people
away. The marriage lasted longer than it should, and that was a
testament to Sally’s perseverance. That moment on the beach, was
the moment between breaths, the moment just after you fill your
lungs with life-giving oxygen and just before you exhale and lose
your reserve. On the beach and in the hotel room – for those few
hours, Brody and Sally were happily married.

Brody lingered in the memory of the
beach, enjoying the feeling of the warm sand and sun, but the
memory was short-lived. The sand, and the earth below, lurched into
a squat, and it's back arched like a cat on a junkyard fence. It
fell and rose like a living thing, tossing Brody across the beach.
Sally cried out, as her body rolled down the newly formed dune, and
into the sand below. The earth twisted again, desperately trying to
rid itself of some poison deep within its core.

“This is an interesting dream,” Brody
thought. He felt the kind of calm separation experienced by an
audience member watching a horror movie in the front row of a movie
theater. “I could spend a few thousand dollars dissecting this with
my therapist,” he thought.

Then he was back on the rolling sand.
Sally screamed, and Brody scrambled for the crest of the dune, as
the beach umbrella tilted, and tumbled into the ravine. The sand
was red with blood. Only moments before, the sky was bright with
sunlight on a blue canvas. Now it was engorged with storm clouds,
and electrified with carnival lightning bolts that streaked across
the water and split the horizon. Brody fell to the sand, and closed
his eyes against the jerking landscape, feeling the warm blood on
his skin as it ran, in rivers, down the side of the dune. Sally’s
strangled cries continued; a dim backdrop to
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