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I FIRST DOUBTED MY REALITY at a very young age.  Four, five, something like that.  I woke up from a bad dream and lay in my bed for a long time, afraid to move, certain that whatever monster had been sneaking up had found its way in and was just waiting to attack.  The sun rose, the room brightened, and it was my own again.  But the thing that stuck so much with me was how real the dream had been.  It wasn’t a dream, it was real, and that monster, a thing like a wolf only not a wolf, was on my heels and it wanted my blood.  I knew, even at four or five, that the dream had seemed too real.

Over the weeks that followed, it began to dawn on me.  I always remembered going to bed in the dark, my eyes closed, but I never remembered the moment I finally went to sleep.  I never knew, while I was dreaming, that I was in fact dreaming.  To my mind, the transition had been perfectly smooth.

For all my little mind knew, the dream was real, the real was dream.

After all, if the terrible fantasies my sleeping mind created could seem so perfectly rational and real, who was to say the bright light of day wasn’t just another made-up creation?

These thoughts eventually led to other reality-doubting musings, for instance my mind’s interpretation of colors.  I knew some people were color blind, so how did I know I wasn’t too?  What assurance did I have that my perception of the color blue matched the perception of everyone else?  What if what I saw as green, everyone else understood was purple and they just didn’t want to tell me?

I began to doubt my own sanity before I ever hit puberty.  I was already familiar with the concept of insanity.  I knew about multiple personality disorder.  What proof did I have that everything I saw and heard was the truth?  How did I know I was myself?

It didn’t seem beyond the realm of possibility to my young mind to think that I was in fact just another alter inside the larger personality of my true self.

These thoughts kept me awake at night.  But even when I did drift off to sleep, I never knew it.

I used to pinch myself at odd times throughout the day, hoping to find myself dreaming and wake up.  I never woke.  But that didn’t convince me I was really awake.

I knew of sleepwalking and before the age of ten my theories had begun to take shape.  My life—and, I believed, the lives of everyone else—were just a dream.  I became convinced that as I moved through the world my body was mobile, but my eyes were closed and what I saw was just the projection of my sleeping, dreaming mind.  I was sleepwalking, every day, all day.  Everything I did I did while sleeping, dreaming of that very thing I was doing in some slightly altered dream form.  If I dreamed of riding my blue and silver bike, the bike was really yellow and black.  If I dreamed I wore a black t-shirt, my shirt was really brown or orange.

It was all these things that coalesced into the mess of my brain and formed the foundation for the rest of my life.  Sleepwalking, multiple personalities, questions of equal perception for everyone, and the way my dreams always felt like the waking world, until that moment I woke in my own bed and the monster was gone.

Because in reality, I never felt that, by waking up, the monster was gone.  It was just waiting.

The dream was still there, all around me.  I was living in the middle of it.

In high school, as I was still organizing my thoughts and putting my theories in order, it all came rushing in at me.  I was suddenly no longer suspicious: I knew.

I had suspected for most of my life that reality was just a dream, and then one day, with no warning, I woke up.

I’d taken a job in a fast-food place downtown.

It was Thursday.  The dinner rush had been particularly hectic, and I was worn out.  We’d finally closed and locked the doors against the last late-night customer, and I was taking out the dining room trash.  It was early autumn.  The night was still warm and the air fresh.  I had two full black trash bags in each arm and decided to grandstand by swinging the bags underhanded three or four times, then flinging them up and over the edge of the dumpster doors—without opening them.  One bag sailed over the top, crashed down into the dumpster, but the other snagged on the top of the wooden doors and got hung up.

I opened the doors, meaning to climb the metal frame on the inside and get the bag off the top without ripping it to shreds.

From inside the gaping mouth of the dumpster, two glowing red eyes shone out and a set of black lips spread open to reveal two rows of huge yellow teeth.  The wolf growled, then leapt, snarling and roaring, but I fell out of the way.  When I looked up, it was gone.  Nothing had passed me, nothing had touched me.

I yanked the bag down and dropped it into the dumpster, then headed quickly to the open back door of the restaurant, my eyes darting all around.

Cars flew by out on the street and on top of one I saw a woman with widespread wings and taloned feet riding the roof of the car like a surfboard.  She was shrieking.

Crawling up the side of the phone company building across the street were a dozen crab creatures, each the size of a manhole cover, with two sets of claws on each side.  They chattered and clicked.

I reached the building and before I stepped inside, I knew the dream—or the waking—had ended, and things were back to what I’d come to see as normal.

I went through the rest of that night in a daze, playing it over again and again, trying to remember as many details as I could.  I was desperate to know what, if anything, I had done to trigger it.

When I got home, I was too wired to go through the motions of sleep.  Besides, I was now convinced, without a doubt, that I was already asleep.

I wrote down everything I could remember, from the moment the doors locked to when I got home.  Then I went over it again, looking for that detail, that action, whatever had been the trigger.

I went to the internet in search of the creatures I’d seen, and I determined the woman riding on top of the car had been a harpy.  The crabs, I wasn’t sure.  I knew the wolf well enough.

The harpies were creatures of myth, the daughters of Thaumas and Electra. This was a direction I hadn’t anticipated, but it made sense.

I took notes and worked for the next three hours.  I had moved from my desk to the bed with my notebooks and laptop before me.  When I “woke up” in the morning, the laptop had shut down, and the notebooks were full of scribbled ramblings that I would
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