


  CHAPTER ONE


  Boy’s Nose Amputated by Cousin



   Those who don’t believe in magic will never find it.


   —ROALD DAHL1




  FRONTSTAGE


  Boredom tightens its death grip. The grown-ups are shoulder to shoulder in the kitchen, doing things with food, engaged in pointless conversations. Now and then, one of them squirts out of the swinging door into the dining room and puts something onto the table we can’t touch yet. My brother, three male cousins, and I sneak out of their fields of vision and begin to rumble and slam our way around the big old house like little pro wrestlers. There will be injuries and property damage. Happy Thanksgiving.


  We’re visiting relatives on my mother’s side. Twenty-eight miles away in a Boston suburb, it’s the furthest I’ve been from home my whole life. All three years of it.


  Out of the blue, Willie, my oldest cousin, decides it would be hilarious to fool me with the I’ve-got-your-nose trick. He yells, “Hey Barry!” and approaches to enact his evil plan. He’s nine years older than me, and I like the attention.


  “Huuuuuhhh? What’s this?” he asks, frowning and squinting at a point somewhere between my eyes, which cross as they follow his loosely fisted hand moving closer to my face. I feel his knuckles lightly brush the tip of my nose.


  Then, magic.


  “Look! I’ve got your nose!” Willie announces. He holds up his clenched fist with a fleshy thingy jutting out between his index and middle fingers. I’m horrified as he introduces, right in front of what used to be my nose, undeniable evidence of my dismemberment. God, how will I survive with a hole in the middle of my face?


  Willie breaks a sly smile, now fully satisfied with the terror he’s wrought. I smile back without amusement or comprehension. Then slowly, dramatically, he opens his hand to reveal how he accomplished the illusion. Before I can say anything, he’s already spun around and bolted, hoping to see if the trick works as well on the family cat.


  Launching one of my earliest experiments in a long research career, I use trial and error to reproduce the trick with my own hand. It only takes a few tries. But while fumbling around with my fingers, I’m struck by two simple facts: First, a thumb tip looks ludicrously un-noselike when protruding between the fingers. Second, if my cousin actually had yanked my nose off my face, it probably would have hurt. Somehow neither consideration entered my mind at the moment of truth.


  Willie fooled me completely despite the obvious clues that it was only a trick. But I don’t feel duped for long. Bigger kids are supposed to make littler kids feel like chumps whenever opportunities arise. I’m just happy to learn the new trick. I toddle off to see if I can find and fool Miss Floofenstein before Willie gets to her.


  BACKSTAGE


  Even if you knew and trusted me, what assurance would you have that my memories of these events are the least bit accurate? There is this thing called hyperthymesia,2 an ability to remember practically everything one has ever experienced. It’s rare, and I’d remember if I had it, which I don’t. What I do have, like most normal people, is a good memory for significant experiences. But for even the best of memories, our brains automatically do some gap-filling to smooth over the content and images we recall. I’m pretty sure this thing with my nose really happened, though the part about the cat may have been embellished or totally concocted. I’m not 100 percent sure they even had one.


  When my cousin cut off my nose to spite my face, it must have been emotionally impactful for that memory to have burned into my brain so permanently. Emotions make experiences memorable.3 Most people have few recollections from toddlerhood. In my case, being whipsawed between horror and glee was enough to lock in my memory of the faux amputation.


  Emotion is a double-edged sword. Just as it contributes to the preservation of cherished experiences, it can warp and skew perceptions and then lock in false memories stemming directly from those misperceptions. Emotions felt long ago can make today’s memories of nonevents seem absolutely real.4


  Children’s brains are the focal point for many developmental psychologists. Their research suggests it’s virtually impossible that I’m accurately recollecting events from so early in life. The experience of retrieving memories feels like replaying a video recording, but that’s not at all how it works. What’s worse, just as actual video recordings can be misleading by offering only one perspective on an event, human memory is even more fallible.5 While recording with our senses, we may miss crucial information or divide our attention. Once a memory is stored, we may lose key bits of information to stress, aging, or injury. When replayed, the memory may be tainted by cross-feed from other memories or interference from aging, chemicals, and distraction.6


  These factors wedge themselves between memories and events, and we’re blissfully unaware of them. Nevertheless, whether a memory aligns with reality or is tainted by distortion, we generally assume it’s accurate.7 To see this, we need to look no further than the couple disagreeing over who said what in a recent argument, or siblings stunned to discover they have radically different memories of the same profound family events from childhood.


  Beyond the quirks of memory, another factor deserves some attention. The mind of a small child goes through rapid changes over relatively short periods. A two-year-old might respond to the nose trick with a shrug of the shoulders and think, “Okay. Bye-bye nose. Can I run around and play some more?” Most two-year-olds can identify their own eyes, ears, mouths, and noses but may understand nothing of their location’s permanence or the implications of their loss. Only months prior, they’d have failed Mr. Potato Head.


  One time, my dad pretended to pop out one of his eyeballs and clean it in his mouth. He concealed the empty socket by closing that eyelid after the extraction. Rolling the eye around in his mouth, you could see the bulge in his cheeks as he moved it side to side. Finally, he spat the eye into his hand, popped it back into the socket from whence it came, and fluttered open the lid to reveal a shiny, clean orb. Such a trick would have been pointless until I reached a certain level of cognitive development. As it was, I was old enough not to be fooled but still young enough to be amused. Mere months later, it was eye-rollingly dumb, just another groaner in an endless stream of dad jokes. (What I wouldn’t give now for one more dad joke straight from the source.)


  Until the age of two or three, children’s cognitive lives float freely on the currents of a magical sea. People and objects pop into and out of existence. Television is a window through which they watch small people, animals, and sentient puppets live their lives. I remember believing our cat to be more emotionally intelligent than my brother or parents. And unlike any of the humans, Fuzzy cared deeply about me. Cartoons were real. Magic was real. And because the grown-ups told us so, angels, devils, gods, and heaven were real, too.


  Why wouldn’t they be?


  Around this tender age, I asked my mother where daylight comes from. In a moment of distraction, impatience, or mischief, she explained: “Sunlight comes from the downspouts on the sides of houses.” It makes absolutely no sense, but I believed it absolutely. I even recall feeling a status boost when relaying this advanced meteorological knowledge to my playmates, who accepted it just as unquestioningly.


  I clung to that belief longer than I care to admit. One day, the evidence of my ignorance must have overwhelmed my smug self-assuredness, and I put away the childish notion of downspout daylight. Plenty of other ridiculous beliefs remained fully intact.


  I generally trust my memory of the nose trick because it’s consistent with how a typical three-year-old would experience the event. But for the sake of telling this story, I have to accept that my replayed memory is only a reconstruction from strung-together fragments and connections between images, sounds, relationships, objects, people, language, contexts, expectations, and other experiences. Some of it may be true, but some may have been filled in by my brain during recording, storage, or replay. I’ll never know the whole truth.


  To get a sense of this reconstructive quality, take a moment and snap a mental picture of your own Thanksgiving table, whether last year’s or from decades ago. Hold onto that picture for a moment.


  Now think about this: Where is the camera located with which you took your mental picture? Most people place it somewhere behind and above them and can see themselves within the frame. Did you? The interesting thing about this is that if you’re in the picture, you couldn’t have possibly created your memory from that perspective. It must be a reconstruction of remembered elements, with yourself inserted for good measure. What’s disconcerting about this is how easy it is to “remember” an image we never saw, viewed from a perspective we never had.


  I say all these things about memory because they’re applicable to every chapter that follows. The glitches of our memories unwittingly affect every recollection that pops into our heads. I try to keep this in mind. It’s a point worth remembering.





  CHAPTER TWO


  Bed Head



   Dreaming permits each and every one of us to be quietly and safely insane every night of our lives.


  —WILLIAM DEMENT1




  FRONTSTAGE


  Dreams. They can be fun, scary, and even supernatural. What do they mean, if anything?


  Scene One. In the darkness of half-sleep, I see a little girl walking outside in the snow and howling wind. She’s alone, crying, shivering, and lost. My perspective shifts, and her face appears. It’s my five-year-old daughter. I shudder and pull the comforter tight to my chin. I could be imagining more pleasant things. Why do I fixate on such heart-tugging scenarios? I know she’s safe in bed, but I get up and check anyway.


  Tiptoeing, I pause at her slightly ajar door and peer through the crack. She’s asleep on her side, the covers moving up and down with her breaths. She’d be invisible if it weren’t for a sliver of moonlight sneaking around the side of her window blinds, painting a stripe from her shoulder to her foot. I sigh, top off my heart, and shuffle toward the kitchen on autopilot.


  Scene Two. Falling back asleep, a wisp of a memory begins to unfold. I’m a little boy, maybe eight, waking up one summer morning. Early light enters from the two windows in my brother’s and my bedroom. With no reason to leave my cocoon, I loll around in a drowsy haze. I plot a strategy to get Mom to make me a hot breakfast, which probably won’t happen. It’s more likely I’ll lumber into the kitchen and find a bowl of Frosted Flakes already on the table, waiting for its splash of cold milk. But it’s okay. I’m with Tony the Tiger. They’re gr-r-reat!


  Lying on my back, head slightly propped on a pillow and chin against my chest, I can make out the closed door to the kitchen over my blanketed toes. There’s a wooden chair to the left of the doorway. Last night I draped my shirt over it when I changed into PJs. With the light now starting to come up, I see the entire shirt, a bit out of focus, slouched on the chair. Suddenly, the shirt spasms and bolts upright.


  It has my attention.


  I stare wide-eyed, except for blinking every few seconds, because my morning eyes are crunchy and sensitive. Will it move again? While waiting to find out, I scan the room and take in its details. I pinch my thigh and tug my hair to see if I’m truly awake. I focus once more on the shirt and think: Maybe I can make it move again. Is this even possible?


  I focus on the left sleeve hanging by the side of the chair. Almost immediately, the cuff rises up to shoulder level as if to wave, the sleeve bending naturally at the elbow. I let the left arm drop down and turn my attention to the right. I mentally urge the right sleeve to do what the left sleeve just did. It obeys. Now in full command, I play with the shirt a little longer before bringing it to a grand finale: a convulsive wave radiating up the front, ending with both arms flapping. Finally, it relaxes into its original position on the chair.


  I’m just a kid, and it’s just a shirt, but I think I found my superpower.


  Scene Three. Here’s another one I’ll never forget. It’s a few years before the convulsing shirt. I wake up during the night. I’m lying on my left side, looking into the room. My brother is sleeping in his bed across the way. Something wispy gradually materializes a few feet from my face. It’s a grayish-white cloud the size of a serving platter. Its edges churn slowly in small, turbulent curls.


  Before I can grasp the fulsome weirdness of what I’m seeing, an object gradually comes into focus in the middle of the cloud. It’s the face—no, the full three-dimensional head—of an elderly man. I wonder if it’s a dream but think it’s probably real because I’m aware of asking myself if it might not be.


  The head looks at me and starts talking. I prop myself up on my left elbow and strain to understand. None of it makes sense. He may as well be speaking a foreign language. I’m not frightened or confused, only frustrated. He’s talking right to me, but I can’t tell what the old man-head is saying.


  Within a few minutes, the apparition fades and disappears. I go back to sleep.


  Come morning, the memory of the experience is crystal clear, but I speak of it to no one. It’s my first ghost.


  Could it have been a grandfather? Mine were both old men when they died, and I never got to meet them. They immigrated in the early 1900s: one Russian, and one Lithuanian. The only other old people I know are their widows, my grandmothers, whom I see smoking lots of cigarettes at family gatherings. They lunge at me like cobras, smother me with hugs, grab my face with both hands, and pinch my cheeks with gnarly vice-grip fingers. They croak Yiddish and broken English at me, but I never know what they say unless my parents translate.


  The floating man-head’s garbled speech sounded much like my grandmothers’, so it makes perfect sense that one of their dead husbands contacted me from beyond the grave. What other explanation could there be?


  Maybe next time he shows up, I’ll have figured out a way to communicate with him. We can exchange stories about our worlds—his flight from persecution and poverty in the old country, and my obsessions with peppermint stick ice cream, spaghetti and meatballs, and Captain Kangaroo.


  Scene Four. I’m running from a monster as fast as my little legs can carry me. But it’s closing in fast. It snorts and growls as its footfalls grow louder. I’m terrified. When it’s close enough that I feel its hot breath on the back of my neck, I suddenly realize: This is only a dream. It can’t hurt me. So I try something radical: I stop abruptly and spin around to confront the beast. It skids to a halt, and we face each other. The thing towers over me, but I look up, and our eyes lock. With feigned confidence, I begin a conversation.


  “Hi monster! I’m Barry. What’s your name?”


  Shocked, it recoils. Then, miraculously, its demeanor changes. All signs of menace and aggression melt away. The danger is diffused. I’ve made a new friend.


  Scene Five. My little girl sometimes wanders around the house after nightmares she can’t remember. Usually, she arrives at our bedside and stands there, torn over whether to wake us up. But she doesn’t have to, as her sobbing rouses our empathy.


  I grumble. Sleepiness suppresses my paternal compassion for the moment. But her mom’s response is immediate and kind: She whispers soothing words even before her eyes open. Under our daughter’s gaze, she lifts her head, sits up, reaches for a hug, then gets up to escort our daughter back to bed. Along their way, I can hear the start of a sweet little conversation. The last thing I hear is the child’s giggle, probably as her mother tickles her while tucking the sheet and blanket around her small body.


  Scene Six. As a child, I had the same nightmare several times. I’m standing in the kitchen of the family apartment. All looks normal except for one thing: There’s a huge wash basin brimming with mashed butternut squash where the gas range should be. My mom sometimes prepares a batch of this bright orange “food” for dinner as a departure from the usual mashed potatoes. I hate the stuff, but I’m forbidden to leave the table until I eat a glob the size of a large ice cream scoop.


  I know what’s about to happen. I make a beeline for the back door, but before I cross the threshold, the sink explodes. The blast knocks me to the floor, and all goes dark. I slowly open my eyes, still dreaming, but everything’s different now. It’s like when Dorothy opened her door to the Land of Oz. But this is no Technicolor landscape. The apartment’s interior, the world outside the windows, and myself are covered in thick layers of orange muck.


  I wake up in my darkened, monochrome room feeling lucky to be alive and squash-free.


  Scene Seven. Of course, I have other childhood nightmares, but one in particular stands out as profoundly disturbing. I bolt upright in bed, covers falling to my lap, screaming and crying inconsolably. Mom and Dad instantly appear and sit with me. They ask, “What happened? Did you have a bad dream?” Through convulsive sobs, I answer, “I don’t know. I don’t know! ” They ask again, and I give the same answer. It’s like a brain surgeon removed the memory of the nightmare, leaving behind only the horror and panic. The one saving grace is that it never happens again.


  BACKSTAGE


  In dreams, we can star in magical adventures with insane storylines, unfettered by special effects budgets. But unlike the movies, we never know whether our night’s journey will deliver comedy, drama, romance, action, or horror. At least the ticket price is fair.


  The scenes above are loosely ordered by degree of control and consciousness—most to least. Their common themes are sleep-related experiences, the mind, and childhood. Here we’ll go Backstage to better understand how the scenes played out.


  Scene One. You’ve probably experienced this: You’re in bed but can’t sleep. Stressful thoughts enter your mind seemingly on their own, leaking into the voids you’d rather fill with calm. Your child is in danger. You’ve been treated unfairly at work. You watched a war documentary and can’t get the images out of your head. Some people can turn it off. Others use white noise generators, drugs, bedtime story apps, or meditation. But there are no panaceas, especially for parents.


  A few years before I dove into fatherhood, a friend told me, “Having kids has brought out the absolute best in me—and the absolute worst.” He explained how he’d not expected to plumb new depths of love. Nor had he expected his children to unveil new dimensions of fear, anxiety, and frustration.


  When we care deeply for someone, it’s bad enough to involuntarily imagine them in pain or peril. But when it’s our own child, love and parental bonds make the thought of their suffering unbearable. Awake in bed with the day’s distractions subsided, it’s no wonder parents sometimes tumble into such fearful thoughts.


  Stress and trauma are usually the most cited reasons for insomnia. Other causes include medical issues and distractions in the sleep environment. As a result, more than one in five Americans have problems getting enough sleep.2 The health consequences can be serious. In the short term, the diminished capacities that come with sleep deprivation are familiar to all of us. Being awake for twenty-four hours is equivalent to having an illegal blood alcohol level of 0.10 in its effect on coordination and judgment.3 Potential long-term effects are frightening: hypertension, diabetes, obesity, depression, and cardiovascular disorders.4


  We’ll lie awake because we worry about money, deadlines, love, or family. Then we worry about not sleeping or about worrying too much. Fortunately for most of us, there’s no harm in an occasional restless night beyond annoying a bed partner or nodding off in a meeting the next day.


  I didn’t sleep consistently through the night for much of my childhood. My parents, camp counselors, and friends’ parents at sleepovers always told me I should sleep through the night. Often, I didn’t. I’d lie awake, stressed because everyone else was asleep. What’s wrong with me? was a frequent theme in my insomnolent thoughts.


  The burden of others’ expectations doesn’t end with childhood. Sleep pundits say we need eight or more hours a night—a number so embedded in our culture that people feel anxious when they come up short. But even if true as an average, eight hours is more than many of us need. I get five or six per night and rarely feel deprived. And aside from what may be evident in these pages, I don’t think it’s causing any mental deficits.


  Scene Two. My dancing shirt hallucination happened after I’d just been fully asleep and while still on my way to waking up. This is a good opportunity to discuss what happens in our heads in the hours between hitting the hay and greeting the day.


  Most of the time we’re asleep, there are no dreams. On a typical night, we pass through a series of stages that clever experts named “1, 2, 3, 4,” and “REM.” The last is named not for the 1980s alt-rock band but instead for the rapid eye movements (REM) that accompany it. Our focus is on REM sleep.5


  Pre-REM stages progress from lighter to deeper slumber. But they’re just the warmup act. REM is the incubator where most dreams hatch, despite accounting for only around 20 percent of sleep time. Yet, the reasons for dreaming and REM sleep are somewhat murky and complicated.6 Something is happening neurologically. What or why isn’t so clear. Evidence points to several possibilities, including memory filtering and consolidation, learning, and removing toxins from the brain.7 But dream deprivation research shows mixed findings insofar as potential harm.8, 9


  Much more is known about what the body does while the mind dreams. The most dramatic phenomenon is sleep paralysis.10 While the sleeper’s eyes dart around as if watching an action film, the brain incapacitates the major skeletal muscles. Evolution must have favored this condition in early humans. Those who lacked it might have thrashed around and vocalized in their sleep, drawing the attention of predators or, worse, sleepwalking into harm’s way.11,12 But if your body un-paralyzes before waking up, you might wander out of the cave into the fangs of a sabertoothed tiger. Un-paralyze after you wake and, for a moment or two, you’re locked into a deactivated body.


  In addition to the regular stages, periods of semi-sleep occur at either end of the sleep cycle.13 The hypnagogic phase14 happens while zoning out into Stage 1. Hypnopompic sleep is the transition to wakefulness after REM. In both stages, elements of dreams can blend with waking perceptions.15


  My dancing shirt experience was a great example of the hypnagogic phase. I was mostly conscious and aware of my surroundings, which is probably why I felt in control of things. But part of my brain was still producing dream-like visuals. Had I received other sensory information simultaneously, it could have integrated into the experience, or snapped me to full wakefulness. Had my mom implored me from the kitchen to get my butt out of bed, my dancing shirt might have spoken to me in her voice.


  Scene Three. Strange experiences in semi-sleep are common and can range from delightful to terrifying. I’d been awake for a few minutes when I saw the old man’s head in the cloud. I’d probably just completed a sleep cycle and was on my way to starting another. In my memory, my eyes were open while watching the head. In reality, conditions were ripe for me to close my eyes and slip unknowingly into a hypnopompic hallucination.


  Not all semi-sleep experiences are interesting or pleasurable. You may believe you’re awakening to the smell of smoke or a room on fire. War veterans with post-traumatic stress disorder16 may be thrust into hypnopompic battles, only to discover they’re paralyzed and can’t defend themselves. Or worse, their sleep paralysis may lift before waking, compelling them to leap from the bed and lash out at imaginary foes. An incidental car horn becomes an air raid siren; a motorcycle backfiring becomes bomb strikes. Anyone else unlucky enough to be in the room becomes an enemy combatant.


  Scene Four. Having a monster on my heels was no fun, and my poor young brain experienced an appropriate level of terror during the chase. What led to the abrupt self-awareness of both inhabiting a bad dream and having the power to flip the script? Was it a shortage of friends in my waking life? A cartoon I’d seen? An aversion to clichés? I don’t know, but here’s what I’ve learned.


  It was a classic lucid dream, defined as becoming aware that you’re dreaming while still engaged in the dream. Half of us experience them sometime in our lives, and a fifth of dreamers have them regularly.17 Research summarized in Psychology Today identifies eight possible triggers of lucid dreaming.18 Some involve exercises done while awake. For example, forming a habit during the day of asking “Am I dreaming this?” can increase the chances of asking the question while actually dreaming. Certain kinds of electrical brain stimulation, drugs, and sleep masks with flashing lights have also been shown to elicit lucid dreams.


  In what sounds like the plot of a science fiction movie, lucidly dreaming subjects were taught to welcome researchers into their dreams in real-time. Subjects learned to respond to questions with eye movements or facial muscles during actual dreams.19 In some cases, they’d hear the investigators’ voices coming through a radio or spoken by another character, and the sleepers could respond to what they heard. They could also perform simple math problems and other small feats.20 But the research wasn’t just for curiosity’s sake. Dreaming about an activity can enhance performance and creativity, so lucid dreaming could help people achieve their goals in real-life endeavors. Lucid dreams may also help people cope with trauma and chronic nightmares.


  I still have the occasional lucid dream, but it’s different now. They mostly happen when I dream I’m stuck in a boring situation or trying to find my way out of a maze of hallways or streets. I’ll suddenly realize I’m dreaming and decide to leave the situation or simply wake up. It may not be as exciting as making friends with a monster but still qualifies as consciously extracting myself from an unpleasant situation.


  Scene Five. My daughter doesn’t recall having lucid dreams as a small child or being able to simply choose to step out of nightmares. But she did have a merciful memory. The specifics of her nightmares would often fade by the time she arrived at our bedside, making it easier to walk her back from whichever circle of hell she’d just returned. It’s hard to stay frightened when you can’t remember what frightened you.


  As we age, we tend to become savvier about the differences between reality and fantasy. For kids, the distinctions aren’t as sharp. Dreams for them can have a much greater impact on their emotions and temperament. Sadly, children with frequent nightmares can carry anxieties into their waking lives and dread having to go to bed at night potentially to confront yet another scary dream. Two or more nightmares a week may signal the need for professional help.21


  My kid experienced nightmares at a typical rate, and we stumbled on effective treatments. The soothing back-to-bed escort was most common. More serious instances warranted more of a tag-team approach, combining two or more walks back to her bedroom. Escalation to the next level involved a snack or glass of warm milk in the kitchen, with a fun chat to push the bad dream further from memory.


  In the long run, the most effective treatment was a stuffed pink bunny. His name was Joe. Full name, Joe Bunny. Joe was her go-to sleep partner into her late teens, a dedicated and selfless service bunny. He went everywhere with her, including sleep-away camps and family trips. When still in her early single digits, we explained that Joe Bunny gets scared when she gets scared, and that sometimes he has nightmares, too. When she believed he was frightened, she learned to provide him with soothing comfort, as we’d provided her. From there, it was a short leap for her to learn to calm and soothe herself. Nothing beats a good parenting hack.


  Scene Six. My squash-pocalypse dream was a mild recurring nightmare I lived through several times. The majority of people have had at least one recurring dream. Mine has a backstory that explains it pretty well. Mom’s go-to squash recipe yielded about eight servings of mashed, fluorescent-orange sludge. To my young taste buds, it was dry as sawdust, foul-smelling, and gag-triggering. I was not fond of it, but I was forbidden from leaving the table until I ate enough to cause permanent psychological damage. In other words, it was a real-life nightmare. Even then I understood that Mom only wanted to siphon some nutrition into her skinny, picky eater of a son. But knowing that wasn’t enough to prevent a hated recurring side-dish from morphing into a recurring nightmare.


  On the positive side, Mom’s squash gifted me a perfect example of how dreams integrate elements of reality with fantasy. I knew implicitly what that orange substance was in the basin. I even knew it was about to explode. But I didn’t know it was a dream until it ended with a bang and I was awake enough to realize I’d had that dream yet again.


  I didn’t try to interpret the squash dreams at the time. Later, in my teens, dream analysis became a fad among some of my friends. They were convinced by some pop psych books that our dreams were telling us things. They believed our dreams held coded advisories we ought to heed, or even offered insights into suppressed traumas or past lives we inhabited.


  Sigmund Freud’s 1899 book The Interpretation of Dreams had undue influence in legitimizing dream analysis. Variants are still practiced today by psychotherapists who believe dreams hold hidden meanings.22 They contend that decoding dreams yields insights into the unconscious. Funny thing about hidden meanings: If you look for them, you’ll think you’re finding them everywhere. Folk singer Melanie Safka joked about this in one of her songs, declaring that anything longer than it is wide is a phallic symbol.


  The same creative license that makes dream interpretation fun and fascinating is also its greatest liability. Clients and therapists are free to interpret the same dream in different ways. Maybe it’s a good therapeutic device for starting conversations and getting troubled patients to open up, but proponents claim much more than that. Appropriately, there are more doubters than believers nowadays, and psychologists discredit the technique for its lack of scientific validity.23


  Critics and proponents of dream interpretation agree on this much: Dreams incorporate bits and pieces of our everyday lives, as well as fears, joys, stresses, relationships, and desires we hold in our thoughts and memories.24 As a general rule, it’s best not to trust diagnostic conclusions inferred by dream analysis. One reason is that virtually everything in your dreams is longer than it is wide.


  Scene Seven. Dreams can range from euphoric to horrifying. The most extremely awful end of the spectrum has a special name: night terrors. When I awoke from mine and my parents rushed in, I felt intense embarrassment on top of deathly fear. It seemed that I should have been able to tell my parents something about what had just happened to me instead of merely crying like a baby and saying, “I don’t know.” Vague as it was, I can still attest to its awfulness decades later and the depth of the feelings it evoked. And to this day, I still don’t know what “it” was.


  Night terrors aren’t terribly rare at the age I had mine. According to sleep research, about one in twenty children experiences them.25 There’s seldom any danger for the children who suffer from them, and the bad dreams will stop on their own by the time they’re teenagers. The incident I described was my one and only—but that’s one more than I’d like to have had. It’s got “terror” in the name for good reason.


  Many books and articles have been published on sleep and dreams, penned by everyone from neuroscientists to self-proclaimed prophets. But as with most topics that enjoy widespread interest, some of these works make claims at the fringes of science—if not well beyond the fringes and completely over the edge.


  Take Zolar’s Encyclopedia and Dictionary of Dreams (Fully Revised and Updated for the 21st Century).26 Zolar offers over twenty thousand incredibly specific interpretations. For instance, did you dream of a married woman picking blackberries? If so, you’ll soon become pregnant. (Beware, guys!) The author has enjoyed a long career using astrology and other paranormal methods to make claims that never get tested. He derives them from “mystic mathematics.” I’m not a mystic mathematician, but it’s safe to assume that this branch of math is unique in its freedom from the constraints of logic and validity.


  Brave authors unflinchingly implore readers to believe that dreams convey valuable information from not only the stars but also from the future, dead humans, distant aliens, a collective consciousness, and our past lives.27 The consensus response among scientists to such claims is a resounding “No, they don’t.” But this isn’t because scientists are closed-minded. Many would love to be the first to offer unequivocal evidence for any of these extraordinary claims. The problem is that the evidence isn’t there.


  Another problem is that proponents on the paranormal fringe undervalue the brain’s capacity as a wellspring of weird and self-deceptive experiences. So let’s give credit where it’s due. Let’s talk brains.


  The squishy organ inside your skull contains 170 billion microscopic cells, half of them neurons.28 The power of neurons arises from a combination of their vast numbers and the dense web of interconnections among them.29 One neuron can link to thousands of others, each of those to thousands more. So, when a neuron fires, its electrical “spark” can surge into a wave that activates millions of other neurons. This is nothing like how your home computer works. Still, it has inspired a modern type of neural network computer method that simulates neuronal processing—and human capabilities—with uncanny accuracy.30


  It’s borderline miraculous how a three-pound tangle of sparkers and wires manages everything from food digestion to self-awareness. But much of what once was miraculous is now merely amazing. The brain has given up a lot of secrets in recent years. We still don’t fully understand exactly how webs of neurons give rise to complex effects such as a sense of consciousness.31 But this gap in our knowledge is shrinking and still leaves the door open to a belief held by most people worldwide: “I” am more than just neurons.32 But am I? Are you?


  The belief that a mind, spirit, or soul exists separate from the body is called dualism. If it’s true, those fringy ideas I mentioned earlier become more plausible. A soul unbound by the physical body could survive the body’s death, reincarnate into a new person, or haunt our dreams and bedrooms.


  My soul wants me to be a dualist. But I also know that just because I want something to be true, or even if it really feels true, doesn’t make it so. The brain can generate the same experiences that dualists attribute to outside entities or forces. Today the best available evidence leans more heavily toward the monist side—the position that the brain alone creates the soul feeling and the feeling we’re more than neurons. At least four streams of research persuade me that the monists make the better case.


  First, illness and injury to the brain affect consciousness, self-awareness, personality, and memory.33 The location and extent of the damage determine how much consciousness or memory is lost, how disheveled the sense of self becomes, or how the personality changes.


  Second, bizarre experiences that seem real can be brought about electrically and chemically.34,35 Hallucinogenic drug experiences align with the affected brain regions—visual, auditory, and so on. Recent work with controlled doses of LSD and Ecstasy (MDMA) suggests that some of these drugs may even repair damage that causes mood disorders.36


  Third, fMRI scans (functional magnetic resonance imaging) produce live 3D maps where specific brain areas “light up” according to subjects’ thoughts and experiences.37, 38


  Fourth, “deep learning” machines capable of artificial intelligence use neural network processors to mimic how human brains operate.39,40 They are rapidly becoming more human-like and behave as though conscious and self-aware. They learn from mistakes, succeed at complex games such as chess, recognize faces, detect hidden patterns, translate across languages, and work around damaged or failed components. They also make obvious blunders, learn by experience, misperceive, misjudge, and misbehave. They show us how human intelligence and experience emerge from a mass of cells.


  Dreams can feel convincingly dualistic, as if our souls have reached out and gathered information from parallel universes. Once, I dreamt that someone I didn’t know told me a joke I’d never heard, complete from setup to punchline. I woke up laughing out loud. The experience was striking enough that I jotted down the joke before falling back to sleep. I woke up in the morning expecting to find I’d only written nonsense. I was surprised to find it was indeed a funny joke. I searched for it on the Internet to no avail. Although it absolutely felt like it had come to me from somewhere outside of myself, the simplest explanation was that it hadn’t. Nothing about the joke suggested it couldn’t have come from some part of my own mind. Also, it perfectly suited my sense of humor and arrived in the only language I speak fluently.41


  My experiences were tame compared to the many bizarre sleep-related events reported across the centuries.42 While we can’t go back to confirm them, most sound like typical hallucinations generated by the brain during the hypnopompic and hypnagogic phases. What’s striking is how different those descriptions often were compared to what we hear today. Hallucinations, it seems, follow trends.


  Culture plays a big role in determining how we interpret experiences. Awaken in Rome around 400 A.D. and you might find yourself being molested by a male incubus or female succubus—a horny demon-like creature that only visits at night. If you’re in Texas in the 1970s, the intimate invaders would more likely be a small group of gray, big-eyed, four-foot-tall, perverted extraterrestrials who enjoy inserting electronic devices into human orifices. In other times and places, it would be a witch or “hag” sitting on your chest, a demonic possession, or a close encounter with a neck-gnawing vampire. And yes, the nocturnal visitors can also be of the more welcome variety: beloved family members and pets, leprechauns, angels, or gods.


  Sleep hallucinations and vivid dreams can feel as real as reality, transporting you into a fully formed world that feels authentic and completely outside of you, not at all shaped by your own mind. They feel real because they arise from the same parts of the brain that bring normal waking perceptions to consciousness. They hijack that system, substituting alternative content for regular sensory input.


  What we experience in dreams needn’t obey the usual physical laws. Consider what an amazing trick our brains play on us when they produce events in worlds that could never occur in reality and, during the dream, suppress whatever skepticism we’d have felt if awake. No wonder we sometimes awaken from a dream with a feeling that it may be possible some part of us just hovered above the sidewalk, hobnobbed with a celebrity, dunked a basketball, or spoke with a beloved relative lost to death years ago.


  If our minds and dreams could access information that’s normally unavailable—for example, from a remote location or the future—then we should be able to learn things that are both accurate and previously unknown to us. Clairvoyance means discerning things from immediate or remote environments that normally would be imperceptible. Precognition means doing so before it happens. My joke dream felt clairvoyant, but there’s no reason my brain couldn’t have used what it already knew—words, ideas, joke structures, etc.—to synthesize something original while asleep.43 On the other hand, had I written out my dream joke in perfect Mandarin, I’d probably be a dualist today.


  We take our cultures and subcultures for granted, even though they constrain our options and direct us to prefer certain foods, political parties, people, and religions. The social milieu into which we happen to be born furnishes the family, community, polity, education system, moral code, and historical times through which we do our best to navigate.


  Cultural elements filter into day-to-day life, and day-to-day life filters into dreams. But like the fish taking for granted the water in which it swims, we tend not to realize how social environments shape us—and, by extension, shape our dreams. So while dreams come from the brain, the brain appropriates content from many sources around us. I cobbled together my childhood monster from various elements in my consciousness: movies, television, story motifs, hopes, and fears. So I agree with the biblical claim that “there is nothing new under the sun.” Except I’d add “or the midnight sky” when it comes to dreams.


  Our brains feel very busy. We process sensory information, experience consciousness and self-awareness, and have internal dialogues. We bring up memories, engage in complex social interactions, and dream. Despite our minds feeling rather preoccupied, we’re oblivious to most of what’s happening in our brains at any given time. Everything we think we know about reality—including ourselves—is only the tip of a neurological iceberg. The rest is underwater. Hard as we might try, most of it is inaccessible.44


  The message is humbling: We don’t know our minds as well as we believe we do. What we perceive as happening inside and outside our bodies is a story told to us by our brains as they try to create a sense of coherence and stability. Dreams are also stories authored by the brain—stories that routinely flout physical reality. Consistency with the physical world can tell us whether an experience we’re having or recalling is real. If you recall soaring above the landscape unaided by any devices, or stopping a monster in its tracks by saying hello to it, you can be fairly confident it was a dream.


  Memories of dreams that don’t overtly bend reality are a different matter. Sometimes we ask, in all sincerity, “Did that really happen, or did I dream it?” My mother’s cognitive abilities declined steadily in the years before she passed at ninety-three. As her dementia progressed, she was increasingly unable to distinguish between dreams, memories, and real life. This could be jarring for anyone trying to talk with her. She’d wake up from a nap and say, “Oh, hi! I was just talking with my father upstairs.” Except there was no upstairs, and her father was over fifty years in the grave. Fortunately, her brain’s stories usually delighted her and rarely caused her any of the frustration and despair we might associate with dementia. So rather than try to correct her, family, friends, and caregivers learned to step into her fantasies and respond accordingly: “Oh, lovely! And how’s Pa doing?”


  I don’t give dreams any unwarranted power. I’m as sure as anything that Mom wasn’t really communicating with my grandfather’s spirit. Nor do I believe dreams harbor advice or portend future events. But when my parents visit my dreams at least several times monthly, they make me think, feel, and remember things I might not otherwise experience. I like that.


  Dreams can be random, complex, or beautifully structured stories. They may be like tedious slide shows or challenging quests. They can be anything. I see them as simply one of the great perks of being human.





  CHAPTER THREE


  Hanukkah Boys Wait Up for Santa



   Yes, Virginia, there is a Santa Claus . . . your little friends are wrong. They have been affected by the skepticism of a skeptical age.


  —FRANCIS P. CHURCH1




  FRONTSTAGE


  I’m the only Jewish kid out of thirty-two in my class. That makes me the closest thing to a minority most of them have ever known. I get teased sometimes, but everybody teases everybody about something, none of it very hurtful. It helps that I’m the tallest kid and mistakenly rumored to be one of the toughest first graders in the whole school.


  Mrs. Garfield, my teacher whom I love, further elevates my status by devoting one of the holiday bulletin boards to Hanukkah. She puts me in charge of the design and works closely with me on the execution. That attention, and Hanukkah itself, so far are the only cultural benefits that accrue from being born into my religion. Three hours of Hebrew school every Sunday is my cross to bear.


  There are three great things about celebrating Hanukkah. The first is that the gifting extends across eight evenings. Ignoring that there’s only one gift per day and that gifts two through eight are usually lame, Jewish math calculates that Hanukkah is eight times better than Christmas.


  Second, as the youngest, I usually get to light the menorah—the only time a six-year-old can work with open flames and not fear repercussion.


  Third, Hanukkah arrives on different dates year to year, but on average, it beats Christmas by a couple weeks. Judaism thus reigns as the most enviable religion all the way up to the start of Christmas break. Then its star fades during the long wait for the holidays to return the next year.


  To the other kids in class, the Hanukkah bulletin board is a tiny Jewish island in a sea of Christmas trappings extending beyond the classroom as far as the eye can see. The town is filthy with candy canes and lawn reindeer. The radio plays only Christmas songs. Homes and public spaces are done up in the colors, lights, and glitz of the season. There’s a life-sized nativity scene at the church across the street from school. Passing it each day during the first three weeks of December, the discerning eye observes that two of the wise men keep switching positions. It’s eerie. Turns out it’s an annual prank by the big kids from the junior high. A few church ladies are up in arms about it, but Baby Jesus doesn’t seem to mind. Elsewhere, grocery checkers, neighbors, dental hygienists, gas station attendants, waitresses, and everybody else greet you with a “Merry Christmas!” whether you like it or not.


  I like it. People are nicer in December, and there’s a good mood in the air. We get a break from school, and every kid gets caught up in the spirit of receiving.


  One of the highlights of the season is when the family in the apartment next door invites my brother and me to help decorate their Christmas tree. Their two boys are our best friends, and it’s always a blast. Barbara, their mom, plies us with sugar cookies while we busy ourselves unpacking box after box of ornaments, paper chains, popcorn strings, tinsel, and colored lights.


  At the end of the evening, the tree sags under the weight of our garish accessorizing and we’re all drunk on hot chocolate. But now the place is ready for Santa, and he will know exactly where to leave all the presents.


  We prepare to return home. Small gifts are exchanged. Barbara helps us on with our coats and shoes and scarves and hats and mittens. We say our goodnights, and my brother and I stagger the ten feet across the porch from the neighbor’s door to ours.


  I can’t not believe in Santa, given his presence everywhere except my family’s apartment. I understand he’s not Jewish and won’t be coming down our chimney to deliver any gifts. But by Christmas Eve, my brother and I are already bored with our Hanukkah presents and primed for some vicarious comfort and joy. When the other neighborhood kids get presents, we all get presents. That’s because by New Year’s Day, all the new whiffle balls and bats, sleds, robots, Etch A Sketches, and LEGO sets become community property. We aren’t excited for our friends. We’re excited to exploit our friends.


  This leads
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  ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


  One morning, I had some free time before meeting my writer friend Kathy Sheldon for breakfast. I started jotting down topics and titles for articles I thought might be fun to work on. I had loads of material from years of teaching my Sociology of the Paranormal class to college under-grads, and it seemed like it would be fun to compile some of my first- and secondhand experiences related to those topics.


  Twenty minutes later, I had over thirty titles. Only then did the thought occur to me that this could be a book that a lot of people might want to read. I had decades of irrelevant professional experience publishing articles and chapters on esoteric topics in my academic field. But this book wanted to be written and insisted I try.


  I brought my list of chapter titles to breakfast and read them to Kathy. In addition to being a writer and editor, she was a key person at a small publishing house that used to be in our town of Asheville, North Carolina. I knew that I could trust her judgment about whether the titles sounded like a plausible basis for a book. Had she been lukewarm or less, this book would not have happened. But Kathy was enthusiastic, and that motivated me to get writing. Since that morning, her advice and continued friendship have filled the project’s sails.


  Few people have known me better or longer than Rose Garfinkle. She reads tons of books, and I trust her judgment. So what she said to me after reading a draft of an early chapter convinced me I might be onto something: “It reads like a great story, and then suddenly you realize, ‘I’m learning stuff!’” That’s exactly what I needed to hear at the time. Thank you for your encouragement, love, and support over the years.


  What also kept me going was a coincidence almost worthy of its own chapter. I was meeting online monthly with one of those pandemic-spawned Zoom discussion groups. One of its members, Zoë Blaylock, is a writer (among other things) from San Diego. For reasons I still can’t fathom, she thought I might fit into a small, eclectic, international writing group she’d recently organized. I knew I’d need lots of critical feedback on my writing, and this seemed like just the ticket. At that time, I had so far drafted only part of one chapter. But I accepted her invitation for a tryout the next day.


  Everyone in that group was a published author, and everyone’s ten-to-fifteen-minute readings that day blew me away. When my turn came around, I was fully intimidated. Fortunately, Zoom allowed me to keep my trembling hands off-camera while I steadied my voice and read my piece. They liked what they heard, at least enough to take a chance on me. Their generous feedback over the subsequent months forever changed my writing for the better. Thank you, Zoë, for inviting me into the group and for your many valuable comments. Equally heartfelt thanks to our group’s other West Coasters, Shira Musicant and Eben Mishkin. And to our elegantly accented British members across the pond, Jon Higham and Neil Shaw. I hope we six will meet in person someday. I could never repay my debt to you, but dinner’s on me anyway.


  I discovered scientific skepticism in 1980. There are too many inspirational publications and authors to list, so I’ll only mention some of the most influential. I’ve referenced the two leading skeptical journals throughout the book: Skeptic Magazine and Skeptical Inquirer. I love these publications. Key authors now living only through their writings are Carl Sagan, James Randi, and Martin Gardner. Still very much alive are the indefatigable Michael Shermer and Ben Radford. I won’t speculate here on the unfortunate absence of women on this short list—a symptom of the demographics of the pool of publishing skeptics. But I’ll gladly add Mary Roach and Sharon A. Hill to my list of recent influencers.


  No surprise if you know me, but I kept a spreadsheet for those who read draft chapters and communicated reactions to me. Various relationships are involved here, ranging from the owner of an Airbnb in Massachusetts where I stayed a few nights, to dear friends, family members, and a partner-for-life. Your support has been amazing. You are the audience I try to please. Alphabetically, you are Lisa Baugh, Jo Ann Beard, Lyn Benjamin, Cynthia Cobb, Natasha Dale, Rose Garfinkle, Neal Jones, Eli Lamport, Paul LeValley, Tess Markovsky, Lynn Patters, Rachel Rosner, Jeri Senor, Kari Sickenberger, Wendy Wiberg, and Barbara Wright. Thank you for reading drafts and laughing at me in mostly the right places.


  I had the benefit of doing chapter readings with two different live audiences while working on the book. It’s one thing when friends and family laugh at your jokes and claim to have learned something from your work. It’s quite another to face the judgment of strangers. The fact that both talks went well helped fuel my motivation to see the project through. Thank you to the organizers and members of the Asheville Science Tavern, and the National Capitol Area Skeptics. It was a blast!


  Finally, Jeri Senor. You are a supernatural experience. I didn’t even know you when I started this project and now look at it—and us! What I’ve learned from you about love and compassion has made me see things in new ways, both for the betterment of my writing and myself. Now, my wonderful forever partner, thanks to you, everything is a beautiful work in progress.
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