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“The dream is always the same. This long hallway. The keys. The doors. Searching for him.”

“Who?”

How can I explain it? I didn’t even know it until just then. That the guy in that theater—the face I finally got to see after all these years—is the love of my life. I’m sixteen. I know that sounds crazy. Not to mention he only exists in my dreams. Instead, I mumble, “I don’t know.”

Dr. Koios nods. “Well, I’ll tell you what. Let’s try again next week. Same time. We’ll see if we can’t conquer these nightmares together. Until then, don’t do anything differently. Let’s wait to use the technique in my office, where I’m sure you’re safe and I can guide you. All right?”

His face is kindly, and I find myself nodding.

But really, inside I’m dying a little. Because all I can think about is getting back to Sebastian.

Finally. A name. And a face. To go with the voice of the man of my dreams.
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O sleep, O gentle sleep,
Nature’s soft nurse, how have I frighted thee,
That thou no more wilt weigh my eyelids down
And steep my senses in forgetfulness?

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, HENRY IV, PART II
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Dreams are true while they last,
and do we not live in dreams?

ALFRED, LORD TENNYSON



The dream remains the same.

I am searching for him. I walk, terrified, down a long, dark hallway of many doors. I hear every shallow, agonizing breath I take. I hear my own heart crashing against my rib cage. He needs me. My mouth is dry, acid burning my throat. In my dream, I have a large circular brass key ring, and hundreds of elegant, intricate old-fashioned keys clank and rattle with each step. Each key opens a lock on one of the myriad doors. Some doors are tall, and some are so short I would have to duck to enter them. Some are wooden and heavy. Some are painted red or black or the color of the sky. And behind each door is its own universe, each one unique. Some are beautiful, achingly so, worlds I never want to leave. Some are as dark as a coffin. The dark ones frighten me so much I fear dying. In my dreams, I am always longing for him.

I never find him.

Tonight is no different. I wake up, soaked with sweat, and sit up in my bed. The light is already on. It is always on, because I wake from my dreams and nightmares so upset, heart thumping in my chest, that I crave the light. I’m sixteen and still afraid of the dark.

My cat stares at me from the foot of my bed, his yellow-green eyes enigmatic. He rolls over to have his belly scratched.

“No, Puck,” I whisper, rubbing my fingers through his calico fur. “I didn’t find him.”

I grab my dream notebook from my nightstand and scribble what I remember.
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The room was black and steamy, kudzu hanging from trees. A swampy bayou with murky water, a strong oily smell. And I was pushing away vines from my face. My hair was in tangles. The vines stung me, scratching my cheeks and neck. I couldn’t really see. All of a sudden, roots began grabbing my legs, twirling and growing around them, and pulling me into the mud. They had sharp thorns, like pins pricking me. I screamed and tore at the vines until my fingers bled and I could escape. The whole time, I could hear him calling me. “Iris! Iris!” He sounded desperate.
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And then I woke up. My dream is always of that corridor, of the doors and the ring of keys, and the world behind each door. But since I was thirteen or so, it has also been about that voice. I don’t know who calls me in my dreams. I just know it’s him—the same voice every time, even if it changes somehow. I know that doesn’t make sense. But sometimes he sounds as if he’s in pain. Sometimes he’s laughing and asking me to come find him. His voice is gravelly—almost a growl when he is upset. Soft like the wind through the oak tree outside my bedroom window when he is comforting me. I love his voice. Sometimes, I think I hear it in my head. Like the whisper of my heart’s desire. It is the voice of the person I know I am meant to be with. I just wish I knew to whom it belonged.

I glance at my alarm clock. Two A.M. Terrific. I have a trig exam tomorrow, and once again, I am the insomniac girl. My best friend, Annie, calls me that—says I am the girl who never sleeps. Lucky for me, she drinks enough Diet Coke, Starbucks venti Caramel Macchiatos, and Red Bull that she’s also up most nights. We text and video-chat at crazy hours. And half the time she’s sleeping over here or me there. But even if we’re not under the same roof, I know I can call her if I am afraid after a nightmare.

But tonight, instead, I slip out of bed and listen at the door. I don’t hear a sound. Or rather I hear the sounds of a sleeping house, the slight rattle of our heater, the refrigerator motor, a couple of creaks. I open my bedroom door and peer down the hall. Grandpa’s bedroom is shut, no light streaming out from under the door. He’s usually on the computer till all hours, looking for a cure for my mother.

I tiptoe down to her room and open the door. The room is dark and cool, the blinds shut tight, curtains drawn, a small night-light in the corner. We play an iPod of her favorite classical music very, very softly. Claude Debussy’s Nocturnes. I hope it helps her dream peacefully. Her room smells of lavender—we keep a plant of it on her windowsill. Grandpa and I read somewhere that it is good for sleep.

My mother has Sleeping Beauty syndrome. Despite the fairy-tale name, it’s a real disorder. She sleeps for months on end, sometimes awake for only a few hours a week. Hers is the most severe case on record. She sleeps the longest, the deepest, and the last few years has come back to the land of the awake for less and less time. Sometimes, we have to feed her through IVs because she doesn’t even wake to eat and starts wasting away. The doctors have scanned her brain so many times, always searching for something in the pictures that could explain it. But they have no explanation. It’s an orphan disease, meaning a disease so rare there is little funding to find a cure. Three years ago, my mother said she was tired of being poked and prodded. She doesn’t want to see any more doctors about it.

She looks so peaceful.

An antique bentwood rocking chair that belonged to my grandmother and her mother before her is next to the bed. Most nights, Grandpa and I take turns sitting in it, and we talk to my mom. Sometimes Grandpa dozes in it. Tonight I flick on the soft light on her dresser, which is also an antique and has a matching mirror. Then I sit down in the rocker and take her hand. Her fingers are long and elegant like a piano player’s. Tonight her hand is chilly.

“Hi, Mom,” I whisper. “I got an A-plus on my English paper, the one on Shakespeare. Which sort of makes up for the C in trig. Right? I think Annie’s going to sleep over this weekend. We’re going to rent some movies. She’s going through a major Ryan Gosling phase. Even if we go to her house, Grandpa will be here with you. He said he’d call me if you wake up. . . . I’m thinking of cutting my hair.” I turn to look in the mirror. My hair is long and black and curly. And unruly. If I try to blow it out straight and flat-iron it, the process takes over an hour. So I mostly let it curl. It reaches the middle of my back, and I’ve always been afraid to cut it, worried I’ll look like a poodle. “Maybe not. Maybe I’ll just leave it. I know . . . I always leave it, right? Oh, Annie made the all-county soccer team. And tonight I had a bad dream.”

Her eyelids flutter, at what I guess is a flicker of a dream floating past.

“It’s the same dream, Mom. I wish I knew what it means.” Sometimes I feel as if I’m crazy. Sixteen years old, and I swear I’ve been having these dreams since forever. At least since I can remember dreaming. Who is the man I’m searching for? “I don’t get it. Why can’t I dream of flying or . . . I don’t know . . . Annie dreams her teeth fall out. I mean, why can’t I have normal dreams? Why can’t I sleep?”

She doesn’t answer. She never does. I stand and get her hairbrush, and I brush her hair, then splay it across her pillow. It’s a rich chestnut color. She really does look like Sleeping Beauty.

“Good night, Mommy,” I whisper. I look at the picture of the two of us on her nightstand taken shortly after I was born. Taped to her dresser mirror is my second-grade school picture—the year I was missing my two front teeth—and another one of the two of us on top of the Empire State Building. I’ve never met my father. My mother said she was artificially inseminated. My grandfather once said it was “complicated.” All my life it’s just been me and her, and Grandpa.

I turn off the light and listen to her breathe. Then I leave and return to my bedroom, positive I will be up until the delicate fingers of pink dawn stretch across the sky.

I pull the sheets back to climb into bed, and push Puck over to one side.

“What the . . . ?”

Little specks of blood are flicked across my sheets like a Jackson Pollock painting—the guy who dripped paint. It’s only then that I look down at my ankles and see it—a raw, red mark on my right leg. In the shape of a vine, wrapped around my ankle. And little pinpricks of blood. Just like in my nightmare.

I sit down on my bed, and my teeth start to chatter. I tell myself this can’t be true. That there is some explanation. Some condition, some way that the impossible is possible. I look at my ankle again in the light. I am not imagining it.

My nightmare is real.
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We are such stuff

As dreams are made on, and our little life

Is rounded with a sleep.

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, THE TEMPEST



“I have the solution to your problem,” Annie says, flopping onto her bed. I haven’t told her about the blood or the mark on my ankle . . . because really? I’d sound so crazy.

“What? My trig grade? I just don’t understand Mr. Blake. He never explains anything. Whenever I ask a question, he just explains it the same exact way as the first time. Which, if I had understood, would mean I didn’t have a question. Or a C.”

“No, not Mr. Blake. Your insomnia. Your bad dreams.”

“Annie . . . come on. You know I’ve tried everything. Acupuncture, sleeping pills even—which didn’t work except to make me a zombie the next day. Lavender. Some concoction from the health food store that Dr. Oz swears by. I’m telling you, nothing works. It’s hopeless.”

“What about hypnosis?”

“A hypnotist?”

“No. A hypnotherapist.”

“I don’t know. Sounds weird. Even for you.”

“Look at this article,” she says, shoving a magazine under my nose. “My mom showed it to me.”

Annie’s mom is one of those women who mothers the entire world. The Caseys have six kids of their own, including a set of four-year-old twin boys we call the Tiny Terrors. And there are always, it seems, a dozen kids over all the time—playing in the backyard, or sleeping over, or doing whatever. They have a big old Victorian-style house, and during the winter when the leaves are off the trees, you can even glimpse the Hudson River from Annie’s bedroom window.

I read the article in some women’s magazine—the kind at the supermarket checkout that promises “the secret to wash away belly fat” and “antiaging secrets.” The hypnotherapist quoted in the article is from a town in New Jersey not far from where we live in Nyack, New York.

“What if he hypnotizes me and, I don’t know, tells me to get naked or something?”

“It doesn’t work that way. Read the box there.” She points to the bottom of page 34.

I read it. It doesn’t sound as if he can hypnotize me to take off all my clothes. But still. “Maybe. I’ll think about it.”

Annie looks at me. “You’ve got to try something. You can’t go on forever like this. Maybe your subconscious is telling you something. Maybe that’s why you can’t sleep.”

“I don’t know. Like what?”

She shrugs. “My dad says he thinks it’s because you have a lot of responsibility. Way more than most kids our age. Your grandpa is getting way up there, and your mom—”

“Grandpa’s only seventy-seven.”

“I rest my case. Love your grandpa—and love, love, love his souvlaki—but he’s beyond ancient.”

“Oh come on, Annie. He beats the crap out of us in Texas hold ’em. His mind is still totally all there. He still lifts weights at the gym. I think he may even have a girlfriend.”

“Get out!”

I smile. “Yeah. I see them at the gym. There’s this one woman. He always heads to the treadmill next to hers, and they talk the whole time. And she looks, like . . . I don’t know. Fifty. She can still rock leggings and a sports bra.”

“A younger babe. Good for Grandpa. But still, my dad says it’s too much stress for you. When was the last time your mom was even awake?”

“A week ago. She woke up for an hour or so. She drank about four of the chocolate protein shakes that we made her. We talked a little. Then she went back to sleep.”

“All right. Let’s go at this from a different angle.” Annie furrowed her brow. “What do you know about this mystery man in the dream?”

“Not much. I don’t know his name. Or what he looks like. I only know his voice. It’s the sexiest voice I’ve ever heard—and completely unique. And I know I’m meant to meet him. I have dreamed of him hundreds of times. Maybe thousands.”

“Maybe he’s your soul mate.”

“Maybe. I just want to see his face, Annie. I wish I could explain it. In my dreams, I have to find him—like it’s a matter of life or death.”

“Or love. Think of what Carl Jung would say!”

Annie and I have stacks of dream interpretation books and encyclopedias. It’s become sort of a hobby. Like if you dream you’re flying, it’s supposed to mean you are in control of your life or a situation. And Carl Jung, who believed in dream symbols, said there was an archetype of soul mates. He said we each have a male part of us and a female part, and that sometimes there are “divine couples” who fit together perfectly. Some people search their whole lives for their other half. Then again, Carl Jung had an open marriage, so I’m not so sure he knew what he was talking about.

“Annie, I don’t know what the voice means. I just want to be able to go out without piling on concealer under my eyes. I would give just about anything to sleep through the night.”

In fact, in all my life, I have never slept more than four hours in a row. My record without sleep is thirty-nine hours. I toss. I turn. I’ve tried different pillows. My grandfather has bought me four different mattresses. Including that one with space technology that’s supposed to be the greatest mattress ever made. It may well be, and maybe astronauts sleep on the thing, but it still didn’t do the trick for me.

“Well, I honestly think you should try the hypnotherapist.”

I still think he might hypnotize me to do something weird. “Would you go with me?”

Annie rolls her eyes. “Like you have to ask.”

I look down at the magazine again. “What do I have to lose?”
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If Wikipedia had a picture of a typical therapist, Dr. Koios would be it. He wears a tan tweed jacket with corduroy patches on the elbows, and his gray beard is clipped short. He has horn-rimmed glasses and pale, kind eyes. He sort of looks like Sigmund Freud—one of Carl Jung’s contemporaries. I tell him my whole story and background—my mom and her sleep disease and the fact that I have had insomnia my whole life. As I talk he keeps repeating, “Very interesting,” while tapping his two index fingers together. All that’s missing is his smoking a pipe.

Then he explains his whole hypnotic process to Annie and me. After telling us it’s really about deep, deep relaxation, he says, “What I am actually going to be doing, Iris, is teaching you how to hypnotize yourself, ultimately, so you can relax into sleep when you’re home. I’m also going to give you a trigger. When you go home tonight, and it’s time for bed, you are going to use this trigger, which should take you back to the relaxed state and then allow you to fall asleep peacefully. The trigger needs to be something you’re comfortable with.”

Like what?”

“Well, some people, before they go to sleep, might stroke a soft blanket. Or they might even have a stuffed animal or something that they hold. And then what I do is transfer the feelings you’ll have when you are relaxed and in a hypnotic state onto that object or trigger.”

“I have a quilt on my bed, and the border on it is green velvet and super soft. I guess I could use that.”

“Excellent. Now, before we begin, do you have any questions?”

“Not really.” I’m sitting in a big, comfy armchair. My feet are propped up on an ottoman, and I see the mark on my ankle. I didn’t tell him about that. Because I really don’t need some therapist thinking I’m crazy. It’s bad enough I think I’m nuts.

“All right then,” he says in a soothing voice. “First, sink into the chair. Feel your body getting heavier and heavier. . . . Now focus on your breath. With each inhale, you sink deeper into relaxation; with each exhale, you sink still deeper. Breathe. Breathe. In and out, relaxing deeper and deeper.”

Minutes pass, and I hear his voice droning on as if it’s down a tunnel. My body relaxes, and I even feel a little sleepy. My limbs are heavy. But then just as I finally start to let go, to drift into a place where I just might fall asleep, I’m in the long hallway, the one with many doors.

My heart starts beating faster. I can still hear Dr. Koios’s voice saying, “Inhale, exhale,” but I also hear him, the man in my dreams. He’s calling me.


“Iris! Iris!”

I fumble for my keys, hands shaking. There are so many keys, how can I be sure of the right one? But somehow I instinctively know. This one. I select a beautiful brass key—and open a tall, heavy wooden door with a polished brass knob so shiny I can see my reflection in it. I have to lean my shoulder into the door and push with all my weight to get it to open. And when I step into the room on the other side, I’m in the back of a large fancy theater—like on Broadway. No one is in there, and it’s very dark, and the silence is stifling. And creepy.

The seats are rich royal purple velvet with polished mahogany armrests. I walk down the sloped aisle, my footsteps muffled by the carpet, hearing myself breathe. My teeth chatter—the theater is icy cold. When I exhale, I can see my breath. And as I walk, the curtains part with a near-silent whoosh. A man is standing on the stage, directly in the center, in the brilliant beam of a spotlight. My stomach drops. It’s him. I know it is, even though his back is to me. His hair is long—to his shoulders—and dark. And then he turns around. My knees wobble, and my stomach flip-flops. I finally see him. He’s my age. And he is . . . beautiful. I have never seen a guy so hot in my entire life. And then he smiles, and he has two deep dimples, and dark eyes that seem to laugh. And he says, “Iris! You found me.” He starts toward the front of the stage, a look of desperation on his face—desperation and happiness.

I start running down the sloping aisle, feeling this joy that I have never felt before, but before I can get to him, before I reach the stage, before I can finally touch him and have him hold me in his arms, behind me I hear someone banging on the door to the theater. Loudly. Urgently. Angrily.

“You can’t let them take you away from me,” he begs. His face is horrified.

“Who are you?” I ask, trying to run to him, but my legs are suddenly heavy.

“Sebastian. My name is Sebastian. I want to go with you, Iris,” he begs in that growly voice of his.

“How?” I ask him, but I hear people behind me, charging up the aisle. I’m afraid to look. But finally, I turn my head, and I see them. Storming toward me. Men in dark suits, wearing dark, mirrored glasses. Men with the lean yet well-built muscles of former soldiers, who look like a private security detail for someone famous or very important. Stone-faced, with grim mouths. I turn to look at Sebastian on the stage, but he’s being pulled away, too, behind the curtains, by more of these efficient, military-like men. It takes five of them to hold him because he is fighting them so fiercely, and I feel them on me—these men—grabbing my legs and pulling me away. “No!” I scream.

“Iris! Iris!” He calls for me.



And then it is Dr. Koios’s voice I hear. “Iris . . . Iris . . . open your eyes.”

I don’t want to. I shake my head from side to side. I want to be back in that place with him. I’ve waited years to see him. And I have questions about who he is and why he’s always in my dreams. But Dr. Koios’s voice insists.

“Iris, you need to come back now.”

Finally, I open my eyes and blink a few times. Dr. Koios is standing over me, a concerned look on his face.

“You were in distress. Are you okay?”

I nod.

“Iris, can you tell me where you were? You were relaxing. I could see you going into a hypnotic state, but then you were obviously very upset, thrashing in the chair.”

I gaze up at him. “I don’t know. The dream is always the same. This long hallway. The keys. The doors. Searching for him.”

“Who?”

How can I explain it? I didn’t even know it until just then. That the guy in that theater—the face I finally got to see after all these years—is the
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