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Dedicated to all dreamers, everywhere.
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Sleep, sleep, beauty bright, 
Dreaming in the 
joys of night.

William Blake, “Cradle Song”


Bedtime Story Talking in My Sleep

I’ve had a complicated relationship with sleep and dreams from the start. I was that kid who feared the dark and made my parents leave the hall light on and my bedroom door cracked open all night. Even then, I’d lie beneath my floral-print comforter, not feeling at all comforted. I envied the children in Mary Poppins whose nanny sat by their beds, watching over them as they slept. I begged my mother to do the same, but after I’d said my prayers and closed my eyes, she’d retreat with a kiss on the forehead.

Some nights I lay awake listening to the restless creaking of our old house as if it too were having a hard time settling down for the night, and when I’d finally doze off, I’d often be haunted by nightmares. Summers at sleepaway camp, I was infamous for waking my bunkmates when I talked in my sleep. A simple night of easy rest, it seemed, was beyond me.

As adults we may overcome our fears of monsters under the bed and things that go bump in the night, but an atavistic sense of anxiety still clings to many of us like a stubborn shadow when the sun goes down. So it’s not surprising that many of us have trouble sleeping, or avoid adhering to a reasonable bedtime. And we’ve got more than just the comic books and sitcom reruns of years gone by to keep us awake these days. In the 24-7 hyperconnected culture that’s grown up around us, the world stays bright with artificial lights that outshine the stars, and websites entice us to visit, shop, or share long after the last neighborhood café or store has shuttered its windows and locked its doors.

It should come as no surprise then that millions of Americans have experienced some form of insomnia, and as a nation we spend billions of dollars each year to address our sleep deficit. Nor can we deny the toll that all this sleeplessness takes on us individually and as a culture. We suffer from lost productivity at work, increases in obesity and anxiety, diminished cognitive function — and the list goes on.

In response, sleep centers are proliferating around the country to diagnose disorders from snoring to apnea, and pharmaceutical companies have created an array of medications to lull us into slumber. It has become all too common for people to pop a pill in the evening, and then bolt through their days clutching cups of coffee or other caffeinated drinks to keep them awake. But rather than rely on pills and potions, we’d do better to dig down to the roots of our rocky relationship with sleep and make real changes for lasting results.

More and more people are coming to realize that we must look within to be healthy and happy. Using mindfulness-based techniques, we can build habits of attention and intention that promote healthy rest and sound sleep. In fact, studies now show that meditation and mindfulness, practices that cultivate present-moment awareness, are as effective as medication in helping people to sleep soundly and dream well. We can thus empower ourselves to wake up to lives of increased fulfillment and joy.

I know, because this has been my path. The restless nights of anxiety and scary dreams that started when I was a child never completely left me. But over time I’ve learned (often directly from my dreams themselves) that when I turn to face my fears of the dark — nightmare monsters, attackers, phantoms, and all — I gain courage and confidence as I face the rest of my day. I now have occasional nightmares, but I’ve also enjoyed many more dreams of beautiful landscapes blossoming with fantastical flowers, wise teachers, and experiences of love and bliss. Dreams have become my allies, and I invite sleep as the territory I cross in order to reach them. Now I teach others to pay attention to how they sleep and what they dream so they, too, can befriend the night. When we do so, we can greet with pleasure the dawning of each day.

On the other hand, if we separate night and day, our sleeping and waking lives, we miss out on the ways that one informs the other. If we don’t sleep, we miss out on dreams, and dreaming helps us with emotional regulation, memory consolidation, learning, and problem solving, not to mention the reservoirs of creativity, wisdom, and guidance we can tap into when we study our dreams. When we fail to make space for sleep and dreams, we rob ourselves of our richest waking experiences.

So, while most books tackle one or the other, this book will explore sleep, dreams, and waking as a continuous process, in which each state of consciousness flows naturally into the next. We’ll use meditation, journaling, and dreamwork (­simple techniques to help you listen to and understand your dreams) as part of a holistic approach so you, too, can sleep, dream, and wake to a life of increased meaning and joy.

Whether you sleep like a baby most nights or toss and turn till dawn, whether you remember dreams regularly or are mystified when you recall one at all, I hope this book will help you. Together we’ll welcome the wisdom of sleep, in whatever guise it takes: be it a dark sky of forgetfulness, a fully lit cinematic dreamscape, or anything in between.



Bedtime Story

Your early memories of sleep may shed some light on your present-day attitudes. What was nighttime like for you as a child? What were your favorite bedtime routines or rituals? Did you have a favorite bedtime story, blanket, or stuffed animal that escorted you to the Land of Nod? Write about it for three to five minutes. (Just enjoy the process, don’t worry about grammar, spelling, or style.)






Bedside Manner How to Use This Book

Like all explorers, we are drawn to discover what’s waiting out there without knowing yet if we have the courage to face it.

Pema Chödrön


Sleep Odyssey

I dream I’m shooting through the galaxy in a rocket ship, peering through a telescope for a better view of the wonders of outer space. But instead of seeing new stars, I see a strange city skyline where rooftops are adorned with fantastical spiraling antennae that seem to be receiving signals from some unknown sender. At first I’m disappointed to have flown so far from home only to see an earthly city, exotic though it is.

On waking, I found within this dream a metaphor for the journey we take each night into sleep. When we climb into bed and close our eyes, we blast off like astronauts (or in this case oneironauts: those who explore dreams) into the strange bright darkness, perchance to encounter new worlds. Eyes closed, tucked into our beds, we rocket to inner realms of consciousness where we can survey the uncharted territory of our dreaming mind.

Which brings me to those dream rooftops festooned with antennae. For me, they represent the way our minds reach into the darkness while we sleep, searching for signals that arrive in the form of dream symbols and stories. And whether we remember our dreams or not, when our nighttime consciousness splashes down onto the shores of morning, we have the chance to wake to that sense of fresh perspective so treasured by travelers of all stripes. (And who knows, we may even return with a handful of moon rocks or stardust in our pajama pockets, as well.)


pack for the journey

Okay, so you’re just going to bed, not blasting off to a distant planet, but you are about to wander deep into the wilds of the night, so you’ll want to have some essential supplies handy.



	A Journal for the Journey. Whether you’re an astronaut visiting the moon, or a botanist tramping through a meadow, observation and recordkeeping are essential to the process of exploration and discovery. Any blank book or notebook can serve as your “sleep and dreams” journal. I recommend one with spiral binding and stiff front and back covers that form a firm, flat surface for writing when the journal is propped on your knees in bed.

	Night Light. Put a dimmer switch on your bedside lamp, or keep a penlight by your bed so you’ll have just enough light to record dreams in the night without waking yourself (or your bed partner) into full alertness.

	Sleep Suit. A journey is always a good excuse to update your wardrobe. So, whether you prefer to sleep in baby doll nighties, boxers, matching pajama sets, or baggy T-shirts and sweats, take a moment to consider whether your sleep duds are up to par. If not, now’s a great time to discard any worn-out, uncomfortable, or ill-fitting pajamas and buy something that will make you look forward to suiting up for sleep.




bedside reading

This isn’t simply a book to read. This is a book to do. Keep it on your bed stand, so you can read a few pages before you snuggle in for the night or before starting your day. Each page will offer a tip, fact, or technique to spark your curiosity and creativity in the service of making night your best time of day. Here are some things to keep in mind as you read.


	Take a Rest. This book is chock full of ideas and new things to consider. But don’t tire yourself out trying to do all of them all the time. On the contrary: try one idea at a time, incorporate what works, and leave the rest. Then, come back to these pages again and again to see if something new catches your attention.

	Refresh Tired Routines. Getting a good night’s sleep and having meaningful dreams shouldn’t be one more thing to add to your to-do list. Most of the techniques here are aimed at folding meaning and purpose into things you are already doing each night and each morning, from brushing your teeth and changing into your pajamas to choosing what to have for breakfast. Subtle shifts in attitudes or awareness are often all it takes to revive tired routines and imbue them with relevance.

	Doctor’s Orders. In this book we take a mindful, not a medical, approach to sleep, dreams, and waking well. However, there are physiological and psychological issues, some quite serious, that can affect sleep. The exercises, tips, and techniques included here are meant to support you in reaping the benefits of the natural cycle that comprises nearly a third of our lives, but it should not be used as a substitute for your doctor’s advice.




into the good night

Throughout this book you’ll be offered various exercises and writing prompts to help you improve your relationship with sleep and dreams. Following are a few suggestions for getting started.


safe space

Call to mind an image of yourself as a child of four or five. What would have made bedtime feel safe and cozy — or safer and cozier — for your childhood self? Now give your adult self that same sense of comfort. Wrap yourself in a soft blanket or, what the heck, choose a stuffed animal to bring with you to bed. Even if your childhood was happy and safe, it doesn’t hurt to pamper yourself with an extra layer of comfort at night.


extra dark

Simply by picking up this book you have made a commitment to improving your relationship to sleep and dreams. So, reward yourself with a special treat. I recommend a nice bar of dark chocolate. Decadent though it sounds, dark chocolate is good medicine for those who crave comforting sleep. Dark (80 percent or greater) chocolate contains a healthy dose of magnesium, which supports our circadian rhythms, thus preparing the body for nighttime sleep. If you’re sensitive to caffeine, which is also present in chocolate, be sure to enjoy your treat early in the day.

So, let’s get started. And what better place to begin than at the end — meaning at the end of day, as we prepare for sleep. After all, in Genesis, the world begins in darkness, and then God says, “Let there be light.” In this book, too, we’ll begin at night, and move through preparations for bedtime, sleep, and dreams. After all, we need to sleep in order to rest, refresh, and renew ourselves, so we can wake up well.

There is a time 
for many words, 
a time for sleep 
as well.

Homer, The Odyssey




a good night’s sleep
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Who looks outside, dreams. 
Who looks inside, awakes.

Carl Jung


These days there’s a lot of talk about “waking up.” Self-help books (even this one) and motivational speakers rally us to wake up to one form of spiritual truth or another, or to enlightenment in general. And I think that’s great.

But in our earnest haste to reach the peak of our potential, we tend to skip a few steps — or even an entire staircase. With apologies to all the Type A personalities out there who were hoping for a tidy to-do list for solving their sleep problems, decoding dreams, and scaling spiritual heights all at the same time, I have other plans for you. If you want to wake up — really wake up, that is — to your very best experience of life physically, emotionally, and spiritually, you first need a good night’s rest.

After all, there’s a reason we’re programmed to sleep for a third of our lives. When we close our eyes at night, we fall into a cycle of sleep: light sleep followed by deep sleep, then active, dream-filled sleep. This cycle, which repeats several times during the night, is crucial to repairing, restoring, and recharging the body so we can get the most from our days.

In this section we’ll look at the role sleep plays in our lives, touch on the science of sleep, and offer plenty of suggestions for approaching sleep mindfully so you can settle in for a sweet rest.





Slumber Pal

We spend nearly as much time sleeping as we do working — and in some cases more. We may even log more hours asleep than we do interacting with our loved ones. And yet, for the most part we take sleep for granted and know very little about it.

Take a few moments now to get to know your nightly companion, Sleep. Respond to the following imaginative prompts with your first thoughts, without censoring or judging yourself. Just have fun.






	› If Sleep were a person, its name would be:



	› If I could talk to Sleep, I’d tell it:



	› If I could ask one thing of Sleep, it would be:



	› If Sleep could speak, it might tell me:



	› And it might ask me:



	› To continue to get to know Sleep better, I will:









Commune with your own 
heart upon your bed.

Psalms 4:4
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Bed



It’s the home base we scramble to reach after a long day, and it’s the place from which we begin again each morning. Bed is where we sleep and dream; throughout the ages it has also been where babies are birthed, and where we go to die. In bed we nestle and nest, cocoon and create new life. It’s where we can create the conditions that help us wake with inspiration and innovative ideas.

Bed. The compact word is made up of a lowercase b and d facing each other like a matching headboard and footboard. Between them, a small e curls around itself like a baby asleep on a plump mattress. This single syllable has wide-ranging roots from many languages: from the Germanic bhedh or bajam, meaning “a place dug into the ground like a garden or grave” to the Greek bothyros, meaning “pit” — which perhaps takes its meaning from the animal’s primal bed, a small crater dug into layers of leaves and dirt. In Old English the word means “the bottom of the lake or sea.” Indeed, in bed asleep we dive into the mysteries of consciousness, that ravine of memory and association as deep as the collective ground of human history, our human story.

Bed. Animals make theirs, too: roosting in rafters, nesting in branches, huddling in hay. Even at sea, dolphins doze in moonlit currents.

The bed, like the one bedded down in it, takes countless forms: trekkers stretch out on whisper-thin pads, the homeless find what comfort they can on park benches or in cardboard boxes sited on subway grates, and kings curtain themselves beneath canopies of sumptuous embroidery. Be it a humble pallet or an elaborately carved and crafted bedstead, it’s where we spoon with our lovers and cuddle our babies. We share our covers with favorite pets, or lie down with only our dreams, while the planets spin and the stars shine.

Bed. Like the ground beneath our feet or the air we breathe, our bed is a constant source of support that we often take for granted. But it’s likely the first of our possessions to be pushed through the doorway of a new home, dragged up the steps and dropped into place, while all of our other belongings pile in boxes in the center of some as-yet-unpainted room to be sorted out later.

They say home is where you hang your hat — but really it’s where we make our bed that defines our digs and allows us to dig in and begin our lives anew each day.


Tuck In

Hygge (pronounced hoo-ga) is a Danish word that means “coziness,” and evokes the scent of cinnamon, comfy wool socks in winter, and conversation with friends by candlelight. The Danish love for all things hygge is said to be one reason Denmark has been rated one of the happiest countries. At its heart, hygge is about appreciating the simple things and bringing more comfort into our lives. What better place to begin paying attention to everyday pleasures than the bedroom, where we tuck in for the night.


get comfortable

What comforts you? It could be a person, a pet, or a place, or even an activity, such as sewing or swimming. Make a list of things that bring you comfort (include scents, sounds, colors, or tastes) and refer to it again and again. Commit to bringing more comfort, in all its many forms, into your life. Then share some (in the form of kind words or gestures) with others whenever you can.


make your bed

Turn the first chore of the day into a gratitude practice. As you smooth out the sheets and shake the blankets back into place, focus your thoughts. Rather than let your mind wander aimlessly, anchor your attention to your breath. Notice the sensation of your hands as you fluff the pillows and tug the covers taut, and consciously consider all the ways this expansive piece of furniture adds to your life. It is the place where you sit and read, make love, sleep, and dream. Send some gratitude to your bed for all the ways it supports you, literally and figuratively, and for setting the stage for a safe and sound night of sleep.


it’s not just what we do in bed that matters

Conventional wisdom for healthy sleep hygiene holds that the bed should be for making love and sleeping only.
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“Practical strategies from a true master of sleep and dreams.”

— Jacqueline R. Sheehan, psychologist and best-selling author of Lost & Found
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