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ONE

It	had	been	over	four	years	since	I’d	really	slept,	and	I	suspected	it	was	killing
me.
Tonight,	finding	someone	other	than	Mr.	Flint	to	make	eye	contact	with	before

going	to	bed	seemed	like	more	work	than	it	was	worth.	Besides,	he	was	just	an
old	man,	the	janitor	of	the	Oakville	Library.	I’d	seen	the	dreams	of	men	like	him
before.	The	most	exciting	part	was	usually	the	new	lawn	mower	they	were	using.
The	instant	his	dream	began,	though,	I	knew	I’d	been	dead	wrong.	This	man

was	nothing	like	the	others.
A	woman	sprawled	across	a	bed	with	one	thin	arm	thrown	over	her	eyes,	her

jeans	tattered	at	the	bottom	from	dragging	on	the	ground.	Her	white	tank	top	was
tugged	 up	 on	 one	 side,	 leaving	 her	 stomach	 bare,	 exposed.	 I	 thought	 she	was
pretty	hot	until	I	noticed	the	wrinkles	around	her	mouth,	the	ring	on	her	finger,
and	the	clusters	of	gray	hairs	along	her	hairline.	I	groaned	under	my	breath;	sexy
mom	dreams	are	really	not	my	thing.
The	scene	froze	before	me	for	a	moment	and	I	looked	around.	The	walls	were

light	 green;	 there	 were	 tiny	 pink	 and	 blue	 flowers	 on	 the	 sheets.	 I	 heard	 the
thunder	 before	 the	 smell	 of	 damp	wood	 and	 perfume	 filled	my	 nostrils.	 Each
sense	came	like	a	wave,	crashing	over	me.
Rain	 fell	 through	 the	 open	 window,	 pooling	 on	 the	 cedar	 chest	 below.	 The

heavy	green	drapes	rustled	as	they	framed	the	darkness	outside.
I	 knew	 I’d	 see	Mr.	Flint	 soon.	The	dreamer	 always	 showed	up	 last,	 like	 the

brain	had	to	build	the	scene	before	thrusting	the	dreamer	into	it.	It	had	taken	me
a	long	time	to	figure	out	even	a	basic	knowledge	of	 the	way	dreams	worked.	I
didn’t	think	I’d	ever	understand	it	all.	I’d	tried	for	months	before	I	realized	that



no	 dreamers	 could	 see	 me.	 Even	 when	 I	 stood	 right	 in	 front	 of	 them	 and
screamed	at	the	top	of	my	lungs—they	never	knew	I	was	there.
Kind	of	ironic	that	I	knew	so	much	about	people’s	dreams	considering	I	never

slept.	Well,	my	body	did,	but	my	brain	…	not	so	much.	The	world	of	my	dreams
was	 no	 longer	 mine.	 It	 was	 forbidden	 and	 distant.	 I	 was	 just	 the	 guy	 that
watched,	a	passive	observer	in	the	minds	of	others,	seeing	what	they	saw,	feeling
what	they	felt.	I	knew	their	dreams	like	I	knew	my	own	skin.
One	thing	I’d	learned	pretty	fast	was	that	all	dreams	had	layers.	Like	the	brain

got	 too	 bored	 constructing	 only	 one	 dream	 at	 a	 time.	 There	was	 always	more
going	on	under	 the	surface.	My	brain	 tended	to	drop	me	in	 the	 layer	closest	 to
reality.	At	 least,	 that	was	my	best	guess.	 I	didn’t	know	for	 sure,	but	 it	was	 the
only	 explanation	 I	 could	 come	 up	 with	 for	 why	 I	 often	 saw	 fantasies	 and
memories	 instead	of	 the	alternative.	 I	still	saw	the	bizarre	stuff,	but	 it	was	 less
frequent.	 Judging	 from	 the	 lack	 of	 leprechauns	 or	 talking	 furniture	 around	me
now,	 this	 dream	 was	 just	 another	 demonstration	 of	 that	 fact.	 I	 didn’t	 get	 the
subtext,	the	metaphors;	I	got	the	real	thing.
The	 thunder	 sounded	 again	 and	 I	 sighed,	waiting	 for	 him	 to	 appear.	 I	 could

already	tell	that	Mr.	Flint’s	dream	was	a	memory,	and	I	just	wanted	to	get	it	over
with.	I	didn’t	like	watching	memories.	Somehow	it	felt	even	more	intrusive	than
watching	fantasies.	Everything	in	a	memory	was	crystal	clear,	with	very	little	of
the	 haziness	 that	 literally	 hovered	 over	 other	 dreams	 I	 saw.	 After	 years	 of
watching,	I	knew	this	level	of	focus,	of	detail,	could	mean	only	one	thing.	This
wasn’t	 a	 creation	 of	 Mr.	 Flint’s	 mind;	 this	 was	 his	 life.	 His	 brain’s	 twisted
analysis	 of	 his	 past	 thickened	 the	 air	 around	 me,	 like	 a	 million	 observations
given	at	once.
And	then	I	saw	him,	in	the	doorway	watching	her.	When	his	emotions	hit,	they

crushed	 me,	 knocked	 the	 wind	 out	 of	 me.	 The	 janitor’s	 desperate,	 churning
passions	swept	me	in	wave	upon	wave	of	sadness,	anger,	and	betrayal.	Each	one
hit	 stronger	 than	 the	 last	 until	 the	 pain	 eclipsed	 them	 all,	 unbearable	 yet
unchanging.	Pain	was	life	now.	No	hope	remained.	The	pain	smothered	it	along
with	everything	else	that	reeked	of	happier	times.
I	crouched,	clutching	my	side	and	panting.	I	knew	better.
The	room	was	charged	with	an	inexplicable	energy	as	the	physical	pain	faded

in	the	shade	of	more	ominous	emotions:	hatred,	combined	with	blood-pumping



adrenaline,	turned	into	the	purest	kind	of	rage	I’d	ever	experienced.
I	 clawed	 at	 the	 ground	 as	Mr.	 Flint’s	 fury	 ripped	 through	 me.	 His	 need	 to

destroy,	to	make	someone	hurt	the	way	he	did,	overwhelmed	me.
As	he	approached	the	bed,	something	glinted	in	his	hand.	I	narrowed	my	eyes

for	a	closer	look.	He	clutched	a	shining	silver	letter	opener	with	a	navy	handle.
Combined	with	the	grim	intent	on	his	face,	I’d	never	seen	a	more	lethal-looking
weapon.
I	fought	his	emotions	and	struggled	to	move,	to	hide	from	what	I	knew	would

come,	but	it	was	no	use.	I	couldn’t	leave.	I	could	close	my	eyes,	but	the	emotions
of	the	dreamer	were	the	worst	part	and	I	couldn’t	hide	from	them.	If	I	didn’t	see
what	was	happening,	my	mind	filled	in	the	gaps.	Too	often	the	disturbing	images
I	came	up	with	were	so	much	worse	than	the	nightmare	I	was	stuck	in.
He	held	a	pillow	over	her	head	as	he	stabbed	the	letter	opener	through	her	tank

top	three	times.	Her	gurgling	screams	pierced	the	air.	Mixed	with	his	grunts,	her
death	created	a	horrific	melody	until	all	sound	muffled	to	a	whisper.	The	sudden
stillness	 swallowed	 me.	 As	 I	 tried	 to	 control	 my	 breathing,	 her	 blood	 spilled
from	the	triangle	of	wounds	through	her	shirt	and	onto	the	floral	sheets.	My	head
hurt	and	my	heart	pounded	in	my	chest.
His	rage	ended	as	abruptly	as	it	came,	leaving	only	despair	behind.	I	could	feel

how	much	he	 hated	her,	 hated	himself.	His	 absolute	 certainty	 that	 life	was	 no
longer	worth	living	landed	square	on	my	shoulders	and	I	shook	under	the	weight
of	 it.	Mr.	Flint	 held	 her	 hands	 in	 his	 and	 sobbed.	He	pulled	 the	 gold	wedding
band	 off	 her	 finger	 and	 held	 it	 to	 his	 lips.	Wracking	moans	 gushed	 out	 of	 his
body,	burying	both	of	us	in	misery,	barely	allowing	room	for	air.
I	was	horrified	at	myself	for	pitying	him,	even	though	it	was	impossible	not	to

when	I	 felt	 his	 emotions.	The	dream	might	have	been	a	memory	but	Mr.	Flint
was	actually	asleep	as	it	played	out,	hovering	in	that	place	where	the	boundaries
between	 right	 and	 wrong	 blurred—I	 wasn’t.	 Feeling	 sorry	 for	 a	 murderer
disgusted	me,	but	it	didn’t	matter.	His	self-pity	swamped	me,	overpowering	my
own	revulsion.
My	gaze	darted	between	him	and	the	woman,	his	wife.	This	wasn’t	the	same

man	who’d	first	entered	the	dream.	There	was	a	change	in	him,	so	strong	I	could
feel	it.	He	was	a	murderer	now.	He	would	never	be	the	same	person	again.	There
was	no	coming	back	from	this.



He	was	 a	 reflection	 of	 my	 ability—my	 curse.	 Having	 seen	 what	 I	 had,	 I’d
never	be	the	same	again	either.

I	woke	up	coughing,	my	body	covered	in	sweat.	Curling	in	on	myself,	I	wrapped
one	arm	around	my	knees	and	tried	to	catch	my	breath.	Why	did	I	have	to	pick
him?	Why	a	murderer?
Being	 a	 Watcher	 sucked,	 especially	 when	 everyone	 else	 around	 me	 was	 a

Dreamer.	I	didn’t	know	if	there	were	any	more	like	me	out	there,	but	I	knew	that
whatever	 lucky	Dreamer	was	 the	 last	 to	catch	my	eye,	 I	couldn’t	break	free	of
them.	No	matter	how	much	I	wanted	to	escape,	I	was	stuck	with	that	person	for
the	night.
A	loud	thump	rattled	my	door	and	I	rolled	out	of	bed.
“It’s	 the	 weekend,	 Mom.”	 My	 voice	 came	 out	 croaky	 and	 exhausted.	 I

stumbled	 toward	 the	 bathroom,	 taking	 deep	 breaths	 and	 forcing	myself	 not	 to
think	about	Mr.	Flint’s	dream.
In	and	out.
In	and	out.
“It’s	almost	noon,	your	majesty,”	she	yelled	back	from	the	kitchen.
I	stopped	in	the	middle	of	the	hallway	and	rubbed	my	eye.	“It’s	almost	eleven.

Stop	exaggerating	or	I’ll	have	to	hire	new	help.”
“Yeah,	yeah,”	Mom	muttered.
I	fought	the	urge	to	tell	her,	to	tell	anyone,	about	what	I’d	seen.	As	much	as	I

would	have	liked	to	go	to	the	police	and	tell	them	I’d	witnessed	Mr.	Flint	murder
his	wife	in	a	dream,	I	knew	no	one	would	believe	me,	and	the	psych	ward	wasn’t
my	idea	of	a	prime	weekend	hangout.
I	grabbed	the	newspaper	off	the	table	in	the	hall	and	took	it	into	the	bathroom.

The	cold	of	the	tile	shot	tingles	through	my	feet	as	I	flipped	the	pages.	There	it
was:

Donna	Marie	Flint,	born	May	9,	1971,	died	last	week	during	what	appears
to	have	been	a	failed	burglary	attempt.	Friends	and	family	may	pay	their
respects	at	the	Oakville	Mortuary	on	Tuesday.

Tomorrow.



Mrs.	 Flint	 hadn’t	 been	 dead	 very	 long,	 but	 it	 was	 still	 too	 late	 to	 save	 her.
There	was	nothing	I	could	do,	nothing	I	could	have	done.	The	police	were	on	the
wrong	 track	 with	 the	 burglary,	 but	 they	 would	 eventually	 figure	 out	 what
happened	without	my	help.	I	had	to	believe	that.
For	one	morbid	moment,	I	wondered:	If	I	was	right	about	what	was	going	to

happen	 and	 this	 curse	 was	 slowly	 killing	 me,	 what	 would	 my	 obituary	 say?
Parker	Daniel	Chipp,	a	sixteen-year-old	junior	at	Oakville	High	School,	died	of
sleep	deprivation.	Or	would	it	be	listed	as	something	lame	like	natural	causes?
Either	way	it	sounded	pathetic.
I	shuffled	to	the	shower,	turning	the	dials	so	the	water	was	so	icy	it	stabbed	my

skin	like	a	thousand	shards	of	glass.	Most	days	it	was	the	only	way	I	could	keep
myself	awake.	The	water	raced	down	my	skin	in	rivulets,	carrying	away	images
from	the	dream.	Warm	showers	were	a	thing	of	the	past	now.	After	scrubbing	my
body	raw,	I	turned	off	the	water.
I	wrapped	a	towel	around	my	waist,	trying	to	focus	my	mind	on	some	of	the

happier	dreams	I’d	seen.	Other	people’s	dreams	 took	up	so	much	of	my	 life—
and	my	brain—that	it	wasn’t	hard	to	reach	into	the	pile	and	find	a	different	one.
They	were	each	unique,	and	each	equally	exhausting.
The	 dream	 layers	 were	 often	 the	 hardest	 part.	 They	 could	 leave	 my	 head

pounding	for	hours	after	I	woke	up.	It	was	like	the	dreamer’s	subconscious	brain
had	stretched	its	imaginative	muscle	and	wanted	to	pack	in	as	much	as	possible,
just	to	torture	me	or	something.	Sometimes	the	other	background	layers	were	a
haze,	 hovering	 over	 the	main	 layer	 of	 the	 dream	 like	 a	 sheer	 curtain.	 Rarely,
dreams	were	made	of	what	 felt	 like	physical	 layers—some	more	 reality-based,
some	more	bizarre	 than	an	LSD	addict’s	 favorite	hallucination—stacked	above
one	another,	and	the	Dreamer	bounced	between	them	like	a	ping-pong	ball,	like
their	brain	couldn’t	decide	what	dream	to	have.
Then	 there	 was	 the	 mist	 of	 thought	 that	 twirled	 through	 the	 vivid	 memory

dreams.	 If	you	 stood	 in	 the	curling	 tendrils	of	 silver	vapor,	you	could	actually
hear	 the	Dreamer’s	 brain	 thinking,	 reliving,	 deciding.	The	words	 and	 thoughts
were	so	jumbled	and	convoluted,	within	a	few	seconds	they’d	make	your	mind
spin.	I’d	carefully	side-stepped	the	mist	after	my	first	experience	with	it.
The	 worst	 was	 when	 the	 other	 layers	 were	 so	 foggy	 that	 they	 were	 like

background	noise;	 it’d	sound	like	a	million	bees	buzzing	 in	my	head.	 I	always



had	 a	 terrible	 headache	 the	 day	 after	 watching	 one	 of	 those—the	 kind	 of
headache	no	pain	medicine	could	touch.
I	took	a	deep	breath	and	tried	to	focus	on	the	task	at	hand.	As	I	dried	my	face,

I	could	actually	feel	the	deep	circles	beneath	my	eyes,	like	they’d	been	there	so
long	 they’d	 hollowed	me	out.	 I	 shivered,	 pushed	my	messy	 black	 hair	 off	my
forehead,	and	tried	to	see	if	I	looked	any	worse	than	the	day	before.	My	ice-blue
eyes	 stared	 back.	 Yes,	 I	 looked	 like	 crap.	 But	 was	 there	 anything	 I	 could	 do
about	it?	Nope.
I	tugged	on	jeans	and	a	sweatshirt	and	headed	for	the	kitchen.	It	smelled	like

citrus	and	berries.	Fresh	fruit:	Mom’s	favorite	breakfast.	She	glanced	up	with	a
grin	when	 I	passed,	but	 it	 slid	 from	her	 face	when	her	 eyes	met	mine.	 I	knew
what	she	was	thinking.	Her	constant	worrying	was	the	reason	I	only	watched	her
dreams	when	I	had	no	other	choice.
“Did	you	sleep	well?”
“Sure.”	I	nodded	and	looked	away	from	her	concern.
Mom	stepped	in	front	of	me	and	placed	the	back	of	one	hand	on	my	forehead.

With	a	sigh,	she	brought	it	down	and	twisted	her	lips	to	one	side.	“Well,	you	feel
fine	…	”
I	grabbed	her	shoulders,	smiled,	and	stared	her	straight	in	the	eye.	This	early

in	the	day,	it	didn’t	matter	who	I	made	eye	contact	with.	I	was	safe,	for	now.
“That’s	because	I	am	fine.”
She	stuck	her	fist	under	her	chin	and	moved	it	back	and	forth	as	she	watched

me	hunt	through	the	kitchen	for	a	snack.	I	knew	that	move.	I’d	seen	her	look	at
Dad	that	way	so	many	times	before	he	left	that	it	was	impossible	to	forget.
The	first	year	he	was	gone,	Mom	had	been	so	upset	she’d	thrown	herself	into

her	work.	I	was	always	fed	and	taken	care	of,	but	she’d	never	noticed	how	tired	I
was.	That	was	over	three	years	ago.	I	still	missed	those	days.	When	she	wasn’t
around,	I	didn’t	have	to	pretend	to	be	normal.
I	sliced	an	apple	with	the	biggest	knife	I	could	find	and	fought	the	mixture	of

frustration	 and	 resentment	 that	 rose	 up	 every	 time	 I	 thought	 about	Dad.	 I	 had
enough	 problems	 without	 being	 forced	 to	 put	 up	 with	 the	 baggage	 he’d	 left
behind.
I	glanced	up,	ready	to	handle	her	the	way	I	always	did—with	distraction.
“So,	any	appointments	today?”



Mom	 grabbed	 her	 cell	 phone	 off	 the	 countertop	 and	 scrolled	 through	 the
calendar.	“I	have	a	couple	of	showings	this	afternoon	and	a	few	more	tonight.	I
might	be	a	little	late.	Will	you	be	all	right	alone?”
“Yeah.	I’m	probably	going	to	do	something	with	Finn.”
“That’s	all?	No	one	else	is	coming?	Just	Finn?”	She	squinted	at	my	face.	Once

again,	she	didn’t	believe	me.
I	 popped	 an	 apple	 slice	 in	my	mouth	 and	walked	 over	 to	 the	window.	This

conversation	needed	to	be	over	now.	“Yep,	just	Finn,”	I	crunched.
She	nodded	and	turned	back	to	her	phone	again.
I	shuffled	to	my	bedroom	and	pulled	on	some	sneakers.	If	I	didn’t	know	any

better,	I’d	think	they	were	made	of	lead.	Gravity	was	my	enemy	these	days.	Each
morning	my	arms	and	legs—even	my	eyelids—felt	heavier.	I	was	amazed	when
the	scale	showed	the	same	weight,	or	lately	a	lower	one,	than	the	week	before.
Each	 time	 I	 stepped	on	 it,	 I	was	certain	my	head	alone	must	be	a	 few	pounds
heavier.	It	was	so	much	harder	to	hold	it	up	every	day.
When	I’d	turned	sixteen	the	previous	month,	I’d	ex-hausted	my	final	idea.	I’d

stopped	by	the	gas	station	on	the	way	home	every	night	for	two	weeks,	making
eye	contact	with	the	guy	on	the	night	shift	 in	the	hope	that	I	could	sleep	if	my
Dreamer	was	 awake	 all	 night.	But	when	 I	 slept	 it	wasn’t	 real	 sleep.	Watching
dreams	 was	 like	 staying	 up	 all	 night	 watching	 totally	 immersive	movies,	 and
sleeping	when	my	Dreamer	was	awake	was	like	staying	up	watching	static	on	a
muted	 television	 set.	 It	was	peaceful	 to	 some	extent,	 but	my	brain	 still	wasn’t
sleeping.	It	was	just	my	own	personal	void.
Nights	 like	 those	 helped	me	 focus	 a	 little	 better	 during	 the	 day,	 but	 not	 by

much.	So	when	Mom	started	freaking	about	me	being	out	too	late	all	the	time,	I
gave	 it	up.	The	nothingness	got	boring	night	after	night	anyway,	 like	sitting	 in
my	own	padded	room.	The	irony	of	it	made	me	smile;	that	was	pretty	much	what
I	was	trying	so	hard	to	avoid.
I’d	tried	everything	I	could	come	up	with.	I	even	tried	not	making	eye	contact

with	 anyone	 all	 day—not	 as	 easy	 as	 it	 sounds.	 But	 even	 then	 I	 just	 saw	 the
dreams	of	the	last	person	from	the	day	before.
Shoving	my	backpack	 toward	 the	wall	with	my	foot,	 I	noticed	 that	 the	main

pocket	was	halfway	open	and	the	corner	of	a	book	was	poking	out.	I	picked	up
the	bag	and	zipped	it	shut,	then	took	a	quick	look	around	my	bedroom.	It	looked



…	different.	A	couple	of	things	had	been	moved,	but	it	wasn’t	anything	obvious.
I	sighed.	She’d	been	 in	here	again.	 It	must’ve	been	while	 I	was	 in	 the	shower.
Determination	isn’t	something	my	family	runs	short	on.
I	drew	in	a	deep	breath	and	walked	back	to	the	kitchen.	“Find	any	drugs	this

time?”
Mom	didn’t	 look	up	from	her	cell	phone,	but	I	saw	her	shut	her	eyes	 tightly

before	speaking;	her	voice	tried	so	hard	to	be	calm	it	wavered.	“No.”
“Won’t	keep	you	from	looking	next	 time,	 though,	will	 it?”	 I	sat	down	at	 the

table	and	glared	at	her	back.	I	had	enough	problems	right	now.	Why	did	she	feel
the	need	to	add	to	them?
Turning,	 she	 leaned	 against	 the	 counter	 and	 folded	 her	 arms	over	 her	 chest.

“What	do	you	want	me	to	think?	You	don’t	talk	to	me.	You’re	losing	weight	…
you	…	you	just	don’t	look	good,	honey.”
“Way	to	boost	a	guy’s	self-esteem,	Mom.”	I	rubbed	my	hand	against	my	eye

and	looked	out	the	window	across	from	me.
“Do	you	have	a	better	explanation?”	She	waited	a	mo-ment	before	continuing.

“Because,	believe	me,	I	don’t	want	to	find	drugs	…	but	I	don’t	know	what	else
to	think.”
“I’ve	told	you.”	I	shook	my	head	and	looked	back	at	her.	“I	don’t	sleep	well.”
She	 lowered	 her	 chin	 and	 raised	 her	 eyebrows.	 “Parker,	 you	 sleep	 all	 the

time.”
A	hot	wave	of	anger	flowed	over	me.	Why	did	she	keep	bringing	this	up?	She

never	believed	what	 I	 said,	anyway.	 I	 stood	up	 from	the	 table	and	 turned	back
toward	the	hall.	“Well	then,	guess	it	must	be	drugs.”
“Wait,	please.”	She	grabbed	my	elbow	before	I	could	get	out	of	the	kitchen	but

didn’t	speak	until	I	turned	to	face	her.	“So,	if	it’s	sleep,	we’re	going	to	a	doctor.
Today.	Dr.	Brown	has	an	after-hours	clinic	on	weekends.	We’ll	go	see	him	right
now.”
“Today?”	I	frowned.	“But	you	have	appointments.”
“I’ll	reschedule.	It’ll	be	fine.	This	is	more	important.”
A	chill	ran	through	me.	I’d	been	avoiding	this,	afraid	a	doctor	would	confirm

my	suspicions,	or	worse,	call	me	crazy	and	stick	me	in	an	asylum,	but	I	had	to	be
honest.	 I’d	 gotten	 as	much	 information	 as	 I	was	 going	 to	 get	 from	my	 online
searches	…	and	I	didn’t	like	the	answers	they	were	giving	me.	It	was	time.	I’d



just	have	to	be	smart	about	it.	I	wouldn’t	tell	him	the	whole	truth,	but	I’d	figure
out	a	way	to	get	him	to	give	me	the	answers	I	needed.
“Okay,	Mom,	if	you	think	it	will	help.	I’m	in.”



TWO

Dr.	Brown	had	been	our	 family	doctor	 for	 as	 long	as	 I	 could	 remember.	After
sitting	in	the	waiting	room	a	few	minutes,	his	nurse	led	us	to	a	mustard-yellow
exam	room	with	pictures	of	fish	on	the	walls.	Now	that	we	were	here,	I	couldn’t
seem	to	keep	still.	I	sat	down,	drummed	my	fingers	against	my	thighs,	stood	up,
looked	at	the	pictures,	and	sat	down	again.
The	 door	 opened	 and	Dr.	Brown	 came	 in.	He’d	 always	 been	 super	 thin	 and

serious,	and	he	always	managed	to	take	charge	the	moment	he	walked	in	a	room.
He	 smiled	 at	my	mom	and	 shook	my	hand	before	 taking	 a	 seat	 on	his	 rolling
stool.
“Well,	Parker,	we	haven’t	seen	you	in	a	while.”	He	bent	over	my	chart	and	all

I	could	see	were	the	short	brown	hairs	on	top	of	his	head.	“With	teenage	boys,
that’s	usually	a	good	thing.	What	brings	you	in	today?”
I	crossed	my	arms	over	my	chest.	“I’m	having	trouble	sleeping.”
“That	 isn’t	 all,”	Mom	 said.	 I	 wished	 again	 that	 she’d	 agreed	 to	 stay	 in	 the

waiting	room.	“He’s	been	losing	weight.”
Dr.	 Brown	 glanced	 at	 me	 and	 back	 at	 the	 chart.	 “Teenage	 boys	 tend	 to

fluctuate	a	lot.	You	play	soccer	still?”
I	nodded.
“I	can	give	you	some	sleeping	pills	to	help	get	your	body	back	into	a	regular

rhythm,	but	I	don’t	want	you	taking	them	for	very	long.	And	you	need	to	make
sure	you’re	eating	enough	to	keep	up	with	the	exercise.”	He	glanced	at	his	watch
and	back	to	my	chart.
“Okay,”	 I	said,	 trying	not	 to	sound	as	 frustrated	as	 I	 felt.	Of	course	I’d	 tried

sleeping	 pills.	 Over-the-counter,	 but	 still,	 they	 made	 the	 exhaustion	 so	 much
worse.	 I’d	be	so	groggy	 I	could	barely	walk	straight	 the	next	day.	This	wasn’t



going	 to	get	us	anywhere,	and	 I	couldn’t	ask	him	anything	with	Mom	in	here.
What	a	waste	of	time.
Dr.	Brown	squinted	at	me	for	a	moment	before	turning	back	to	Mom.	“There’s

a	 new	 insurance	 form	 I’d	 like	 you	 to	 fill	 out	while	 I	 chat	with	Parker.	 Just	 to
make	sure	there	isn’t	anything	else	going	on,	if	that’s	okay	with	both	of	you?”
Mom	glanced	at	me	and	I	nodded.	“Yeah,	I’ll	be	fine,	Mom.	Go	ahead.”
She	stood	and	followed	the	doctor	into	the	hall.	I	tried	to	prepare	myself.	I’d

only	have	a	few	minutes	alone	with	him.	I	was	sure	he	had	his	own	reasons	for
getting	rid	of	Mom,	but	I	had	to	control	the	conversation.
When	Dr.	Brown	stepped	back	in	the	room,	he	handed	me	a	pamphlet:	Drugs

and	the	Teenage	Mind.	I	groaned	and	shook	my	head.
“I’m	not	accusing	you	of	anything,	but	when	you’ve	been	a	doctor	as	long	as	I

have,	 you	 learn	 to	 read	 the	 signs.”	 Dr.	 Brown	 had	 kind	 eyes.	 They	 were
sympathetic,	compassionate	…	but	it	didn’t	change	the	fact	that	he	was	as	wrong
as	everyone	else.	“You	know	that	any	drugs	you	put	 in	your	system	can	affect
your	sleep	patterns	as	well.”
I	looked	him	straight	in	the	eye.	“Just	for	the	sake	of	argument,	let’s	say	I	am

on	drugs	that	are	keeping	me	from	sleeping.”
His	 bushy	 brown	 eyebrows	 shot	 up.	 Clearly	 not	 the	 response	 he’d	 been

expecting.	“What	are	you	on?”
“I	didn’t	admit	anything,	and	it	doesn’t	matter.”	I	shook	my	head	and	leaned

forward,	 my	 elbows	 resting	 on	 my	 knees.	 “What	 I	 need	 to	 know	 is,	 what
happens	to	a	person’s	brain	when	they	don’t	sleep?”
Dr.	Brown	shook	his	head.	“Don’t	sleep	at	all?”
“Yes.”
“Well,	 first	 they’d	 be	 tired,	 irritable,	 emotional,	 obviously.”	 Dr.	 Brown

shrugged,	 but	 he	 was	 watching	 my	 reaction	 closely.	 “And	 then	 there’d	 be
tremors	as	the	brain	experienced	stutters	in	its	control	of	the	body.	Eventually	the
body	would	 collapse	 from	exhaustion	 and	 the	 problem	would	 be	 fixed	 for	 the
time	being.”
No	matter	how	tired	I	became,	I	never	collapsed	and	my	brain	never	slept.	 I

wasn’t	 normal.	 I	 shook	 my	 head.	 “Let’s	 say	 it	 didn’t	 collapse.	 For	 whatever
reason,	a	body	kept	going.	What	would	happen	next?”



He	frowned.	“That’s	not	possible	without	external	interference—and	extreme
stimulation.”
“Okay,	 then	with	 those	 things.”	 I’m	 not	 sure	when	 I	 stood	 up,	 but	 his	 eyes

widened	as	he	looked	up	at	me.	“What	would	happen	next?”
“I	don’t	understand.	What’s	this	about?”	He	rolled	his	stool	back	a	bit.
I	 took	 a	 step	 closer	 but	 kept	my	 voice	 low.	 I	 needed	 him	 to	 answer.	 “What

would	happen	next,	doctor?”
He	 frowned	 and	 stood	 up,	 but	 I	 still	 had	 a	 couple	 of	 inches	 on	 him.	 “The

person	 would	 become	 psychotic,	 experiencing	 a	 variety	 of	 dangerous
psychological	symptoms,	and	then	…	well,	then	the	person	would	die.”
It	felt	like	he’d	punched	me	in	the	gut.	The	room	spun	a	little	and	I	crumpled

back	into	my	seat.	My	eyes	glued	to	the	carpet	in	front	of	me.	The	research	I’d
done	…	I	was	right.	I’d	been	right.	I	didn’t	want	to	be	right.
Dr.	 Brown	 sat	 back	 on	 his	 stool	 and	 scooted	 it	 closer	 to	 me.	 “Why	 these

questions,	Parker?	You	aren’t	saying	that	you—”
“No,”	 I	 interrupted,	 looking	 up	 with	 a	 forced	 smile.	 “It’s	 about	 a	 science

project	I’m	working	on.”
“Oh.”
He	stared	at	me	in	silence	and	I	could	see	that	I	now	had	his	full	attention,	but

I	didn’t	want	it	anymore.	I’d	come	for	an	answer,	and	he’d	given	it.	I	just	needed
to	get	out	of	there	without	Dr.	Brown	trying	to	have	me	committed.
There	was	a	knock	on	the	door	and	Mom	poked	her	head	in.	“You	guys	about

done?”
I	 nodded	 and	 got	 to	my	 feet.	Realizing	 I	 still	 had	 the	 drug	 pamphlet	 in	my

hand,	I	stuffed	it	into	my	pocket,	but	not	before	Mom	got	a	look	at	it.	Perfect.	“I
think	the	sleeping	pills	should	help,”	I	said.
Mom’s	shoulders	slumped	a	little	and	she	glanced	over	at	Dr.	Brown,	her	gaze

piercing.	“Do	you	think	so,	doctor?”
“I	think	it’s	a	good	place	to	start.”	He	frowned,	then	continued.	“But	I	want	to

check	all	his	vitals	…	just	to	be	safe.”
After	 ten	 minutes	 of	 having	 me	 say	 “Ah,”	 checking	 my	 reflexes	 and	 pupil

dilation,	 and	 listening	 to	my	 breathing	 and	 heartbeat,	Dr.	Brown	handed	me	 a
prescription	for	some	sleeping	pills	and	a	referral	card	to	a	shrink.	His	brow	was



furrowed	 and	 he	 looked	 like	 he	 was	 considering	 saying	 something	 else,	 but
instead	shook	my	hand.
“Take	care	of	yourself,	Parker.	I’m	here	if	you	need	me.”

Mom	and	I	barely	spoke	on	the	drive	home.	She	grunted	and	almost	snarled	at
the	other	drivers	as	we	went.	She	clearly	didn’t	believe	me	or	Dr.	Brown.	I	put
on	my	 headphones	 and	 turned	 up	 the	music	 on	my	 iPod.	 It	wasn’t	 like	 I	was
exactly	happy	with	the	results	of	the	doctor	visit	either,	and	luckily,	neither	of	us
wanted	to	talk	about	it.
As	 soon	 as	we	were	 home,	 I	 headed	 to	my	 room,	 shut	 the	 door,	 and	 called

Finn.
He	answered	after	the	first	ring.	“Hey	man,	what’s	up?”
“Nothing.	I	need	to	get	out	of	here.”
“Okay.	 Are	 we	 talking	 out	 to	 a	 movie	 or	 a	 south-of-the-border	 kind	 of

escape?”	I	could	hear	him	munching	on	something	in	the	background.
“A	movie	sounds	good.”
“Cool.	Be	there	in	a	few.”	When	I	heard	him	hang	up,	I	stuffed	my	phone	in

my	 pocket	 and	 flopped	 down	 on	 my	 bed.	 I	 pretended	 not	 to	 hear	 Mom
whispering	to	Dr.	Brown	on	the	phone	in	the	living	room.
“Yes,	but	do	you	think	he’s	on	something?”	A	pause.	“No,	I	know	you	can’t

tell	for	sure.	I’ve	never	found	anything	in	his	room.”	A	longer	pause.	“Okay,	I’ll
let	you	know	if	it	gets	any	worse.	Thank	you,	doctor.”
Dr.	Brown’s	voice,	as	he	 listed	 the	stages	of	extreme	sleep	deprivation,	kept

bouncing	 around	 in	my	 head	 like	 a	 rubber	 ball	 with	 no	means	 of	 escape.	 I’d
already	 been	 shaking	 a	 lot,	 getting	 worse	 every	 day.	 I	 guess	 those	 were	 the
tremors,	so	next	was	…
Become	psychotic	and	then	die	…	become	psychotic	and	then	die	…	become

psychotic	and	then	die	…
Fear	clawed	at	me.	I	wasn’t	sure	anymore	if	knowing	was	better.	I	sat	up	and

moved	to	my	desk.	The	only	thing	I	could	do	was	be	prepared.	Time	to	do	some
more	research.
I	opened	a	search	engine	and	typed	in	Psychosis.	It	came	up	with	a	definition:

“Psychosis	 is	 a	 loss	of	contact	with	 reality,	usually	 including	 false	 ideas	about



what	is	taking	place	or	who	one	is	(delusions)	and	seeing	or	hearing	things	that
aren’t	there	(hallucinations).”
My	stomach	clenched.	Psychosis	made	death	sound	like	the	better	part	of	my

future.	I	dreaded	the	hallucinations	and	delusions	more	than	what	would	follow.
I	was	most	afraid	of	becoming	one	of	the	monsters	I’d	seen	so	often	in	dreams,
of	not	being	able	to	follow	my	own	code,	my	own	morality.	Or	worse,	not	being
able	 to	 tell	 reality	 from	whatever	my	mind	made	up	…	 that	would	be	 the	 real
nightmare.
I	 rubbed	my	hands	 together	 in	 an	 effort	 to	warm	 them.	My	 future	 felt	 cold,

isolating.	My	kind	of	insomnia	would	be	branded	by	everyone	else	as	insanity.
The	 doorbell	 rang	 and	 I	 jammed	 my	 finger	 into	 the	 power	 button	 on	 my

computer.	I	stuffed	one	hand	in	my	pocket	as	I	grabbed	my	jacket	with	the	other.
I	needed	to	get	my	mind	off	of	all	this.	I	couldn’t	fix	it,	not	right	now,	anyway.
Finn	was	the	perfect	person	to	help	me	relax.	Everything	about	him	said	chill.
“I’m	going	to	a	movie	with	Finn,”	I	yelled	down	the	hall.	“I’ll	be	back	later.”
“Okay.	Please	be	safe	…	and	smart.”	Even	through	her	closed	bedroom	door,

disappointment	tinged	her	voice.
I	bolted	out	of	the	house.	The	instant	I	saw	Finn’s	face,	the	first	dream	of	his

I’d	 ever	 watched	 flashed	 through	 my	 head.	 Memorable,	 it	 was	 definitely
memorable—I	mean,	he	was	a	twelve-year-old,	dressed	like	Superman,	battling
a	giant	bunch	of	broccoli.	Finn’s	dreams	were	always	…	unique.
Even	his	most	 realistic	dreams	were	never	what	 I	would	consider	 “normal.”

That	was	 the	main	 reason	I	 liked	 to	watch	his	more	 than	anyone	else’s.	Finn’s
dreams	were	the	closest	I	could	get	to	what	I	thought	my	own	dreams	might’ve
been	like.
When	we	were	thirteen,	I	told	him	I	watched	people’s	dreams.	He	immediately

assumed	I	was	 joking,	and,	 rather	 than	 try	 to	convince	him,	 I’d	dropped	 it.	He
probably	would	have	freaked	out	anyway.
Finn	 was	 leaning	 against	 the	 wrought-iron	 railing	 of	 our	 porch	 step.	 As	 I

walked	over	I	got	a	whiff	of	his	deodorant;	he	smelled	like	old-man	spice.	His
shirt	 read	 I’d	 flex,	but	 I	 like	 this	 shirt	with	a	 remarkably	muscular	 stick	 figure
below	it.	I	shook	my	head.	That	was	Finn.	His	entire	wardrobe	was	full	of	stuff
like	that.



“Glad	 to	 see	you	brought	my	car	back.”	 I	plastered	a	 smile	on	my	 face	as	 I
grabbed	the	keys	from	his	hand.
“Is	it	my	fault	that	my	parents	bought	me	a	piece	of	crap	that’s	only	spent	one

week	 out	 of	 the	 shop	 since	 I	 got	 it	 last	 spring?”	 Finn	 flashed	 a	 grin	 and	 the
spattering	of	freckles	across	his	nose	stood	out	like	polka	dots	in	the	fading	light.
“Well,	it’s	definitely	not	mine.”
Finn	clutched	his	shirt	in	front	of	his	heart.	“Loyalty,	man.	Loyalty!”
The	sun	peeked	through	the	dark	clouds	that	filled	the	sky	and	I	stretched	my

hands	out	as	I	walked	toward	the	car,	absorbing	the	fading	warmth.	The	leaves
were	 still	 undecided—half	 on	 the	 ground,	 half	 on	 the	 trees.	 I	 shook	 off	 the
feeling	that	they	were	a	little	too	much	like	me	and	stomped	through	some	dried-
up	ones	on	the	front	lawn,	enjoying	the	crisp,	crunching	sound	the	leaves	made
beneath	my	feet.
“The	old	theater	first,	right?”
Finn	 hopped	 down	 the	 remaining	 stairs	 and	 hurried	 to	 catch	 up	 with	 me.

“First?	Is	there	a	second?”
I	shrugged.	“I’ve	got	to	buy	some	new	soccer	cleats.	Get	them	worn	in	before

the	season	starts.”
“As	long	as	we	catch	that	old	craptastic	Kung	Fu	movie,	I	don’t	care	what	else

we	 do.	 And	 hey,	 maybe	 new	 shoes	 will	 improve	 your	 footwork.	 I’m	 tired	 of
blocking	all	 the	goals	when	other	 teams	steal	 the	ball	 from	you.”	He	shrugged
and	climbed	in	the	passenger	side.
“If	you	blocked	more	goals,	I	wouldn’t	have	to	try	to	catch	us	up	all	the	time.”
Finn	turned	up	the	radio	and	pretended	he	couldn’t	hear	me.



THREE

The	 sporting	 goods	 store	 always	 smelled	 like	 a	 gigantic	 rubber	 ball	 dipped	 in
pine-scented	 cleaner.	 The	 store	 was	 pretty	 empty,	 but	 I	 noticed	 Jeff	 Sparks
flipping	 through	an	 issue	of	Sports	 Illustrated	at	 the	checkout	 line	across	 from
me.	He	was	our	senior	class	president.	Everyone	got	along	with	him	and	he	got
along	with	pretty	much	everyone.	He	was	definitely	 top	dog,	and	had	been	the
soccer	 team	 captain	 since	 junior	 high.	 There	 was	 a	 moment,	 when	 the	 team
voted	me	co-captain	of	the	soccer	team	this	year,	that	I	thought	Jeff	might	not	be
down	with	sharing	the	spotlight,	but	so	far	he’d	been	cool.
“Any	good?”	I	asked.
Jeff	glanced	up	and	smiled	when	he	saw	me.	“Hey,	man.	Nah,	my	team	sucks

this	year	anyway.”
“Dude,	the	Broncos	suck	every	year.”
He	laughed,	put	the	magazine	back	on	the	rack,	and	placed	a	new	pair	of	shin

guards	in	front	of	the	register.	“And	the	Packers	are	any	better?”
I	shrugged	and	walked	over	to	Jeff’s	register.	My	line	wasn’t	moving	anyway

and	I	didn’t	like	shouting	across	the	girl	ringing	him	up.	“Always.”
“Never	took	you	for	a	liar.”
“Then	you	haven’t	been	paying	attention.”
Jeff	paid	and	grabbed	his	shin	guards.	He	walked	backward	 toward	 the	door

and	 pointed	 one	 finger	 at	 me.	 “Soccer	 team	 meeting	 tomorrow	 after	 the
assembly.	Don’t	forget.”
“I’ll	be	there,”	I	said	as	he	left.
Jeff	and	I	used	 to	hang	out	all	 the	 time,	but	he	was	a	year	older	so	when	he

went	 to	high	school	and	I	didn’t,	 things	changed.	Sometimes	I	missed	hanging



out	with	him,	but	I’d	been	a	little	too	distracted	and	tired	to	make	an	effort	over
the	past	couple	years,	and	now	I	wasn’t	sure	how	to	try	again.
I	hadn’t	watched	his	dreams	in	at	least	two	years,	but	he	used	to	dream	a	lot

about	hanging	out	with	his	mom.	It	seemed	to	make	him	oddly	happy.	Hard	to
look	at	our	school’s	star	soccer	forward,	not	to	mention	my	co-captain,	in	quite
the	same	way	when	you	know	he’s	a	serious	momma’s	boy.
After	buying	my	cleats,	I	glanced	at	the	clock	above	the	door	and	walked	out

into	 the	damp	night	 air.	 It	was	 just	 after	 six.	Not	 that	 I	wanted	 to	 avoid	 Jeff’s
dreams,	 but	 I	 was	 glad	 Finn	 was	 waiting	 for	 me	 outside.	 His	 dreams	 were
comfortable	 for	 me	 now.	 Besides,	 even	 his	 nightmares	 were	 too	 freaky	 to	 be
considered	scary.
He	was	sitting	on	a	bench	talking	on	his	phone.	The	air	around	us	was	thick

and	moist,	but	it	hadn’t	begun	raining	yet.
“Yeah,	we	had	to	stop	by	the	mall	after	the	movie,”	he	said.
I	 recognized	 his	 mom’s	 muffled	 voice	 coming	 through	 the	 earpiece.	 He

shrugged	and	said,	 “Fine,	 I’ll	 ask	him.”	He	held	 the	phone	away	 from	his	ear.
“Can	we	pick	up	Addie	from	the	pool	on	the	way	home?”
I	ignored	his	shaking	head	and	laughed.	“Sure,	no	problem.”
He	scowled	and	said	goodbye.	I	wasn’t	going	to	be	the	one	to	tell	Mrs.	Patrick

no.	Besides,	Finn’s	fifteen-year-old	sister	Addie	was	the	coolest	girl	I’d	ever	met
—although	I’d	never	tell	Finn	that.
I’d	avoided	most	girl	Dreamers	since	the	end	of	junior	high,	when	girls	got	all

weird.	 Addie	 was	 the	 only	 girl	 I’d	 ever	 been	 curious	 about,	 but	 I’d	 never
watched	her	dreams.	For	some	reason	it	felt	like	an	intrusion	with	her.	It	didn’t
help	things	that	last	summer	she’d	turned	ridiculously	hot	pretty	much	overnight.
She	even	went	to	our	school	now	that	she	was	a	sophomore.	Too	bad	sisters	of
friends	were	off-limits.	It	didn’t	really	matter,	though—girls	were	so	much	work.
It	wasn’t	worth	wasting	the	time	I	had	left	on	them.
“Fine,	we	can	pick	up	Addie.”	Finn	gave	an	exaggerated	sigh	and	got	 to	his

feet.	As	 if	we	hadn’t	already	agreed.	“But	 I	want	 to	stop	at	a	gas	station	 for	a
drink	on	the	way	home.”
“Okay.”	I	shrugged	and	decided	to	change	the	subject.	“Did	you	know	about

the	soccer	meeting	after	the	assembly	tomorrow?”



Finn	 nodded	 and	 tucked	 his	 phone	 in	 his	 pocket.	 “Yeah.	Aren’t	we	 starting
practices	a	little	early	this	year?	Spring’s	a	long	way	off.”
“Yeah,	it’s	early.	I	think	we	should	wait	a	few	more	weeks,	at	least	until	after

Halloween,	but	it	isn’t	worth	arguing	with	Jeff	about	it.”
“I	 don’t	 understand	 half	 the	 stuff	 Jeff	 does,	 but	 it	 seems	 to	 be	working	 for

him.”
“Guess	 so.”	 I	 walked	 around	 to	 my	 side	 of	 the	 car,	 then	 cursed	 under	 my

breath	when	my	hands	shook	so	hard	I	dropped	the	keys	twice	before	managing
to	open	 the	driver’s-side	door.	The	sky	around	us	 rumbled	as	 it	 started	 to	 rain.
Clumsy,	dying,	and	soaked.	Awesome.
“No	rush,”	Finn	muttered,	pulling	his	jacket	closed	around	him	and	glancing	at

the	sky.
“I’d	hate	to	get	you	wet,	Princess,”	I	joked	as	I	reached	a	shaking	hand	over

the	center	console	to	unlock	the	passenger	side	for	Finn.	The	tremors	always	got
worse	near	the	end	of	the	day.	The	way	my	coordination	was	slipping,	but	only
in	 certain	 areas,	 freaked	 me	 out.	 In	 biology,	 they’d	 taught	 us	 about	 muscle
memory—the	 difference	 between	 movements	 your	 muscles	 do	 out	 of	 instinct
and	movements	you	have	 to	 think	about.	 I	wondered	 if	 this	was	part	of	 it.	My
brain	was	failing	faster	than	my	body.
“Good	thing	you	picked	soccer	instead	of	football,”	he	laughed.	“Much	better

with	your	feet	than	your	hands.”
It	was	pouring	before	I	even	got	the	car	in	gear.	Typical	Oakville.	Tremendous

sheets	of	rain	came	on	in	an	instant	and	made	my	car	creak	in	unnatural	ways.
Like	 there	was	some	kind	of	 timer	 in	 the	clouds,	and	every	 time	it	dinged,	 the
sky	exploded.
“When	is	your	car	getting	out	of	the	shop	again?”	I	tried	not	to	smile.
Finn	 glared	 out	 the	 window.	 “Actually,	 I’m	 supposed	 to	 get	 it	 back	 next

month,	but	my	parents	are	making	me	chauffeur	Addie	around	until	she	gets	her
license	in	May.”
I	chuckled.	“Maybe	you’re	better	off	with	it	in	the	shop.”
“Yep.”

My	car	hadn’t	even	stopped	in	front	of	the	Oakville	rec	center	when	Addie	ran
out	of	the	building.	She	looked	up	and	grinned	at	the	rain	falling	on	her	face,	her



auburn	 hair	 dripping	 wet.	 She	 climbed	 into	 the	 back	 seat	 and	 immediately
dumped	the	rain	water	that	had	collected	on	top	of	her	bag	onto	Finn’s	head.
“Oops.”
Finn	rubbed	the	water	off	his	neck	and	scowled.	“Are	you	sure	we	can’t	leave

her	here?”
I	laughed	as	I	pulled	away	from	the	curb.
Addie	buckled	her	 seat	 belt	 and	 leaned	back.	 I	 tried	 to	 ignore	 the	 scent	 that

always	reminded	me	of	her—oranges—this	time	with	a	hint	of	chlorine.
“How’s	 the	 swim	 team	 this	year?”	 I	glanced	 in	 the	 rearview	mirror	and	met

her	eyes.	She	gave	me	a	smile	that	said	she	knew	I	didn’t	care	at	all	but	was	glad
I	asked	anyway.
“Pretty	good.	We	might	make	 it	 to	Regionals	 this	year	 if	Gwen	can	 learn	 to

stay	in	her	own	lane.”	She	sighed	and	leaned	forward.
“She’s	not	the	only	one	who	should	learn	to	stay	out	of	other	people’s	space,”

Finn	muttered	before	running	his	hand	through	his	hair	and	flicking	a	few	water
droplets	at	his	sister.
Addie	held	up	the	side	of	her	jacket	and	ducked	behind	it.	Her	voice	came	out

a	little	muffled.	“What	did	you	guys	do	today?”
Finn	was	still	busy	with	his	water	revenge,	so	I	answered.	“Not	much,	really.

Watched	some	kung	fu.	Got	new	soccer	cleats.	Ran	into	Jeff.”
“Mr.	 Class	 President	 himself?”	 Addie	 grinned	 when	 Finn	 nodded.	 “That’s

always	fun.”
I	glanced	at	Finn.
He	 shifted	 in	 his	 seat	 and	 turned	 to	 face	 her.	 “You	 know	 he’s	 a	 total	man-

whore,	right?”
Addie	 slapped	 his	 shoulder.	 “I’m	 smart	 enough	 to	 watch	 out	 for	 myself.

Besides,	it	doesn’t	mean	I	can’t	enjoy	the	view.”
I	 stared	out	 the	window	 in	 front	 of	me,	wondering	why	 I	 felt	 so	 angry.	But

Finn	was	 right—Addie	 should	keep	her	 distance.	 Jeff	was	 a	 decent	 guy	 to	his
teammates,	working	hard	and	playing	hard.	Clean-cut,	with	his	blond	hair	 and
brown	eyes,	he	was	your	typical	all-American	jock.	Unfortunately,	with	girls,	he
played	 the	 part.	 He	 always	 had	more	 than	 one	 girlfriend	 at	 a	 time	…	 usually
more	than	two.	Addie	was	way	too	good	for	him.



It	 was	 quiet	 for	 a	minute.	 Finn	 shook	 his	 head.	 “Any	 girl	who’s	 okay	with
sharing	their	guy	is	crazy.”
“Well,	when	it	comes	to	Jeff,	you	realize	that’s	half	the	girls	at	school,	right?”

Addie	twisted	her	hair	up	into	a	clip	on	the	back	of	her	head.
“You	better	not	be	in	that	group.	And	that’s	just	one	of	the	many	reasons	girls

don’t	make	any	sense.”	Finn	 turned	 to	 face	me.	“You	know	he	 took	Emily	out
last	week?”
“Emily	who?”	 I	 knew	 a	 few	 girls	 named	 Emily,	 and	 I’d	 never	 seen	 any	 of

them	with	Jeff.
“Matt,	 from	 the	 soccer	 team—she’s	 his	 little	 sister.	 Can	 you	 believe	 that?”

Finn	 leaned	 back	 and	 shook	 his	 head.	 “Not	 cool,	 dude.	 You	 don’t	 date	 your
friend’s	sisters.	I’d	be	pissed	if	Jeff	tried	to	date	Addie.”
“Like	I	said”—Addie	met	my	eyes	in	the	rearview	mirror	for	an	instant	before

looking	away—“I	can	take	care	of	myself.”
“Whatever.	I’m	just	saying	it’s	a	fast	way	to	ruin	a	friendship.	You	don’t	break

the	bro-code.”	Then	he	flipped	on	the	radio.	I	couldn’t	decide	if	I	wanted	him	to
keep	arguing	with	her	about	all	 the	 reasons	she	shouldn’t	date	Jeff,	or	 if	 I	was
just	glad	the	bro-code	conversation	was	over.
I	pulled	into	the	gas	station	parking	lot	and	Finn	hopped	out.	“You	guys	want

anything?”
Addie	shook	her	head	and	I	said,	“No,	I’m	good.	Thanks.”
I	put	 the	car	in	park	and	turned	in	my	seat	 to	face	her.	We	were	just	friends,

always	 had	 been,	 always	would	 be	…	but	 that	 didn’t	 change	 the	 fact	 that	my
heart	sped	up	these	days	every	time	I	was	around	her.
“So,	 how	 is	 your	 schedule	 this	 year?”	 Yes,	 it	 was	 lame,	 but	 it	 was	 still	 a

conversation.
“Okay.	I’ve	been	doing	some	training	on	sports	medicine	for	the	girls’	soccer

team	 and	 Coach	 Carter,	 just	 during	 gym	 and	 wherever	 else	 I	 can	 fit	 it	 in.”
Addie’s	 eyes	 lit	 up	 and	 the	 gold	 flecks	 in	 the	 hazel	 seemed	 to	 glow.	 “Coach
Carter	says	I’m	pretty	good	at	it.”
“Sweet.”	I	propped	my	elbow	up	on	the	seat.	“You	think	you	might	want	to	do

something	with	sports?”
“Doubt	 it.”	 She	 leaned	 forward	 and	 we	 were	 suddenly	 closer	 than	 I	 could

handle.	 I	 sat	 back,	 regretting	 every	 inch	 I	 was	 giving	 up.	 “But	 I’d	 like	 to	 do



something	with	medicine.	I’m	also	a	nurse’s	aide	this	year.”
“That’s	really	cool,	Addie.”	I	glanced	over	at	the	store.	Finn	was	paying	at	the

counter.	“I	think	you’d	be	great	at	something	like	that.”
“Yeah?”	She	grinned.	“Why?”
“Because	 you’re	 smart	 and	 kind	 and	…	”	 I	watched	Finn	walk	 to	 the	 door.

“And	pretty.”
I	 heard	myself	 say	 the	words,	 and	 I	 clamped	my	 jaw	 shut	 as	 I	 saw	Addie’s

mouth	drop	open.	Seriously?	Why	did	I	say	that?	I	mean,	it	was	obviously	true,
but	still—idiot.
“All	very	important	things	in	medicine.”	Addie	winked	and	squeezed	my	arm.

“Thank	you.”
Finn	climbed	into	the	car	and	I	tried	not	to	look	as	uncomfortable	as	I	felt.
“What’d	you	get?”	I	put	the	car	in	reverse	and	did	my	best	to	avoid	looking	at

Addie	as	I	backed	out	of	the	parking	space.
“A	 new	 concoction—might	 call	 it	 the	 Finn	 Supreme.”	 Finn	 took	 a	 sip	 and

smiled.	“Sprite,	cherry	syrup,	and	vanilla	syrup.”
“Wow.”	I	nodded,	trying	to	keep	from	laughing.	“High	marks	for	creativity.”
“Why	 do	 your	 drinks	 need	 names?”	 Addie	 looked	 out	 the	 window	 as	 she

spoke,	but	in	the	rearview	mirror	I	could	see	a	small	smile	playing	at	the	corner
of	her	mouth.
Finn	turned	around	to	face	her,	looking	surprised.	“Why	not?”
My	headlights	shined	on	Finn	and	Addie’s	yard	as	I	pulled	around	the	corner.

The	 red-brick,	 two-story	 house	 sat	 on	 the	 edge	 of	 the	 cul-de-sac	with	 a	white
picket	fence	around	the	backyard.	Mrs.	Patrick	built	little	flower	boxes	under	all
the	windows.	The	rain	had	eased	a	little,	and	mini-rivers	ran	down	the	gutters	on
the	sides	of	the	street.
Addie	 poked	 her	 head	 into	 the	 space	 between	 my	 headrest	 and	 the	 door.

“Thanks	for	the	ride.”	She	smiled,	then	opened	her	door	and	got	out.
I	tried	to	ignore	the	bumps	on	my	neck	where	her	breath	had	warmed	my	skin.

“See	you,	Addie.”	I	watched	her	walk	into	the	house.
“You	want	to	play	some	PS3?”	Finn	asked.
I	rubbed	my	palm	against	my	right	eye.	I’d	already	been	out	too	long	and	my

eyelids	 were	 sagging.	 It	 was	 only	 eight,	 but	 definitely	 past	 time	 for	 bed.	My
brain	was	starting	to	freeze	up,	like	an	engine	without	enough	oil.	It	wouldn’t	be



real	 sleep,	 but	 at	 least	 the	 peaceful	 nothingness	 I	 hung	 out	 in	 before	 most
Dreamers	fell	asleep	would	help	smooth	out	my	lurching	thought-process	a	bit.
“Nah,	need	to	get	home.	I’ve	still	got	a	few	chores	to	finish	before	I	can	head

to	bed.	Plus	I	should	probably	at	least	start	the	homework	I’ve	been	stalling	on
all	week.	See	you	tomorrow,”	I	said	as	Finn	grabbed	his	backpack	and	jumped
out	 of	 the	 car.	 It	 was	 a	 lie,	 of	 course.	 I	 never	 brought	 homework	 home.	 If	 I
couldn’t	finish	it	during	school	hours,	it	wasn’t	getting	done.	It	was	hard	enough
trying	to	maintain	any	kind	of	social	life	when	I	felt	like	crashing	by	eight	p.m.
most	nights;	homework	wasn’t	a	priority.	Especially	now	that	I	knew	I	probably
wouldn’t	even	make	it	long	enough	to	apply	to	college.
After	shutting	the	door,	Finn	bent	down	by	the	window	and	I	could	look	him

straight	in	the	eye.	“See	you	at	the	assembly,”	he	said.
“Sure.	Later.”
As	I	pulled	out,	Finn	pounded	his	shoulder	with	one	hand,	saluted,	and	 then

waved.	I	returned	the	weird	farewell.	He	definitely	kept	things	interesting.
The	 rain	 continued	 in	 a	 strange	 circular	 pattern	 on	 the	 way	 home:	 heavy,

medium,	 light,	 then	heavy	again.	The	 rhythmic	 thrumming	made	 it	 difficult	 to
focus	on	 the	 road.	My	mind	kept	 leaving	 the	 car.	Alone	again,	 I	 couldn’t	 stop
thinking	about	my	future—or	lack	of	one.	As	Mom	would’ve	put	it,	I	was	zoned
—until	 I	noticed	 the	stop	sign	and	 the	purple	 truck	 that	was	about	 to	meet	 the
front	end	of	my	car.



FOUR

I	 slammed	my	 foot	 on	 the	 brake	 so	 hard	my	 knee	 felt	 like	 it	might	 bend	 the
wrong	way.	I	jerked	the	wheel	to	the	left	to	avoid	smashing	into	the	little	pickup
directly	 in	 front	 of	me.	When	my	 car	 finally	 screeched	 to	 a	 stop,	 I	 rested	my
head	on	the	steering	wheel	for	a	moment.	My	breath	fogged	up	the	speedometer.
Leaning	 back,	 I	 glanced	 through	 the	 drizzling	 rain	 at	 the	 purple	 pickup	 and

blinked.	 The	 seat	 was	 empty.	Maybe	 it	 wasn’t	 my	 fault	 after	 all—maybe	 the
truck	 had	 broken	 down	 and	 was	 abandoned	 here	 or	 something.	 I	 considered
leaving;	there	wasn’t	actually	an	accident,	anyway.	I	didn’t	hit	the	truck.
A	black	motorcycle	swerved	around	us.	Correction,	 there	wasn’t	an	accident

yet	…	but	if	I	sat	here	in	the	middle	of	the	street	for	much	longer,	there	would
be.	I	leaned	across	the	passenger	seat	to	get	a	better	look,	but	I	still	couldn’t	see
anyone	in	the	truck.	When	I	reached	over	to	put	my	car	in	gear,	there	was	a	sharp
knock	on	my	window.
I	glanced	up,	and	there	was	a	girl	standing	next	to	my	car.	Her	eyes	met	mine.

They	 were	 such	 a	 deep	 blue	 they	 reminded	 me	 of	 the	 evening	 sky	 during	 a
storm.	Her	hands	pushed	against	her	hips	so	hard	she	seemed	to	be	using	them	to
keep	 herself	 from	 exploding.	 She	 obviously	 wasn’t	 hurt,	 but	 she	 looked
extremely	angry—and	kind	of	like	my	mom	in	that	pose.	No	need	to	check	the
clock	 this	 time;	 it	was	 too	 late	 and	 I	was	 too	 exhausted.	 I	 knew	 that	 unless	 I
wanted	to	watch	Mom’s	dreams	for	the	zillionth	time,	I’d	be	watching	this	angry
girl’s	dreams	tonight	whether	I	liked	it	or	not.
I	sighed,	turned	off	the	car,	and	climbed	out.	The	ends	of	her	long,	dark	hair

curled	out	from	beneath	the	hood	of	her	jacket	and	her	eyes	felt	as	dangerous	as
a	loaded	gun’s	barrel.	Dragging	an	umbrella	out	of	the	back	seat,	I	held	it	over
our	heads.



“Hey,	umm,	 that	your	 truck?”	I	 ran	my	hand	through	my	hair,	shaking	away
some	of	the	water,	and	tried	to	charm	her	with	a	grin.	She	looked	stunned	for	a
minute,	and	I	thought	I	might	get	away	with	it,	but	then	she	clenched	her	teeth
and	growled.
“A	genius,	huh?	 I	half	expected	a	 stuntman	 from	 the	way	you	were	driving,

but	 apparently	 you’re	 a	 rocket	 scientist.	Why	 is	 a	 prodigy	 like	 you	 driving	 a
piece	of	crap	like	this?”
There	was	a	hint	of	southern	drawl	in	her	voice	that	threw	me	off,	and	it	took

me	 a	minute	 to	 realize	 she	 had	 insulted	me	and	my	 car	 in	 under	 ten	 seconds.
That	had	 to	be	some	kind	of	 record.	She	kicked	my	tire	with	 the	pointy	 toe	of
one	black	boot.
“Come	on.	Leave	the	car	out	of	it.	You	didn’t	even	get	a	scratch,”	I	said.
She	crossed	her	arms	over	her	chest.	“No,	but	in	your	hands	I’d	consider	even

this	oversized	roller	skate	a	lethal	weapon.”
I	had	a	knack	for	“maneuvering”	people,	at	least	that’s	what	I	called	it.	Kind	of

like	manipulation	 but	 not.	 It	 wasn’t	 a	 separate	 ability,	 more	 like	 a	 side-effect
from	 spending	 my	 nights	 watching	 people’s	 expressions	 while	 feeling	 their
emotions.	It	made	it	pretty	easy	to	read	people.
Most	 of	 the	 time,	 I	 used	 it	 on	my	mom.	 If	 I	 could	 tell	 her	mood	 from	 her

movements,	her	minute	facial	expressions,	it	was	much	easier	to	choose	a	good
time	 to	 ask	 for	 things.	One	night,	when	 she	was	 feeling	particularly	guilty	 for
working	so	much	after	my	dad	left,	I	ended	up	with	a	car.	Not	a	great	car,	but	a
car.	Considering	I	was	only	fifteen	at	the	time,	I	didn’t	complain.
I	 tried	not	 to	maneuver	people	 too	often,	but	 this	seemed	like	an	appropriate

time.	The	girl’s	anger	was	getting	us	nowhere.	This	was	a	residential	 road	 that
didn’t	see	much	traffic,	but	one	motorcycle	had	already	passed	and	I	didn’t	want
to	 be	 sitting	 in	 the	 middle	 of	 the	 intersection,	 in	 the	 rain,	 when	 the	 next	 car
showed	 up.	 I	 opened	 my	 free	 hand,	 palm	 up,	 rolled	 my	 shoulders	 back,	 and
focused	on	keeping	my	face	calm	and	honest.
“Listen,	I’m	sorry—um,	what’s	your	name?”
After	glaring	at	me	in	uncomfortable	silence	for	a	full	ten	seconds,	she	finally

answered.
“Megan.”



“Okay,	Megan.	 I’m	Parker,	and	 I’m	really	sorry	 I	 ran	 that	 stop	sign.	 I	had	a
long	 day.	 I’m	 really	 tired,	 and	 it	 was	 totally	my	 fault.	 I	 didn’t	mean	 to	 scare
you.”	I	kept	my	voice	soft	and	level	to	show	sincerity,	then	extended	my	hand	to
her,	hoping	the	little	hothead	would	accept	my	apology.
She	 seemed	 slightly	mollified,	 took	 a	 deep	 breath,	 and	 glanced	 back	 at	 her

pickup	again	before	sticking	her	small	hand	into	mine.	When	she	finally	relaxed
and	all	the	little	angry	lines	on	her	forehead	went	away,	I	noticed	a	bruise	and	a
few	scratches	near	her	temple.
“Oh,	 hey,	 are	 you	 okay?”	 A	wave	 of	 guilt	 swept	me	 and	 I	 reached	 a	 hand

toward	her	face,	but	she	flinched	away	from	my	fingertips.	Her	body	language
shifted	so	fast	it	nearly	made	me	dizzy.
“No,	that’s	a	few	days	old.	I’m	fine.	Anyway,	I’ve	got	to	go.”	Megan	stumbled

back	 around	my	car,	 but	 stopped	when	 she	got	 to	her	 door.	 “Pay	 a	 little	more
attention,	okay?”
“I	will.	Are	you	sure	you’re	all	right?”	Something	in	her	expression	made	me

uneasy.
With	 a	 dismissive	 wave,	 she	 climbed	 into	 the	 truck	 and	 was	 gone	 before	 I

could	even	get	my	car	started.
I	groaned	and	hit	my	head	against	my	headrest	a	few	times.	I’d	managed	to	do

it	again.	No	matter	how	I	tried	to	avoid	making	eye	contact	with	strangers	right
before	 going	 to	 sleep,	 it	 was	 impossible	 sometimes.	 At	 least	 Megan	 seemed
fairly	normal	and	about	my	age,	instead	of	some	creepy	old	man.
I	 drove	 down	 the	 last	 three	 blocks	 of	 cookie-cutter	 houses	 in	 a	 state	 of

paranoid	 awareness.	 By	 the	 time	 I	 pulled	 into	 the	 driveway	 of	 our	 blue-brick
split-level,	every	blink	grated	on	my	dry	eyes.	For	a	few	minutes	I	sat	alone	in
the	cool	stillness	of	our	garage.	Our	house	felt	like	a	tomb,	or	maybe	it	was	just
like	me—a	dark	life	with	a	silent	death	waiting	in	the	wings.	Maybe	it	would	be
better	to	embrace	it	now.	Give	up	and	face	what	was	coming	on	my	own	terms,
by	my	own	choice.
I	shook	my	head	and	climbed	out	of	the	car.	No	matter	how	good	it	sounded,

how	much	easier	 it	seemed	than	this	never-ending	fight	my	life	had	become,	it
still	wasn’t	what	I	wanted.	There	was	so	much	more	out	there	that	I	hadn’t	done
yet.	I	wasn’t	ready	to	give	up.	I	was	just	running	out	of	options.



The	kitchen	was	dark	and	silent.	 I	could	see	a	white	note	sitting	on	 the	dark
green	countertop	like	a	small	boat	in	a	vast	sea,	but	I	didn’t	even	glance	at	it.	I
already	knew	what	it	would	say;	I	could	find	the	leftovers	without	a	note	telling
me	how.	I	wasn’t	that	hungry	anyway.
Pain	stabbed	behind	my	eyes,	as	if	I’d	bruised	the	spot	where	they	connected

to	my	brain.	I	knew	Dad	used	to	get	migraines.	He	always	blamed	it	on	fumes
from	 the	 lab	 at	 the	 university—the	 hazardous	 life	 of	 a	 chemistry	 professor.	 I
wondered	if	his	headaches	felt	like	this.
Sometimes	I	wondered	if	he	might’ve	been	a	Watcher	too,	but	since	he	ditched

us	 a	 month	 before	 I	 became	 a	Watcher	 myself,	 I’d	 never	 know.	 He	 probably
wasn’t,	but	I	wished	I’d	gotten	a	chance	to	talk	to	him	about	it.	I	could	always
talk	 to	 him,	 about	 anything.	You’re	 supposed	 to	 be	 able	 to	 talk	 to	 dads	 about
crazy	stuff—but	they’re	not	supposed	to	walk	out	the	door	and	never	come	back.
Crash,	that	was	my	plan.	If	I	hurried,	I	might	be	able	to	catch	a	couple	hours	of

nothingness	before	Megan	went	to	bed	and	I	joined	her	dream.	Dr.	Brown	didn’t
exactly	give	me	a	time	frame	for	this	whole	sleep	deprivation/dying	thing,	but	if
I	was	brutally	 honest,	 I	 knew	 I	 didn’t	 have	much	 time	 left.	My	body	 couldn’t
take	this	much	longer.
The	quiet	dimness	of	my	room	eased	the	throbbing	in	my	head.	The	curtains

were	super	heavy	and	dark	gray,	so	even	during	 the	daytime,	 if	you	 turned	off
the	lights	and	closed	the	curtains,	it	was	pretty	dark.	At	night,	you	couldn’t	see
your	hand	in	front	of	your	face—total	blackness.
I	collapsed	on	the	bed.	Who	knew	how	much	longer	I	could	survive	this	way?

It	 could	 be	 a	 year,	 but	 I	 doubted	 it—more	 likely	 less.	Would	 I	 have	 time	 to
explain,	 or	 at	 least	 say	 goodbye,	 to	 the	 people	 I	 cared	 about?	How	would	my
mom	handle	it?	Or	Finn	and	Addie?
I	rolled	over	on	my	side	and	punched	my	fist	into	my	pillow.	I’d	find	a	way	to

tell	them	goodbye.	I	wouldn’t	leave	them	wondering,	the	way	Dad	had	left	me.

The	familiar	rippling	sensation	came	as	I	moved	from	my	own	dreamless	white
void	 into	Megan’s	dream.	A	warm	awareness	slipped	over	me	and	I	hoped	 the
rest	of	her	dream	stayed	this	calm.	Too	bad	I	couldn’t	 thank	her	for	staying	up
late	and	giving	me	a	couple	hours	of	 this	peaceful	solitude.	I’d	probably	never



see	 her	 again,	 and	 even	 if	 I	 did,	 that	would	 be	 a	 really	 creepy	 thing	 to	 thank
someone	for.
I	 listened	 for	 a	 long	 moment	 to	 the	 thrumming	 inside	 my	 head.	 I	 used	 to

wonder	if	it	was	my	actual	heartbeat	that	I	heard	or	just	some	part	of	the	dream
that	even	the	Dreamer	wasn’t	aware	of.	I	decided	it	must	be	mine.	The	Dreamer
didn’t	even	know	I	was	here—why	would	they	bother	giving	me	a	heartbeat?
Besides,	I	liked	it	better	this	way.	It	was	the	only	thing	I	had	control	of	in	the

dreams.	If	I	breathed	quickly	or	got	excited,	it	would	speed	up;	if	I	relaxed,	the
gentle	cadence	would	slow.	My	heartbeat	was	my	tether	to	reality.
I	braced	myself	for	the	sound	of	her	dream	to	come,	waiting	for	it,	but	when	it

hit,	I	barely	noticed.
Birds	 were	 chirping	 in	 the	 distance,	 and	 there	 was	 water	 sloshing	 around

somewhere.
Smell	hit	next,	sweet	and	earthy.	It	reminded	me	of	a	wheat	field	on	a	warm

day.	 When	 sight	 arrived,	 it	 didn’t	 disappoint.	 There	 were	 vivid	 colors
everywhere.	 I	 sat	 in	 a	wide	pasture	 at	 the	 base	 of	 a	 tall	 purple	mountain.	The
ground	was	covered	with	soft	red	grass.	Nearby,	a	stream	wound	down	to	a	wide
silver	lake.	The	sun	hung	high	in	the	sky,	but	a	soft	breeze	cooled	my	face	and
moved	my	hair.
Her	 emotions	 jolted	 me	 when	 they	 hit.	 A	 deep	 sadness,	 but	 it	 was	 less

disturbing	than	it	should	have	been—as	though	it	was	thinned	by	water,	diluted
to	make	it	less	painful.	Still,	I	ached	with	an	unexpected	emptiness.	It	echoed	my
own	 day-to-day	 feelings	 in	 a	 strange	 way.	 Megan	 and	 I	 had	 much	 more	 in
common	than	I’d	have	guessed.
Something	felt	different	 in	her	dream,	 though.	Not	bad,	 just	different,	unlike

any	other	I’d	watched.	It	nagged	at	the	back	of	my	mind,	but	I	couldn’t	place	it.
I	turned,	and	froze	when	I	saw	her.
She	stood	a	few	feet	behind	me,	wearing	a	white	sundress	and	standing	before

an	easel.	Her	left	wrist	twisted	in	circles,	winding	one	dark	curl	tight	around	her
pinky.	 She	 studied	 the	 canvas	 before	 her.	 She	 lifted	 her	 other	 hand	 and	 I
expected	her	to	paint,	but	instead	she	chewed	on	the	end	of	the	paintbrush.	I	had
to	admit,	she	might	have	acted	a	little	psycho	but	she	was	also	pretty	cute.
I	 wanted	 to	 reach	 out	 and	 touch	 her,	 but	 I’d	 learned	 a	 long	 time	 ago	 that

physical	contact	while	watching	wasn’t	possible.	Whether	it	was	the	Dreamer	or



some	 other	 person	 in	 the	 dream,	 we	 just	 passed	 over	 each	 other.	 I	 couldn’t
interact.	When	I	was	twelve,	the	first	year	I	started	watching	dreams,	I	must’ve
tried	 to	 touch	my	mom	 a	 thousand	 times,	 begging	 her	 to	 help	me	 understand
what	 was	 happening.	 I’d	 tried	 to	 hold	 her	 hand,	 hug	 her,	 hit	 her,	 anything	 to
make	her	see	me,	make	her	hear	me.
It	was	probably	better	that	it	never	worked.	Just	being	here	felt	like	a	violation

of	 the	 Dreamer’s	 privacy—touching	 them	 was	 a	 line	 I	 didn’t	 think	 I	 should
cross.
I	 hopped	 to	 my	 feet	 and	 walked	 over	 to	 see	 her	 painting.	 The	 canvas	 was

blank,	 not	 even	 the	 slightest	 dot	 marred	 the	 white	 sheet	 before	 her.	 It	 was
peaceful	in	her	dream,	but	she	was	so	focused	she	looked	almost	frustrated.	She
kept	shifting	her	weight	back	and	forth	between	her	bare	feet.
Strange.	If	there	was	any	dream-world	built	for	painting,	this	was	it.	And	her

deep	sadness	felt	almost	foreign	in	this	place.	Everything	around	us	was	so	quiet,
calm,	 and	 beautiful.	 This	 wasn’t	 a	 memory,	 but	 it	 probably	 wasn’t	 a	 fantasy
either.
I	 closed	my	 eyes	 and	 felt	 the	 sun	 on	my	 face;	 a	 feeling	 of	 serenity	 soaked

through	my	skin.	What	was	so	different?
In	that	instant,	it	hit	me.	This	dream	had	only	one	layer.
I	didn’t	think	it	possible:	a	single-layer	dream.	But	it	was	so	calm	and	real.	It

was	like	life,	but	enhanced	somehow.	Everything	felt	more	vibrant.
But	 it	wasn’t	 just	what	was	happening	 in	her	head	 that	was	different;	 it	was

what	was	happening	in	mine.	I	could	feel	it	in	some	inexplicable	way,	a	freedom
in	my	thoughts—a	flexibility	in	the	way	my	mind	wandered.
Hope	 seeped	 through	 the	 cracks	 of	 my	 carefully	 constructed	 wall.	 At	 that

moment,	Megan	could’ve	been	Picasso	and	I	still	wouldn’t	have	watched	her	any
longer.	If	there	was	any	dream	I	could	sleep	in—the	true	deep	sleep	I	needed—
this	would	be	it.
I	 walked	 to	 a	 shady	 spot	 nearby.	 Rubbing	 my	 hands	 together	 to	 still	 their

shaking,	I	took	a	deep	breath.	I	could	handle	the	disappointment	if	this	attempt
failed	 like	all	 the	others.	 It	wouldn’t	hurt	me	anymore.	Forcing	my	muscles	 to
move,	I	reclined	on	the	soft	red	grass,	closed	my	eyes	…
And	slept.
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