WRITING THE DREAM OF A CHARACTER

Truths about our lives are often revealed through dreams.  Our guilt and longings, our obsessions, our fears and desires often manifest themselves in dreams.  Dreams are also surreal.  Reality takes fantastic shape.  Settings and characters can change dramatically and it all seems perfectly natural.  Reality and imagination blend.  Dreams are ripe for interpretation, as Freud knew.


Here is a dream sequence from Don Murray’s 1964 novel, The Man Who Had Everything.
Brad’s dreams began at County.

He was running, his legs reaching forward, finding the ground, gripping it and then pushing away from it, each step a leap.  The ground sped past and the sapling-edged wood was blurred by his speed.  He was running along a dirt road that curved to the side of the hills and he followed the right rut, the gras-ses high in the center and only slightly grease-tinged from the bottoms of occasional cars.  It was morning--dew held down the dust, and the air, moist and thin, was cold and cutting in his lungs.  The light fell gently on the brown road and it was spring--there was yellow in the green of the uncurling leaves.


Brad was gloriously aware of himself in the concentration of running, his head held up and the breeze self-made against his face, his chest large, his heart pumping, his lungs full, his arms following the hypnotic rhythm of his legs.  He had his second wind and he felt he could go on forever as long as nothing broke the rhythm of his long legs, bare, his feet sockless in the ankle-high moccasins that were soaked to the shape of his feet.  They were quick to feel the contours of the earth, to seek a firm purchase, and then to spring his legs’ power against the ground.  He thrilled at the strength of his own legs--the muscles coiling and uncoiling, the strength of the matched thighs and calves, each doing its job of propelling him forward, up to the bend where the huge rock, lightning-cracked, stood, whirling by it and down the slope to the stream white-foamed with melted snow, almost falling pellmell down the slope, and then pulling up against the rise, reaching up and achieving the top, swinging right along the birch grove, following the road, enjoying the pain in his legs, their strength, the joy of running, until he woke, no longer a boy of fifteen but a many lying in the dark ward, immediately aware of where he was and hungering instantly for the freedom of the dream, which had been, for its few moments of eternity, so very real (130-131)

Brad, the main character, becomes an irreversible paraplegic at the end of the first chapter.  The central conflict of the novel is Brad's struggle to accept his condition and to live life as well as he can without bitterness and rage and despair.  Makes sense that midway through the novel he would have the  dream Murray described.

Teri Hoffman teaches first graders at Kramer Elementary School in Oxford, Ohio.  She wrote a multigenre paper about the death of her fifteen-year-old son, Evan, from leukemia.  Just twenty-one days passed from diagnosis until Evan's death.  Teri, her husband, and their daughter were, of course, bereft.  I asked Teri about the dream piece she included in her multigenre paper.  She emailed me and, in part, wrote:  
"The dream piece is a 'dream theme' that I have had many times.  The situation changes but in the end I can't get back to Evan.  I always wake up remembering these dreams vividly and with devastating feelings."

Read and conjecture about how reality and dream blend symbolically in Teri's dream sequence:


A handyman is hiding in his castle, a large, silver structure at the end of a long, winding road.  He is sanding a piece of wood with his sand block.  He seems to be stuck, unable to stop sanding, as if the piece of wood will never be smooth enough for his liking.  In the village of brick-paved streets, there is a housekeeper, working, out of breath, to clean and organize.  She calls to her children for help but gets no reply.  A thin lady, outside of the housekeeper's home, carries a broom and lashes out at the world repeatedly with the broom's straw end.  She is angry at all of her frustrations.  Pausing, she sees the handyman walking toward her, but all stops as a crash is heard in the street.  The girl drops her broom and runs, filled with worry about what has just happened.  The handyman also approaches the crash to find a messenger boy has fallen from his bicycle and is in deep pain.  The housewife sees the accident and rushes from her home to the street.  The three fall to their knees and touch the boy.  Their hands land upon each others' on the boy's chest.  The boy struggles to reach up and put his hand upon theirs and he holds tight.  There is a connection and they all breathe in the moment.  A bus drives down the street, they all run to catch it.  The housewife and the handyman and the young woman all successfully jump on, but the three cannot get the bus to stop for the boy.  The bus doors are jammed and they cannot jump off.  As the bus moves on, the boy's face is full of fear.  Trapped, the others are in tears, screaming for the ride to stop, pleading for a rescue.  The handyman and the housewife and the girl hold each other and the deep pain throbs inside them all again and again and again.

Murray's dream piece was written in past tense.  Teri wrote hers in present verb tense.  That's your choice.  I used present tense for this dream sequence involving my mother. She died in June of 1999.  She was 84.  The ultimate killer was congestive heart failure.  Every so often in her three-month dying she would spend periods struggling to breath.  Because of various medications, she also did some hallucinating.  About a month after her death I imagined this dream sequence:  

She drifted on the hospital bed, her eyes never opening.  The sensation at her wrist was a bumblebee that wouldn't stop stinging.  She thought of Red that 25th anniversary night in Las Vegas, after he'd won $500 at the poker table, saying, "Pinch me, pinch me.  See if I'm awake."     Jackie was suddenly at her side.  He wore his Navy uniform.  He wasn't 64, though.  He was 19, home on leave from Guantanomo Bay, nervous, almost angry, meeting her for the first time really at the urging of his fiancée.  “Why didn’t you take custody of me?” he asked.  “They told me you were dead.”  Nancy took Jack’s place, she in a prom dress from 1957, at her side four husbands one after another, appearing and disappearing, one melting into the shape of the other, just like her own husbands from 1931 to 1979.  She wanted to smile and cry at once.  Four of them:  Mike, Red, Warren, Bill.  Mike and Warren divorces, but all four waiting for her now if you believe that.  She did, so what if she never went to church.  Tommy was suddenly there with a notebook and pen and a book she probably wouldn't like. Even at 84 she wanted mystery and murder in her books, a touch of the ghoulish, some sex, just a little.  The bee had moved to her chest now and had changed into a dolphin that pressed down full weight upon her and could not rise to the surface to breathe.


I thought that the dream sequence might be more readable if I cast it into the shape of a free verse poem. The poetic form spurred me to cut language, too, and use white space to make stanzas that are more readable.  I'll put the dream on the following page.

A LIFE IN DREAM FRAGMENTS

She drifted on the hospital bed, 
her eyes never opening. 
A bumblebee stung her wrist.  

She thought of Red that 25th anniversary

in Las Vegas, after he'd won $500 at the poker table. 

"Pinch me," he said.  "See if I'm awake."     

Jackie appeared in his Navy uniform.  He wasn't 64, though.  

It was 1953 and he was 19, home on leave from 

Guantanomo Bay, nervous, angry, meeting her 

for the first time at the urging of his fiancée.  
“Why didn’t you take custody of me?” he asked.  
“They told me you were dead.”  
Nancy took Jack’s place, she in a prom dress, 

at her side four husbands, appearing, disappearing, 

one melting into the shape of another, 

just like her own husbands from 1931 to 1979.  

She wanted to smile and cry at once.  Mike, Red, Warren, Bill.  

Mike and Warren divorces, but all four waiting for her 

now if you believed that.  And she did.

Tommy was there with a notebook and pen and book 

she wouldn't like.  Even at 84 she wanted mystery 

and murder in her reading, a touch of the ghoulish, 

some sex, just a little.  

The bee moved to her chest now and changed into a dolphin.

It would not leave her chest but swam desperately 

through the wetness, pressing down its full weight,  

and could not rise to the surface for breath.

Prompt:  Take ten or fifteen minutes and free write the dream of one of your characters.  Latch on to an obsession and write that dream as Don Murray did for Brad.  Tell a symbolic, surrealistic tale as Teri Hoffman did.  Or write the bits, pieces, and details of your characters life as Tom Romano did.  Or do something dreamlike of your own devising.



