
Book Description

How can you sleep at night?

It's been over a year since insomniac Chrystine Brown got a full night’s rest. So she's astounded‌—‌and relieved‌—‌when her new sleep music app puts her in a sound slumber and keeps her there.

But the app’s soothing interface conceals a horrifying secret.

A secret that's become a part of her.

A secret she may never escape…‌
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Chrystine’s Sleep Solution


A tight squinting of the eyes did little to sharpen the orange-tinted lines on her phone. 3:23 AM. And her lying awake in bed since 12:15 AM, not even an hour after shutting her eyes, mistakenly believing this time‌—‌with the sleep hygiene and the bedtime yoga and the red light filter, the three trazodones, and nightcap‌—‌she was really going to do it, she was really going to fall asleep and stay asleep, waking with her morning alarm at 6 AM sharp.

Shit. Even if she were blessedly struck unconscious this instant, it’d still mean tackling the day on less than three hours of sleep.

She rolled up out of bed, threw on her fluffy robe. Pointing the screen downward acted as a lamp unto her feet, letting her proceed down the carpeted hallway to check on Ben, conked out in his dino jammies, sheets dangling precariously off the flank of his bed like a hammock lashed to the side of a cliff, kicked off sometime between the end of How Do Dinosaurs Say Good Night? and midnight, probably. His daddy got him today after school and the carpool would take him to Dodson Elementary in the morning. It was Lauren Stevens’ week to drive. Good. Chrystine hated driving when she felt this fried. Didn’t feel safe. No, she’d fix him Apple Jacks and jellied toast and send him off with Lauren Stevens, then she’d slam a Diet Dr. Pepper and drive herself to work.

She couldn’t go on like this.

She switched on the living room lamp and collapsed onto the couch, the warm halo of lamplight making the glitter hearts on her phone case sparkle. Impatiently she thumbed her phone awake and pulled up the app store.

Sleep apps. Insomnia apps. Sleep meditation apps. Progressive relaxation apps. Most the search results brought up nothing new, but the few apps she hadn’t seen before she immediately downloaded and opened…‌only to find they were, in fact, crapware, or nothing new, the same solutions wrapped in different user interfaces. She downloaded, deleted them all, getting refunds, too‌—‌she’d gotten good at sizing these things up within the one-hour no-questions-asked, hassle-free refund window. ASMR. Nothing new. Sleep music…‌

Now wait. There was something new. And it was free‌—‌not “freemium”‌—‌free.

The icon for it was a little red lump encircled by two thin blue circular lines, like a bull’s-eye without the extra rings. Chrystine’s Sleep Solution. 

Spelled the same way as her own name. Huh. Must be the creator’s name.

Chrystine downloaded it, yawned, looked up at the ticking wall clock, the bluish pre-sunrise light sneaking in the cracks between the blinds on the windows. It was five thirty now. At least time passed quickly evaluating the apps.

She glanced back at the screen. She scowled. What was taking it so long? She checked the downloads screen, found Chrystine’s Sleep Solution was much bigger than the other apps she’d tried. If it hadn’t been listed on the official store, she might’ve canceled it, thinking it malware. But it should be fine. She could always delete it later.

She dropped the phone in her robe pocket and trudged into the kitchen. Her staring at the screen wouldn’t make it download any faster. She would try it out tonight. In the meantime, a pot of coffee, dry toast for breakfast. Then the rest of the day, starting with getting Ben off to school…‌

Her mind grinded away, planning the day under the weight of fourteen months of insomnia.

Meanwhile, one digital speck at a time, Chrystine’s Sleep Solution downloaded.


4:38 PM

The house was empty and dark when she came back from the office, but she had hours to go before she could sleep (though having been on her feet all day, it sometimes felt like miles to go)‌—‌any nap she took now would be fitful, crap sleep, and keep her up for sure‌—‌for absolute certain‌—‌until 4 AM, no questions asked.

So she fought the urge to stop and collapse on the couch and marched herself straight into the kitchen to Netflix and meal prep until the alarm on her phone chimed permission to go to bed. She sharpened her cheap chef’s knife, set it down, dug out the assorted Tupperwares (and the plastic containers scrounged and saved from all the times she bought Hillshire lunch meat for Ben’s turkey and ham sandwiches), dropped only two of them, pulled out the onions and carrots and celery and got to chopping while she binged Blown Away, less because she liked the glasscrafts reality show and more because the occasional shattering of the contestants’ projects kept her on her toes‌—‌awake, even

She chopped and chopped, tumbled the veg into their containers (out of habit, the celery went into the odd-one-out container with the blue lid; the rest of the mirepoix into the red-lidded ones; autopilot for the win, baby), dated them, stuck them away in the fridge‌—‌maybe she’d use them tomorrow…‌or the next day…‌or stuff her freezer with them…‌anyway, what was she doing? Oh, right. She pulled out a container of frozen chicken soup (red container, green lid) and threw it in the microwave. She ate standing up, still felt her eyes getting heavy, checked the clock. 7 PM. No. No. She refused. Surrender now, and she’d be awake AT her bedtime. Wide awake, BING!, like some bastard chemical in her brain flipped a light switch on inside her, one that turned her daylight-awake in the dead of night, made her a vampire at sundown, a zombie during the day.

Oh, how she longed for sleep…‌

…‌

She came to with a jolt. The soup in her spoon (had she really fallen asleep with it almost to her mouth?) jumped, splattering curd-white onto her black uniform. Some landed on her bare hands. Chrystine wasn’t sure which set off the stream of curses that flowed faster than the icy water coming out of the tap.

* * *

After she cleaned up, she gave up. Retreated from the living quarters of the house, back to her cave of a bedroom, all blackout curtains and lavender sachets. Her essential oil diffuser, so cute and round when she’d picked it up at…‌was it Bed Bath & Beyond? Or Linens and Things? Hard to keep them straight most times, impossible when her brain was the egg on the frying pan in that old commercial

…‌

Her body was almost entirely boneless and sinking into the mattress when her eyes flew open in realization.

Her Sleep Solution. Try it now.

She wedged her finely-boned hand into the pocket of her black slacks‌—‌her body shutting down so insistently had not allowed the time needed for disrobing‌—‌and extricated the phone.

Swipe. The download had finished. Thumbpress. Loading screen. How restful that rounded icon looked, like a sleeping woman on her side, the C-shaped lines above and below like protective walls around the figure. 

There was no skip button. Chrystine wouldn’t have skipped it anyway. Her red-light filter wasn’t set to turn on until later, and the barely snow-blue tinted text on the charcoal denim background seemed to balance just the right amount of heart-soothing comfort with bright alertness to invite mental activity instead of shutdown. This was a world she wanted to be in, sheltered beneath her cozy comforter.

She did not have to skip through a tutorial. Once she had given up her name to the sleep app, the tinted text had sunk into the denim color, then floated back into view, reminding Chrystine of a Magic 8-Ball.

Hello, Chrystine. What do you need tonight?

Three choices, dark text in white capsules, lined up below. Chrystine had never seen this gimmick before‌—‌nor seen any questionnaire quite so perfect to her situation. A swell of affection for the app maker bloomed in Chrystine. She picked up the capsule that said, I’m so tired, but it’s too early for bed. I’m afraid if I sleep now, I’ll be awake the rest of the night.

The capsules hurried away, zipping off-screen to one side as if embarrassed to be taking up her time. The question submerged, came back up.

Don’t be afraid, Chrystine. I’m going to pull up a track for you to listen to. It will keep you going until your chosen bedtime. When is your bedtime, Chrystine?

She stroked the screen until the dials read 11:30 PM. A full half-hour earlier from when she used to bed down, but she’d never gotten any further.

Submersion. Float up.

Thanks, Chrystine. I’ll be here for you at 11:30 PM with another track to help you sleep. Don’t skip this! OK?

Chrystine tapped the only white text-pill on the screen. OK.

Both the white pill and the text disappeared.

What rose up from the depths of the screen was the app’s icon itself.

Chrystine stared dumbly at it. 

Experimental swipes failed; it sat like a stone island above the dark-denim sea. She pushed it with her thumb.

At once, the icon submerged, and a hushing sound like the ocean came out of her phone’s speakers.

Chrystine frowned. She still had three white noise apps on her phone she didn’t use‌—‌they were worthless once she was awake. But the maker of this app had it right so far‌—‌it understood‌—‌so she thumbed the rocker button. The volume escalated. Now started‌—‌or maybe now it was just loud enough to hear‌—‌rhythmic drum snares…‌Tap, tap…‌rat-tatta! Tat-tat-tat-tat…‌less like music, more like old Morse code being transmitted.

She held her phone, transfixed. Nothing changed on the screen. The track played on. An electronic oo-oo‌—‌somehow hyenalike‌—‌sounded, and then the track faded out.

The blue screen submerged, leaving Chrystine alone with her home screen, the picture of her crouched over Ben in his red jacket holding a dinosaur-shaped ice cream pop obscured by the full screen of app squares.

Chrystine blinked. That was it? Well, it would be until bedtime tonight.

She took a deep breath. And realized she didn’t want to be in bed anymore. She wriggled out of the covers, spotted the broken oil diffuser. She picked it up. It had broken a month ago. She’d meant to return it, never had‌—‌but somehow, in the fog-time intervening‌—‌she’d taped the receipt to the bottom.  It’d come from Bed Bath and Beyond.

Chrystine swooped it up and escaped the bedroom. She felt clear-headed again. More importantly, she felt safe enough to drive. Alert. She wouldn’t procrastinate this any longer.

If the app put her down tonight as well as it had just energized her, she’d donate half her next paycheck to the Chrystine who’d made it.

And she’d tell all her friends. If it worked on a case as severe as hers, it’d help anyone.

She drove to the store.
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