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  Chapter 1


  


  “None of this is going to make any sense.” I rested my chin on my hand as I struggled to keep eye contact with the intense woman across the table from me. “You’re going to think we’re all one step away from strapping on brand-new Nikes and sprinkling cyanide on our applesauce.”


  Tamar had a way of looking at me—not right in the eyes, but as if she were trying to see right into my brain. She was looking at me that way now. “I’m very good at telling fact from fiction. I’m not going to assume you’re looking to catch a ride on the next comet out of the galaxy.”


  I looked down at the fancy compact digital recorder she had set up on the tiny dinette table. The wind rocked the little motor home, and I glanced around at my companions. Having elected me the one to tell Tamar the whole truth and nothing but the truth, they were grabbing what little sleep they could. The strain of the past two weeks showed on every face.


  Vina was snoring delicately and frowning on the little built-in couch. Rose was curled on a sleeping bag in the few feet available along the front of the bathroom and kitchen area, but I doubted she was asleep. I could just see Geri’s arm and shoulder in the overhead. JT was propped up in the passenger seat in the cab. Her fingers moved slightly, as if she dreamed.


  Dreams—that was where it had all started. The wind snapped around the motor home, and sand spattered against the windows. “Stuck in the Middle with You” played in stereo in my head.


  Tamar prompted me with, “Begin at the beginning.”


  “I’m not one of those people who remembers their dreams,” I said. “Every once in a while I remember—like showing up at work in my pajamas. Everyone has that kind of dream. Anxiety, I guess.”


  Tamar nodded. Her eyes told me to go on.


  “Three weeks ago I started having dreams that I remembered...”


  I had awakened drenched in sweat for the third night. The Santa Ana winds rattled the window screens. My ears were ringing as I struggled out of my twisted and tangled bedclothes.


  The dream had changed. The previous two nights I’d dreamed of falling from a great height. A noisy dream, shaking, sirens blaring. My sinuses were seared with the smell of burned wiring. In an instant the noise stopped. But I was still falling, now toward a blurred chessboard, and I fell and fell and kept falling, not for a few seconds, but for minutes that seemed to stretch out longer the second night. The dream ended with a bone-jarring thud that was followed by an even more terrifying darkness.


  Tonight it had been different. I had been panting while I slept and I thought it was strange that I knew what I had been doing while I was dreaming. I’d panted when the dream darkness ended with a brilliant light and searing heat. I had screamed when the dream me had tried to stand, then shrieked as I fell back to the hot earth, my arms itching and burning as if stung by a thousand bees.


  Now I knew I was awake, but I could not quite shake the memory of the pain, as if the dream still continued to envelop me.


  I rolled over and rustled through the pile of dirty clothes on the floor until I came up with the remote. Nick at Nite was showing an old Bob Newhart rerun. Suzanne Pleshette’s husky voice saying “Bob” drove away the last of the dream’s fog.


  I told myself I wasn’t afraid to go back to sleep. I tell myself lots of lies. Three nights of broken sleep were taking their toll on my already precarious sense of humor toward life.


  


  


  “Julia Madison, you look like hell,” Carol said. “Honestly, you’re going to be single forever unless you make some effort.”


  I looked at Carol dully, too tired for the show of vanity I knew I should have displayed. “As if I haven’t already dated or lived with every single gay woman in this town,” I said, without heat. “I refuse to start with the ones already in couples, and straight women are right out. Been there, done that.”


  Carol was shaking her head at me. “Are you sure it’s quits for you and Mari?”


  “It’s been quits for six months, as you well know. She and Fran seem quite happy.”


  “Oh, yeah. I forgot about Fran.” Carol took a bite out of her sandwich while I picked listlessly at the tuna noodle casserole that had been today’s cafeteria treat. I was well aware that lunch for a buck-fifty was beyond cheap and was a huge help to my tight budget. But sometimes the bland fare reminded me too much of my life, my job, and Fresno.


  Carol tsked. “I don’t know how you eat that stuff.” Her sandwich bulged with sprouts and watercress and looked too healthy to be edible. Carol always watched what she ate. She had a figure that would make just about any poet cry, and yet she was always trying to lose five pounds. Her big Amerasian eyes were always filled with good humor and compassion. With all that going for her she was just as single as I was. In the last few months I’d moved on to “why bother” while Carol was still hoping Mr. or Ms. Right was around the corner. She believed in keeping her options open.


  “It’s cheap and filling. And it helps me make my mortgage payment since I’m now paying for the house by myself and buying out Ms. Marigold Jane Tempest’s share.”


  “You may not live to see the last payment eating that stuff. It must be loaded with either fat or cornstarch to be thick like that. And those noodles have probably got egg yolk in them— cholesterol.”


  I speared a pea and held it up. “Vegetable. This is a vegetable.” I ate it. “I have now eaten a green vegetable.”


  “Technically, that’s a legume.”


  I pursed my lips at her. “I’m going to go for a run tonight anyway.”


  Carol subsided, knowing that on the topic of exercise I had her beat. She ate better than I did, but I ran a 10K whenever the opportunity presented itself and every other year I trained myself up to do the Sacramento Marathon. Thank God this was an off year. A doctor had told me I had a heart like a horse—a compliment I hadn’t appreciated when I was 20, but twenty years later I was counting on it. I knew that the king of running, Jim Fixx, had keeled over from a heart attack. It would happen to me if I didn’t change my ways, but change was too hard.


  I regarded the noodle on the end of my fork with all the enthusiasm I could find, which was none. In spite of being an overgrown small town, Fresno was a relentless force. The raisin capital of the world boasted long, hot summers and searing sunshine. Sooner or later everyone who lived in Fresno ended up a raisin. The moment I’d moved from the Bay Area to Fresno I’d been doomed to petrification. Marigold Jane Tempest had only accelerated the inevitable.


  My life had had less cholesterol in it when I’d been living with Mari. But lately cholesterol was my comfort food. It came in such nice forms. Toast with real butter, milk chocolate, whole milk on Wheaties, cinnamon roll pudding, ribs-to-go from Ernie’s Rib Hut—Carol only knew the half of it. I never really gained any weight, but I was substituting bad calories for the better calories I knew I should be eating. I felt lousy, and one dream-free night would have made a big difference.


  I hadn’t told Carol about the dreams because I didn’t know what to say. We were close at work, finding camaraderie in our sexual deviance, but at work only. About four months ago I’d realized that all the women Mari and I had called friends were really Mari’s friends. I’d gotten the distinct impression from some that Mari’s attempts to reform me into an acceptable dyke had failed. I ate too much red meat, had been caught red-handed at a women’s camping weekend reading a John Grisham mystery, and I watched way, way too much television. Mari’s circle wasn’t one that appreciated the ability to name the Brady kids (which was so easy) or sing the theme from All in the Family.


  Cholesterol filled the gap in my life, but just barely.


  So how could I mention the dreams to Carol? And what would I say anyway? I’d never clearly remembered my dreams before, and I don’t believe in all that Freudian and Jungian dream analysis stuff anyway. Well, some of it makes sense. A falling dream is probably anxiety. I was probably just stressed. I knew I was stressed. Stress was responsible for everything wrong with my life.


  Did I mention that I tell myself lots of lies?


  But it was the same dream two nights in a row, and then last night it had changed from a scary dream to a petrifying nightmare that had gotten even worse when I’d looked in the mirror. How could I show Carol the faint red pinpricks all up and down my arms and tell her I got them in a dream?


  Carol was packing up her lunch debris, and I realized it was time to go back to work. She accepted my apology for being antisocial with one of her cheery waves. I slouched back to my desk and flipped on my monitor. Another slew of files had been put in my inbox, and now the in stack was higher than the out, a situation I hated.


  If I concentrated on my work I would be able to resist the urge to peek at my forearms again. The last time I’d peeked the marks were still there. I told myself the next time I looked they would be gone. But there was no reason to look now. I could look when I got home. Later tonight. And the marks would be gone because I’d only imagined them in the first place.


  Trying to find some enthusiasm, I attacked the stack and began making my computer log entries and phone calls. It was one of those days when I took glee at the faint gasp I always heard when I said the words, “This is Julia Madison from the Internal Revenue Service.”


  


  


  When I changed into my running shorts and tank top there were no marks in sight. I had imagined them, just as I had been telling myself all day. I was glad I hadn’t said anything to Carol.


  It wasn’t the best training decision, but I found myself going much farther than my usual four miles. I chose a route that ran into the wind on the final leg just for the extra energy drain. In the back of my mind was the idea that I would exhaust myself and sleep the night through without a dream.


  After my run I showered to get the wind-driven dust out of my nose and eyes, then called Domino’s. I settled in front of the TV with a pepperoni thick crust and a pint of Chocolate Berry Mint ice cream, a disgusting-sounding concoction with little to redeem itself beyond being delicious and quite, quite comforting. I let Nick at Night take me back to the quick and easy denial of the Sixties and Seventies. One twitch of the nose and Samantha Stevens could get a good night’s sleep. It wasn’t the first time I wished I were her. When I was a teenager I had wanted her powers in the worst way.


  When I snapped awake, the Rhoda rerun had given way to the infomercial for the Psychic Readers Millenium. One call to their nine hundred number and I would know if a tree was going to fall on my house or if twins were in my future as either romantic interests or offspring. It was three twenty-five in the morning, and I hadn’t escaped the dream. My heart was pounding harder than it did during a run.


  It took all my nerve to go into the bathroom and look at my arms in the mirror.


  The pinpricks were back.


  I couldn’t sleep after that. I paced around the house, tried to watch more television, but nothing I did could get rid of the memory of my screaming and the nanosecond of excruciating pain when my arms were...bitten or stung.


  I tried to tell myself that the cafeteria was putting MSG or something else in the food and that I was having an allergic reaction.


  With practice you can know you’re lying to yourself and not even care.


  


  


  It was Friday. I called in sick. I hadn’t wanted to give in to sleep during the day because it would throw off my diurnal rhythms. Mari had believed in diurnal rhythms, moon tides, sun signs and harmonic convergences. The last I heard from her, she and Fran were vacationing in Sedona to do the Vortex thing.


  Screw you, Marigold Jane Tempest, I thought, not for the first time. After scrambled eggs and toast, I cuddled under my favorite blanket on the sofa at nine A.M. and hoped my sleep would be dream free. I was prepared to flip channels until I found something stupefying enough to put me under.


  I fell asleep so fast I didn’t even get as far as turning on the TV.


  Coughing. My throat was so dry. I stumbled on...crusted sand that hadn’t known an ocean for eons. My eyes seemed full of grit, and I could feel the sting of blowing grit on my face. After a while I rested, then continued my stumbling journey toward distant mountains that seemed made of white. Snow? Water? I was so thirsty.


  The dream went on without much change. I was hot, dry, and I walked and walked. After a while I realized I was whimpering as much as a completely dry throat would let me. The mountains didn’t seem to get any closer, and the sun was relentless. Any skin that wasn’t covered with my white jumpsuit was turning red.


  There was a low rumbling behind me and I turned, blinking against the setting sun in my eyes. A dark presence was silhouetted against the dirty orange sky. It seemed to surge across the surface I was struggling over, and I turned away, somehow finding the strength to run. Panic turned into grim concentration. Two puffs out, inhale fully, and always watch the footing.


  The white mountains refused to grow any closer. A glance over my shoulder told me the machine was slowly gaining on me.


  I woke up sobbing for breath. I rolled off the sofa, gasping, and then clambered my way to the kitchen where I downed two Snapple pink lemonades in as many minutes. I splashed water into my dry eyes and then took a cool shower to soothe away the memory of sunburn. I inhaled the moist air into my aching sinuses and lungs.


  Great, just great. My falling dream was now a chasing dream. My legs trembled as if I really had been running.


  I was chased through most of the night, part of Saturday, and well into Sunday. Even when I was awake I could feel the flutter of panic in my heart. I found myself double-checking that the doors were locked. When I went to the market I caught myself looking over my shoulder in the cereal aisle. By Sunday night I had a stunning headache that sent red fire along my optic nerves.


  I was exhausted. Marathon exhausted. Even fifteen minutes of motionless relaxation and deep breathing didn’t slow my heart rate or respiration. I was gasping for extra air I didn’t need. It wasn’t long before I was dizzy with extra oxygen and my eyes wouldn’t stay open. The moment they closed I was caught again, running again. But the panic had changed. It was almost exuberance—the mountains that had seemed so distant were just a few minutes ahead. They were steep hills covered in white— snow meant water.


  The last few steps to the first hillside that surged up out of the sand were painless. Water. With water I could do anything. The figure behind me, getting closer with every dream, was of no consequence. Water was within my reach. I clambered up the hillside, ignored the bite of sharp-edged plants into my fingers. One more pull upward—


  I plunged my hand into the white. It wasn’t snow. It was dry powder.


  I was rolling down the hillside. The disorientation made me sick to my stomach. I almost woke up, but I couldn’t quite pull myself out of it.


  I blinked sand out of my eyes and looked up at the hostile brown-blue sky. Every muscle ached. My lungs were bursting. I was so weak. I shouldn’t have tried...I should have...should have done something. It wasn’t clear what I should have done, but my self-recrimination was clear. I examined my powder-covered hand, then in my dream and in my bed, I went limp and plunged into an abyss of despair.


  I woke up sobbing inconsolably. All of a sudden I remembered when my mother had thrown away my Mrs. Beasley doll because I hadn’t done my chores. I cried for what seemed like hours, for Mrs. Beasley and for bad dreams. My headache escalated from splitting to excruciating.


  


  


  I hate Valley Fair Hospital’s HMO setup, but that’s where I ended up Monday morning. The headache was no better for cold compresses, hot showers, Excedrin, Advil, Aleve and a Vicodin left from minor knee surgery last year. I had tunnel vision and couldn’t hear anything but the screech of pain in my ears. I ping-ponged between believing it was a food allergy, a thyroid gone haywire and the certainty that I had a terminal brain tumor.


  I took a cab to the hospital. I just wanted something to make me sleep so I could go back to work and let the absolutely ordinary drill of the day get my life back on an even keel. Sleep would cure everything.


  After waiting for almost two hours, I was interviewed by a nurse practitioner who took my blood pressure and temperature. Talking was difficult. She kept asking me to speak up. Finally she left me in a little room that was at least cool and dark. Another half-hour’s wait was rewarded with a doctor whose manner seemed sympathetic.


  “How long have you been having these headaches?” The doctor looked down at the notes the nurse had taken, then fixed his clinical gaze on me as I stumbled for an answer.


  “Well, I didn’t start having them until I started sleeping badly.” It was an effort to speak above a whisper. “I haven’t had a good night’s sleep since Tuesday of last week, and the headaches started yesterday.”


  “Hmm.” He made a note, then did a physical exam that included looking in my ears and listening to my heart. He measured the extent of my tunnel vision, then tried to look in my eyes with that bright light pencil thing. My eyes teared so badly that he gave it up.


  Finally, he said, “I’d usually recommend a CAT scan, but I think that I’ll first try a simple sleeping medication. It may very well be that if you did get some better quality sleep the headaches would stop. So I’ll write you a prescription for sleeping pills, but if they don’t help come back right away and we’ll do tests.”


  “Can you give me something for the pain? I took a leftover Vicodin, and it didn’t do squat.”


  He frowned, then said he’d be right back. “Right back” was about fifteen minutes, but he had a packet in his hand. He made a note on my chart as I downed the two pills with some tap water.


  “You’ll have to take a cab home or have someone pick you up,” he said. “I can’t let you drive after taking those.”


  “I came in a cab.” He made another note on my chart and left. I dressed slowly, and by the time I left the examining room the pills were having some effect. The ringing in my ears subsided. I had the sudden urge to giggle.


  I found my way to the main lobby with only three wrong turns, but I didn’t care. I smiled at strangers and gave the pharmacist my best goofy grin. She was serious, but cute, as she explained the prescription to me. One little silver pill would result in four to six hours of sleep, and no driving within six hours of taking a pill—I got it, yes I do, I assured her. What a cutie. My vision had almost returned to normal by the time I got into a cab.


  At home I had some Phish Food ice cream and a bologna sandwich. I sang the Oscar Mayer bologna song off and on for most of the afternoon. I had never before noticed how uproariously funny most commercials are.


  When the sun went down I toddled off to bed. I said hello to the little silver pill, swallowed it, and then that was that.


  Oddly enough, when I woke up in the morning, I had the feeling that I had dreamed, but I didn’t remember any of it. My headache was back at a fraction of the previous level, so I decided I would go to work.


  I managed to get through the day. My inbox was frightening, but my supervisor, Emily, rightly interpreted my pallor and fatigue as true illness, not the result of a long weekend in Vegas. I felt a little bit hopeful that the dreams were behind me. Medical science had helped me—someday I would tell Marigold Jane Tempest that.


  When I was driving home I had the oddest sensation—I felt as if I was blacking out, but I wasn’t. I was wide awake and mostly functional. But I kept blinking away the mercurial illusion of the dancing gray rags I’ve seen the two times I’d fainted in my life— both during marathons. The sensation finally faded away, and I went to bed early, but not before I had some ribs and cole slaw from Ernie’s.


  One little silver pill and I woke up Wednesday morning feeling like a million bucks. I had slept deeply, but instead of feeling like I just didn’t remember dreaming I knew that I hadn’t dreamed— at least not one of the new dreams. I’d dreamed whatever I used to dream that I never remembered or even suspected. The bad dreams were gone.


  Even Carol noticed the little hop in my step—and that I’d combed my hair and taken the time to accessorize a belt with my pantsuit.


  “My god,” she said. “It’s a human being in that body.”


  “I’m a new woman,” I told her. I believed it.


  


  


  I didn’t know then what I know now. It’s not unusual for a tune to get stuck in my head—it happens to everybody. I mean, sing just once, “There was a farmer, had a dog, and Bingo was his name-oh,” and see? There you are. You’ll be hearing it all day. Hum along with something in the supermarket and you’ll be looking up the lyrics online because you can’t quite remember them and it’s driving you nuts until you know if it’s “Jesus was a country boy” or “Cheeses for the monkey boy.” It happens to everybody.


  I attached no importance to the fact that for most of that Tuesday I heard “The Entertainer.” That’s the ragtime piano piece by Scott Joplin that was used in The Sting. It’s not an unpleasant piece of music.


  I had been free of headaches and slept well the night before, so, in deference to the extensive conditioning Marigold Jane Tempest had given me about the evils of unnatural remedies dished out by the medical establishment, I decided to skip that night’s little silver pill.


  I dreamed, but it wasn’t very scary. I could hear the ragtime music, and mostly I dreamed about sleeping and dozing and waking a little and then dozing off again. I slept pretty well.


  I presented myself to Carol on Wednesday morning. She approved my well-brushed hair—only slightly the worse for the Santa Anas—the necklace and earrings I’d chosen, and generally complimented me on looking like less of a troll.


  It wasn’t until after lunch that I began to feel uneasy. A little claustrophobic. I wanted to gasp for breath.


  This is silly, I told myself, but then I felt my cafeteria lunch turn over in my stomach. I beat it to the ladies’ room, just in case. I sat down in a stall and wondered whether I really was going to throw up.


  I finally did. I hate throwing up. I’ve never understood how people with bulemia can do it. Some things are just not natural. Throwing up and any member of the Bush family performing any sort of sexual act are on my list. Ugh.


  It’s just food poisoning, I thought. Just a little salmonella in the whatever-that-was they served for lunch. I wiped my face with some toilet paper and then, all in a rush, I was overwhelmed with terror.


  One moment I was clutching the toilet a little dizzily and the next I had leaped to my feet looking for an escape—a way out, any way out. A scream bubbled in my throat. Part of me knew that in less than forty-five seconds I could be out of the ladies’ room and into the elevator on my way to the ground floor. A flash of ID, a quick step through the metal detectors and I’d be in open air.


  But most of me was sure I was trapped. I was shaking my arms as if to get something off my wrists. My legs felt as if they were weighted in cement.


  I clawed the door open. Motion helped. I knew I could get out. But when I stopped moving the urge to break out of imaginary bonds came back as did the mind-racking terror. I leaned on the counter and looked into my wide-open eyes. My skin was the color of wallpaper paste.


  Carol and her cubicle neighbor Annette came in, took one look at me, and stopped in their tracks. I realized I was panting like a rabid animal.


  “Jeez, Julia, what’s wrong? You look like—”


  “I just threw up my lunch, that’s all.” I sounded almost normal to my own ears, but Carol boggled at me.


  “Sit down on the sofa,” she said. She put her arm around my shoulder. It became a tentacle, snaking around my neck, choking me. The scream threatened to break out of me again.


  I thrust her away. “No, I’ve got to go home. Must have been that awful food in the cafeteria.”


  Annette said, “There was probably ptomaine in the soup or something. Have lots of clear liquids.” Annette was a mom, and her advice for almost anything was clear liquids.


  I sidled toward the door, afraid they would get between me and it. “Tell Emily I had to go, okay?”


  “You stay here, Julia. I’ll go get your purse for you so you don’t have to walk all the way across the floor and back.” Annette slipped out quickly.


  Carol looked very concerned. “I’ll call you later, okay?” I was on the verge of screaming, and I think Carol knew it. “Maybe you should go to the doctor.”


  I shook my head. I needed my little silver pill and sleep. Annette returned with my purse, and they walked me to the elevator, parting with assurances that I’d feel better in the morning.


  I drove too fast, but luckily I didn’t attract any official notice. I had to consciously resist the temptation to snake my Honda through traffic as if I were being chased. I still felt trapped. The gusting Santa Anas, in their second week, threw dirt devils across the road, and I accelerated through them all, breaking up the little tornadoes of dust and desert detritus. The sensation of bonds on my wrists was unbearable. At a stoplight I ripped my watch off my wrist and threw it as hard as I could against the passenger window, but it didn’t make any difference. My grip on my hysteria was fast slipping, and I screeched into my own driveway not a moment too soon.


  At home I felt safer. I bolted myself in and then tried to eat because I couldn’t take my little silver pill on an empty stomach. All I could manage was a glass of milk before I swallowed the pill and then paced through the house, checking the windows.


  Maybe this was a mental problem, not just the lack of sleep. Something was definitely unsettling in my mind. I dug in my desk until I came up with the business card for a local therapist my Berkeley therapist had given me. I decided that if I still felt bad in the morning I would call her.


  When I started to feel groggy I went to bed.


  The pill did its trick. I felt myself falling into unconsciousness, but for some reason I tried to fight it. I actually crawled off the bed onto the floor, trying to escape the clutches of the bedroom and the yawning darkness. I woke up halfway between the bed and the hallway about two hours later. Then I threw up everything I’d eaten for the last year.


  I vomited—or tried to—for over an hour. Several times I felt as if I really was going to die. I sensed a chasm of emptiness near me, and part of me crawled toward it even while I gripped the toilet seat to keep from falling down.


  After what seemed like an eternity, I rinsed my mouth and faced the task of cleaning up the mess I’d made. When I could lie down again, I was able to find enough humor to tell myself that I hadn’t thought I could feel worse than I did with the headaches, and obviously I had tempted fate. Like people saying “You can’t miss it” when they give you directions, and then of course you’re in Key West
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