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Prologue  —  What I Want Her to Know
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From the journal of Nora Galanis, age thirty-two. Six weeks after diagnosis.

My darling Stella,

You are too young to read this now. Someday, when your father gives you this notebook, you will be old enough to understand that I am not sad writing these words. I am not brave either. I am just a mother who wants to leave a door open.

I dreamt of you before you were born. Not a prophecy—just a feeling. A warmth behind my ribs that had no name yet. When the nurse placed you in my arms, you looked at me with such serious eyes, and I thought: Oh. There you are. I’ve been waiting for you.

Your father tells me you ask questions about where I go when I sleep. You want to know if I can see you from wherever “gone” is. I don’t know the answer, little one. But I know this: love does not go anywhere. It changes shape. It becomes the way your father hums off-key when he cooks. It becomes the sound of rain on our bedroom window. It becomes the thing that makes you reach for someone’s hand without thinking.

If I am not here when you read this, please do not be angry at the world. The world gave me you. The world gave me your father, who looked at me in a bookstore like I had walked out of his soul.

Some people search their whole lives for one moment of that feeling. I had seven years of it. Seven years of being seen completely. That is not a tragedy, Stella. That is a miracle that happened to have an ending.

Be kind to your father. He feels everything twice as deeply as he shows.

And when you dream of me—because you will—do not be afraid. I will be the one laughing.

All my love, everywhere,

Mom
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PART ONE: BEFORE THE RAIN
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There is a version of this story where nothing bad happens. I do not know her. She lives in a different universe, one where the word “incurable” was never spoken. I do not envy her. She does not know how precious a Wednesday afternoon can be.
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Chapter One  —  The First Dream
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I am four years old when I first learn that other children do not dream of her.

The dream itself is not remarkable. I am standing in a field of something that might be grass or might be water—the ground shifts beneath my feet, soft and shimmering, like the surface of a lake after someone has thrown a stone. The sky is the colour of a bruise, purple and yellow and gray all at once. And there is a girl.

She is my age. Small. Barefoot. Her hair is the colour of wet sand, the kind you find on beaches after the tide has gone out, dark and tangled and full of secrets. She wears a yellow raincoat. The sleeves are too long. She has rolled them up three times on each arm, and still they cover her hands almost completely.

“Hello,” she says.

“Hello,” I say.

“You’re new here.”

“I’m new everywhere. I’m four.”

She tilts her head. The gesture is strange for a child so young—like a bird listening for worms underground, like someone trying to hear a song from very far away.

“I’m four too,” she says. “But I’ve been here longer.”

“Where is ‘here’?”

She looks around. The shifting ground. The bruise-coloured sky. The absence of anything recognizable—no trees, no houses, no roads, no sun.

“I don’t know,” she says. “But it’s nice, isn’t it? Quiet.”

I am four years old. I do not know what “quiet” means yet, not the way I will learn to know it. But I understand that this place—this nowhere-place, this between-place—feels different from my bedroom, which always smells like dust and worry. It feels different from the kitchen, where my mother cries when she thinks I cannot hear. It feels different from school, where the other children look at me like I am speaking a different language.

“I like it,” I say.

The girl smiles. Her teeth are small and crooked. One of her front teeth is missing.

“Good,” she says. “Then I’ll be here when you come back.”

“How do you know I’ll come back?”

She points at my chest. Right over my heart.

“Because you’re lonely,” she says. “And lonely people always come back to places where they don’t feel lonely.”

I wake up.

My bedroom. The crack in the ceiling that looks like a question mark. The sound of my mother moving in the kitchen. The smell of coffee and something burning.

I lie very still and press my hand against my chest, where the girl pointed.

My heart is beating.

But it feels different. Heavier. Like something has been placed inside it.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two  —  The Rules of the Dream World
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She is there the next night.

And the night after that.

And the night after that...

I learn her patterns quickly, the way children learn anything that matters to them. She is always standing in the same place when I arrive—the center of the shifting field, barefoot, yellow raincoat, hair the colour of wet sand. Sometimes she is drawing in the dirt with a stick. Sometimes she is staring at the sky. Sometimes she is simply waiting, her hands in her pockets, her head tilted in that listening gesture.

“You came back,” she says every time. Not surprised. Just acknowledging.

“I said I would.”

“You didn’t say it. You just thought it.”

“Isn’t that the same thing?”

She considers this. Her missing tooth makes her look younger than four, even though we are the same age.

“No,” she says finally. “Saying is for outside. Thinking is for inside. Here”—she gestures at the shifting ground, the bruise-coloured sky—“inside and outside are the same.”

I do not understand this. I am four. But I file it away anyway, in the part of my brain that will someday understand things like metaphor and love and loss.

“What’s your name?” I ask.

She frowns. Not an angry frown—a thinking frown, the kind adults make when they are trying to remember something important.

“I don’t know,” she says. “I don’t think I have one.”

“Everyone has a name.”

“I don’t.”

“That’s sad.”

“Is it?”

“Names are important. My name is Isaac. It means ‘one who laughs or rejoices.’ My mom told me. I don’t know what that means either.”

The girl smiles. “Isaac is a nice name.”

“Thank you. I’ll give you a name.”

“You can’t just give someone a name.”

“Why not?”

“Because names come from somewhere. They have to mean something.”

I think very hard. I am four, so thinking very hard means scrunching up my face and pressing my lips together and making a sound like a teakettle about to boil.

“Do you like the moon?” I ask.

“I love the moon.”

“Then I’ll call you Luna. It means moon. In some language. I think.”

She tests it. “Luna.” Pause. “Luna.” Another pause. “Luna.”

“Do you like it?”

She looks at me. Her eyes are the colour of the sky just before a storm—gray and blue and something else, something I cannot name.

“Yes,” she says. “I like it very much.”

And just like that, she has a name. And just like that, I have a reason to close my eyes every night.
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Chapter Three  —  Childhood Loneliness
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My mother does not understand me.

This is not her fault. She tries. She tries very hard. She reads books about “sensitive children” and “emotional intelligence” and “how to connect with your introverted child.” She takes me to parks and playdates and birthday parties. She buys me toys that other boys my age want—action figures, building blocks, remote-controlled cars.

I do not want any of it.

What I want is to be left alone with my thoughts. What I want is to sit in the corner of my room and draw spirals in my notebook—spirals and spirals and spirals, because they have no beginning and no end, and that feels safe. What I want is for the world to be quieter, softer, less demanding.

What I want, mostly, is to fall asleep so I can see Luna.

“She’s not real,” my mother says one night, sitting on the edge of my bed, her hand on my forehead to check for fever. “Sweetheart, I know she feels real. But she’s just your imagination. Every child has an imaginary friend. It’s normal.”

“I know she’s not real,” I say.

But I am lying. I do not know anything of the sort. Luna feels more real than my mother’s hand. Luna feels more real than the bed beneath me, the walls around me, the ceiling with its question-mark crack. Luna feels like the only real thing in a world full of things that are pretending.

Kindergarten is a disaster.

The teacher is a woman named Mrs. Aldridge who smells like peppermint and speaks in a voice that never changes pitch, like a machine reading instructions. She arranges us in a circle on the carpet and tells us to share something about ourselves.

When it is my turn, I say, “My best friend’s name is Luna.”

Mrs. Aldridge smiles. “That’s lovely, Isaac. Is Luna in this class?”

“No. She lives in my dreams.”

The other children laugh. Not cruelly—they are five, they do not know cruelty yet—but they laugh. A boy named Marcus makes a face. A girl named Priya whispers something to the girl beside her. Mrs. Aldridge’s smile freezes on her face like ice on a windshield.

“That’s... very creative, Isaac,” she says. “But perhaps you could share something about a real friend?”

“I don’t have any real friends.”

The classroom goes quiet. Mrs. Aldridge’s smile thaws into something else—pity, maybe. Concern. The look adults get when they realize a child is not performing childhood correctly.

After the circle, Mrs. Aldridge pulls me aside.

“Isaac,” she says, “do you understand the difference between real and imaginary?”

“Yes.”

“Then you understand that Luna is imaginary?”

I look at her. Her peppermint breath. Her machine voice. The small wrinkles around her eyes that make her look tired even when she is pretending not to be.

“No,” I say. “I don’t understand that at all.”
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Chapter Four  —  The World Through Glass
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School becomes a thing I endure rather than a thing I experience.

I learn to keep my head down. I learn to answer questions with the shortest possible words. I learn that when the other children talk about their weekends—the movies they saw, the parties they attended, the video games they played—they do not want to hear about the dream castle I built with Luna, or the ocean made of honey we swam through, or the library where every book is written in a language I understand without learning.

“You’re weird,” Marcus tells me in first grade.

“I know,” I say.

“Aren’t you sad about it?”

“No.”

I am not lying. Weird feels like home. Weird feels like the shifting ground of the dream world. Weird feels like Luna’s yellow raincoat and her missing tooth and her way of tilting her head.

Weird is not the problem.

The problem is loneliness.

Loneliness is the space between me and everyone else. It is the glass wall I cannot see but cannot break. I watch other children play tag on the playground. I watch them share secrets during lunch. I watch them fight and make up and fight again, and I feel nothing—not jealousy, not curiosity, just a quiet certainty that I am watching fish in an aquarium. They move in a different element. They breathe different air. They speak a language that sounds like mine but is not, cannot be, will never be.

At night
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