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1

That terrible nightmare that brought me here was still vivid in my mind. The exam chair was uncomfortable, with its hard vinyl cushion and crinkly paper cover, but at least this visit did not require the stirrups or a paper gown. I sat in the room alone, waiting for the doctor to arrive. Even though I had been going to Dr. Francis for years, I was still nervous. 

She’ll probably think I’m being an overly dramatic teenager and not believe anything I say. Or she’ll think I’m crazy. Maybe I am. Either that, or my dead parents are haunting me. 

After waiting for about half an hour, I began to doubt my decision to come. No one makes a doctor’s appointment for nightmares. Before I could stand up to leave, the door opened, and she walked into the room. 

“Hello, Grace. I haven’t seen you in a while. How are things?” she asked in a cheery tone.

I looked up at her with a solemn expression on my sleep-deprived face, without saying a word. 

“I know things have been a struggle since your parents died a year ago,” Dr. Francis said in a soft, soothing voice. “But on the phone, you said you think the nightmares you are experiencing have something to do with their car accident?” She sat opposite me in a rolling vinyl chair, holding her clipboard. 

“Yeah, they almost always involve a car accident.” I paused, knowing how crazy I was about to sound. “It’s almost like my parents are trying to warn me about something, get some message to me through my dreams from beyond the grave. The last one I had is still vivid in my mind, if you’d like to hear it,” I offered. 

“Yes, please. I’d love to,” Dr. Francis said encouragingly. 

I took a deep breath. “When it began, my eyes were open, but all I could see was darkness.” I paused, bringing myself back there mentally. “I lay there, and I couldn’t tell what was up or down. I tried to stick my hands out, but they kept hitting walls super close to me. That’s when I realized I was boxed in. I screamed, but the sound was muffled. I felt like I was suffocating, like the air was running out. The first thought that came to my mind was, I’ve been buried alive!” I said, my voice cracking with emotion. Dr. Francis sat still, listening intently.

I took another deep breath, attempting to compose myself, then continued, “I screamed and pounded my fists against the solid surface. My voice became ragged, and I was losing the energy to even think about what to do. When suddenly... Something collides into the container I am in with a thundering crash, and the box is flying. The lid snaps open as it crashes to the ground, sending me tumbling out of it,” I clamored, my voice rising as my hands imitate the motions. 

“Goodness!” Dr. Francis said in a breathy whisper.

“I lie there in a daze until I realize I am in excruciating pain. Looking down at my body, I see my upper right arm has snapped, the bone piercing my skin,” I said, and held up my right arm as if I could actually show her the wound. 

“My eyes focused on bright lights, as dust and swirls of steam floated through the air. I force myself to stand, cradling my right arm with my left, and take a couple tentative steps,” I said, my tone animated. I tucked a lock of blond hair behind my ear before continuing. 

“The lights are headlights from a car with a broken grill and a cracked windshield. The hood is bent, and smoke is rolling out from the engine compartment. I take a few more steps and look into the driver’s seat. A young man is slumped over towards the center console. His head must have hit the windshield because there’s a deep gash in his forehead. Blood is streaming down into his open eye, down the side of his nose, around the nostril, then dripping off his top lip and onto his right shoulder,” I said, my voice becoming shaky.

Dr. Francis is on the edge of her seat, with intrigue written all over her face.

“I opened the door and checked for a pulse with my good arm, but he was gone. I closed the lids over his brown eyes. I fell to my knees and wept as the realization hit me. His car crashed into the box that was keeping me prisoner, and it killed him. Guilt swallowed me whole. I thought, why didn’t I die too? Why did this seemingly innocent man have to die?” Tears were brimming my eyes as I thought back to the vivid imagery. Dr. Francis offered a box of tissues. I took two and dabbed the corners of my eyes.

“I muttered, ‘I don’t understand,’ between sobs and looked back up at him. Then...” I paused to catch my breath. Dr. Francis’s eyes widen. 

“He bolted upright, faced me, and screamed, ‘This is your fault!’” I yelled out the words as I recalled them. Dr. Francis flinched, making me realize I needed to lower my voice.

"Blood was spraying onto me from his lips. His eyes were bulging from the sockets and boring holes into my soul,” I said, shuddering. “He pointed a bloody finger in my face and yelled, ‘You did this!’” I yelled as quietly as possible in the tiny room, pointing my finger at Dr. Francis as her jaw fell. She placed a hand on her heart, shaking her head.

“Right? It scared the crap outta me!” I said. “Then I woke up. I couldn’t breathe. My heart was pounding. My entire body was shaking so violently, it took me a minute to focus my eyes. Exhausted, I looked over at the alarm clock on the nightstand, remembering that I last looked at the clock at three. It was now four-fifty-five.” 

“Wow, that’s not a long sleep!” Dr. Francis said. 

“Yeah, it felt like I had just laid my head on my pillow. I was in the same bed I have slept in every single night since I can remember. Yet, it felt foreign, unwelcoming, and there was no way I would be able to fall back asleep after that,” I said in an irritated tone.

“I wouldn’t be able to sleep after that either!” Dr. Francis said, shifting in her seat. 

“That was the last straw, the last nightmare I could take. I had to do something about it. It’s not just the nightmares, or that they usually involve a car accident, it’s the guilt I feel afterwards. Like, I was responsible for their deaths. But instead of my parents, it’s usually a young man who’s killed. I don’t understand!” 

“Dreams can be really strange sometimes. It could be that your subconscious is trying to tell you something, but I don’t think dreams always have a hidden meaning. Let’s look at this from a physiological perspective,” Dr. Francis jotted down some notes on her clipboard. “I’m going to prescribe a sleep aid for you. I know you are concerned about your nightmares, but it sounds like you are not sleeping through the night. It could be that your lack of sleep is causing stress, which can cause nightmares,” she said with resolve.

“Hmm,” I muttered. I suppose it could be stress, or my dead parents haunting my dreams. At least she isn’t dismissing me. “I have been pretty stressed out lately, now that you mention it.”

Dr. Francis’ eyebrows came together. “Are you still going to therapy? Have you told Dr. Miller about the nightmares?”

I loved my therapist, but sometimes I felt that he was too quick to blame everything on my parents’ death. “Yes. I am still going to therapy,” I said, dabbing my eyes again. “He believes that subconsciously, I blame myself for their death, and the more time passes, the less I will have them. Since it’s been a year and they haven’t stopped, I started to wonder if it was something else.”

“That might very well be true, but stress can create so many physical symptoms, too. Tell me about other stressors in your life,” she said in a firm but gentle tone.

“Being a senior in high school without my parents has been especially hard. Everyone else in my class has been having graduation parties with their families, they will all have someone there for them when they walk down the aisle,” I said, dropping my head and sobbing. “I have no one.” My voice cracked.

Dr. Francis rolled her chair closer to me and grabbed my hand.

“I’m here for you. This difficult time will pass,” she said, her voice soft and full of sympathy. She gave my hand a gentle squeeze, then let go. “Have you thought about what you will do after graduation?”

“My parents’ estate is enough to get me through college and living expenses. I’ve thought about it, and I’ve applied to go to Loyola University and major in psychology. Especially after my parents died, I have realized how important mental health is. And now, with these nightmares, it just reassures me that I’ve made the right decision.”

“Well, sleep does directly relate to your mental health, and almost the entire population has issues with one or the other or both comorbidly,” she said, encouragingly. “Hopefully, the sleep aid and your ongoing therapy will take care of the nightmares,” she added, standing up and opening the door.

“Thank you. I hope that’s all it is!” I said as I walked out of the office.

“Call me if those don’t work for you. Or if you just need to talk, okay?” Dr. Francis said in a firm tone.

***
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WHEN I GOT BACK HOME, I brought in the mail and flopped down on the couch. Everything was junk mail except one. It was from Loyola University. My breath caught in my throat as I opened the seal. I began reading, my mouth going from a thin straight line to a big smile in seconds. I’ve been accepted! 

Excitement surged through me as I thought about all the things I needed to do. The first thing on my list was to find housing closer to the campus.

I jumped into my swivel chair and began looking for apartments. Leaving Wonder Lake would be difficult. It’s all I had ever known, but at the same time, maybe moving was exactly what I needed. I was excited to start this journey into adulthood and see where life would take me. 

There were a few places I wanted to go see, a couple of apartments, and a duplex, all off campus. I sent emails to inquire about viewing them all, then glanced back down at my acceptance letter and smiled. After last year, this all seemed too good to be true, like a beautiful dream I might wake up from at any moment.
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2

I found a duplex in the Old Town neighborhood that I immediately fell in love with. Walking through it for the first time, it seemed welcoming, but I couldn’t help but wonder if whatever was tormenting my sleep before would follow me here.

The inside of the duplex was clean. It wasn't very big, only one bathroom and bedroom, but it was enough for just me. I imagined trying to sleep in here and thought, Surely, it would be better than my childhood home. The home that held the memories of my parents’ deaths. Perhaps just being in a new environment would help me sleep better.

The building itself was ancient, at least a hundred years old. They had done a good job of maintaining it and keeping it updated. I couldn't help but think about what sorts of people used to live here. Old buildings held so much history and so many secrets. I wondered if any lost souls were lingering around, too.

As I was touring the inside with the landlord, I kept hearing a faint, “mew” coming from right outside the back door. The landlord and I went to investigate and found a sad, lonely kitten with no mother in sight.

The landlord chuckled and said, “Well, looks like the apartment comes with a free cat!”

I picked up the tiny, dirty kitten, brushed the dead leaves off his fur, and he gazed at me with those blue kitten eyes. He blinked, then let out an even louder, “mew!” I knew right then that this was the home for me and my new kitten. I named him Joey, but when he was in trouble, it was Joseph—and as he grew larger and rounder, it eventually became Fat Joe. The duplex was a symbol for fresh starts and new beginnings. Little did I know it would not only be a home for my new kitten but also, a few years later, my own baby.

***
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I WASN’T LOOKING FOR love. As a psychology major, there wasn’t time to do much more than study. With my sleep issues and nightmares, I am realizing that I am having memory problems now, too, and I thought I should get my life together before including anyone else in it. But sometimes that’s not how life works. 

I was in the university library near at the start of my sophomore year, 1995. He sat absorbed in his studies at the table next to the small coffee bistro. I decided to get a cold brew.

As I walked, I fiddled with my purse, trying to get my wallet out, not paying attention to my surroundings. At that exact moment, he slid back his chair to stand up, and I tripped on the back leg of the chair and tumbled forward.

The contents of my purse spilled out and rained down onto him and the floor. I was mortified. He apologized repeatedly while helping me gather my things. 

“I’m so sorry!” he said, jumping up out of his chair. 

“No, it was my fault. I wasn’t paying attention. I didn’t sleep well,” I said groggily and bent down to pick up the mess.

“I backed up right into you, though! Let me get you a coffee!” he said, then noticed my hesitation. “Please. I believe in karma. The coffee will even things out,” he pleaded.

I looked into his deep blue eyes and saw kindness and sincerity. “Okay then, I’ll take a sugar-free vanilla, cold brew.” He pulled a chair out from the table and gestured for me to take a seat. 

“I’m Grace,” I said, pulling my chair closer to the table.

“Cameron. Call me Cam. It’s nice to meet you, Grace,” he said as he made his way to the coffee bar line a few feet away.

Less than a minute later, he came back to the table with our drinks and sat down opposite me. 

I took a sip of cold brew and eyeballed him from over my cup. He was gorgeous, tall, and muscular, with disheveled, sandy hair. 

“What are you majoring in?” I asked, trying to play it cool, while my mind fought hard to filter what went to my tongue. God, he’s beautiful, I thought.

“Psychology with a minor in social work. I’ll be graduating in May. You?” he asked with genuine interest on his face.

“No way! I’m a psychology major too!” I stammered.

“So, are you from here? Or did you move here for school?” he asked, holding up his disposable cup to his mouth. The steam rose into his sculpted face.

“I grew up in a quiet, tree-lined neighborhood called Wonder Lake in Chicago and then moved here when I started at Loyola,” I said, trying not to smile like a buffoon. “Where are you from?”

“I’m from Billings, Montana. I came here because of their psychology program. It’s so different than home, but it’s good to experience new things,” he said with a wink, and I thought I might pass out right then and there.

“I would love to see Montana. I hear it's beautiful. I’ll be here a while longer, though. After I graduate with my bachelor's degree in psychology this May, I plan to pursue my doctorate, and that'll take an additional four or five years to complete. Maybe after that I’ll do some traveling,” I said, taking another swig from my cup. 

“Why did you choose psychology?” he asked, then smiled at me before taking another sip. 

I paused for a moment, wondering how much to share with this stranger. He was so easy to talk to that I found myself answering all his questions without a filter. 

“I believe I started having sleep issues when my parents died in a car accident, a couple years ago.” I paused, thinking I shouldn’t have gotten so personal already.

“That’s so true, and I’m so sorry about your parents. That must have been so hard to deal with at that age,” he said sympathetically as he gazed into my eyes. “My goal is to help people with mental health struggles. I hate that the subject of mental health is still taboo. It’s just as important as physical health. I would really love to work with children and maybe try to tackle issues before they ruin the kids’ lives,” he said, his voice becoming more animated. There was a sparkle in his eyes that perfectly displayed his passion.

“Do you stay on campus?” I asked, putting my elbows on the table and leaning toward him.

“Yeah, I’m a resident advisor actually. I love mentoring the lowerclassmen. Plus, I get free housing in return for being an RA.”

“Sounds interesting! I’m in a historic duplex in Old Town. It’s so old, but I love living in a place with so much history and character. So many people have lived there over the years, living all sorts of different lives!” I said, then realized I had been rambling again. I couldn’t help myself. The way he looked at me when I spoke made my heart melt. 

I never would have imagined that a spilled purse and a cold brew would lead to a relationship, but that one chance meeting brought us together. It wasn’t the most graceful start to a budding romance, but I am so glad we ran into each other. Literally. 

He said my place was too far away from his early morning classes to stay with me. There’s absolutely no way I would ever stay at his place too long. The smell of Axe body spray mixed with sweaty balls tends to stick in your nose for hours after leaving. 

Even though we had our own places, things were great between us. We’d been together for two years and were planning for a future together. I just didn’t know it would happen so soon. 

It was August of last year, and I had just started my senior year at Loyola.

I sat on the toilet, staring at the two pink lines. 

A wave of emotion swept through me as I realized the birth control pills had failed. I was pregnant.

I knew that Cameron would be supportive of me no matter what I decided to do, but my thoughts spiraled endlessly, a mix of disbelief, panic, and self-doubt.

How am I supposed to bring a child into this world when I struggle to keep my own mind together? Will my nightmares finally stop when she arrives? I didn’t notice how dark and vivid they were until I found out I was pregnant. 

Is there a spirit attached to me that is manipulating my dreams? Will the erratic sleep make me a bad mother? Should I even keep the baby? I've always wanted to be a mother, but is this the best time for that? 

We hadn’t been trying for a baby, not yet anyway, but we’d talked about it before, in those wistful, hypothetical “someday” conversations. I had known he wanted children eventually, but eventually wasn’t now. So, when I sat him down to tell him, my heart felt like it might pound straight out of my chest.

We sat at my small kitchen table. He looked at me with those steady, deep blue eyes, his brow furrowed in concern. “What’s wrong?” he asked, sensing my hesitation.

I looked up at him and put my hand on his. "I don't really know how to tell you this, so I'll just come out and say it." I took a deep breath and continued, "I just found out that I am pregnant."

His mouth fell open, and for a moment, he just stared, frozen in shock. But then tears welled up in his eyes, and a smile broke across his face like sunlight through clouds. He looked into my eyes and saw the worry and indecisiveness, and his smile faded.

"I don't know what I should do. I want to be a mother, but is right now a good time for that to happen?" I sobbed.

He placed his other hand on top of mine. "I will stand by you no matter what you decide. I know it will be a difficult journey, but I know we are strong enough to do it. I can start saving up money and move in with you as soon as I am able."

"Really? Do you want me to have the baby?" I said, my eyes lighting up.

"Ultimately, it's your decision, but yes. I would love that very much."

"It's just, I don't know. The due date will be right around the time of finals, and my research paper. What about my sleeping issues?" I said, in a regrettable whiny tone. I thought about how even people with normal sleep schedules struggled once a baby arrived.

“We can talk to the university about working around your finals schedule. I'm sure this happens a lot."

That’s probably true. I can’t be the first college senior to get pregnant. I’m probably not the first mother to have sleep issues either. Cam is right. He always is. I pondered my thoughts briefly. I can do this. We can do this! I love you, Cam," I said, as I wiped away my fresh tears. Then I exclaimed, "We are going to have a baby!"

“We're going to be parents!” he shouted. We both stood, and before I could say anything, he wrapped his arms around my waist and lifted me off the ground, spinning me in circles. “I’m going to be a dad!” he shouted, his voice full of so much joy that it brought tears to my own eyes.

When he finally set me down, he turned to Fat Joe, who was perched on the counter, watching us with his usual mix of curiosity and disdain. Cameron patted the cat on the head, grinning ear to ear. “You hear that, buddy? You’re going to have a little brother or sister!”

Fat Joe, unimpressed, stretched lazily before placing his front paws on Cameron’s chest. Without missing a beat, Cameron grabbed both of Joe’s paws and started dancing with him, swaying back and forth. It was something they did all the time, a weird, goofy ritual that never failed to make me smile.

When Cameron finally turned back to me, his face was still alight with happiness, but there was a tenderness in his expression, too. He took my hands in his, his touch warm and reassuring. “I know this wasn’t planned,” he said, his voice steady. “But we can do this. We’ll figure it out together. I’m here for you, no matter what.”

He placed his hands on either side of my face and pulled me close, pressing my cheek against his chest. I could feel the steady rhythm of his heartbeat, grounding me, calming the storm of doubt inside me. He pulled back, still holding me by the shoulders, and looked at me. His tears hadn’t fully dried, and his dark blue eyes sparkled with the kind of certainty I was still trying to find within myself. After getting that reaction from Cameron, the fear and anxiety calmed. I knew he would be with me every step of the way.

Fat Joe, however, had no patience for sentimentality. He pawed at us insistently from the coffee table, his way of demanding attention, and Cameron laughed as he scooped him up into his arms.

August seemed like ages ago as Cameron and I assembled the crib for the baby in my bedroom. 

“Cam, can you stay the night tonight?” I asked as he was attaching the sliding gate to the base of the crib. “Please? My dreams are becoming more and more bizarre, even scary,” I added.

“Yeah, I can. Your dreams have been worse than normal?” he asked, holding his hand out for me to hand him another screw. 

“I thought it was stress from my senior year workload, upcoming finals, and being pregnant. When I finally drift off, my dreams are vivid—so vivid they don’t seem like dreams at all. Recently, though, they’ve begun to change,” I said.

He looked up from the crib to meet my eyes, “How so?”

“Well, for as long as I can remember, my dreams have been scary, more like nightmares. After my parents died, the theme became car crashes and death. Here lately, they are all about me being chased, held captive, and even... being sexually assaulted,” I said in disgust.

“That’s horrible!” he said loudly, sounding appalled. 

“I had a nightmare last night about Fat Joe.”

“What happened?” he asked, tightening the final screw.

I walked over and sat on the bed. “I was sitting in a chair inside a house I didn’t recognize. A black and white cat came walking around the corner and sat in front of me. I thought it was Fat Joe at first, but the longer I looked, the more differences I spotted,” I said. 

Cam sat down beside me, listening intently. 

I continued, “Instead of emerald, green eyes, they are bright yellow. He’s thin and skeletal, like a stray that’s been starving for weeks. His ribs jut out under his fur, and his meows are weak, pitiful, almost like cries for help. It’s unsettling seeing him that way. It feels wrong, like my subconscious is trying to warn me of something I don't understand,” I said, getting emotional from frustration.

"I'm sure there’s a doctor who will be able to help you with your sleep issues. Have you looked into a psychologist or psychoanalyst?” he asked with an encouraging tone, placing his arm around my shoulders.

My eyes caught sight of Fat Joe sauntering in and curling up in the crib Cameron had just finished assembling.

“I haven’t. That’s a good idea though. I’ve only been to general practitioners before,” I said, feeling a little hopeful.

After we ate lunch, I picked up the phone book, flipping the pages until I found listings for psychoanalysts. I made up my mind I would go with the one who had the soonest availability. On my third call, I hit the jackpot. Dr. Wallace had an opening the next afternoon.
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Even with Cameron by my side, last night had been a sleepless one, and by four in the morning, I still wasn’t tired. My eyes burned, and I could tell they were bloodshot. When I closed them, tears fell—though I wasn’t crying—and it felt like the inside of my eyelids was brighter when they were shut than when they were open in that dark room. My body ached from lying in bed for hours, still unable to sleep, and there were no more sheep left to count.

Cameron got up early to go to class, leaving me with my thoughts. I was getting anxious about my doctor’s appointment, and it couldn’t come soon enough. 

That afternoon, while sitting in a waiting room chair at the doctor’s office, my hands resting on my pregnant belly, I fell asleep for just a moment. I had a nightmare. 

I was walking down a dark alley downtown. The air was chilly and smelled of urine and rot. Homeless people were tucked into cardboard tents along the walls, their faces hidden in shadows. Then I heard footsteps—heavy, deliberate—and a voice shouting behind me. When I turned, a large, bald man in a leather jacket and gold chains was chasing me. He had a gun. I ran, but my feet were sinking into the pavement. Just as I tripped, he caught up to me. He raised his fist, and I found myself staring down the barrel, and then—

“Grace?”

I jolted awake, my heart pounding, my body trembling. The nurse was standing in front of me, clipboard in hand, calling my name. It took me a second to remember where I was. I glanced around the room. It was a typical, bland doctor’s office, with abstract paintings on the wall, a fish tank, and a soothing instrumental CD playing.

It had been another dream. Even then, I couldn’t shake the feeling that the dream had been trying to tell me something. But what?

It sounded ridiculous, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that something, or someone, was watching me, in everyday life and in my nightmares. Maybe I’ve just seen too many ghost-hunting shows.

That was why I had come to see Dr. Wallace—another doctor in a long line of physicians I’d seen in an attempt to solve my sleep issues. It would be different this time, though, as he was a psychoanalyst who specialized in sleep disorders.

The nurse led me into the exam room, where I sat in an uncomfortable plastic chair and waited to meet my new doctor. Dr. Wallace entered the room with a clipboard tucked under his arm, pulling on a pair of thin, wire-rimmed reading glasses as he scanned my chart.

He was a kind-looking man with warm brown eyes, lanky in build and standing just over six feet tall. He appeared to be in his early fifties, with salt-and-pepper hair that was both unkempt and professional. His attire, which included a polka-dot bow tie and lab coat, gave him an eccentric Bill Nye the Science Guy vibe. I wanted to laugh at the resemblance, but I wasn’t exactly in a laughing mood. I was so exhausted I couldn’t even smile.

His glasses slid precariously down his nose, but he didn’t seem to notice. His focus was on me, or, rather, on the words on his clipboard.

“It says here you’ve had trouble sleeping since childhood?” he asked, glancing up from the page.

I nodded. “Yes, I honestly can’t remember a time I didn’t have trouble. It’s just always been... there. Some nights I do get sleep, but my dreams are so realistic, I just feel drained afterward.”

His brow furrowed as he flipped through the papers. “You’ve tried cutting caffeine, avoiding blue light before bed, setting strict sleep schedules, and even medications.” He spoke under his breath, as if talking more to himself than to me.

“Yes, that’s right,” I replied, already feeling the frustration rising. “Friends and family always told me it was just stress, or that I was too excited to sleep, but that’s not it. Nothing works—I’ve tried everything I can think of, but nothing. I often wake up more exhausted than when I went to bed.” My voice wavered, and I had to fight back the tears threatening to surface. “It’s beyond frustrating. I feel trapped in my own body.”

Dr. Wallace gave a small nod, his pen scratching across the page as he took notes. He didn’t rush me or interrupt; he just let me talk.

“And now,” I continued, “it’s gotten worse. Ever since I found out I was pregnant, my dreams have been more vivid and frightening. They’re not just dreams anymore. They feel... real. And very specific. Like they’re trying to tell me something.”

“Interesting,” he murmured, jotting more notes. He turned to the next page of my file, clipped it back onto the clipboard, and kept writing, his glasses threatening to tumble off the tip of his nose. I found myself clinging to how he seemed to care and leaning into my words instead of dismissing them like many other doctors.

“Also, I’m having memory problems. Long term, mainly. I remember the basics, but I’m having trouble remembering any specific details of my past.”

“Well, Grace, chronic lack of sleep can cause long-term memory problems. That's for sure.”

Finally, he set the clipboard down and folded his hands in his lap. “Grace, based on what you’ve told me, you might also be experiencing perinatal depression. Insomnia is one of the psychiatric symptoms it can cause, though it can be difficult to say whether the insomnia is a symptom of depression or the cause of it. It’s a bit of a vicious cycle.”

I frowned. He was kind, but I could tell he didn’t quite understand. “But that’s the thing,” I said. “I don’t think anything caused my insomnia. It’s always been there. The depression... that came later. If I could just get a good night’s rest, I feel like everything else would fall into place.”

He leaned back in his chair, considering my words. “I understand,” he said. “It might help to think of it as your brain being stuck in a heightened state of excitement—a condition called Cortical Arousal. For most people, the brain needs to relax, to almost ‘forget itself,’ in order to fall asleep. Yours doesn’t seem to do that. It’s like your mind is stuck in overdrive. And you’re right, dealing with Cortical Arousal could indeed induce depression. I have seen it many times.”

There it was. A name for the thing that had plagued me my entire life. Cortical Arousal. It didn’t sound like much, and it didn’t feel like an answer. But at least it was something.

“Would that also cause hallucinations or visions?” I asked, then explained that I would catch shadowy figures out of the corner of my eye sometimes. “Sometimes, I feel like someone is watching me, even when I’m alone. I’ll see a figure at the end of my bed, standing there and staring at me, but when I sit up, it’s gone.” It wasn’t just my imagination. At least, I didn’t think it was. What if it were a mental health issue? Or even something else—something paranormal, I thought.

“Sleep deprivation can cause that, and if your brain isn’t shutting down properly, that would surely make hallucinations worse.”

“So, you think all my issues are from lack of sleep, and my house isn’t haunted by evil spirits who manipulate my dreams?” I chuckled and tried to sound like I was being sarcastic. But I wasn’t.

He looked at me blankly.

I pondered the idea, but the explanation didn’t sit right with me. My facial expression must have given me away. Dr. Wallace examined my face and then continued.

“There isn’t exactly a cure for Cortical Arousal,” he said, “but there are strategies to help manage the symptoms. Have you tried journaling?”

“Journaling?” I asked, caught off guard. “Like... keeping a diary?”

“Yes. Specifically, I want you to write down your dreams. Every detail you can remember, no matter how strange or insignificant it may seem. Keep track of emotions, familiar faces, places, smells, and the weather. Anything. Dreams often reflect what’s going on in the subconscious mind. In fact, write about your everyday life, starting with your early memories. Don’t be shy—write an autobiography. Constant journaling might help us uncover patterns or triggers that we can work on together.”

“I don’t understand how this is going to help,” I admitted. “What if it’s just another thing that doesn’t work? What if writing down my dreams only makes things worse—what if it brings up things I’ve forgotten for a reason?”

He smiled a crooked smile, “And it may do just that. Since you’ve tried every conventional method in the book, we need to look at the unconventional. Don’t be afraid of the fear. If it brings up past traumas, the only way to get over the trauma is to identify it and face it. We’ll start with this, and if it doesn’t work, we’ll try something else. You’re not alone in this, Grace,” he said, ushering me toward the door. “Bring your journal to our next appointment in two weeks, and we’ll go from there.”

“You’re right. I’ll give it a try. I have to try.”

***

[image: ]


WHEN I GOT HOME, I stared at the notebook for a long time. I love creative writing, but journaling seemed like a chore, another item on the endless list of things that didn’t work. But what if he was right? What if it did work? What if my dreams were trying to tell me something? I was desperate enough to try anything, even this. I had never tried journaling about my dreams before. The thought of it was both intriguing and terrifying.

I bought a new, beautiful, gold-edged journal with a faux leather cover [ΜΠ17] and placed it on my nightstand alongside a heavy, metal-barreled ink pen. There’s something about fresh, high-quality writing supplies that makes me feel capable of anything. This will be the journal that I use to document everything, my life so far, and my dreams. At least until I see Dr. Wallace again or complete my research paper. 

That night, I opened the journal and started with the basics.

February 28, 1998

Well, this is different. I haven’t written in a diary since I was in middle school, but here goes: My life isn’t particularly extraordinary. Not that I can remember anyway.

The details are fuzzy, like looking at a photograph that was left out in the sun too long. I can see the outline of a happy life, but so many pieces are missing. I had a happy childhood—or at least, that’s what I always tell myself. The memories are blurred like pages of an old, well-loved book smudged by too many hands. I can trace the broad strokes of a joyful story, but the details, the sharp edges of faces, and specific events have faded with time.

I remember playing with other kids, but their names and faces felt like characters in a story I once loved, slipping away into abstractions. My past feels less like a life I have lived and more like a novel I read long ago—its plot clear, but its characters reshaped by every new reader who imagines them differently.

I knew I wanted to go to Loyola University Chicago for their psychology program, even though I knew it would be difficult to get in and hard to afford. Thankfully, my parents had been saving for college since the day I was born, and I was fortunate enough to land a job at sixteen at the local grocery store to help pay my way.

Loyola offers the PsyD program as well, which makes me so happy because I love it here!

The dreams leave me shaken, but I try not to dwell on them. Instead, I focus on what’s real—Cameron’s steady presence, the tiny flutters of life inside me, the hope that maybe, just maybe, I’ll figure out how to be the mother this child deserves.

Fat Joe is curled up on my lap now as I write this, purring contentedly, oblivious to everything on my mind. I run my fingers through his fur and watch his tail flick back and forth, and for a moment, the world feels a little less overwhelming.

We’re all about to face big changes—me, Cameron, Fat Joe, and the baby girl who will be here soon. And even though I’m scared, I’m also ready. Or at least, I’m trying to be. One day, one moment, one heartbeat at a time.

The next morning, I woke up on the couch with the journal clutched to my chest. My eyes snapped open as I heard shuffling. Cam was standing in front of me, holding a paper bag in one hand and a cold brew in the other. He sat down next to me. 

“Morning, sunshine,” he said, setting the cold brew on the coffee table. I sat upright, and he handed me the paper bag. 

‘Thank you,” I said, opening the bag and getting a whiff of the warm blueberry muffin.

“Did you stay on the couch all night?”

“Yeah, I must have fallen asleep after journaling last night,” I forced out. My voice was groggy.

“Do you think that it’s helping at all?”

“I don’t know if it is helping with my nightmares, but it feels good to get my thoughts down onto paper and out of my head,” I said, and took a bite out of the top of the muffin. I paused to think as I ate. “Do you think this duplex could be haunted?” I asked then, wiping crumbs off my mouth with the back of my hand. I tucked my toes under him for warmth. 

He gave me a crooked smile. “I’ve never heard about a ghost haunting just your dreams,” he said seriously. He scratched his chin while he pondered the idea. “I’m no ghost hunter, though. Are there any strange happenings besides the nightmares?”

“Every now and then, I swear I can see a figure out of the corner of my eye,” I said, trying to sound convincing and not crazy. Cameron and I watched ghost-hunting shows for fun, but I wasn’t sure if he truly believed in spirits. “Do you believe in ghosts, Cam?”

“I don’t really know. I am open to the idea, though,” he said after thinking for a moment. 

“Everything I have researched has suggested that the soul is separate from the corporal body, which is why, though it may seem ridiculous, I do believe in ghosts,” I said with sincerity. “Of course, I don’t know what happens when we die or why a soul would choose to stay here and haunt a college girl,” I added with a chuckle.

“You should investigate the history of the place. You know? For obvious things like murders or suicides,” he said, sounding more excited now. “Maybe there is a spirit trying to ask for help through your dreams.”

“I would love to, but I’m not sure where to even begin!” I said in exasperation and stuffed the last of the muffin into my mouth. 

“I’ll help. It will be a fun Saturday adventure!” Cam exclaimed, jumping up from the couch. And with that, we were off to the courthouse and library to find anything we could about the old place.
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After a week of searching for information about the duplex, we turned up nothing. There had been no deaths, natural or unnatural, and my nightmares and erratic sleep had not eased up one bit. It had been a week since I saw Dr. Wallace, and I had one more week to go before my follow-up appointment. 

I got into the habit of journaling throughout the day. I carried the journal with me wherever I went. Even before I had seen Dr. Wallace, I started researching the link between the conscious and the unconscious mind, hoping it might give me a clue as to why I had erratic sleep issues. So, when Professor Nielson announced that we had a semester-long research paper, due at finals, I knew what topic I wanted. 

Everyone always said to “write what you know,” and if that’s true, I was an expert on insomnia and other sleep-related problems. 

I spent countless hours this semester at the historic downtown library, reading all kinds of books. Of course, I didn’t limit myself to just psychology texts; I tried to think outside of the box, way outside. So, honestly, journaling about my dreams would fit swimmingly into my research paper, too. Two birds, one stone, as the saying goes.

My thoughts were all over the place. I needed to write down my theory to try to make sense of it. After making myself some tea, I sat down on the deep, fluffy couch, opened my journal, and began to write.

March 15, 1998

I don’t suffer from insomnia. Instead, my mind stays active because another part of me—my soul, or perhaps my consciousness—is using it. This makes me feel like I haven't slept at all because my brain is still wide awake, going to different places, and exploring. I call myself an ‘Intra’ for in-between because while my body is asleep, my mind and consciousness are not. They are fully awake and aware. The idea is both terrifying and exhilarating. If it’s true, then my sleep issues might have a purpose—but what does it mean for my waking life? Am I even in control?

There's an ongoing debate about whether consciousness resides within the soul or whether they are the same. For simplicity, I refer to it as my soul. If you believe in life after death, then you probably believe your soul leaves your body when you die and either goes to Heaven or Hell. While I’m not sure if Heaven and Hell are real, I do believe the soul leaves the body and continues for eternity after the body dies. I’m just not sure what happens to it.

I’ve been seeing a large, bald man with a gun in my dreams. Do I know him from somewhere? Was he in a mobster movie I saw when I was younger? I just can’t place where I know his face from.

When I’m not being chased by that man, I’m usually dreaming of being in a car accident. I’ll be driving in my dream, and headlights will come out of nowhere, veer into my lane, and we hit head-on. I wake up in a panic, drenched in sweat, my heart beating out of my chest. I don’t have any memories of being in a car accident. I have no idea where these dream themes are coming from.

Something I don't understand is waiting for me there, in that nightmare realm. I’m not sure if it's a part of me or something else altogether. But I know this: whatever it is, it’s just waiting for me to notice.

I closed the journal just in time to see Cam walking through the door. 

“How was your day, sweet pea?” he asked happily, grinning from ear to ear.

“It was good. I went to the library and got a couple more books for my paper, then went to the gym to walk on the treadmill a while. Then I came home, ate lunch, and started writing,” I said smiling up at him. “How was yours?”

“I ordered my cap and gown today! I can’t believe the semester is almost up,” he said with excitement. “Hey, have you eaten? I’m starving.”

“Not since lunch. I lost track of time actually,” I said looking at my watch, and realizing it was going on seven-thirty in the evening.

Cam sauntered into the kitchen. I heard clanging pots, running water, and a knife slicing on a cutting board. After a few moments he brought a glass of wine and a plate full of cheese, crackers, and deli meats. 

“The appetizer, ma’am,” he said handing me the wine, placing the plate on the coffee table, then disappearing back into the kitchen. I opened one of the books I was reading by Carl Jung while I waited. All the while, I could hear him in there whistling a happy little tune. I was fully engrossed in my book and had just finished stuffing a cracker with cheese into my mouth when he returned to the living room. He handed me a bowl of shrimp linguini and sat down. My mouth began to water at the sight and smell of it. 

Fat Joe jumped up on the couch and was sprawled between us, purring like a miniature freight train. After we ate, I brought up my latest research, wanting to get his opinion. He had just taken a gulp of pink Moscato.

“Cam, do you ever think about the connection between the body and the soul?” I asked, fiddling with the pen in my hand.

Placing his wine glass down on the table beside him He raised an eyebrow. “Only every other Tuesday. Why? Is this for your paper?”

“Sort of.” I pulled my legs up under me, trying not to disturb Fat Joe, who seemed downright offended by the movement. “I’ve been thinking about how the mind works as a bridge between the two. Like... our souls are our true essence, right? The part of us that’s eternal. But our bodies are just... vessels. Temporary housing, you know?”

Cam picked up his wine glass again and angled his body toward me “Okay, Socrates. I’m listening,” he said grinning.

I rolled my eyes but smiled, glad he was humoring me. “So, when we sleep, I think the tether between the body and soul loosens. That’s why we dream. Our souls are free to explore other realms. Maybe even other dimensions.”

He tilted his head, the corners of his mouth quirking up. “That’s an interesting take. But dreams could just be random brain activity, right? Synapses firing off while your body rests?”

“Maybe for most people.” I shifted, leaning forward. “But not for me. My dreams don’t feel random. They’re vivid, like I’m actually there. Sometimes, they even pick up where they left off, as if they were never interrupted. It’s like I’m awake in two different worlds,” I said, my face and hands becoming animated.

Cameron nodded; his expression thoughtful. “Okay, so you’re saying you’re... what? Special?” he asked as he finished his wine and sat it on the coffee table.

“Not special.” I hesitated, searching for the right word. “Aware. I call myself an Intra—like ‘in-between.’ I think some people have this ability to exist on two levels of awareness, awake and asleep.”

He leaned back, crossing his arms. “Intra, huh? I like it. But how do you know you’re not just lucid dreaming?”

“I thought about that,” I admitted. “But it’s more than that. In lucid dreams, you can control what happens, right? This is different. It’s like... I’m a visitor in another world. I’m not in control of what happens—I’m just along for the ride. And there’s something about it that feels bigger than just me. Like it’s not just my mind creating it. It’s... external.”

Cameron’s brow furrowed. “Have you ever thought about astral projection?”

I blinked at him, surprised. “You know about that?”

“Of course, I do,” he grinned. “I’m a psychology major, not a caveman. I had a client during my internship who swore she could do it. She believed her soul could leave her body and travel wherever she wanted while she slept.”

I sat up straighter. “Yes! That’s what I’m talking about. It’s not just a theory, it’s something people experience. And there are so many stories out there, accounts of out-of-body experiences that line up with this idea. I've read so many accounts of people who swear they can go to other locations. Then, when their physical body wakes up, they can describe where they were.”

Cameron reached over and placed a hand on mine. “Sounds like you’re onto something. Sort of like a near-death experience. I heard about one where a patient was on an operating table, and their heart stopped. Their consciousness, or soul, or whatever you want to call it, separated and rose from their body. Not only did they see their body lying there, but they heard specific conversations the doctor and nurses were having. They were also able to describe some items that were sitting on top of a high shelf. They would have no way of seeing this item from the operating table or even a standing position."

"Those stories, of course, can't be proven. But there are so many, I feel like they have to be true," I said, almost in a pout. 

"Don't put too much pressure on yourself to find answers. Especially since these things can't be proven scientifically,” Cam said with a smile. 

I sighed, glancing at Fat Joe, who let out a soft, sleepy “mrrp,” as if to chime in. "I mean, I have that psychology paper that I have to finish, anyway. I figured if my research for that helps me understand what's happening to me, then all the better."

Cam nodded. “What did the new doctor say?”

“That I might have something called Cortical Arousal, which means my brain has a hard time shutting down. He thinks that I am having nightmares, memory problems, and hallucinations because I am simply sleep deprived.”

“He might be right. Lack of sleep can do crazy things to the mind.”

“He asked me to start journaling about my life and my dreams. On my next visit, we will go over it together. Maybe my dreams are trying to tell me something,” I said, musing and finishing off my wine.

“Could be,” Cam said pensively. “Or it could be just as you say, your soul or consciousness is leaving your body and goes exploring. That would mean that your brain doesn’t fully shut down.” 

“I just feel like the truth is right there, just out of reach. If I could understand what’s happening in my dreams, maybe I could make sense of... everything else.” I said, trying to hold back a yawn. “So, do you think I could be just astral projecting without realizing it?”

Cameron squeezed my hand. “It’s possible, but it’s also hard to know for sure. You’ll figure it out. You always do. But don’t forget to take care of yourself in the process, even Intras need sleep.”

I laughed; the sound lighter than I felt. “You’re right. I should probably write this down before I forget.”

Cameron smiled and kissed the top of my head. “That’s my girl. You and your fancy journals. Don’t stay up too late, okay? Your brain needs rest, too.” He said, standing up and stretching.

He turned back, grabbed the wine glasses, and walked into the kitchen. I stood up and reached for my gold-edged journal, ready to capture the thoughts swirling in my mind. But before I could write anything down, shadows were forming just outside my vision. For a split second, the glow of my desk lamp morphed into two bright headlights, as if a car was heading straight for me, and I felt the sharp, terrifying jolt of an impending collision.

I gasped and stumbled backward, landing hard on the floor. My chest heaved as I struggled to make sense of what had just happened. There was no car, no accident. Just the lamp. But the vision was so real. Too real.

Cameron was by my side in an instant, his face a mask of concern. “Are you okay? What happened?”

“I... I don’t know.” My voice trembled. “I thought I saw... headlights. Like a car was coming straight at me.” I said, staring straight ahead.

His hands found my shoulders, grounding me. “Hey, it’s okay. You’re safe. It was probably just the light messing with your eyes. Have you been sleeping at all lately?”

I shook my head, tears pricking my eyes. The look of worry on his face broke my heart. “Not enough. Dr. Wallace said I needed more rest, but every time I try, the nightmares... they’re worse. And now this... What if I’m losing it?” 

There was no car. My mind was racing. I have never been in a car accident, so what made me feel like I was about to crash? What is going on with me? I stayed seated on the floor for a few moments, stunned at what had just happened.

“You’re not losing it,” Cameron said sternly. “You’re exhausted. That’s all. Come on, let’s get you off the floor.”

He helped me to my feet, and I sank into the couch, cradling Fat Joe in my arms. Cameron sat beside me, his arm around my shoulders, and I felt a flicker of safety in his presence.

“Maybe you should write this down,” he muttered, nodding toward my journal. “Dr. Wallace said it might help you make sense of it, right?” Cam asked as he stood and held out his hand toward me.

I nodded, wiping my eyes. “Yeah. Maybe it will,”

I took hold of his outstretched hand, picked up my pen, and stood. Cameron stayed by my side, his quiet strength steadying me. Even in the chaos of my mind, I wasn’t alone. And for now, that was enough.

Cameron walked me up the stairs, his hand steady on the small of my lower back as Fat Joe trailed behind, his tail swaying. The house was quiet, the kind of quiet that made each step on the hardwood seem louder than it should have been. Upstairs, the shadows seemed heavier, stretching long and thin across the walls as though reluctant to settle. I told myself it was just the dim glow of the hallway night light, but something about the way they lingered made me shiver.

When we reached my room, Cameron paused in the doorway, his broad frame filling the space. Fat Joe slipped inside without hesitation, hopping onto my bed with an audible thump before curling up into his usual spot near the pillows. Cameron gave a small chuckle as he sat on the bed, his hand brushing the cat’s fur absently.

“Go brush your teeth,” he waved his hand towards the bathroom. “I’ll hold down the fort.”

I smiled, grateful for his presence, and stepped into the bathroom. I saw my face in the mirror. My eyes were shadowed, the faint smudges beneath them standing out starkly against my pale skin. I splashed cold water on my face before brushing my teeth, letting the mechanical rhythm calm me. Even so, a faint itch of unease lingered at the back of my mind. What trauma did I experience that was so horrible, I made myself forget?

When I returned to the bedroom, Cameron was stretched out on the bed, one arm draped lovingly over Fat Joe. The cat purred deeply, his compact little body vibrating with the sound. Cameron glanced up at me and grinned. “Ready to get all tucked in for bed, kiddo? I know I am!” he teased.

I rolled my eyes, but the warmth in his voice eased some of the tension I hadn’t realized I was holding. “Will you stay the night?” I pleaded and batted my eyelashes.

“I can’t tonight. I have an early morning,” he said sympathetically.

“Then get out of my bed!” I said playfully.

“Alright, alright.” He sat up. He tucked me in with exaggerated care, pulling the blanket up to my chin before leaning down to press a gentle kiss onto my forehead. “I’ll lock up on my way out,” he murmured, his voice dropping into a whisper. “Call me if you need anything, okay?”

“I will.” My voice was soft, almost childlike, but I meant it. His presence was always like an anchor, keeping me steady when the rest of the world spun too fast. “I love you, Cam,” I added, the words slipping out like a sigh.

“I love you, too.” His smile was so familiar, so Cameron, that it filled the room with a fleeting sense of normalcy. He turned to Fat Joe, giving the cat a fond pat. “Goodnight, Joe Boy. Be good for her, alright?”

Fat Joe purred in response, his tail curling around himself as he formed a compact ball. Cameron stood, winked at me, and slipped out of the room, closing the door behind him. I heard his footsteps retreat down the stairs, the faint click of lights being turned off one by one, and then the soft snick of the front door locking.

For a moment, the house felt extremely large without him. I glanced at my journal on the nightstand, its gold-edged pages catching the light from the moon peaking in between the curtains. The hallucination of the car crash encouraged me to begin the task of journaling my dreams.  This was going to be the first night that I documented everything for my research paper, and my peace of mind. I ran my fingers over the cover and made a silent promise: I will write everything down. Every thought, every feeling, every emotion. It’s all going in this journal.

My first hour of trying to sleep was restless. I tossed and turned, trying to find that sweet spot of comfort in the tangled sheets. My mind refused to quiet. Exhaustion slammed on me like a weight, as though gravity had doubled in strength, pulling me deep into the mattress. My eyelids fluttered closed, but every time I tried to surrender to sleep, something unseen forced them open again.

And yet, even when my eyes were shut, I could see. The surrounding room appeared as clear as if it were bathed in daylight, every corner and shadow rendered in stark detail. I tried to tell myself it was just my mind playing tricks, some half-dream conjured by exhaustion, but the vividness of it unsettled me. Time crawled by in that half-sleep state until the glowing red numbers of my alarm clock whispered four-thirty in the morning. 

As I lay there with my eyes closed—or open? I couldn’t even tell anymore—I began to “look” around. The room was just as it should have been. The dresser cluttered with books and papers, the curtains slightly ajar, letting in the faintest sliver of moonlight. But my gaze soon rested on the bedroom door, and unease prickled at the back of my neck.

I was certain Cam had closed it before leaving, but now it was wide open. The blackness beyond the doorway should have been impenetrable at this hour, but instead, an impossibly bright light spilled in. It wasn’t the soft glow of moonlight or even the warm hues of dawn—it was something else entirely. 

I sat up in bed, my heart thudding once against my ribs before an odd calm washed over me, smothering my fear. I stood and stepped toward the door. The light grew brighter with every step, blinding and overwhelming, but I couldn’t stop myself from moving closer. My feet were weightless, as though the floor beneath me was no longer solid.

When I reached the threshold, something made me glance back. My breath hitched. There I was, still lying on the bed, motionless. My body was so small, so far away, and yet I didn’t panic. Instead, an unfamiliar thought rose to the surface: this is right, this needs to be explored.

I turned back toward the doorway and stepped through.
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Warmth engulfed me immediately, wrapping around me like a familiar embrace. The cool stillness of my bedroom dissolved, and my feet sank into something soft and warm. I glanced down, startled to find myself barefoot, my toes buried in golden grains of sand that were hot to the touch.

The scent of salt hit me first, carried on a gentle breeze that tugged at my hair. I froze, inhaling deeply. It was so achingly familiar, like a long-forgotten memory brought to life. My heart swelled as I realized where I was—or at least where I seemed to be.

Daytona Beach, Florida. It was a regular vacation spot I’d been to as a child. I had happy memories here, but some were not so happy, though they all seemed fuzzy and far away.

I looked up. The brightness of the sun made me wince and shield my eyes. Eventually, my vision adjusted, and the scene sharpened. The vast, glittering expanse of the ocean stretched out before me, its waves rolling lazily to the shore. The sound of them crashing against the sand was rhythmic, soothing, like a beating heart.

It was brighter, sharper, more real than I remembered, or than anything I’d ever seen before. The colors seemed to pulse with life, as though they might reach out and pull me into them.

The beach was alive with people. Their voices blended into a symphony of laughter, chatter, and the rhythmic smack of volleyballs being spiked across nets. Some faces were distantly familiar—people I thought I knew but couldn’t quite place. Others were strangers, smiling, oblivious to the fact that they were in a different dimension from the one I had just come from. The sunlight reflected off the ocean, scattering shards of light like tiny diamonds.

Everyone around me was dressed for the beach—bikinis, swim trunks, sunglasses perched on noses or pushed up into messy, sun-kissed hair. Their bright swimsuits caught the sun, vibrant against the golden sand. 

I glanced down at myself, suddenly aware of how out of place I looked. A school bag hung off my shoulder, heavy and worn. My jeans were frayed at the hems, rolled a bit at the ankles, and I held a pair of cheap, red flip-flops in my hand. The Led Zeppelin T-shirt I wore was faded, the letters cracked and peeling from years of wear. Not exactly beachwear.

Still, there was something... wrong. Something out of place, beyond my clothes. I caught a glimpse of myself reflected in the mirrored lenses of a passing man’s sunglasses. I still looked like me, but not me. My face was paler, almost sickly. My body was thin, not in a healthy way, but frail. My heart twisted as I peered at the unfamiliar version of myself, and I turned away, the man with the sunglasses continuing without a second glance. 

I looked down at my body. My skin was stretched over a frail frame. The bones were protruding on my arms. And then I saw them—the cuts. They crisscrossed my wrists, jagged and red. What had happened to me? Where had they come from? There seemed to be old scars and fresh ones. They were painful to the touch. I didn’t know if I had ever felt pain in a dream before.

The sun was heavy overhead, its heat pressing down on me, causing beads of sweat to form on my forehead. My hair clung to the back of my neck, slick with sweat, and I wiped my forehead, beads of moisture rolling down my temples. The air was so thick with humidity, like trying to breathe underwater. Everything around me—the sand, the breeze, the distant smell of salt and sunscreen—was too vivid, too real. It didn’t feel like a dream. 

I made my way toward the water; the waves pulling me in like a silent invitation. The last time I’d stepped into the ocean, I’d nearly drowned. I happened during one of our vacations. 
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