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Kendra,
 You encouraged me to explore my dreams
 when I was still learning how to listen.
 I imagine you among the stars,
 watching my stories unfold.
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A Dream That Wouldn’t Let Go




Some dreams don't fade. They linger. They ask to be remembered, even when you don't know why. 

Maybe you've had one of those dreams. Not a nightmare, but something strange and vivid. Something that left you with a feeling you couldn't shake. You woke up knowing it mattered, even if you couldn't say why.

That's how my journey into dreamwork began.

The White Room

I was in a white room filled with soft, ambient light. A massive screen on the far wall showed Earth rotating slowly beneath us. Strange symbols flashed across the globe in white light, alternating with ancient writing in a language I didn't know but somehow recognized.

Two friends stood beside me. We studied the symbols together, trying to make sense of them and their connection to the planet below. Somehow, I was the only one who could translate. I began to name each symbol, then read the words that followed, almost as if I were chanting.

The rhythm was hypnotic, like a heartbeat. Each image appeared for only seconds before dissolving into text, then into the next symbol. I knew I had to complete the translation, though I couldn't say why it mattered or what would happen when I finished.

Then I heard our daughter on the baby monitor, and the dream shattered.

As I checked on her in the pre-dawn quiet, I realized this dream was different from any I'd experienced before. The symbols felt familiar, like something I should recognize. The writing had been otherworldly yet I understood it. My need to finish the translation bothered me.

I went back to bed, but couldn't sleep. My mind kept circling back to the white room, trying to hold onto details that were already slipping away.

When morning came, I did something I'd never done before. I opened my laptop and tried to capture everything before it faded completely. I wrote about the light, the symbols, the rhythm of the translation. But the harder I tried to recall specific details, the faster they slipped away.

At the time, I told myself it was just exhaustion. Our daughter was a toddler. Sleep came in fragments. But this dream wouldn't leave me alone. The feeling of missing something important stayed with me. I felt like I'd been shown something meaningful, even if I didn't understand it.

The Dream I Couldn't Escape

The white room dream wasn't the only one that refused to let go. Later that year, I dreamed that a close friend had died. In the dream, I recognized it couldn't be real. I tried to wake myself, but I couldn't. So I reached for a technique I'd discovered by accident in a dream years ago.

In that dream, someone I cared about had died. Years before the white room dream, in one of my earliest remembered lucid dreams, I hadn't believed it so I pushed myself out of the dream just enough to reach into that strange space between waking and sleeping. I found that person there, felt their presence, and knew they were safe. The technique had worked. It had given me comfort and proof that the dream wasn't real.

So I tried it again. I tried to reach into that space between dreaming and waking. This time, it was like a locked door. No matter how hard I pushed against it, it wouldn't open. I couldn't find him.

I kept trying, but instead of waking, I found myself in another dream. I was holding another friend close, rocking her as if she were an infant. The panic calmed.

When I finally woke, I felt like I'd hit a limit. Like there was a "do not enter" sign I couldn't cross. A bridge that went up just as I was getting close.

The dream had taught me something I didn't want to know: even in lucid dreams, there are limits to what I can do. Even when I think I have some control, some technique, some way of navigating the dream world, it can fail completely.

But it taught me something else, too. It showed me how much these two people mattered to me in ways I hadn't consciously understood. The dream was trying to tell me something about connection, about loss, about the people I couldn't imagine losing.

The Healer Who Couldn't Save Everyone

During my daughter's toddler years, my dreams shifted again. I dreamed of apocalypses almost every night. The details changed, but the pattern stayed the same: I was a healer, everyone needed me, and I was falling apart while trying to help them.

In one of these dreams, I watched my own body decay while I worked. I felt everyone's pain as if it were my own, a constant ache I couldn't escape. No matter how hard I tried, people kept suffering.

Finally, in the dream, I realized something I'd been missing: I couldn't save everyone. I had to take care of myself.

When I woke, I knew exactly what the dream was telling me. I was burning out. Giving until there was nothing left to give. The dream wasn't subtle or symbolic. It showed me clearly what I was doing to myself.

What Makes a Dream Stay?

You probably know this feeling. A dream that won't let you forget it, even when the details blur. A sense that something important happened while you were asleep, even if you can't explain what it was.

These are the dreams that invite us into dreamwork.

Not every dream carries that weight. Some are just the brain sorting through the day's clutter. But the ones that stay, the ones that feel like messages, invitations, or warnings, those are worth paying attention to.

Maybe your version of the dream that lingers looks different. A recurring walk down a hallway you never reach the end of. A house that changes every time you walk through it. A conversation with someone no longer alive, but who feels more present in the dream than they were before they passed. You wake knowing the dream mattered, even if the details slip away.

These three dreams taught me different lessons:

The white room showed me that some dreams feel like invitations to something larger, something mysterious that begs to be understood.

Being unable to find my friend after he'd died in my dream taught me there are limits. Techniques don't always work. Dreams sometimes reveal who matters to us in ways we haven't consciously recognized.

The apocalypse dreams taught me that sometimes dreams don't speak in symbols at all. Sometimes they show us, directly and uncomfortably, what we're doing to ourselves, what we can't admit while we're awake.

None of these dreams made perfect sense at the time. I didn't need them to. What mattered was that I paid attention, that I let them ask questions of me rather than demanding they give me answers.

The Question That Changed Everything

Once I started asking what dreams really were, I couldn't stop. I read what I could find: medical studies, cultural myths, ancient texts, modern psychology. I wasn't looking for certainty. I was looking for a way to understand what was happening to me.

I learned that dreams help us regulate emotion, store memories, and solve problems in ways logic can't. That they speak in symbols because the sleeping brain thinks in images and feelings, not words. That different cultures have always known dreams matter, even when they disagreed about why.

The ancient Greeks had Morpheus, the god of dreams who shaped the visions we see in sleep and sent messages through them. Long before modern stories borrowed his name, people knew Morpheus as the one who speaks when our conscious mind finally goes quiet.

But none of that answered the question that mattered most: What do my dreams mean for my life?

So I started writing them down. Not all of them. Not every day. Just the ones I could remember, the ones that felt like they had weight.

Some mornings I only captured a single image. Other times, whole scenes poured out like I was transcribing a film. Over time, I found that even the fragments had texture. I could feel myself in them, the parts I avoided, the things I feared, the questions I hadn't named aloud.

Slowly, I began to see patterns. Certain symbols appeared again and again. Water when I felt overwhelmed. Locked doors when I felt stuck with a work project. Houses with rooms I'd never seen before when parts of myself were ready to be explored.

I stopped trying to find universal meanings in dream dictionaries. I started listening to what the images meant to me.

An Invitation, Not a Map

Maybe you're already journaling your dreams. Or maybe you're just starting to wonder what they're trying to tell you. You don't need perfect recall. What you need is a willingness to listen.

This book won't tell you what your dreams are supposed to mean. I can't offer a list of symbols or a quick way to decode them, because dreams are deeply personal. They're shaped by your memories, your fears, your longings, your relationships, and your lived experience.

What I can offer is what I learned by paying attention to my own dreams: how to remember them, how to notice what matters, how to trust the quiet signals they leave behind, and how to develop a practice that fits your life.

That's where I began. Not with expertise, but with attention. The kind that grows in the quiet. The kind that waits until the world goes still and you can finally listen.

I didn't realize it at the time, but choosing to listen to those dreams changed something for me. Not because I ever fully understood what they meant, but because I allowed myself to sit with the mystery, to honor the dreams instead of dismissing them, to let them ask questions of me rather than demanding they give me answers.

It was the beginning of something slower and deeper. The quiet process of learning to listen.

And now, I invite you to begin your own journey.








  
  
What Are Dreams? What We Know (and Don’t)




Once I started paying attention to my dreams, the question shifted. It was no longer a simple question of what is a dream. It became: what is actually happening while I sleep? I wasn't looking for a complete theory. I just wanted something I could lean on while I tried to make sense of what I was experiencing. 

That led me to look at sleep itself. Not all of us drift off the same way. Some people fall asleep quickly. Others hover in that in-between state for a long time before they finally drop off. But no matter how long it takes, sleep unfolds in stages. Each one has its own role in how the body recovers and how the mind begins to loosen its grip on the day.

How Sleep Unfolds

Sleep moves through cycles. These cycles are grouped into two main types: non-REM sleep (NREM) and REM sleep. REM stands for rapid eye movement, a reference to the way the eyes shift beneath closed lids during this stage. Both types matter. Both produce dreams, though they feel different.

The first stage is light sleep, where the body begins to relax and the mind drifts. Then we enter deeper stages. Body temperature drops. Breathing slows. The brain shifts into slow, steady electrical waves, the kind that appear when the body is settling into deep rest. This is where memory consolidation begins. Your brain fires off these quick bursts of activity called sleep spindles. They help protect your sleep and process the day.

Finally, REM sleep arrives. The brain becomes active again while the body stays safely relaxed to keep you from acting out your dreams. Your breath shifts. The dreaming mind takes over.

We cycle through this process four to six times per night. Deep sleep comes early. REM becomes longer and more frequent toward morning. The longer we sleep, the more time we spend in the dream world. Our dreams grow out of this rhythm.

When researchers study sleep, they see something interesting happen. The parts of your brain that handle planning and logic start to quiet down as sleep begins. But during REM, this shift becomes much stronger. Your emotional centers grow more active. Memory-related areas light up. The visual parts of your brain respond more intensely, which is why dreams often feel vivid. When all of this comes together, your mind has room to wander, combine ideas, and create the strange and meaningful scenes you remember.

You already know versions of this feeling. Think about those moments when you are half awake and your thoughts start to drift. You start with one idea, then suddenly you are thinking about something that happened ten years ago, then you are picturing a conversation that has not happened yet. Dreaming is what happens when that drifting mode has the whole night to move around.

The Blurry Line Between Sleep Stages

For decades, scientists believed that vivid dreaming happened almost exclusively in REM sleep. Wake someone during REM and most of the time they'd report a dream, usually vivid and emotional. Wake them during other stages and you might get a shorter, more fragmented report. Sometimes nothing at all.

But it turns out the story is more complicated. When I started reading recent research, I found that NREM sleep produces far more dreaming than anyone expected. Researchers began waking people from deep sleep and discovering that most of them were dreaming. Not always in the vivid, narrative way we associate with REM, but dreaming nonetheless. And late in the night, those NREM dreams could become just as vivid and story-like as anything happening in REM. The line between the two stages started to blur.

If you have ever been jolted awake in the middle of a dream and felt like you had been pulled out mid-sentence, that is what you are interrupting. Your brain was in the middle of that internal work. Sometimes the body is still in REM as you surface. Your heart pounds. Your muscles feel heavy. The emotion from the dream has not had time to settle. It can be tempting to see that as a sign or a warning. Often it is simply a moment caught inside the process.

Dreams as Emotional Healing

One of the strongest patterns I kept finding in the research is that REM sleep seems deeply tied to emotional processing. Your brain uses this part of the night to work with feelings that didn't get resolved during the day. That doesn't mean every dream is profound. Some are just blends of whatever passed through your mind. But when you wake from a dream that stays with you, there's usually an emotional thread running through it, even if the imagery itself makes no sense.

What surprised me most was learning that dreaming isn't just a side effect of sleep. It's actually doing something. Recent research shows something fascinating: when you remember your dreams, you process emotional memories differently. Your brain seems to prioritize the memories that matter, the ones tied to strong feelings, while softening the intensity of those feelings. The dreams help you remember what's important while taking some of the sting out.

Here's what fascinated me: this emotional regulation doesn't happen the same way if you don't remember your dreams. The intensity stays constant. Something about the act of remembering seems to help your brain prioritize what matters while softening the sharp edges of those feelings. If you don't typically remember your dreams, this pattern doesn't show up the same way. This suggests that something about the act of dreaming, or at least the kind of sleep that produces memorable dreams, is working through your experiences and deciding what matters.

Memory plays a role here too. While you sleep, your brain strengthens certain memories and softens others. Dreams seem to ride alongside this process, pulling in pieces from yesterday, from years ago, from things you only half noticed. They mix them, replay them, distort them. Not because your brain is trying to confuse you, but because it stores memories by linking them to emotions and other experiences.

So we know what's happening mechanically during sleep. But what does that actually look like in practice? What is the brain doing with all that activity?

Researchers in a 2025 sleep study had people listen to different audiobooks before falling asleep. Later, people who had not heard the audiobooks could look at the dream reports and guess which audiobook each person had been listening to. The content was that specific. The brain was actively reprocessing what it had just absorbed, weaving it into the dream narrative.

And it is not just recent experiences. In another study, people were asked to recall and write about an emotional memory right before sleep. Their dreams incorporated that memory. The brain reached back across years to work with old material, pulling it forward into the present moment of the dream.

Why Dreams Feel Symbolic

You can probably think of times when this showed up in your own dreams. Maybe you had a stressful meeting and later dreamed you were back in school, taking a test you had not studied for. On the surface, those events have nothing in common. Underneath, they share the feeling of being unprepared or evaluated. The dream doesn't care about the literal details. It cares about the emotional pattern.

This is one reason dreams feel symbolic. Your brain uses images as shorthand during REM sleep. The parts that construct logical narratives are quieter than usual. So instead of building stories with words, your dreaming mind wraps a whole feeling into one scene.

During the day, you say that you feel like you are drowning in responsibilities. At night, your dreaming mind might take that same feeling and give you a flooded room, a rising tide, or an overflowing sink. The metaphor becomes the setting.

It is easy to see why people have tried to build universal symbol systems out of this. These ideas are appealing because they promise a shortcut, a simple key you can turn to open any dream.

The trouble is, when researchers look at dreams across many people, that kind of universal pattern does not hold. What they keep finding is that context matters. So does personal experience.

Researchers analyzed thousands of dream reports looking for patterns. What they found is that dream content is shaped by who you are, where you live, what is happening in your life, and what is happening in the world around you. When the pandemic hit, you could see its impact in dream reports everywhere. But the way people dreamed about it varied widely based on their personal situation. There were patterns, yes, but they were personal patterns, not universal ones.

Modern dream research tells us what dreams do. They regulate emotions, consolidate memories, help process unresolved feelings. Brain scans show us the mechanics of REM sleep, the neural pathways lighting up, the chemicals at work. But here's what science can't do: it can't look at your specific dream of a house on fire and tell you with certainty what it means for your life. That layer is personal. It lives in the details of your relationships, your history, your inner world. The brain does its job during sleep. Whether those dreams carry messages worth hearing, that's something only you can determine.

So instead of offering formulas, researchers talk about tendencies. They describe how dreams borrow from waking life. How they weave in fragments of memory, both recent and long ago. How strong emotions show up more often than neutral ones. How dreams sometimes help soften difficult experiences over time. The details of what a specific dream means are another layer. That layer belongs to the dreamer.

What This Looks Like in Practice

Dream dictionaries promise universal meanings. Water represents emotion. Flying symbolizes freedom. Death signals transformation.

The problem is that dreams do not work that way. Your relationship with water shapes what it means when it shows up in your dreams. If you grew up swimming in the ocean every summer, water might mean freedom, peace, or home. If you nearly drowned as a child, water might mean terror. If you lost someone you loved to drowning, water might mean grief. And if you spent childhood summers at your grandmother's lake house, water might mean safety, belonging, the feeling of being exactly where you're supposed to be.

The image is the same. The meaning is not. This is why you can't rely on someone else's symbol dictionary. The emotional weight of an image depends entirely on what you've lived.

I have a friend who dreams about sandwiches going moldy. Not dramatic. Not symbolic in any grand sense. Just sandwiches, spoiling, unusable. For years, she brushed those dreams off as random noise.








