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For my parents and Bumpa










INTRODUCTION 


Sleep broke my heart, and then it tried to kill me. 


First, the heartbreak: Picture John Malkovich playing a charac­ter called Sleep based on his portrayal of the cruel, seductive Val­mont in Dangerous Liaisons. He was my nightly visitor—Sleep, the brilliant gamesman, who delighted in torturing me. Though I con­secrated my bedroom to him, banishing TV, books, and other dis­tractions, it was never enough. He then demanded goose-down pillows and six-hundred-thread-count sheets and a  high-end sound machine to provide the musical score to my sleepless nights, trans­porting me to the kinds of places he wouldn’t be caught dead in, such as a malarial rain forest and an aviary full of screeching cockatoos. 


When noise therapy failed, he began pushing sleeping pills and antianxiety medications, along with herbal remedies with sooth­ing names, such as Beautiful Dreams and Deep Sleep. He sent me to an acupuncturist, who rebalanced my heart and kidneys, and to a pharmacy in Florence for a thirteenth-century sleeping potion that helped the Medici family but didn’t help me. He suggested biofeedback and the masseuse Barbra Streisand used for her insomnia. He introduced me to a dozen psychopharmacologists and psychotherapists, including a worldly Jesuit, who was also a gynecologist and who left me wondering if I needed Prozac, estro­gen, or an exorcist. Yet Sleep remained an elusive bedmate, lulling me into a state of dreamy ecstasy only to abandon me at 3 A.M. Then there were the hellish evenings when he never showed up at all, deserting me for women whose sleep systems were more “robust” than mine, women who, thanks to his ministrations, slept like logs. But no matter how many times he betrayed me, no mat­ter his incessant lies and indiscriminate bed-hopping, here’s the sad truth: I couldn’t get enough of him. 


I once mentioned to a friend that my insomnia had morphed into Malkovich as Valmont and she said, “You’re joking, right?” People who sleep through the night rarely think twice about the mechanics of sleep, let alone envision it as a sadistic French aristo­crat, but when you’ve suffered the miseries of insomnia, the Sand­man has a twisted mind. By withholding his affection, he can potentially shorten your life, ruin your concentration, and raise your risk of heart disease, obesity, and cancer. Sleep, in his various dysfunctions, can be one of the most dangerous liaisons of all—a reality that was brought home to me one morning in the winter of 2006, when, after a particularly bad night, I went out for a latte. Not paying adequate attention, I crossed Park Avenue on a red light and, after catching a flash of yellow, steeled myself for the inevitable collision with a speeding cab. The driver slammed on the brakes within inches of hitting me. “Lady!” he yelled. “What’s your problem?” 


Up until then, I’d always considered myself a high-functioning insomniac with few compensatory bad habits. I limited my caffeine intake and got plenty of fresh air, taking long, invigorating walks in Central Park. While doctors have linked insomnia to obesity, I watched what I ate and never gained weight. I was so disciplined that I couldn’t believe that of all things, I couldn’t master the one that required the least amount of effort. What was my problem? 


A few days after my near collision, I flew to London with my husband, Lee. He was going for business, while I was going on the off chance that changing time zones might shake some sense into my biological clock. (I appreciated the irony that I was now hoping jet lag would help my insomnia, but I likened it to rebooting a com­puter.) We checked in to the Draycott, a small “country  house” hotel in Chelsea, where the rooms are named after famous English personalities. I’d once spent a restless night in the Agatha Christie Suite listening to what I imagined was a murder in the room above, so now I opted for Gertrude Lawrence. That night, while Lee slept, I skimmed the actress’s biography, which had been left on the writing desk near the bed. Lawrence had played the title role in Lady in the Dark, Moss Hart’s “psychoanalytical musical” about a fashion editor who is plagued by turbulent dreams. The character was based on Hart himself, who’d spent much of his life in therapy dealing with his depression and insomnia. It occurred to me that maybe I should write about my own insomnia, a thought that nat­urally made me less sleepy. I moved from the bed to a wing chair, where the hotel had placed a teddy bear as an homage to Aloysius, the stuffed animal Sebastian Flyte carries in Evelyn Waugh’s Brideshead Revisited. Waugh had terrible insomnia, which he treated with alcohol and sleeping potions—a regimen that led to his ner­vous breakdown aboard a cruise ship heading to Ceylon and formed the basis of his novel The Ordeal of Gilbert Pinfold. 


When I climbed back into bed, I thought of all the other famous people who suffered from insomnia, including my immediate neighbors at the hotel, Vivien Leigh, Lewis Carroll, and Oscar Wilde. I spent the next several hours convincing myself I shouldn’t take sleeping pills lest I wind up like Waugh, hallucinating jazz bands and barking dogs. By 4 A.M. I didn’t care and reached for the Ambien bottle, swallowing a five-milligram pill. It worked—for forty-five minutes—and the next night I switched to a milligram of Ativan, which gave me a grand total of three hours of sleep. 


Given my sleep-deprived state the next morning, I probably should have avoided “Gothic Nightmares,” an exhibit at the Tate Britain that explored the violent and supernatural themes in art and culture from 1770 to 1830. The movie Frankenstein had given me nightmares as a child, and one of the paintings in the Tate exhibit—Henry Fuseli’s The Nightmare—was based on Mary Shel­ley’s original story; it depicted a terrifying image of a young woman prostrate on her bed, a hideous red-eyed incubus perched on her breastbone. In the corner, a leering horse, with milky white orbs for eyes, poked its head through blood-red boudoir curtains. The woman appeared to be heavily sedated, maybe even half-dead, but at least, I noted, she was sleeping. I tried listening to the audio guide, but I was starting to crash. I heard a voice cry, “Sleep, no more! Macbeth has murdered sleep!” Was it the audio narrator? I followed a woman through parted curtains and sat on a bench in the darkness to watch the “Phantasmagoria,” an animated slide show of supernatural images with sound effects. A skeleton flew in front of me. Startled, I screamed and headed for the exit, passing through a series of crimson rooms, where I encountered one of the most unnerving paintings in the show, Fuseli’s Mad Kate. The por­trait depicts a woman insane with grief over the death of her lover. Caught in a tempest, the wind whipping her cloak, she looked at me with the glazed eyes of someone who hadn’t slept in weeks. 


I went outside to get a cab. The sky had turned threatening and soon it began to pour. The wind, whipping across the Thames, turned my umbrella inside out, breaking its fragile spokes. A rational person would have returned to the Tate and waited for the weather to lift, but I was no longer rational. I was Mad Kate. With no cabs in sight and no sense of direction, I headed off in the downpour, drunk with sleeplessness, crying for poor Kate, for Vivien Leigh, for Moss Hart, for Evelyn Waugh—for all of us sleepless ladies and men in the dark. 


Back in New York a week later, I thought I’d left Mad Kate behind, only to find that America was seemingly in the midst of its own Gothic nightmare. According to the media, people were smashing up cars, pulling towel racks off bathroom walls, picking violent fights with their spouses, engaging in sexual activity, and raiding the refrigerator—all while sleeping. One “sleep eater” claimed she’d gained a hundred pounds, finding clues like half-eaten pork chops and candy bars between the sheets. Another had ripped open a package of hamburger meat, tearing it “like a grizzly bear.” Some of these strange behaviors were reported to be linked to Ambien, but others were not. 


I began to wonder why sleep had seized our imagination in such a primal way. During England’s Gothic period, with the British poised between enlightenment and repression, the anxieties of the era had given rise to a macabre aesthetic that prized horror and fantasy. Was it the same with us? Had 9/11, the atrocities in Iraq, the video beheadings, the tsunamis and hurricanes, created a new kind of collective Gothic nightmare? Or did these outrageous sto­ries merely underscore our basic ignorance about the mysteries of sleep? At the same time, I read a startling story in New Scientist about the current generation of “wakefulness-promoting” drugs being marketed and developed by pharmaceutical companies. It raised the possibility that in the next decade we might be able to structure sleep around our individual lifestyles, or perhaps do away with it completely. 


For years I’d only discussed my insomnia with a few close friends, and I’d certainly never inquired about other people’s sleep issues. It seemed too personal, the equivalent of asking about their sex lives or stock portfolios. But at a friend’s bridal shower, when I casually mentioned that I was thinking about writing a book on sleep, I was surprised at the passionate reaction it elicited. One woman, a former top-ranked squash player, confessed that she’d been taking Ambien every night for three years and was wor­ried that she was addicted. Another woman, a public relations executive, had regularly used Ambien, until nightly binge eating and memory loss had forced her to stop. After the shower, she was heading straight to a sleep clinic. The bride-to-be, overhearing the conversation, announced that she hadn’t slept for two months. 


“It’s probably just pre-wedding jitters,” she said. “At least I hope that’s all it is.” 


When I couldn’t sleep myself that night, I went on the website Sleepnet.com and began reading the postings on the Insomnia Forum on the Sleep Disorders Information home page. It was posi­tively addictive. Here’s just a sampling of topics: Sleep talking in dif­ferent languages; Husband sleepwalks—urinates wherever; Boyfriend wakes up with deep scratches on face; Help I’m so tired I can’t graduate from school; Screaming while sleeping; Sleeping with one eye open; Rest­less Groin Syndrome?; Incubus Attack! On this website and similar ones, the likes of “Perchance Dreamer” and “Need ZZZZs” and “Sleeplady” are all picking one another’s brains in a frustrating attempt to reconcile nature with technology, in a desperate attempt to sleep. Almost no one, from government workers in Spain, where the traditional siesta has been phased out, to Indian call-center employees, is immune to the madness. 


Today, with advances in both neuroscience and sleep medicine, we’ve entered what sleep researcher Dr. David Dinges has called the “golden age of sleep research.” Yet the more we learn about sleep, the less of it we seem to be getting, which raises a lot of vital questions about how we can live in a world where sleep is both devalued and viewed as a luxury. Are we evolving beyond sleep? Or self-destructing? Is sleep deprivation responsible for the obesity epi­demic in this country? For the “dumbing down” of America? Have we become a nation of sleep survivors, pushing ourselves to the limits as our waistlines expand and our IQs contract? Or does it all come down to money and marketing? Sleep tends to fall off as we age, and with the baby boomers, pharmaceutical companies are seeing dollar signs in the dark circles of a very large target audience. 


Once the recession hit, Americans really had something to lose sleep over. More than one in four complained that the economy was keeping them up nights, and they were turning increasingly to sleep aids. More than ever, sleep had become the Holy Grail. It was out there—but where? At the end of Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade, after Indiana loses his grip on the Grail and it plummets into an abyss, he and his father (Sean Connery) commiserate over spending so long searching for something they couldn’t hold on to. A dejected Indy asks his father, “What did you find?” I’ve always loved Connery’s answer: “Me? Illumination!” After talking to some of the country’s leading sleep experts, sampling a host of therapies and pills, and literally traveling to the end of the world, I ultimately found illumination two blocks from home. While it didn’t lead to the magic eight hours, it did make the nights a little brighter, the border between wakefulness and sleep easier to navi­gate. As I write this, I’ve had seven hours of natural, uninterrupted, drug-free slumber. 


Sleep, the John Malkovich look-alike, has left the bedroom. Long live sleep! 










1 


THE HOUSE OF PUNK SLEEP 


When I was a little girl, my grandfather taught me to sing “O Sleep, Why Dost Though Leave Me?” from Handel’s oratorio Semele. Based on Greek mythology, it tells the story of a beautiful mortal, Semele, who falls in love with Jupiter, god of the sky. One day, after a postcoital nap, Semele can’t understand why Jupiter seems dis­tracted; she doesn’t yet know that his vengeful wife, Juno, is plotting to send a thunderbolt her way. Oblivious to the dangers of loving a married deity, Semele sings of restoring her “wandering love” through the transformative power of sleep. The Handel aria became my signature song. I sang it at recitals, school assemblies, even after a practice air raid in second grade when some of my high-strung classmates were hyperventilating and Sister Margaret turned to me for something soothing to get our minds off a possible communist takeover. I sang it for my parents’ friends, for the neighbors, and for my piano teacher, who, being a narcoleptic, slept through it, as she did through all twelve years of my piano lessons. Yet in all the times I performed the song, I never once thought it was weird that I was singing “O Sleep, Why Dost Thou Leave Me?” when sleep had already left certain members of my family and was, with grinding relentlessness, in the process of leaving me. 


“Sleep architecture,” along with “sleep hygiene,” is one of those mysterious phrases that crop up regularly in sleep books. It refers to the overall pattern of a person’s sleep—how fast one falls asleep, how long one stays asleep, how often one wakes up, and how that sleep is distributed across the multiple “stages” of sleep. When I think of sleep architecture, however, I immediately picture my family home in Andover, Massachusetts—the House of Punk Sleep. It was named in honor of my mother, who, invariably upon rising each morning, would dramatically announce that her sleep had been “punk.” Punk was my mother’s favorite synonym for anything weak, dispiriting, or well below par. She was so protec­tive of her fragile sleep that if any of us got up at night, we were forbidden to run the water or flush the toilets or make even the slightest noise lest it wake her. That she was probably wide awake was totally beside the point. The inherent message was that sleep wasn’t a natural process but a gift from fickle gods, who at any moment could snatch it away. 


The House of Punk Sleep had three incarnations, the first a two-bedroom apartment in a white Victorian near the center of town. For the first two years of my life, I shared a room with my Irish grandfather, who lived with us on weekends. The other part of the week he was in idyllic Manchester-by-the-Sea, where he worked as the majordomo for a socially prominent Boston Brahmin. My grandfather, whom I’d nicknamed Bumpa, was also a concert singer, a voice teacher, an opera aficionado, a superb chef, and a delightful storyteller. Bumpa claimed that he inherited his poor sleep genes from his Irish mother, who, in turn, inherited them from her Irish mother, who inherited them from hers, and on and on. If you listened to my grandfather, Ireland produced light sleep­ers the way it bred poets and priests, but the Flynn family was par­ticularly vulnerable for reasons he couldn’t explain. He referred to it half-jokingly as “the Flynn curse,” but what exactly did that mean? Did the Flynns carry a gene for “fatal familial insomnia,” an inherited prion disease that kills through lack of sleep? That was highly doubtful, as Bumpa died at eighty-six, and my own  sleep-deprived mother, at eighty-nine, is one of the most energetic people around. Maybe the Flynns were “short sleepers”—people who only needed four or five hours a night. Or maybe they were “secret sleepers”—people who got enough sleep but complained that they didn’t. Or maybe there was a curse. 


A few years ago, hoping to get to the root of the problem, I trav­eled to Ireland to search for my grandfather’s relatives in his native County Cork. He had eight brothers and one sister, but all were deceased. I did, however, manage to locate a widowed niece, who was then in her late eighties and was getting ready for a night out dancing with a “gentleman friend.” She was pressed for time, although she did mention that her grown children didn’t approve of her gallivanting. “They want me to be home in bed,” she said, which prompted the obvious question: “Do you get much sleep?” She shook her head vigorously. “Not a wink, dear. I’m too busy dancing.” 


Before high-stepping out of her small house, she provided direc­tions to the overgrown cemetery where my great-grandparents are buried amid the ruins of a twelfth-century Cistercian abbey. Both had lived to their mid-seventies, which was fifteen years over the norm, proving again that however poorly they slept, it hadn’t affected their longevity. From the cemetery it was a short distance to my grandfather’s birthplace in Upper Aghada, where the archi­tectural precursor to the House of Punk Sleep bears the name Careystone Cottage. Set against a lush backdrop of green pastures, wildflowers lining the entranceway, the house was so quaintly Celtic that I wanted to move in to it immediately. I was loitering in the driveway when a short, dark-haired woman opened the door. After I explained my connection to the house, she invited me inside, confiding that she could never figure out how the Flynns slept. “The house had only two rooms when we bought it,” she explained. 


“No wonder they didn’t sleep,” I said. “My grandfather had nine siblings. Imagine twelve people in two rooms.” 


“Actually, one room,” the woman said. “The other had a piano in it.” 


While Bumpa may have been a poor sleeper, he was a prolific dreamer and it wasn’t uncommon for him to start a conversation with “The weirdest thing happened last night.” The deceased might appear to him “as real as life,” or he might interpret a dream as a warning, such as the one foretelling the end of his career as a merchant marine. As he told it, and he did many times, he dreamt that he was sailing past the Rock of Gibraltar when he saw a mer­maid sunning herself on the limestone promontory. With a nod to both Homer and the Starkist Tuna, the mermaid, whose blond hair cascaded down her shoulders, called his name and cried, “Beware of drowning! Beware!” He was docked in New York at the time, and heeding the siren’s warning, he jumped ship. “And a good thing, too,” he always said, long after I knew the punch line. A steward on White Star’s Oceanic, he was about to be reassigned to the company’s newest luxury liner—the RMS Titanic. 


In New York, without a job or connections, Bumpa was walking down Fifth Avenue when he literally bumped into the woman who’d become his wife. My English grandmother had recently moved to New York from a country estate in Leesburg, Virginia, where she’d worked as a lady’s maid for Mrs. William Corcoran Eustis, whose in-laws had started the Corcoran Gallery of Art in Washington, D.C. Mrs. Eustis’s father, Levi P. Morton, was Ben­jamin Harrison’s vice president and so rich that Henry Adams, the Washington chronicler, referred to him as “Money Bags.” Through Morton, my grandmother secured Bumpa a job at the Metropoli­tan Club, which had been designed by Stanford White for the rail­road tycoon J. P. Morgan. Morgan had helped finance Thomas Edison, who, in 1879, had invented the incandescent lightbulb, which would forever change modern sleep habits. Bumpa, whose Zelig-like ability to insert himself in the popular culture never ceased to amaze, claimed to have met Edison through the Irish tenor John McCormack, who recorded some ballads for Edison’s company. The astoundingly prolific Edison—he held more than one thousand patents—was said to get by on only four hours of sleep a night. Bumpa delighted in quoting Edison’s dictum that extra sleep made people “unhealthy and inefficient,” to which he’d invariably add, “and dull, too.” 


When, in 1953, we moved to the second House of Punk Sleep, Bumpa lived with us full-time; my grandmother had died a few years earlier and he’d retired from his duties on the North Shore. Our new house, a charming 1930s Cape Cod, had three bedrooms; Bumpa shared one with Buff, my new cocker spaniel puppy. It was Bumpa’s job to paper-train him and make sure he didn’t bark at night, so my mother was free to toss and turn to the syncopated rhythm of my father’s snoring. How my father managed to sleep was one of life’s great mysteries, for in addition to probably having sleep apnea, he had bruxism, grinding his teeth so badly that he later needed extensive dental work. My nickname for him was “Mr. Pressure Cooker Head.” Yet despite the snoring and gnashing of teeth, he was an extremely deep sleeper. You could scream his name and punch him in the arm, which my mother often did, and he wouldn’t flutter an eyelid, whereas Bumpa, even with bad tin­nitus, could hear a pin drop. 


In theory, Bumpa’s nightly routine should have encouraged good sleep. He never drank tea after 4 P.M. and abstained from cig­arettes and alcohol. He ate early and lightly and rarely watched tel­evision. After cleaning up after the puppy and putting him in his little wicker dog bed, he’d say his prayers and then do eye exercises from the book Sight Without Glasses. He usually dropped off right away, awakening around 2 A.M. Instead of going downstairs, which he couldn’t do without inciting seismic tremors that would awaken my mother, he stayed in bed, copying bits of Shakespeare onto pieces of Kleenex that he kept for transcription purposes on his night table. His favorite quotes were sleep-related, such as Hamlet’s “To sleep, perchance to dream” or Romeo and Juliet’s “Where care lodges, sleep will never lie.” Bumpa’s “Shakespearean Kleenex” used to drive my mother crazy, and one day she left his bedroom window open and all the tissues flew out. You’d have thought they were part of the original folio edition for all the importance I attached to them. Running outside, I chased them around the neighborhood, salvaging a scrap of The Tempest from our birdbath. After plucking off a few stray feathers, I pinned “We are such stuff as dreams are made on” to the clothesline and hung it out to dry. From then on, Bumpa always joked that my mother had “mur­dered” sleep by tossing Shakespeare out the window, and disheart­ened, he switched to Webster’s dictionary, transcribing vocabulary words onto Kleenex. I could always tell how badly he’d slept by the number of new words foisted on me at breakfast. “You better eat your Cream of Wheat,” he’d say, “so you will feel sati­ated.” Or “May I offer you some delectable donuts? Don’t eat too many of them, however, or else it could prove deleterious to your burgeoning waistline.” Pockets bulging with words, he had to be careful not to let my mother get near his plaid bathrobe in case Webster wound up in the wash. 


With Bumpa as my role model, it’s easy to assume that I’d been groomed for punk sleep from the cradle. Certainly, I knew that sleep wasn’t a simple matter of drifting off to Dreamland. It involved Shakespeare and superstitions and vocabulary words. It was about prescient dreams and sight without glasses. It was the complete opposite of everything sleep was supposed to be, and yet my nights were pretty restful until Sister Margaret entered my life in second grade. The nun had linebacker’s shoulders, a shiny red face, and thick meaty hands that reminded me of raw hamburger patties. It was rumored that she’d killed a student at another school for failing a math test. She’d punched him so hard he went brain-dead, and then, to elude the police, she stuffed him in a sup­ply closet behind the carbon paper. It was also rumored that she’d started the rumor to keep everybody in line. To be fair, she needed every advantage, since she was clearly outnumbered: eighty to one. 


Sister Margaret presided over her multitudinous kingdom from behind an oak desk, a large crucifix suspended over her head. When­ever she moved, it was usually to swat someone with the wooden signal stick she brandished like a police club. You never knew what would set her off. Once I got hit for biting my nails, which, con­sidering how nervous she made me, wasn’t an unreasonable habit. When she wasn’t focused on our plentiful shortcomings, she directed her wrath at the Soviets. They’d recently launched Sput­nik, and if we intended to beat them to the moon, we had to buckle down and study hard. In the more important “race to heaven,” however, we were the odds-on favorites, for the Soviets lived in such a godless society that they sent a dog on Sputnik 2, letting it die in orbit. To make sure that in our rush to the moon we didn’t leave God behind, Sister Margaret devised a brilliant plan: Every Wednesday we would change our seats according to our religion-test scores. This would serve two purposes: One, it would strengthen our knowledge and understanding of the Catholic Church; and two, it would sharpen our competitive instincts for the space race. 


Due to my excellent memorization skills, I was fluent in the Baltimore Catechism and confident that for the rest of second grade I’d be safely ensconced in the first or “Gold” row. But then Sister Margaret dealt the death blow. Since we were too young for astro­physics, she expected us to shine at basic addition and subtraction. First thing Monday morning she’d administer a math test, and we’d change our seats accordingly. Math wasn’t my strong suit. In comparison with religion, which relied heavily on the unknowable aspect, it was too black and white, too logical. For three straight Mondays I was banished to the last row for failing my test. Moving seats wouldn’t have been so bad if we could have picked up our books and walked to our new locations, but Sister Margaret was too much the sadist for such a simple solution. When she shouted “Go,” we had to “drive” to our new locations in our ancient slant-topped desks, shoving them forward with our feet while we remained in the attached seats. It was like “Dodge ’em,” with eighty kids shouting “Beep, beep” and screaming at one another to get out of the way. The last row, nicknamed “the Garbage Row” for reasons that will soon become obvious, attracted the kids who not only failed math but failed everything. Today they would have been diagnosed with ADD or autism or any number of learning disabilities, but in the late 1950s they were viewed simply as “retards.” 


For years I had nightmares about them, and even today I can still remember their nicknames. “Knuckle Boy” had light brown hair, with a Friar Tuck bald spot. While some kids might have been self-conscious about going bald in second grade, he didn’t care because he lived for his knuckles, chewing them until they were raw and bleeding, then chewing the scabs and beginning the cycle anew. I never once heard him speak, but then again, I never saw him with­out his knuckles in his mouth. “One-Armed Boy” actually had two arms, but whenever he was called upon to go to the blackboard, he’d grab an arm and collapse on the floor. The other boys used to imitate him, and sometimes you’d have five or six kids up at the blackboard grabbing their arms and falling down. “Garbage Boy” lived next to the town dump, where he picked up his hygiene habits, dumping his luncheon leftovers inside his desk. If you sat behind him, which I did on multiple occasions, you’d almost pass out from the stench. Knowing that on Monday I’d have to say goodbye to my friends in Gold to drive cross-classroom to Garbage totally wrecked my Sunday nights. It took me hours to fall asleep, and when I finally did I’d frequently be awakened by my baby sis­ter crying in the next room. After several miscarriages, my mother had recently given birth, so with the noise and the excitement, my struggle with sleep went largely unnoticed. Once, Sister Margaret, remarking on my listless behavior, sent me to the school nurse, who let me rest on a cot while she manicured her nails. But after an older kid suffered a mild seizure and I watched her depress his tongue with what looked suspiciously like a nail file, I returned to the classroom. 


If the Garbage Row had been the full extent of my worries, my sleep system might have regained its youthful robustness, but Sis­ter Margaret, in preparing us for our first Holy Communion, man­aged to take her obsession with the Soviets to even more absurd heights. After the moon, nearby Andover was apparently one of their prime targets, and since they loved nothing better than to prey on little Catholic children about to receive the Holy Eucharist, we had to prepare for martyrdom. If the communists demanded that we spit on a crucifix, even if they ripped out our fingernails and tongue, we couldn’t, under any circumstances, even salivate. While battling the communists, we also had to con­tend with the devil, whose malevolent tricks included throwing little children down the stairs at night. For a poor sleeper, the prospect of a communist–satanic conspiracy was very bad news indeed. Ultimately I conflated these two “monsters” into one entity: the “Commu-Devil.” Imagine Khrushchev’s fat face peer­ing out of a devil costume and you get the idea. 


Even after my annus horribilis ended, Sister Margaret’s scare tac­tics had left an indelible mark on my sleep habits. I fell back on one of the few resources available to a child: magical thinking. Sweep­ing the room for the Commu-Devil became a torturous ritual that involved checking beneath the bed not once but twelve times. In case he’d scurried off into my closet, I’d have to look in there, too. And behind the boudoir chair. And the desk... My parents were vaguely aware of my obsessive-compulsive rituals but chalked it up to my being “high-strung.” They’d both gone to Catholic schools and wouldn’t dream of contradicting a nun. My mother warned me that under no circumstances should I burden my father with depressing stories of Garbage Rows, devils, or martyrdom. “Your father’s under a lot of pressure,” she’d say. “Do you want his brains to snap?” All along I’d been worried about steam escaping from his pressure cooker head, and now I had a new thing to fear. As usual, I turned to Bumpa, who suggested I invent an ally, a “sleep sprite,” who would protect me at night. I named her Felicity after a beautiful blonde I’d seen executing perfect toe loops at the Phillips Academy skating rink. Felicity worked her magic until I lost one of my front teeth; after my mother forgot to put the obligatory quar­ter beneath my pillow, she suggested the sleep sprite might have stolen it. I had my doubts, but to be on the safe side, I began casting about for another good-luck charm, seizing on Santa’s reindeer. 


Clement C. Moore obviously didn’t have sleep psychology in mind when he wrote “’Twas the Night Before Christmas.” His wide-awake narrator actually sees Santa, while his sleeping chil­dren, for all their good behavior, are rewarded with visions of can­died fruit. The inherent message was that sleep didn’t pay, so on Christmas Eve I’d keep vigil at my bedroom window, Bumpa’s opera glasses in hand, searching for Santa’s sleigh. I had it in my head that once I caught a glimpse of his reindeer I’d drift happily off to sleep. In those days, a white Christmas often meant a blizzard, so I was usually too excited to waste time in bed any­way. After my father shoveled the driveway, he would build an igloo, which I’d decorate with castoffs from our basement—a lawn chair, a frayed Oriental runner, a broken Wedgwood candlestick. I’d sit in there and read my Nancy Drew books, pretending I was an Eskimo princess keen on solving mysteries. One of my favorite places was a local theme park called Santa’s Lookout, which had a puppet theater, a toy factory, and a reindeer that looked suspi­ciously like a cow. Then the place hit hard times, and if there’s any­thing that’s depressing, it’s a run-down North Pole, in August, with Santa sitting in the equivalent of a Native American sweat lodge. While “Jingle Bells” played over the loudspeakers, the “rein­deer,” which now had lost a leg, limped around the center ring, scaring kids away. 


It was then I began having doubts about Santa. Finally, my mother set me straight after I grilled her about the doll I’d re­quested from him. I’d seen it in the window of a local store, and after putting it down on my list, I noticed it was gone. “You bought the doll, didn’t you?” I asked, figuring she’d do the right thing and lie. “Of course I bought the doll!” she said, tired of playing along. By then, I was in sixth grade; some of my friends were already in train­ing bras. Nevertheless, I was heartbroken and remember thinking that if Santa was make-believe, what about his  all-important reindeer? 


I wrote a short story about it for my eighth-grade English class. It had something to do with a little girl who couldn’t sleep and the reindeer that rescued her. Sister Ethelburger, whose name nicely captured her personality, gave me a D, explaining that while the story showed imagination, the overall message was disturbingly pagan. Little girls who couldn’t sleep, she said, would be far better off reciting the rosary than worshipping false idols. If I continued on this destructive path, she warned me, I’d wind up like Elizabeth Taylor, who, after playing a pagan in Cleopatra, cheated on Eddie Fisher with Richard Burton. 


“Do you want that to happen?” she said, as if having an affair with Richard Burton was a real possibility. 


I shook my head no. 


“Then get some sleep,” she said. 


In 1964 we moved into the third and final Punk House, a four-bedroom colonial across the street from Jay Leno, who would later go on to keep millions of people up past their bedtimes when he became host of The Tonight Show. No one in our house watched TV after eleven o’clock, but even if we’d wanted to, there were only three channels back then, and after Johnny Carson signed off, we were left with the late-night movie. It was truly the Dark Ages, yet Marshall McLuhan, the communications theorist, was already considering the social impact of the electronic media. Three decades before the Internet, he coined the term “global village” to underscore his observation that an electronic nervous system was integrating the planet. With everybody in immediate touch, it was fostering a “retribalization” of human life. During the live cover­age of the events following the Kennedy assassination, when everyone watched Jack Ruby shoot Lee Harvey Oswald in real time, I remember overhearing several women in the neighborhood telling my mother they’d been up all night. It was one of the first times TV exhibited the power to actually change social patterns. “A medium is not something neutral—it does something to people,” McLuhan said. Even then, it was starting to impact our sleep. 


In our new house, Bumpa no longer had to sleep with the dog because the dog was “put to sleep.” After developing cataracts, Buff went blind and then turned into the neighborhood scamp, attempting to impregnate all the female dogs within a five-mile sniffing radius. I don’t know what was worse for my mother, the dog’s blindness or his voracious sexual appetite, but he clearly had to go. From then on, whenever my middle sister, Marise, asked where the dog went, my mother told her that he was “sleeping.” This amounted to the longest nap in history, and when Marise finally realized that he wasn’t sleeping but was, in fact, dead, she was devastated. But at the same time, Marise had gained a sibling, for my mother, at forty-two, had recently given birth to my youngest sister, Nancy. Ultimately, Marise and Nancy bunked together and I was given my own room and a new bed—a  white-canopied four-poster “Provençal” style with a double mattress that the salesman at Furniture Barn decreed the height of elegance. My mother envied my Marie Antoinette model, which she referred to as “the Big Bed,” as in “Now that you’ve got that Big Bed, you’d better sleep.” 


Living up to the Big Bed was a lot of pressure. Sinking into the cushy mattress, I’d stare up at the white eyelet canopy and feel bad for not sleeping when less fortunate children were. When I con­sulted with a sleep therapist years later, she wondered why my parents had never taken me to see a specialist, obviously forgetting that in the sixties the “specialist” was usually the family physician, whose attitude could generally be summed up as “If you’re tired enough, you’ll sleep.” Our family doctor took that philosophy to the extreme. Bounding out of his black Mercedes, burnished leather bag in hand, he was the picture of rigorous good health and had no tolerance for anybody who fell short of that mark. Since by definition that included his patients, he approached their medical issues with Spartan skepticism. Eyeing my canopy and me beneath it, my grandmother’s satin bed jacket around my shoulders, he diagnosed my problem as “Princess and the Pea syndrome.” He whipped out a prescription pad and scribbled something down. I tried to decipher his deplorable handwriting. Did it actually say “Head to the wilderness?” Before I could object, he began telling my parents that what I needed most was fresh air and extreme physi­cal challenges. Someone he knew from our town had started the American branch of Outward Bound, and he’d be glad to put in a word for me. This “someone,” he explained, had been a battery commander under General Patton and a teacher at the physically rigorous Gordonstoun School in Scotland. I knew I had to speak up. “I’m already committed to Girl Scout camp,” I said. Camp Merrymeeting was on Pomps Pond, two miles from our house, which wasn’t exactly the “wilderness,” but it did have fresh air, a pine forest, and a few snapping turtles. 


“Well, well,” the doctor said, shaking his head in disgust. “For someone so ‘exhausted,’ you’re quite opinionated, aren’t you?” 


My parents didn’t insist on Outward Bound, so I was left with punk sleep, which isn’t to say that I never slept at all. Some weeks I’d average eight hours a night, but my insomnia inevitably kicked in right before I confronted a test of any sort. As a result, I scored so poorly on my SATs that my guidance counselor, Sister Rose Carmel, sadly informed me that I wasn’t “college material” and that I should apply instead to secretarial school. “I have one word of advice,” she said, pausing for dramatic effect. “And that word is... steno!” Sister Rose Carmel primarily taught gym, and since her idea of exercise was prancing around doing the Pony in a spas­tic manner, I ignored her suggestion and went to college. 


For someone brought up in a house where flushing a toilet at night was a capital offense, living in a dorm was like being inside a pinball machine. How did people sleep with stereos blaring and doors slamming and people showering at 2 A.M.? Recently, my mother gave me a box of letters I’d written home my freshman year. Here’s the first one I opened: 


Dear Mommy, 


A couple of days ago I met this really nice boy and he asked me to a party Saturday night. He’s really good-looking, has his own car and he’s traveled all over the world because his father’s a foreign correspondent. Well, Friday night there was so much noise in the dorm that I didn’t get to sleep until 5 and then got up at 7. At the party, I was so exhausted I couldn’t keep the conversation going. Dancing was even worse. My coordination was off completely. When I went to introduce him to someone, I couldn’t even remember his name. He kept asking if I wanted to go home because I seemed bored. He’ll probably tell everyone I have the worst personality, although who wouldn’t on TWO HOURS OF SLEEP!!! 


Of all the places to eventually wind up, I probably should have thought twice about making my home in “the city that never sleeps.” Thirty years later, I’m still trying to find a quiet apartment in Manhattan. There was the Lincoln Center two-bedroom that was directly beneath a woman who sleepwalked in stilettos; the studio on West Seventy-fourth Street, where the elderly man next door whispered death threats through the wall; the one-bedroom on West Seventy-fourth Street, where I’d fled the death threats, only to find myself living below a music critic with a taste for punk rock, which, when combined with punk sleep, was a bad mix indeed. The quietest place I ever lived in wasn’t even mine—it belonged to a boyfriend, but I slept so well there that I stayed with him even though we fought so much that friends nicknamed us “the Battling Bickersons.” Good sleep makes strange bedfellows. He was a writer and film archivist, with an apartment on Riverside Drive filled from floor to ceiling with books, newspapers, and videotapes. It was like a womb—or a tomb. I was in heaven. My boyfriend was sensitive to morning light, so in addition to shroud­ing the windows in heavy, fog-colored drapes, he wore a cowboy bandana around his eyes. And because he wore one, he strongly suggested that I follow suit. When we got a dog, she had to wear one, too. So there we were, three heads aligned on two pillows, cowboy bandanas masking our eyes. I felt like a hostage, which in fact I was, but not to my boyfriend. I was a hostage to that apart­ment and to sleep. Eventually I got my own place, but the bandana trick, which had been so successful on Riverside Drive, didn’t work on West Seventy-fourth Street. When my boyfriend went to Spain for a month, I agreed to house-sit for him. Here’s how well I slept: When a burglar roamed through the apartment, stealing thousands of dollars’ worth of my boyfriend’s electronic equip­ment, I only woke up after he’d climbed out the window. 


When Lee and I got married, we bought a co-op around the cor­ner from my ex-boyfriend’s. From a sleep perspective, I figured it wasn’t a bad idea to hedge my bets, and besides, my ex had become one of my closest friends. For five years I did pretty well. I didn’t sleep like a baby or anything as dramatic as that, but it was no longer a big issue, primarily because I had bigger issues to worry about, such as trying to have a baby and writing dozens of magazine articles and a biography. Then in the midst of fertility treatments that ended with no baby but a serious case of pneumonia, new neighbors moved downstairs. 


On the surface they seemed normal enough. The husband was an accountant; he and his wife had a boy and a girl, and they were below, not above us. The first night they arrived, however, Lee and I were awakened by someone chanting “Whooooo! Whooooo! I’m the devil!” 


We went down the back stairs and listened at their door. It was def­initely the accountant, and it was totally creepy. I tried to cut our neighbor some slack, hoping the stress of moving had brought out his kinky side, but no such luck. The man had such a loud voice that I was privy to the most intimate details of his life. When he wasn’t chanting “Whoooo! Whoooo!” he was screaming about his in-laws, his wife’s spending habits, and his bowel problems. We complained to the co-op board, but while they were extremely picky about whom they let into the building, once you’d passed the board, you could apparently morph into Beelzebub with little consequence. 


My sleep disappeared. The devil had stolen it, so we had to move. I looked at eighty-eight apartments, relentlessly quizzing the doormen about the neighbors. Did they play piano? Did they throw frequent late-night parties? Was there anything about their clothing that might lead one to suspect that after midnight they became the devil? Finally, I found the perfect place in Carnegie Hill, a sedate family neighborhood, where little pigtailed girls in starched uniforms marched up Madison Avenue on weekdays and disappeared to their country houses on weekends. Our upstairs neighbors were fairly quiet, our downstairs neighbors even qui­eter. I still struggled with intermittent insomnia but didn’t let it control me. More recently, I’d fallen into a pattern of sleeping from 10:30 to 2:30 A.M., staying up until 4:30, followed by another three hours of sleep. Instead of fearing the middle-of-the-night awakenings, I began to look forward to them as a time to analyze my dreams. It was such a creative and productive period that I labeled it “My Year of Beautiful Sleep.” 


And then my year of beautiful, recharging, regenerative sleep ended when the upstairs neighbors moved to the country. The wife, whose office had been close to the Twin Towers, had devel­oped insomnia after 9/11 and wanted to escape from the city. The new neighbors embarked on an eight-month renovation, breaking a hole in our bedroom ceiling. The couple had two small children, who, at the crack of dawn, proceeded to run up and down the hall­ways. The mother referred to them as “Little Elephants,” com­plaining that she couldn’t control them. With Wild Kingdom over­head, I couldn’t relax enough to fall back asleep. Now I was waking up at 2:30 A.M.—and staying up. To block out the noise, I bought a sound machine, trying every setting from “Brook” to “Jungle.” Then I went to an audiologist who fitted me with spe­cially designed earplugs that wouldn’t stay in because apparently I’ve got “tricky” ears, and after numerous attempts, the audiologist gave up and quit his job. 


It was particularly bad when the Little Elephants returned from one of their foreign safaris. Still on European time, they’d begin the stampede at 3 A.M. and I’d have jet lag without having gone anywhere. After their latest trip, knowing I’d have to endure a week of gradual time-shifting, I decided to get out of town entirely. I flew to Boston to stay with my sister Nancy, who ranks sleeping as one of her favorite activities. Though she has TMJ (temporomandibular joint disorder) and wears a bite plate at night, for the most part it doesn’t interfere with her sleep. But even when Nancy doesn’t get adequate sleep, she always takes a nap. I’ve never taken a nap in my life and have always been highly suspi­cious of people who do, but Nancy has even trained her two miniature poodles to nap with her. When she had a baby, Isabel, who woke up every hour or so, she was totally unprepared for the disruption and was so exhausted that she now wonders if what she presumed was postpartum depression was sleep deprivation. Her pediatrician suggested swaddling Isabel. Babies have a startle reflex that can easily waken them from deep sleep, and swaddling, which has been used for centuries to prevent movement, is supposed to help. Isabel, however, was a Swaddle Houdini, so Nancy turned to the Miracle Blanket—or “the Baby Straightjacket,” as I called it. Though it made Isabel look like Hannibal Lecter, it worked and she slept. Then, around the age of two, Isabel turned into a late-night entertainer, performing a soliloquy that encapsulated the day’s events. Her monologue could go on for several hours and involved the participation of a band of traveling mimes, including Dirty Little Poodle, a plush toy she wouldn’t let Nancy wash; Whitey Bulger, a white horse named after the notorious Irish-American crime boss; and a half-dozen supporting players, all named Duckie. In addition to the toys, Isabel insisted on sleeping with at least a dozen fabric swatches that Nancy was afraid to return to her decorator because they all functioned as one-hundred-dollar-a-yard “blankies.” 


The night I was there, Isabel fell asleep right away and so did I. Then, around 2 A.M., I heard a little voice singing at the top of her lungs: “Row, row, row your boat, gently down the stream . . .” fol­lowed by “Take it away! Duckies!” The next morning I immediately went to the House of Punk Sleep—to try to sleep. Lee flew in from New York to join us for dinner, after which we watched TV in Bumpa’s former bedroom, now the den. Since my mother sleeps in the Big Bed to escape my father’s snoring, we were left with the twin beds in my sisters’ former room, which is still stocked with all their old toys. Lee and I climbed into our small beds, where he fell asleep immediately and began to snore like my father. When Lee snores at home, which he does only occasionally, I can usually nudge him and he stops. But in twin beds, with a night table between us, I couldn’t reach him, so I listened to my father and husband snoring in unison. Then I listened to my mother groaning in the Big Bed because she heard them snoring. Getting increas­ingly frustrated, I grabbed the Raggedy Ann perched on my head­board and threw it at Lee. It didn’t wake him up, so I tossed Raggedy Andy. Still nothing. I then hurled Make Way for Ducklings and The Adventures of Uncle Wiggily. Lee kept snoring. Finally, a teddy bear in a HOME SWEET HOME sweater bounced off his head and got his attention. 


Lee fumbled for the light on the night table, squinting at the menagerie on his bed. “A person can’t sleep in a house like this,” he mumbled. 
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