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One

Why is it so dark in here? And that smell, like dried lavender mixed with ammonia.

A door thrown open, curtains thrust aside noisily. I squint in the harsh light. A stout woman with black hair in a messy upsweep unlatches a window while a scowling older man hisses orders. The woman ducks her head and shrinks into her shoulders, as if to hide from the man’s voice.

Who are these people? And what’s with those outfits?

The woman’s dress is long and drab with a large white apron, down to the floor. The man’s suit and vest look like cast-offs from the Merchant-Ivory costume department. Even his glasses are vintage.

But that’s the least of it. This is clearly not my room.

My nose wrinkles at the ripe smell of unwashed body, and I realize that the man and the woman are standing at the foot of my bed staring at me. Am I the source of that smell? Is that why they’re looking at me?

Apparently, I am having a dream, and a highly olfactory one at that. Strange, though. I can’t recall ever having been aware of dreaming during the dream itself. Lucid dreaming, that’s what Frank called it. Claimed he used to have them all the time when he was seeing some Jungian therapist.

Why are they looking at me like that?

“Miss Mansfield? Are you awake?”

It’s the man who’s speaking to me, moving toward the bed as he does. I can now connect the stench with its source. His face has the bulging-eyed look of a trout surprised to find itself attached to a hook. I stifle a giggle.

“Miss Mansfield,” he says again. “Can you hear me?”

Miss Mansfield. That’s a good one. Especially the British accent. That’s what I get for being such a Jane Austen addict. No wonder some bipedal trout in a dream is calling me something that could be right out of an Austen novel—though last night I fell asleep reading Pride and Prejudice, not Mansfield Park.

“Miss Mansfield?”

Should I answer? No need to be polite. After all, it’s my dream, isn’t it? He’s just some cryptic symbol. Of what, however, I have no idea. He does look really worried, though, poor guy. Perhaps he’s a symbol of some subconscious desire I have to be more tolerant of people with poor personal hygiene.

“Miss Mansfield. Can you hear me?”

“Why are you calling me that?” I finally say.

He gasps, his bulging eyes magnified by his glasses. Perhaps I should have played along. After all, he can’t be expected to know he’s just a construction of my subconscious mind. Should I be the one to break the news?

He backs up from the bed, pulling a handkerchief from his jacket and wiping his sweaty upper lip.

“Barnes,” he says to the one with the apron, “tell your mistress that Miss Mansfield has opened her eyes. Inform her that I will be with her shortly.”

“Very good, sir,” says the woman, with an unmistakable note of relief in her voice, and closes the door.

I lie under the covers and observe while the man, who is evidently a doctor, feels my pulse, touches my cheek and forehead, and frowns. Then he opens a brown leather satchel and takes out a china bowl that’s kind of like a soup bowl except that it looks like someone took a big bite out of its edge. Next he opens a little leather case with some sharp instruments in it, then gives me a sort of half grin with his blubbery fish lips.

“I shall be back in just a few minutes, Miss Mansfield. A little bleeding will be just the thing.”

I remember that Frank once said lucid dreams have a decided advantage over regular dreams. If a lucid dream becomes unpleasant, all you have to do is say what you want out loud or take some kind of definitive action and proclaim your control over how the dream goes. And, like magic, a menacing rat will change into a cuddly puppy or a smelly doctor with a lancet will change into a . . . let’s see, how about a vase of roses?

“Enough!” I shout at the doctor. “I pronounce you to be a vase of roses!”

Strange. This is not my voice. And this working class girl from Los Angeles by way of Long Island definitely does not have a fancy British accent.

“Lord bless me!” says the doctor, backing away with fright-widened eyes. And then he’s out the door.

It figures Frank would brag about being able to change a nightmare into a nice dream when he really had no idea what he was talking about. What options do I have now? I could certainly will myself awake, can’t I? Focus, focus. Come on, wake up!

I squeeze my eyes shut. Wake up!

I open my eyes. I’m still here.

All right then, no need to panic. I’ll probably wake up before he comes back to cut me. And it’s not like he’d actually be cutting me anyway.

I get out of bed, stand up. I’m a little wobbly. Weak, in fact. My logic knows this is a dream, but it’s a damned realistic one. I have to take some action. Action is power, power is control, and I need control in case the doctor comes back in to finish his task.

I feel the little hairs rising on the back of my neck. Someone is in the room with me. A dark-haired woman in a long white dress. I can see her reflection in the mirror that stands in the corner of the room. I can feel the adrenaline rush as I whip around.

There’s no one behind me.

There she is again, in the mirror. I move closer to her reflection, not daring to turn around. My forehead throbs, and I press it with my hand. The woman in the mirror does the same. I drop my hand to my side, and she mimics my motions.

I turn around and see no one behind me, then turn back again to face the mirror. The woman’s image continues to stare back at me.

The flesh rises on my arms. Calm down now; this isn’t real.

I look at the strange reflection staring back at me. I feel the unfamiliar weight of skin and bones resting on me, yet not any part of me. It is a costume, a mask. Yet the more I gaze at that reflection, the more the skin seems to merge with myself inside of it. It’s closing in on me, becoming me, but it’s not me. Is this how lucid dreams are supposed to feel? How am I supposed to know? I’ve never had one before.

I suppose the unfamiliar is always unsettling at first. And I’m not about to let a dream freak me out. Especially when the reflection staring back at me from the mirror is so much more attractive than I am in waking life. The hair is long and dark, almost black and slightly wavy. The pale, unadorned face is much prettier than I’ve ever been without any makeup. The body isn’t bad either. Tall, slender figure with nice curves, at least from what I can tell through the white, high-necked granny nightgown. I cup my hands around the breasts, which are certainly smaller than mine but seem to go with the rest of the body. That body is so unlike my own petite frame, with breasts far too large to be proportional, short legs, and a tendency to look enormous with only five extra pounds on me. Breasts as big as mine only look great on tall, slim women, who often must resort to surgery to achieve that effect, since tall, slim women usually come equipped with smaller accessories.

Gazing at the mirror begins to make my head throb. It’s safer to look at the room, which is unlike anything I’ve ever woken up in. A four-poster bed with a canopy, the kind I’ve always dreamed of having. But I am dreaming, I remind myself. Thick, burgundy velvet curtains, a view from the window to lawns, trees, flower beds, and an herb garden. A pink marble fireplace. An intricately carved chest of drawers. An armoire with inlaid designs in the wood. An ornately framed mirror in addition to the one on the dressing table and the other one on a stand. Wherever I look I see the black-haired woman. As in the home of Sir Walter Eliot, Jane Austen’s very own metrosexual, there’s no getting away from myself in this room. Or at least there’s no getting away from that alien reflection. Fortunately, she’s not hard to look at. No puffy hangover bags under the eyes, no red blotches on the skin from sleeping with my cheek on my hand, no lank blond hair plastered to one side of my face.

I sit down at the dressing table and pick up a silver brush, open an inlaid wooden box, and finger the sparkling rings, pins, and pearl necklaces inside. More wish fulfillment. I can’t begin to count the times I’ve agonized over my checkbook and wished I didn’t have to decide which was more important, paying the electric bill on time or buying groceries, although sometimes I did neither and had my highlights done instead. It’s unlikely that a person with a bedroom like this and a well-stocked jewelry box ever has to prioritize such things. Of course, I also appear to be in a pre-electricity dream era, which would remove one factor from the equation.

Anyway, who could blame my subconscious for concocting such an escapist fantasy to a Jane Austen–like world, knife-happy doctor notwithstanding. After all, the last couple of months haven’t exactly been a picnic.

Don’t want to think about that now. Just want to lie back down in this comfy bed.





Two

A knock at the door. Before I can say anything, it opens, and in walks the doctor. He looks at me warily, then right behind him comes a petite, curvaceous woman, maybe fifty years old, in a long, empire-waistline dress. Golden blond curls and tendrils frame her face and neck, but most of her hair is covered by one of those pouffy, lacy shower caps masquerading as hats. She’d probably look younger if she didn’t wear it, and I have half a mind to tell her so.

The woman glides over to me, places a cool hand on my forehead, and, as if as an afterthought, gives me a quick kiss on the cheek. “Well, Jane, I am pleased to see you back among the living.”

What’s this about?

Her ice-blue eyes examine me. “Have you nothing to say to me, child?”

I most certainly don’t. She looks over at the doctor, who frowns in reply.

“It is best you leave us now, Mrs. Mansfield,” he says. “Barnes will attend me.” He glances meaningfully at the bowl and lancet.

The one called Mrs. Mansfield arches an eyebrow and shrugs. “Well, I suppose you must.” She strides over to the door and hisses in a stage whisper for Barnes, who scuttles in.

Doc bows at Mrs. Mansfield, then smiles at me. His teeth are yellow-and-brown spatulate things.

No way is this creature going to stick anything into my arm. I’ve always been squeamish, but this is too much. Last time I had my blood drawn was at the gynecologist’s, and I had to lie down in an empty examination room for twenty minutes because I almost fainted, and assistants were running around getting me cups of orange juice and cookies to give me a sugar jolt. Somehow knowing this is a dream doesn’t make the prospect of a bleeding seem any less frightening. Besides, by the look of things this is the early part of the nineteenth century, and though I’m no historian, I know that in Jane Austen’s day, antisepsis was still decades away from becoming standard practice. Even though it’s a dream and might have its own Wonderland sort of logic, I’m not about to take any chances. Who knows where that lancet has been before?

“Wait!” I shout as loudly as I can in that strange British voice.

Doc, Barnes, and the petite woman all look at me at once.

“Listen, you guys,” I say. “I’m having a dream, and none of this is real. So why don’t you just put those instruments of torture away right now, because you’re wasting your time. Any minute I’m going to wake up, and you’ll all go back to . . . I don’t know, wherever it is you go.”

Mrs. Mansfield’s eyes are steel. “Jane. You will refrain from speaking such nonsense. And to your mother of all people.”

“Mother? You’re not my mother.”

The doctor steps in. “My dear lady,” he says to Mrs. Mansfield. “She is certainly not in her right mind. Do be good enough to leave us so that I might bring her to her senses. I have seen such cases of brain fever before, and I flatter myself to say that I have been successful in bringing about a complete cure.”

“Forget it, pal,” I say. “You’re not coming within ten feet of me, even if this is a dream. And I’m sorry, ma’am, but you don’t exist. I don’t even exist, at least not here. My name is Courtney Stone, and I live in L.A. You know, California? In the twenty-first century? I have my own mother and my own life. Not much of a life, but it’s the only one I’ve got. I’m sorry if you think you’re real, but there’s nothing I can do about that. Now why don’t you all just please leave me alone until I wake up.”

Mrs. Mansfield’s icy blues are like lasers.

“Don’t waste your time, sweetheart,” I say to her. “I suppose that might be an intimidating look—if you were real, that is.”

The doctor whispers to Mrs. Mansfield, motions to Barnes, and the three of them scurry out of the room. Yes!

I lie here in bed, suddenly too weak and heavy to do anything but enjoy the respite. I must have dozed off (if one could actually doze while dreaming), because the next thing I know, I’m waking to the sound of Mrs. Mansfield coming back into the room. She closes the door behind her, sits on the edge of the bed, leans over me, and grasps my shoulders, hard. I’m so thrown by the steeliness of her voice and the viselike grip of her fingers that I can’t even protest.

Her eyes narrow to slits. “Now you listen to me, Jane. Mr. Jones believes that the only hope for your recovery awaits you in an asylum, but I can assure you that no daughter of mine will ever enter a house for madmen. It would be a disgrace to the Mansfield name that I will not abide. And should you ever leave such a place, your fate as a spinster would be guaranteed. Not that the danger of that is slight at the age of thirty, even without the epithet of madwoman. You would be shunned by society, and all your family would share in your disgrace.”

She lets go of my shoulders and pauses to see my reaction.

“You know, you really should rethink the hat. You’re not a bad-looking woman.”

“This is no joke,” she says, springing off the bed and standing over me, index finger pointing in my face. “If you persist in this shameful conduct, I will allow Mr. Jones to take you forthwith, and I shall let it be known that you have died as a result of your riding accident. Your father would resist such a course of action, but I daresay he would come to a right way of thinking, especially when he realizes the disgrace to be visited upon your sister and brother. And indeed, you will be every bit as dead to me if you enter an asylum as you would be lying in your grave. In fact, from what Mr. Jones has just told me, I am persuaded you will wish yourself in the ground should you choose such accommodations over a more reasonable course of action.”


I attempt a laugh while visions of some squalid, nineteenth-century version of One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest dance through my head.



“You’re not serious,” I say.

She raises an eyebrow. “I would not take such a gamble if I were you. I do not believe you are insane, and I am about to prove I am right. No sane person would ever give up your comfortable situation for such an alternative. And if—heaven forbid—I am wrong, then this removal will be best for all concerned.”

My fears must be visible on my face, for Mrs. Mansfield’s seems to relax in a sort of triumph.

“All right,” I say. “You win.”

“Good.” She begins to pace the room. “Of course, I will have to give that dreadful Mr. Jones a little something—more than a little something, no doubt—to ensure his silence. I’ll not have him gossiping to all the neighborhood. As for Barnes, she is trustworthy, to be sure; however, it cannot hurt to make her trust a more profitable enterprise.”

As if recollecting my presence, she turns to me and says, “As for you, Jane, I insist you say nothing of this to your father. He is very fond of you, though I have no idea why, and this matter would upset him terribly. From now on, you will conduct yourself as you should, and there will be no more talk of not being the person who you so clearly are.”

“I’ll try,” I say. “Though I can’t promise I can pretend to be someone I’m not for very long. However, I have a feeling this will all end very soon.”

Mrs. Mansfield raises an eyebrow. “Whatever do you mean by that?”

“You told me not to talk of it, so let’s just leave it at that, okay?”

“‘O-Kay’? And what sort of word is that, pray tell?”

“Never mind,” I say. “Forget about it.”

“With pleasure.”

Interesting. Though the psyche of a twenty-first-century woman has created this dream, it is somehow a hermetically sealed world, isolated from modern references.

Throughout all this talk of asylums and riding accidents, my head has begun to throb again. I press my hand to my forehead.

Mrs. Mansfield eyes me. “I suppose that blow to your head could account for your odd behavior. It was a nasty fall, to be sure. However, you are not the only one who suffered. For almost three whole days, while you slept the sleep of the innocent, I was in a constant state of suspense. Would you awake, or would you die? Should I order our mourning clothes, or should I wait another day?”

“Not to mention all the funeral arrangements.”

“You have not the smallest notion of what that can do to a person.” Mrs. Mansfield stifles a yawn. “Dear me, I am exhausted.” She looks at me, and her eyes narrow. “I shall summon Mr. Jones, and you shall make certain there is no doubt in his mind as to the soundness of your mental state. Have I made myself understood?”

“Uh-huh.”

“You will speak like a well-bred young lady, or you will be sorry you were born.”

She locks my eyes with her own, and I am the first to look down. “Do you understand me?”

“Yes—ma’am.” I can’t believe I’m allowing her to intimidate me.

“Excellent.” Mrs. Mansfield bestows a glacial smile upon me and leaves the room, and I lie there trying to make sense of the situation, and trying to talk myself out of a growing queasiness in the pit of my stomach. After all, why get all bent out of shape over a dream? So what if it seems that I’m stuck in it for the time being; it’s bound to end eventually. Might as well take advantage of my lucidity and deconstruct it while still in it.

Not that it would take a rocket scientist to do so. Aside from my addiction to all things Austen providing the setting, the mother figure’s narcissism is clearly a caricature of my own mother’s self-centeredness. Like Mrs. Mansfield, Mom is mostly interested in my life inasmuch as it affects her own.

On the other hand, Mrs. M doesn’t appear to have my mother’s self-medication issues. Though I’m sure there’s a sherry bottle around somewhere. Mrs. M certainly doesn’t appear to have been swilling, but then again, Mom never actually looks hammered either.

Still, Mom doesn’t have Mrs. M’s killer instincts. Fact is, despite her selfishness, or maybe even because of it, I can always ask Mom for help in a pinch. She seems to get on some kind of high fueled by maternal hormones and self-importance whenever I’m in extremis. Suddenly, she develops an in-depth interest in my life, feeding off the drama like a soap opera junkie anxious for the next installment. My breakups, heartbreaks, and financial crises give her something to talk about with her friends, especially her role as glorified rescuer of the distressed. Inevitably, whenever I emerge from a crisis and get my life back to normal, dear Mom lapses back into her routine lack of interest.

Suddenly, I am struck by a realization. The doctor called me “Miss Mansfield”; the mother figure called me “Jane.” Jane Mansfield! Too bad this Jane Mansfield’s breast size doesn’t live up to the name. And too bad I am doomed to be an anachronism, because I’m sure no one in this period-piece dream would get the joke.

The appearance in my doorway of Mrs. Mansfield and the doctor puts an end to those musings. Perhaps my amusement still shows on my face, because Mrs. Mansfield looks at me warningly.

“I was just telling Mr. Jones how well you are feeling now, Jane. Why do you not put his mind at ease?”

I open my mouth and say, in perfectly nineteenth-century lady-like language, “I assure you I am perfectly well now, Mr. Jones. I was momentarily confused when I awoke, but I am quite recovered.” I almost giggle at the sound of my voice. It’s like being in the seventh grade play. Or even better, in a Jane Austen novel.

And to Mrs. Mansfield I add, “Forgive me for worrying you . . . Mama.”

“Mama” pats me on the cheek, then turns to the doctor again, looking at him smugly.

He frowns a bit, no doubt disappointed at having his fun spoiled. But he clears his throat and then favors us both with a broad smile. “This is all very promising, I daresay, Mrs. Mansfield. Nevertheless, unless I can satisfy myself with medical proof of Miss Mansfield’s health, I would be remiss in advising you to keep her here. After all, what if she should become violent? In such cases as these, you know, it is not uncommon.”

Mrs. Mansfield’s confident look vanishes.

“Be not alarmed, madam,” says the doctor. “If you leave Miss Mansfield to my care for but half an hour, I shall bleed out of her any vicious humors that might bring forth such an inclination. Then we might all rest easy.”

Dear God. I have to talk them out of this. As Mr. Jones reaches for his bag, I silently hiss my vehement refusal at Mrs. Mansfield. She chooses to ignore me.

“Very well,” she says to my would-be torturer. “I shall send Barnes to you directly.”

“Jane,” she says to me, “you shall cooperate fully with Mr. Jones.”

This isn’t happening. I have to do something, say something. “Wait a moment, Mother,” I say, again marveling at the alien voice coming out of my mouth. “I am perfectly well and there is no need to put Mr. Jones to any more trouble. Besides, I am already in a weakened state; if I should lose blood I am likely to feel much worse rather than much better.”

Mr. Jones smiles at me as one would to a child who has just said that the sun must be hot indeed to survive its nightly descent into the ocean.

“I can assure you, Miss Mansfield,” he says with barely restrained triumph, “that draining the offensive humors in the blood will do quite the opposite of weakening you.” And, turning to Mrs. Mansfield, he makes a polite bow. She nods and approaches the bed, leaning over as if to give me a kiss.

“You will do as he says,” she hisses into my ear. “His silence depends on his being satisfied that it was he who enacted the cure.” When she attempts to straighten herself up again, I clutch at her dress, but she extricates herself with those surprisingly strong fingers, and with one quick dagger look at me, leaves the room.

Barnes, who has evidently been waiting outside, steps in. Jones moves toward me, surgical knife and bowl in hand. I scream, and he motions to Barnes to hold me still. I must be really weak, because she doesn’t have much trouble restraining me. I watch in horror as he lowers the knife. Oh God, please let me wake up from this nightmare. The knife touches my arm and . . . that is all I remember.





Three

When I open my eyes, it’s dark in the room. Mrs. Mansfield is standing over my bed, a candle in her hand.

“Poor dear. You have been sleeping for hours. Will you have some dinner now?”

I shake my head, wanting more than anything to throttle her.

“Now, Jane. You haven’t eaten in almost four days.”

“Like you care. That vampire nearly drained me dry. I’m so weak I can hardly move.” I show her my arm with the offending cut, glaring at her accusingly.

She shrugs. “All the more reason for you to eat something. Cook made your favorite.” She bustles around the room, lighting candles with the one in her hand.

“Whatever.”

She touches my arm lightly. “I shall have a tray sent up.” And turns to go.

She pauses in the doorway. “You are wrong, you know. I do care. Someday you will understand that I did what I had to do. For you.”

I turn my head, and I hear her leave the room.

Who is this woman? Does she really think she cares about me or, more accurately, Jane? I fume for a while, becoming aware of the emptiness in my stomach. I’m so hungry that I’m on the verge of having a stomachache. Where is that alleged tray? It’s bizarre that I can have this intense and visceral feeling of bodily hunger in the midst of a dream.


And that isn’t the only bodily feeling I’m having. I have an absolutely pressing need to take a pee, too. And have no idea where the bathroom is. Or if the bathroom even exists.



Just as I’m forming a desperate plan of dragging myself out of bed to urinate into the washbasin, Barnes arrives laden with a huge tray of delicious smelling food. She looks at me anxiously, as if afraid to approach.

“Please,” I say to her. “Could you help me?”

She rushes to my side, depositing the tray with a clatter on the dressing table.

“What is it, miss? Please don’t be ill again.”

“It’s not that. I need to go to the bathroom.”

Her face goes blank momentarily, and then she frowns. “You’ll be wanting a bath now, miss?”

“I want the toilet, privy. Whatever you call it. I have to, you know—pee!”

“Oh, of course.” She reaches under the bed and produces a china pot painted all over with little flowers, and thrusts it in my direction.

“You expect me to pee in that?” The thought is revolting, but if I don’t relieve myself soon, the alternative will be much worse.

I reach for the pot. “Here, let me. I can handle this myself.” But when she releases the pot into my grasp I almost drop it, I’m so weak. Shocked at the state of my physical condition and too desperate to think any more of modesty, I surrender to Barnes’s helpful hands. Quickly covering the pot with a cloth, Barnes rushes out of the room, promising to return posthaste to see to my dinner.

I sink back on the bed, sweet relief flooding through me, and the aroma of some kind of roasted meat from the tray making my mouth water. I hope Barnes intends to wash her hands before she reappears.

Barnes is back in a flash, but I can’t tell if she’s attended to personal hygiene, and it’s too awkward to ask outright. Anyway, I’m too famished to care much and gratefully surrender to her feeding me roast beef and potatoes. Yummy. It’s not long before I can’t eat another bite, though I really haven’t consumed much of what was on the tray.

As Barnes bustles about covering dishes, she looks at me shyly and says, “You’re not in anger at me for helping Mr. Jones, are you, miss? I was only doing my job, and me and you was always such good friends. Surely you know I want what’s best for you.”

Her face flushes red as she lowers her eyes and busies herself again with the tray.

“No, of course I’m not angry,” I say.

“My brother has been beside himself these past few days, worrying and fretting.”

She’s looking at me, almost expectantly.

“Your brother?”

“He’s beside himself with joy at your recovery, as we all are, miss. But he seems more distracted than ever. And the worse he gets, the more trouble Mr. Dowling gives him. First there was the two crystal glasses he knocked over and broke the other day, and then today he was late for breakfast on account of Cook letting him have a bit too much brandy last night. Why, Mr. Dowling is this close to dismissing him. Which might not be the worst thing.”

She has been twisting a handkerchief in her hands, but now looks up at me, as if wanting a response. “Perhaps you are of the same mind, miss?”

“I . . . I’m sure you know what’s best for your brother. Sometimes even a lateral move can lead to more rewarding opportunities.” Suddenly I am channeling a human resources drone.

Barnes has a sort of glazed look in her eyes. “Right, miss. Anyway, I says to him, what good can come of this if you stay? But he won’t hear none of it. Will you think of none but yourself, I says? You’ll have nothing to live on, and neither will I. Because sure as I’m standing here, I’d lose my place as well. And there would be nothing to send my mother, and . . .”

Barnes’s voice cracks, and she starts to cry. “Dismiss me if you must for speaking so freely, miss, but please do not throw everything away. You’ll be cut off without a penny, and I can’t bear to think of you starving in the streets . . .”

Now she loses it. She keeps trying to control herself, apologizing incoherently, blowing her nose into a handkerchief, eyes streaming, and all I can do is keep telling her that it’s okay for her to cry. But I have no idea what she’s talking about.

Unless—could it be that the fretting, about-to-be-fired brother has something to do with my starving in the streets? Is Barnes implying I’ve been doing the nasty with a member of the serving classes? Perhaps ordering him to service me?

Barnes looks like she’s just been slapped, and I realize I’ve got a smirk on my face. Poor Barnes. How could I be so insensitive? Just because I know this isn’t real doesn’t mean that she knows it, too. If she did, she wouldn’t be crying her eyes out. Which means her brother wouldn’t know this isn’t real either, so the least I could do is have a little compassion. Poor guy, whoever he is, suffering over me like that, and his sister, suffering over all of us. Imagine a man daring to risk everything for love. Of me.

Then again, it’s not for love of me, it’s for love of this dark-haired woman’s reflection I see in the mirror. Which makes sense, because a man’s risking everything for love of me could only happen in a dream. Real life is populated with the likes of Frank, formerly known as fiancé, and Wes, formerly known as friend. Both currently known as pond scum.

I wonder if I’ll see my alleged lover from the oppressed classes before I wake up. Much as I want to wake up and get back to my life, I can’t help but be curious. Is he cute? Does he have some kind of blue-collar magnetism like Joe, the carpenter who spent a month earthquake-retrofitting my building and another three walking around my bedroom wearing nothing but a tool belt?

I realize Barnes is looking at me.

“Sorry?” I say.

“Do you forgive me, miss, for sobbing all over you like that? And you just recovered yourself.”

“Don’t give it a second thought. I hope you feel better soon.”

“Oh, miss. You’re so kind, you are. Always thinking of everyone else but yourself.” She wipes a tear away. And with a curtsey, leaves me alone in this room. To think. And sleep.

Which I do within seconds, the last fuzzy thought being that I trust this will be all over when I awake.





Four

But it’s not. I’m still here. Shit. It’s morning. Birds singing. The scent of roses wafting through my window. Mrs. Mansfield in my doorway.

Like I said, Shit.

“Good morning, Jane. You look well.”

I turn on my side, so that I am facing away from her.

“Are you well enough to come downstairs and have some breakfast?” She strips the covers off me; guess I don’t have a choice. If this were really like a Jane Austen novel, someone like Captain Benwick would be at my feet reading me Scott and Byron as I recovered from my head injury. But instead I’m subjected to the whims of a frilly blond porcelain doll and her scalpel-wielding henchman.

“Here, let me.” She helps me to my feet.

I take a few tentative steps and feel little of the weakness of the day before. Evidently the healing process in dreams is a swift one.

“Well? You seem infinitely better,” she says.

“I guess so.”

“Good girl. I shall send Barnes to you.” She eyes my face and frowns, swiping her hand across my forehead and then examining her fingers, as if checking for dust on a dresser top. Then she leans over, her face close to mine, but instead of giving me a kiss, she sniffs at my skin, her mouth crinkling in distaste, before straightening her posture and gliding toward the door. “Your face could do with a good washing” is her parting endearment.

Barnes appears within moments, all demure and polite silence this morning. And for the next half hour she furrows her brow in concentration while she laces and buttons me into various layers of clothing and does my hair. I enjoy the pampering, which, come to think of it, is more necessity than pampering. After all, how could anyone get into these clothes alone, especially with the laces and buttons inconveniently located in the back of the garments?

I realize I have not brushed my teeth since God knows when, and I ask Barnes for a toothbrush, hoping that such a thing exists. Thankfully, she produces a reasonable facsimile, albeit a little ratty and with a metal handle, but nevertheless a toothbrush. There’s even a tongue scraper. Using someone else’s dental utensils is only the beginning of the unpleasantness, however. The tooth powder, which when I add a little water becomes a salty, chalky paste, not only makes me gag, but makes my teeth feel like they’re being scoured with Comet. What I wouldn’t do for a minty paste with fluoride. But I think of the doctor’s brown and yellow smile and brush even harder.

After Barnes leaves me, I check myself out in the mirror and again experience that shock of seeing someone else looking back at me.

I arrive downstairs at the breakfast table, drawn by the aromas of freshly baked bread and hot chocolate, but I experience a brief, stomach-churning moment when the first thing I notice on the table is a giant ham glistening with fat. Mrs. Mansfield sees the look on my face and motions to a servant to take away the platter. “Your father,” she says and rolls her eyes. “He plans to spend the day in his atelier”—she draws out the word “atelier” with a sneer—“and you know he will not emerge till dinner. Now, what would you like?”

I think of declining half of what Mrs. Mansfield presses on me to eat, but I decide it’s best not to give her any cause to suspect a relapse. Besides, I figure all that delicious bread and hot chocolate has imaginary calories, another advantage of eating while unconscious.

While I eat, she talks. Mostly about someone named Mr. Edgeworth. “How refreshing,” she says, “to meet with a man whose manners and person are as agreeable as his fortune.” I gather from Mrs. Mansfield’s monologue that the man in question is a widower who inherited his nearby estate from his aunt several months ago. “As if that sour old prune’s death was not favor enough, it was very obliging of her to leave everything to him.”

A young, broad-shouldered serving man briefly enters the dining room to deliver some dish or other, as if there isn’t already enough food here to feed the population of twenty dreams. I think I catch him looking at me for longer than is likely proper for a servant, but I am so conscious of wanting to run into my alleged lover that I’m probably just imagining things. Still, as he bustles at the sideboard I check him out. Long legs. Dark brown hair, somewhat unruly despite the ponytail. He glances my way again—intense brown eyes, almost black—and I smile. He spills a basket of rolls all over the sideboard, his eyes darting to Mrs. M, who is too engaged in her monologue to notice. Definitely clumsy enough to be Barnes’s brother.

He leaves the room, and Mrs. Mansfield asks me what I think of Mr. Edgeworth. I amuse myself by telling her, in perfect ladylike fashion, that I am in perfect agreement with her opinion of him. She opens her mouth as if to speak, her hand, having just dabbed her mouth with a napkin, suspended in its aborted trip back to the table.

She seems to recover and scrutinizes me, eyes narrowed. “It appears that knock on the head has done your mind some good.” Then she launches into an account of the latest news of my siblings and their apparent concern for my well-being. I manage to glean from her talk that I have one sister, recently married to some rich guy and living in another county—“At least one of my daughters does not live only to disoblige me,” she says while buttering her toast—and a single brother studying at Oxford, the mere mention of whom brings a softness to her voice and face that is almost maternal. I think I can guess who her favorite is.

Finally Mrs. Mansfield has exhausted her scintillating supply of family news and encourages me to “take a turn in the shrubbery.”

I’ll take anything I can get if it means getting away from her. This is also my first chance to be alone, other than in my bedroom, since I’ve found myself in this endless dream. Granted, I’ve had long dreams before, and one’s sense of time is always questionable while sleeping. But I’ve never had a dream with such vivid details before. I can smell the herbs and the flowers in the garden, feel the sun and the breeze caressing my skin. And after what seems like at least an hour of walking, I also feel some tightness in my calves and little drops of perspiration on my back. These sensations feel every bit as real as the intense hunger I had last night.

And the touch of that quack doctor’s knife. I shudder and test the bend of my arm, which is stiff and still stings a little. All I have to do is continue to play the part of the dutiful daughter, and it will all be okay till I wake up.





Five

Gravel crunches beneath my shoes as I head back toward the house. That same lonely sound my feet made on that night two months ago when I paced around the gravel path behind Wes’s house, smoking cigarette after cigarette and wondering where Frank was. Or where Wes was, for that matter. Finally I settled into the little niche next to Wes’s front door and waited.

I heard his sneakers slapping on the driveway before I saw him. “Where is he?” I said, startling him so badly he dropped his key with a clatter.

“Courtney. What are you doing here?” He ran a hand through his unruly curls.

“He’s not answering his cell. You said he was on his way here hours ago.”

Wes looked down at the key and picked it up.

“Do you even know where he is?”

Eyes still cast down, he mumbled something I couldn’t make out.

I went all cold inside. “What the hell is going on?”

But all he did was shake his head.

“This is bullshit,” I said, grinding my cigarette under my heel and turning to head back to my car.

Wes grabbed my hand. “Don’t go.”

But I did. I went straight to Frank’s place and let myself in with my key. I searched through his desk drawers, his unmade bed, his piles of dirty laundry. I listened to the messages on his answering machine. I even played TV cop by rubbing the tip of a pencil over the pad of paper that was next to his phone until I could read the address on it, which was vaguely familiar.

When I pulled up in front of that address, I laughed until I had to wipe my eyes. I was in front of the showroom of our wedding cake designer. And there was Frank’s ’69 Mercedes parked across the street, “the last handmade car Mercedes made,” as he always pointed out to anyone admiring it.

Not three hours before I’d been bitching to Paula about how Frank wouldn’t do anything for the wedding, how I’d dragged him to a tasting appointment at this very cake designer’s, how I’d begged him to bring her a deposit check with my written list of specifications, which he refused to do. Clearly he’d had a change of heart. It was times like these, when Frank would bring me takeout or massage my feet after a long day, that I’d remember why I fell in love with him. He tried to be all nihilistic and can’t-be-bothered, but inside he was as sweet and vulnerable as anyone.


I parked my car and walked toward the shop with the white curlicue lettering on its double glass doors. Weymouth Wedding Cakes and Confectionery. I’d chosen it because Weymouth was where Frank Churchill and Jane Fairfax got engaged, and because this wedding and its reluctant bridegroom needed whatever bit of Austen-mojo I could muster. I had tried to tell Frank that Frank Churchill was this gorgeous guy from Emma who had a wicked sense of humor and a way with the ladies, but my Frank could care less.



The store was all lit up, though it was after business hours; I could see through the windows that a small elderly woman was vacuuming. I tried the door, which was unlocked, and smiled at the woman with the vacuum. “Is Amy here?”

Her worn face creased into a thousand wrinkles as she returned my smile and pointed behind her to swinging chrome doors.

Wait a minute. How would I explain my showing up here? Frank might not only be annoyed that I’d spoil his surprise; he’d know I must have dug around his apartment to find out where he was. Unless, that is, I said I was on my way home from Paula’s, passed by, and noticed his car.

I pushed open the swinging doors, revealing the length of a high-tech chrome kitchen—and at the far end, their backs to me, Amy and Frank, leaning over a gleaming chrome counter as if studying something on it. The list for the cake, apparently. They made no indication of having heard me open the doors; the vacuum cleaner drowned out every other sound.

And then, far away, the vacuum cleaner turned off, and I heard Amy’s low, throaty laughter as Frank put his arm around her slim waist and turned his head to whisper something into her ear, his lips brushing against her skin.

I froze between the two swinging doors. The room got longer, the figures at the other end of it farther away.

Amy turned to face Frank. And then she removed his arm from her waist and slowly tucked a strand of her glossy black hair behind her ear. “It was fun, okay? But I’m not into anything serious.”

“Don’t flatter yourself,” he said, running a finger down her bare arm, his full lips curving in a smile.

It was then that I heard myself gasp. It was then that he saw me.

It was then that I remembered Frank Churchill too was a liar.

They say the truth will set you free, but what nobody tells you is that sometimes the truth will also make you miserable. As I stood between those swinging doors, looking into the eyes of that man at the other end of that room, I saw the truth of what marriage to him would be like. I saw a lifetime of pretending I didn’t notice when he flirted with the waitress at Ammo, or fed birthday cake to a woman at my party, or how his eyes inevitably followed the most beautiful woman in the room without even a perfunctory nod to how I might feel.

And so, within the space of a few hours, I was free. Free of my fiancé, and free of my closest male friend. I can still see that whipped puppy look on Wes’s face when he admitted to me that he knew Frank was sneaking out to be with Amy that night yet agreed to lie for him anyway, and how pale he went when I told him I never wanted to see him again.

It was the same look Wes had two months later when I ran into him, just hours before I went to sleep and ended up in this dream. Funny that I haven’t thought much about that day—yesterday, to be exact, despite the illusion of time passing. I haven’t thought much about that day except for the end of it, when I was reading Pride and Prejudice. But now all I can think about is what happened earlier in the day. And the more I think about it, the more I understand why I must have conveniently shelved it.



I can still feel the hot, dusty, L.A. midafternoon stagnation, that airless heat that sent me into a new store off Vermont. I was cooling off in the central air—so much better than the AC in my car or the cheap window unit in my apartment—and looking at a skimpy leather top, wishing I had the right kind of body to wear it. That’s when I felt his eyes on me. Wes, a few feet away, staring. He was holding hands with a petite, pixyish woman, but dropped her hand the second he saw that I saw him.

Then he rushed over to me, leaving her standing by a rack of overpriced tank tops.

“Courtney, I was just thinking about you—”

“How nice for you,” I said, pushing past him toward the back exit, stopping only momentarily to feign interest in the sale rack and slow the pounding of my heart. I glanced behind me, and there he was, only a few feet away, mouth open stupidly, while the pixie remained at the cash register, throwing daggers with her eyes.

“Courtney, I am so sorry.”

“Forget it.”

“I can’t.” He caught up to me and put a hand on my shoulder.

I shrugged it away.

Silence. When I looked up, his gray-blue eyes behind his glasses were moist.

“I’ve been wanting to call—”

“Your friend’s waiting.”

“I have a lot to say to you.”

“Not interested.”

This time I made it to the exit without once looking back, not even as I walked through the parking lot, and not even as I drove off in my car, hands shaking, heart hammering in my ears.

But I couldn’t stop thinking about him on the drive home, and I couldn’t stop thinking about him as I rummaged through my refrigerator trying to decide whether wilted lettuce would do for a salad or if I should allow myself two spoonfuls of Cherry Garcia. And what was really weird was that I kept thinking about how Wes’s eyes looked like they were filled with tears and how I could still feel the touch of his hand on my shoulder and why I’d never noticed how attractive he was before.

Attractive? I had never been attracted to Wes before, and I couldn’t stand him now. So then why could I still smell that freshly scrubbed, citrusy scent of him that was so familiar to me as I brushed past him in the store?

I shakily eased myself into a kitchen chair, my stomach turning cold with fear. Was I so self-destructive that I found myself attracted to a man the second I knew he could hurt me? Frank had lied, and so had Wes. Granted, with Frank I had been willfully blind. But Wes? I never could have imagined it. If only he had told me what he knew, I would have been spared the humiliation of walking into that scene. Frank nuzzling up to Amy in that kitchen, whispering in her ear, running his finger down her arm. The way he looked at me when he saw me watching him. I’d spent two months trying to purge that image from my brain. I’d spent two months trying to stop picturing where they actually did it—against all that gleaming chrome? Or in the unmade bed I’d rummaged through in Frank’s apartment? I’d finally achieved whole days in which I did not replay those scenes. And here I was again, standing in front of those swinging doors.

But even worse was the look in Wes’s eyes. The naked sadness in them. I’d never returned a single one of his calls or emails.

I shot up from my chair, determined to do something, anything, to put Sub-Zero refrigerators, chrome counters, and Wes’s gray-blue eyes out of my mind. That’s when my vision started narrowing toward black and my hands gripped the edge of the kitchen sink. Dizzy, I sat down again. Poured myself an icy shot of Absolut. Much better. Perhaps all this emotional confusion was simply due to my not having eaten since breakfast, if you didn’t count the bag of chips I got from the thief who owned the corner store.


That’s when I decided to order myself a large clam-and-garlic pizza and reread Pride and Prejudice. I would self-medicate with fat, carbohydrates, and Jane Austen, my number one drug of choice, my constant companion through every breakup, every disappointment, every crisis. Men might come and go, but Jane Austen was always there. In sickness and in health, for richer, for poorer, till death do us part.




And so I curled up in bed with Elizabeth and Darcy and read until the familiar words lulled me into calm and peace and harmony, and the next thing I knew I woke up here. But didn’t I also go for a swim, sometime after I ran into Wes and before I took P & P with me to bed? For some reason I seem to remember doing that, too, but now it’s all fuzzy. Maybe I’m mixing up two different days. After all, when had I ever delayed my need for pizza with a trip to the pool? Certainly not since breaking up with Frank. Which was another thing I could say in favor of being single: At least I didn’t have to deal with his disapproving looks.

Right now, I don’t want to think about Frank or Wes. I don’t want to think of all those hours I spent doing laps either, all in pursuit of a body one could only achieve through genetics or surgery or both.





Six

I reach the house and consider standing up Mrs. Mansfield rather than join her in the sitting room after my walk, as she hath commanded. But I want a distraction from those dangerous thoughts, any distraction. A little poking around at the various rooms on the ground floor leads me to what is evidently the sitting room. There are a couple of sofas, several chairs, a massive fireplace, and a couple of tables in the sunny room. Mrs. Mansfield is seated at one of the tables, intent on some sewing she’s doing. She looks up and smiles when I walk in, and indicates an embroidery frame on the table.

“Here you are. I knew you would be eager to get back to your work.”

In your dreams, lady. And last time I checked, this is mine. I sit down at the table and pick up the embroidery, amused by the thought that anyone could think I am capable of doing anything that involves a high level of domestic skill. I can’t even hem a skirt.

As I look at the embroidery (pretty, whoever had done it), Mrs. Mansfield says, “What is it, my dear? Are you not interested in your needlework today?”

“Just not in the mood, I guess.”

“Are you unwell again?”

Again? This Jane person must be one of those fainting hypochondriac types, a Mary Musgrove, always loosening her stays and reaching for her smelling salts. Then again, with all this tight stuff around my torso it doesn’t take much imagination to figure out why fainting might not be that farfetched. “I’m hanging in there.”

Mrs. Mansfield’s brows contract. “‘Hanging in there’? You know that is a common way of talking I cannot abide. Have not I warned you about engaging the servants in idle conversation, Jane? Now pick up your needle. You have a bad habit of leaving things unfinished. Accomplished women do not leave work unfinished. And women without accomplishments do not make good marriages, especially women of thirty whose first bloom is a distant memory.”

This woman is more and more resembling my real-life mother. The same put-downs masked as helpful advice, the same warnings about becoming an old maid. Okay, how about I show Miss Bossy-corset just how much I can fuck up that embroidery with my clumsy, home-economics-dropout fingers. So I pick up the needle. And watch in stunned disbelief as my long, tapered fingers (oh so different from the small and somewhat stubby ones of my waking life) fly over and through the cloth, creating lacy flower petals and leaves and delicate little borders. Who is this? What Martha Stewart–like demon of a Stepford wife is possessing me?

I think about stopping, but watching the effortlessness of my alien hands doing their embroidery thing sucks me in. Time stretches out, yet passes quickly. Before I know it, Mrs. Mansfield is telling me it’s time to dress for dinner. I attempt to make sense of all this in the quiet of my bedroom. But what sense is there to be made of anything? It’s a dream, where anything is possible. Even my ability to sew. And like it.

At dinner, a true carnivore fest, I finally meet my “father.” He is a tall, thin, quiet man with strawlike hair in shades of brown and gray and the hollow-cheeked look of an ascetic, though he consumes more food than I can imagine he has room to put it. He’s either a bulimic or blessed with the metabolism of a hummingbird. Clearly he likes me or, more precisely, likes who he thinks I am, as the only words he speaks other than those in response to his wife are when he tells me how happy he is to see me looking so well again and how his joy has inspired his painting the entire day. This is a welcome departure from my real father, a would-be writer who left when I was only nine years old, ostensibly to pursue his art, but who has not, to my knowledge, published so much as a greeting card, let alone ever sent one to his only daughter.

After dinner, Mr. Mansfield retires to his “atelier,” the mention of which causes Mrs. Mansfield to arch her brows and make a sort of snorting noise, and leaves me consigned to sit with her in the drawing room.

I see a newspaper lying on a table. The date: August 12, 1813.


So what does one do for entertainment in 1813 England? Fortunately, conversation is not on the menu. The expected activity is my reading aloud to Mrs. M from the second volume of Pride and Prejudice—a first edition, no less. Hands trembling, I open the precious volume to the title page, which simply says, “by the author of ‘Sense and Sensibility’.” What I wouldn’t give to take this treasure home with me, a real, impossibly new first edition. With my career prospects, however, a dream is about the closest I’ll ever get to holding one of these puppies in my hands.



I open to the place Mrs. M has marked and read to her for hours. It’s the most fun I’ve had since this whole thing began. And now it’s time for bed. Strange, isn’t it, to end a dream in exactly the same manner in which I began it?

That’s it! That’s all I need, this little bit of synchronicity. That’s what will bring me back to reality. I know now that when I close my eyes to go to sleep, I will wake up where I belong, in my very own twenty-first-century bed.

I’m so pleased with that thought that as I kiss Mrs. M on the cheek and say good night, I nearly tell her how much I’ve enjoyed meeting her. But I decide not to. Not that I have problems lying, but I realize there is something truly fun about this playacting I’m doing, and I don’t feel like saying anything to spoil the moment. It’s harder to keep quiet when I say good night to Mr. M, because I really do wish I had more time to get to know him better.

Within half an hour, I’m tucked snugly under the covers of Jane’s luxurious four-poster bed, and my eyes are getting heavy. Odd, I usually can’t go to sleep that quickly when I’m awake. I giggle at the absurdity of such a thought. I command my mind to focus and remember every detail, as I intend to write everything down in my journal as soon as I wake up back in L.A.





Seven

It’s dark in the room, and my mind is full of the dream.

I can still feel the jagged softness of the grass soothing and slightly tickling my bare feet as I walked through the field. The moon in the nighttime sky was round and full and bathed everything in a silver glow. As I crossed a section of grass that was damp, I wondered whether I would catch a cold. That’s when I realized I wasn’t just barefoot, I was naked.

I crossed my arms over my breasts and crouched down, scanning the landscape for observing eyes, for a place to hide, but I seemed to be all alone. I relaxed my muscles and stood; so what if I was naked? If no one was there to see me, why shouldn’t I enjoy a moonlight stroll without clothes?

Soon I came to a miniature lake, more a swimming hole, really, its calm, mirrored surface reflecting the moon above. The water made me aware of how dry my mouth was, and so I knelt down to take a drink.

And then I caught sight of my reflection.

Looking back at me was the strange woman with the long dark hair and pale skin. The reflection smiled at me, and I felt my own face smiling. But inside my stomach was a chill.

“Don’t be frightened,” the reflection said.

“Don’t be frightened,” I said to the reflection.

That’s all I remember. I lie here in bed, my heart pounding as I wait for the truth to unfold with the first glow of daylight coming through a gap in the curtains. I am not back in my apartment. I am still in the dream.

But wait a minute. I just woke up from a dream. Last time I checked, it’s not possible to have a dream within a dream.

Am I really asleep?

A cold rock of fear settles on my chest. Dear God. I’m not going to wake up. I’m not going to wake up because I’m not asleep. My dream was a message, the reflection in the lake the messenger.

I am here, in the past or in some other reality, living out someone else’s life.

But how could this be? Am I actually inhabiting the body of a real, live person? And if this Jane person is indeed real and alive, then where is she now? If my own body isn’t sleeping and dreaming all of this, then what is it doing right now and where is it? Could it be that I’m living Jane’s life and my own simultaneously? If so, where is Jane? Where is her essence, her spirit, her personality, whatever it is that inhabits a person’s body?

Maybe I’ve gone crazy. Maybe my mother, my real-life mother, is standing over me right now and patting my hand in some mental ward, looking into my vacant eyes while I
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