
        
            
                
            
        

    
The Moon Is
Drowning While I

Sleep


Charles de Lint

 If  you  keep  your  mind  sufficiently  open, people will throw a lot of rubbish into it. 

—WILLIAM A. ORTON
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ONCE  UPON  A TIME  THERE  WAS  WHAT  THERE

WAS,  AND  if  nothing  had  happened  there  would  be nothing to tell. 
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IT  WAS  MY  FATHER  WHO  TOLD  ME  THAT

DREAMS  WANT  to  be  real. When  you  start  to  wake  up, he  said,  they  hang  on  and  try  to  slip  out  into  the  waking world  when  you  don't  notice.  Very  strong  dreams,  he added, can almost do it; they can last for almost half a day, but not much longer. 

I asked him if any ever made  it. If any of  the people  our subconscious  minds  toss  up  and  make  real  while  we're sleeping  had  ever  actually  stolen  out  into  this  world  from the dream world. 

He knew of at least one that had, he said. 

He had  that kind  of  lost  look  in  his  eyes  that  made  me think  of  my  mother.  He  always  looked  like  that  when  he talked about her, which wasn't often. 

Who  was  it? I asked,  hoping  he'd  dole  out  another  little tidbit about my mother. Is it someone I know? 

But  he  only  shook  his  head.  Not  really,  he  told  me.  It happened  a  long  time  ago—before  you  were  born.  But  I often  wondered,  he added  almost  to  himself, what did   she dream of? 

That  was  a  long  time  ago  and  I  don't  know  if  he  ever found out.  If he did,  he never told  me.  But lately I've  been wondering about it. I think maybe they don't  dream.  I think that if they do, they get pulled back into the dream world. 

And  if  we're  not  careful,  I  think  they  can  pull  us  back with them. 
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"I'VE

BEEN

HAVING

THE

STRANGEST

DREAMS,"  SOPHIE  Etoile  said,  more  as  an  observation than a conversational opener. 

She  and  Jilly  Coppercom  had  been  enjoying  a companionable silence while they sat on the stone river wall in the old  part  of  Lower  Crowsea's  Market.  The  wall is by a small public courtyard,  surrounded  on  three sides  by  old three-story  brick  and  stone  town  houses,  peaked  with mansard  roofs,  dormer  windows  thrusting  from  the  walls like  hooded  eyes  with  heavy  brows.  The  buildings  date back  over  a hundred  years,  leaning  against  each  other  like old  friends  too  tired  to  talk, just taking comfort  from  each other's presence. 

The  cobblestoned  streets  that  web  out  from  the courtyard  are  narrow,  too  tight  a  fit  for  a   car,  even  the small imported makes.  They  twist and  turn,  winding in and around  the  buildings  more  like  back  alleys  than thoroughfares.  If  you  have  any  sort  of  familiarity  with  the area  you  can  maze  your  way  by  those  lanes  to  find  still smaller  courtyards,  hidden  and  private,  and,  deeper  still, secret gardens. 

There are more cats in Old Market than anywhere else in Newford  and  the  air  smells  different.  Though  it  sits  just  a few  blocks  west  of  some  of  the  city's  principal thoroughfares,  you  can  hardly  hear  the  traffic,  and  you can't smell it at all. No exhaust,  no  refuse,  no  dead  air. Old Market  always  seems  to  smell  of  fresh  bread  baking, cabbage  soups,  frying  fish,  roses  and  those  tart, sharp-tasting apples that make the best strudels. 

Sophie  and  Jilly were  bookended  by  stairs  going  down to the Kickaha River on either side of  them.  The  streetlamp behind  them  put  a  glow  on  their  hair,  haloing  each  with  a nimbus  of  light.  Jilly's  hair  was  darker,  all  loose  tangled curls; Sophie's was soft auburn, hanging in ringlets. 

In  the  half-dark  beyond  the  lamp's  murky  light,  their small  figures  could  almost  be  taken  for  each  other,  but when the light touched  their features,  Jilly could  be  seen  to have  the  quick,  clever  features  of  a  Rackham  pixie,  while Sophie's  were  softer,  as  though  rendered  by  Rossetti  or Burne-Jones.  Though  similarly  dressed  with  paint-stained smocks  over  loose  T-shirts  and  baggy  cotton  pants, Sophie  still  managed  to  look  tidy,  while  Jilly  could  never seem to help a slight tendency toward  scruffiness.  She  was the only one of the two with paint in her hair. 

"What sort of dreams?" Jilly asked her friend. 

It  was  almost  four  o'clock  in  the  morning.  The  narrow streets  of  Old  Market  lay  empty  and  still  about  them, except  for  the  odd  prowling  cat,  and  cats  can  be  like  the hint  of  a  whisper  when  they  want,  ghosting  and  silent, invisible  presences.  The  two  women  had  been  working  at Sophie's studio on a joint painting, a collaboration  that was going  to  combine  Jilly's  precise,  delicate  work  with Sophie's  current  penchant  for  bright  flaring  colors  and loosely  rendered  figures.  Neither  was  sure  the  experiment would  work,  but  they'd  been  enjoying  themselves immensely, so it really didn't matter. 

"Well, they're  sort  of  serial,"  Sophie  said.  "You  know, where you  keep  dreaming  about  the  same  place,  the  same people,  the  same  events,  except  each  night  you're  a  little further along in the story." 

Jilly  gave  her  an  envious  look.  "I've  always  wanted  to have that kind of dream. Christy's had them.  I think he told me that it's called lucid dreaming." 

"They're  anything  but  lucid,"  Sophie  said.  "If  you  ask me, they're downright strange." 

"No,  no.  It  just  means  that  you  know  you're  dreaming, when you're dreaming, and have some kind of control  over what happens in the dream." 

Sophie laughed. "I wish." 
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I'M  WEARING  A  LONG  PLEATED  SKIRT  AND

ONE OF  THOSE  white  cotton  peasant  blouses  that's  cut way  too  low  in  the  bodice.  I  don't  know  why.  I  hate  that kind  of  bodice.  I  keep  feeling  like  I'm  going  to  fall  out whenever  I  bend  over.  Definitely  designed  by  a  man. 

Wendy  likes to  wear  that  kind  of  thing  from  time  to  time, but it's not for me. 



Nor is going barefoot.  Especially  not  here.  I'm  standing on  a  path,  but  it's  muddy  underfoot,  all  squishy  between my toes.  It's  sort  of  nice in some  ways,  but  I  keep  getting the feeling that something's  going to  sidle up  to  me,  under the  mud,  and  brush  against  my  foot,  so  I  don't  want  to move, but I don't want to just stand here, either. 

Everywhere I look it's  all marsh.  Low  flat fens,  with just the odd crack willow or alder trailing raggedy vines the way you  see  Spanish  moss  in  pictures  of  the  Everglades,  but this  definitely  isn't  Florida.  It  feels  more  Englishy,  if  that makes sense. 

I  know  if  I  step  off  the  path  I'll  be  in  muck  up  to  my knees. 

I can see a dim kind of  light off  in the distance,  way off the  path.  I'm  attracted  to  it,  the  way  any  light  in  the darkness  seems  to  call  out,  welcoming  you,  but  I  don't want  to  brave  the  deeper  mud  or  the  pools  of  still  water that glimmer in the starlight. 

It's  all  mud  and  reeds,  cattails,  bulrushes  and  swamp grass  and  I just want  to  be  back  home  in  bed,  but  I  can't wake up.  There's  a  funny  smell  in  the  air,  a  mix  of  things rotting  and  stagnant  water.  I  feel  like  there's  something horrible  in  the  shadows  under  those  strange,  overhung trees—especially the willows, the tall sharp  leaves of  sedge and  water  plantain  growing  thick  around  their  trunks.  It's like  there  are  eyes  watching  me  from  all  sides,  dark misshapen  heads  floating  frog-like  in  the  water,  only  the eyes showing, staring. Quicks and bogles and dark things. 

I  hear  something  move  in  the  tangle  bulrushes  and  bur reeds  just  a  few  feet  away.  My  heart's  in  my  throat,  but  I move  a  little  closer  to  see  that  it's  only  a  bird  caught  in some kind of net. 

Hush, I tell it and move closer. 

The bird gets frantic when I put  my hand  on  the netting. 

It starts to peck at my fingers, but I keep  talking softly  to  it until it finally settles  down.  The  net's  a  mess  of  knots  and tangles,  and  I can't  work  too  quickly because  I don't  want to hurt the bird. 

You  should  leave  him  be,  a  voice  says,  and  I  turn  to find an old woman  standing  on  the path  beside  me.  I don't know  where  she  came  from.  Every  time  I  lift  one  of  my feet  it  makes  this  creepy  sucking  sound,  but  I  never  even heard her approach. 

She looks like the wizened old crone in that painting Jilly did  for  Geordie  when  he  got  onto  this  kick  of  learning fiddle  tunes  with  the  word  "hag"  in  the  title:  "The  Hag  in the Kiln." 

"Old Hag You Have Killed Me." 

"The  Hag With the Money"  and  god  knows  how  many more. 

Just  like  in  the  painting,  she's  wizened  and  small  and bent over and… dry. Like kindling, like the pages  of  an old book.  Like  she's  almost  all  used  up.  Hair  thin,  body thinner. But then you look into her eyes and they're  so  alive it makes you feel a little dizzy. 

Helping such as he will only bring you grief, she says. 

I tell her that I can't just leave it. 

She looks  at me for  a long moment,  then shrugs.  So  be it, she says. 

I wait a moment,  but  she  doesn't  seem  to  have anything else  to  say,  so  I  go  back  to  freeing  the  bird.  But  now, where  a  moment  ago  the  netting  was  a  hopeless  tangle,  it just seems  to  unknot  itself as  soon  as  I lay my hand  on  it. 

I'm careful  when I put  my fingers  around  the bird  and  pull it free. I get it out of the tangle and then toss it up in the air. 

It circles above me, once,  twice,  three times,  cawing.  Then it flies away. 

It's not safe here, the old lady says then. 

I'd  forgotten  all about  her.  I get back  onto  the path,  my legs smeared with smelly, dark mud. 

What do you mean? I ask her. 

When  the  Moon  still  walked  the  sky,  she  says,  why  it was safe  then.  The  dark  things didn't  like her light  and  fair fell  over  themselves  to  get  away  when  she  shone.  But they're  bold  now,  tricked  and  trapped  her,  they  have,  and no one's safe. Not you, not me. Best we were away. 

Trapped her? I repeat like an echo. The moon? 

She nods. 

Where? 

She points to the light I saw earlier, far out in the fens. 

They've  drowned  her under  the Black Snag,  she  says.  I will show you. 

She takes my hand before I realize what she's  doing  and pulls me through  the  rushes  and  reeds,  the  mud  squishing awfully  under  my  bare  feet,  but  it  doesn't  seem  to  bother her at all. She  stops  when we're  at the edge  of  some  open water. 

Watch now, she says. 

She takes  something  from  the  pocket  of  her  apron  and tosses  it  into  the  water.  It's  a  small  stone,  a  pebble  or something, and it enters the water without a sound,  without making a ripple. Then the water starts to glow and a picture forms  in  the  dim  flickering  light-It's  as  if  we  have  a bird's-eye  view  of  the  fens  for  a  moment,  then  the  focus comes in sharp on the edge of a big still pool, sentried by  a huge dead willow. I don't know how I know it, because  the light's  still  poor,  but  the  mud's  black  around  its  shore.  It almost swallows the pale, wan glow coming up from out  of the water. 

Drowning, the old woman says. The moon is drowning. 

I  look  down  at  the  image  that's  formed  on  the  surface and  I see  a woman  floating there.  Her  hair's  all  spread  out from her, drifting in the water like lily roots.  There's  a great big stone on top of her torso so she's  only visible from  the breasts up. Her shoulders are slightly sloped,  neck  slender, with a swan's curve, but not so long.  Her face  is in repose, as though  she's  sleeping,  but  she's  under  water,  so  I know she's dead. 

She looks like me. 

I turn to  the old  woman,  but  before  I  can  say  anything, there's  movement  all  around  us.  Shadows  pull  away  from trees,  rise  from  the  stagnant  pools,  change  from  vague blotches  of  darkness  into  moving  shapes,  limbed  and headed,  pale  eyes  glowing  with  menace.  The  old  woman pulls me back onto the path. 

Wake quick! she cries. 

She  pinches  my  arm—hard,  sharp.  It  really  hurts.  And then I'm sitting up in my bed. 
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"AND DID YOU  HAVE A BRUISE  ON  YOUR  ARM

FROM where she pinched you?" Jilly asked. 



Sophie shook her head and smiled. Trust Jilly. Who  else was always looking for the magic in a situation? 

"Of course not," she said. "It was just a dream." 

"But…" 

"Wait," Sophie said. "There's more." 

Something suddenly hopped onto the wall between them and they both started, until they realized it was only a cat. 

"Silly  puss,"  Sophie  said  as  it  walked  toward  her  and began to butt its head against her arm. She gave it a pat. 
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THE  NEXT  NIGHT  I'M  STANDING  BY  MY

WINDOW,  looking  out  at  the  street,  when  I  hear movement behind  me.  I turn and  it  isn't  my  apartment  any more.  It  looks  like  the  inside  of  an  old  barn,  heaped  up with straw  in a big,  tidy  pile  against  one  wall.  There's  a  lit lantern  swinging  from  a  low  rafter  beam,  a  dusty  but pleasant  smell  in  the  air,  a  cow  or  maybe  a  horse  making some kind of nickering sound in a stall at the far end. 

And  there's  a  guy  standing  there  in  the  lantern  light,  a half  dozen  feet  away  from  me,  not  doing  anything,  just looking at me. He's drop-down gorgeous. Not too thin, not too muscle-bound. A friendly, open  face  with a wide smile and  eyes  to  kill for—long  moody  lashes,  and  the  eyes  are the  color  of  violets.  His  hair's  thick  and  dark,  long  in  the back with a cowlick hanging down over his brow that I just want to reach out and brush back. 

I'm sorry, he says. I didn't mean to startle you. 

That's okay, I tell him. 

And  it  is.  I  think  maybe  I'm  already  getting  used  to  all the to-and-froing. 

He smiles. My name's Jeck Crow, he says. 

I don't  know  why,  but  all of  a sudden  I'm  feeling a little weak in the knees. Ah, who am I kidding? I know why. 

What are you doing here? he asks. 

I tell him I was standing in my apartment, looking for  the moon,  but  then  I  remembered  that  I'd  just  seen  the  last quarter  a  few  nights  ago  and  I  wouldn't  be  able  to  see  it tonight. 

He nods. She's drowning, he says,  and  then I remember the old woman from last night. 

I look out the window and see the fens are out  there.  It's dark  and  creepy  and  I  can't  see  the  distant  glow  of  the woman drowned in the pool from here the way I could  last night.  I  shiver  and  Jeck  comes  over  all  concerned.  He's picked  up  a  blanket  that  was  hanging  from  one  of  the support  beams  and  lays it across  my shoulders.  He  leaves his arm  there,  to  keep  it  in  place,  and  I  don't  mind.  I  just sort  of  lean into  him,  like  we've  always  been  together.  It's weird. I'm feeling drowsy  and  safe  and  incredibly  aroused, all at the same time. 

He looks  out  the window  with me,  his hip against  mine, the press of his arm on  my shoulder  a comfortable  weight, his body radiating heat. 

It used  to  be,  he  says,  that  she  would  walk  every  night until  she  grew  so  weak  that  her  light  was  almost  failing. 

Then  she  would  leave  the  world  to  go  to  another,  into Faerie,  it's  said,  or  at  least  to  a  place  where  the  darkness doesn't  hide  quicks  and  bogles,  and  there  she  would rejuvenate  herself  for  her  return.  We  would  have  three nights  of  darkness,  when  evil  owned  the  night,  but  then we'd  see  the  glow  of  her  lantern  approaching  and  the haunts  would  flee  her  light  and  we  could  visit  with  one another again when the day's work was done. 

He leans his head against mine, his voice going dreamy. 

I remember  my mam saying  once,  how  the  Moon  lived another  life  in  those  three  days.  How  time  moves differently in Faerie so that what was a day for us, might be a  month  for  her  in  that  place.  He  pauses,  then  adds,  I wonder if they miss her in that other world. 

I don't  know  what to  say.  But  then  I  realize  it's  not  the kind of conversation in which I have to say anything. 

He  turns  to  me,  head  lowering  until  we're  looking straight into each  other's  eyes.  I  get  lost  in  the  violet,  and suddenly  I'm  in his arms  and  we're  kissing.  He  guides  me, step  by  sweet  step,  backward  toward  that  heap  of  straw. 

We've  got  the blanket under  us  and  this  time  I'm  glad  I'm wearing  the  long  skirt  and  peasant  blouse  again,  because they come off so easily. 

His  hands  and  his  mouth  are  so  gentle  and  they're  all over  me  like  moth  wings  brushing  my  skin.  I  don't  know how  to  describe  what  he's  doing  to  me.  It  isn't  anything that  other  lovers  haven't  done  to  me  before,  but  the  way Jeck does it has  me glowing, my skin all warm and  tingling with this deep,  slow  burn  starting  up  between  my legs  and just firing up along every one of my nerve ends. 

I can hear myself making moaning sounds  and  then he's inside me, his breathing  heavy in my ear.  All I can  feel and smell  is  him.  My  hips  are  grinding  against  his  and  we're synced into perfect rhythm, and  then I wake up  in my own bed  and  I'm  all  tangled  up  in  the  sheets  with  my  hand between  my legs,  fingertip right  on  the  spot,  moving  back and forth and back and forth. …
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SOPHIE  FELL  SILENT.  "Steamy,"  Jilly  said  after  a moment. 

Sophie gave a little bit of an embarrassed  laugh. "You're telling me.  I get a  little  squirmy  just  thinking  about  it.  And that  night—I  was  still  so  fired  up  when  I  woke  that  I couldn't  think  straight.  I  just  went  ahead  and  finished  and then lay there afterward,  completely  spent.  I  couldn't  even move." 

"You  know  a  guy  named  Jack  Crow,  don't  you?"  Jilly asked. 

"Yeah,  he's  the  one  who's  got  that  tattoo  parlor  down on  Palm  Street.  I  went  out  with  him  a  couple  of  times, but—"  Sophie  shrugged,  "—you  know.  Things  just  didn't work out." 

"That's  right. You  told  me that all he ever wanted  to  do was to give you tattoos." 

Sophie shook her head, remembering.  "In  private  places so only he and I would know they were there. Boy." 

The  cat  had  fallen  asleep,  body  sprawled  out  on Sophie's  lap,  head  pressed  tight  against  her  stomach.  A deep  resonant  purr  rose  up  from  him.  Sophie  hoped  he didn't have fleas. 

"But  the  guy  in  my  dream  was  nothing  like  Jack,"  she said. "And besides, his name was Jeck." 

"What kind of a name is that?" 

"A dream name." 

"So did you see him again—the next night?" 

Sophie  shook  her  head.  "Though  not  from  lack  of interest on my part." 
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THE  THIRD  NIGHT  I  FIND  MYSELF  IN  THIS

ONE-ROOM cottage out of a fairy tale. You  know,  there's dried  herbs  hanging  everywhere,  a  big  hearth  considering the  size  of  the  place,  with  black  iron  pots  and  a  kettle sitting  on  the  hearthstones,  thick  hand-woven  rugs underfoot,  a  small  tidy  little  bed  in  one  corner,  a  cloak hanging by  the door,  a rough  set  of  a table and  two  chairs by a shuttered window. 

The old lady is sitting on one of the chairs. 

There  you  are,  she  says.  I looked  for  you  to  come  last night, but I couldn't find you. 

I  was  with  Jeck,  I  say  and  then  she  frowns,  but  she doesn't say anything. 

Do you know him? I ask. 

Too well. 

Is there something wrong with him? 

I'm feeling a little flushed,  just talking about  him.  So  far as  I'm  concerned,  there's  nothing  wrong  with  him  at  all. 

He's not trustworthy, the old lady finally says. 

I shake my head. He seems to be just as  upset  about  the drowned  lady  as  you  are.  He  told  me  all  about  her—how she used to go into Faerie. 

She never went into Faerie. 

Well then, where did she go? 

The old lady shakes her head. Crows talk too much,  she says,  and  I  can't  tell  if  she  means  the  birds  or  a  whole bunch  of  Jecks.  Thinking  about  the  latter  gives  me goosebumps. I can  barely stay  clearheaded  around  Jeck;  a whole crowd  of  him would  probably  overload  my  circuits and leave me lying on the floor like a little pool of jelly. 

I  don't  tell  the  old  lady  any  of  this.  Jeck  inspired confidences, as much as sensuality; she does neither. 

Will you help us? she says instead. 

I sit down at the table with her and ask, Help with what? 

The Moon, she says. 

I  shake  my  head.  I  don't  understand.  You  mean  the drowned lady in the pool? 

Drowned, the old lady says, but not dead. Not yet. 

I start to argue the point, but then realize where I am.  It's a dream and anything can happen, right? 

It needs you to break the bogles' spell, the old lady goes on. 

Me? But—

Tomorrow night, go to sleep with a stone  in your  mouth and  a  hazel  twig  in  your  hands.  Now  mayhap,  you'll  find yourself back here, mayhap with your  crow,  but  guard  you don't  say  a word,  not  one  word.  Go  out  into  the  fen  until you  find  a  coffin,  and  on  that  coffin  a  candle,  and  then look  sideways  and  you'll  see  that  you're  in  the  place  I showed you yesternight. 

She falls silent. 

And then what am I supposed to do? I ask. 

What needs to be done. 

But—

I'm tired, she says. 

She waves her hand  at me and  I'm  back  in my own  bed again. 
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"AND SO?" JlLLY ASKED. "DID YOU DO IT?" 

"Would you have?" 

"In  a  moment,"  Jilly  said.  She  sidled  closer  along  the wall until she  was  right  beside  Sophie  and  peered  into  her friend's  face.  "Oh,  don't  tell me you  didn't  do  it. Don't  tell me that's the whole story." 

"The whole thing just seemed silly," Sophie said. 

"Oh, please!" 

"Well, it did.  It was  all too  oblique  and  riddlish.  I know it  was  just  a  dream,  so  that  it  didn't  have  to  make  sense, but  there  was  so  much  of  a  coherence  to  a  lot  of  it  that when it did  get incomprehensible,  it just didn't  seem…  oh, I don't know. Didn't seem fair, I suppose." 

"But you  did do it?" 

Sophie finally relented. 



"Yes," she said. 
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I GO  TO  BED  WITH  A  SMALL,  SMOOTH  STONE

IN MY MOUTH and have the hardest  time getting to  sleep because  I'm  sure  I'm  going  to  swallow  it  during  the  night and  choke.  And  I  have  the  hazel  twig  as  well,  though  I don't know what help either of them is going to be. 

Hazel twig to  ward  you  from  quicks  and  bogles,  I  hear Jeck say. And the stone to remind you  of  your  own  world, of  the  difference  between  waking  and  dream,  else  you might find yourself sharing the Moon's fate. 

We're  standing  on  a  sort  of  grassy  knoll,  an  island  of semisolid  ground,  but  the  footing's  still  spongy.  I  start  to say hello, but he puts his finger to his lips. 

She's old, is Granny Weather,  he says,  and  cranky,  too, but  there's  more  magic in one  of  her toenails  than  most  of us will find in a lifetime. 

I  never  really  thought  about  his  voice  before.  It's  like velvet,  soft  and  smooth,  but  not  effeminate.  It's  too resonant for that. 

He  puts  his  hands  on  my  shoulders  and  I  feel  like melting.  I  close  my  eyes,  lift  my  face  to  his,  but  he  turns me  around  until  I'm  facing  away  from  him.  He  cups  his hands around my breasts and kisses me on  the nape  of  my neck.  I lean back  against  him, but  he lifts his mouth  to  my ear. 

You  must  go,  he  says  softly,  his  breath  tickling  the inside of my ear. Into the fens. 

I pull free from his embrace and  face  him. I start  to  say, Why me? Why do I have to go alone? But before  I can  get a word out he has his hand across my mouth. 

Trust  Granny  Weather,  he  says.  And  trust  me.  This  is something  only  you  can  do.  Whether  you  do  it  or  not  is your  choice.  But  if  you  mean  to  try  tonight,  you  mustn't speak.  You  must  go  out  into  the  fens  and  find  her.  They will tempt you and torment you, but  you  must  ignore them, else they'll have you drowning too, under the Black Snag. 

I look at him and  I know  he can  see  the need  I have for him,  because  in  his  eyes  I  can  see  the  same  need  for  me reflected in their violet depths. 



I will wait for you, he says. If I can. 

I don't  like  the  sound  of  that.  I  don't  like  the  sound  of any  of  it,  but  I  tell  myself  again,  it's  just  a  dream,  so  I finally nod. I start  to  turn away,  but  he catches  hold  of  me for  a  last  moment  and  kisses  me.  There's  a  hot  rush  of tongues  touching,  arms  tight around  each  other,  before  he finally steps back. 

I love the strength of you, he says. 

I  don't  want  to  go,  I  want  to  change  the  rules  of  the dream.  But  I  get  this  feeling  that  if  I  do,  if  I  change  one thing, everything'll change,  and  maybe  he  won't  even  exist in  whatever  comes  along  to  replace  it.  So  I  lift  my  hand and run it along the side of his face.  I take a long last  drink of those deep violet eyes that just want to swallow me, then I get brave and turn away again. 

And this time I go into the fens. 

I'm nervous, but I guess that goes without saying.  I look back but I can't see Jeck anymore.  I can  just feel I'm  being watched,  and  it's  not  by  him.  I  clutch  my  little  hazel  twig tighter, roll the stone around from one side of  my mouth  to the other, and keep going. 

It's  not  easy.  I have  to  test  each  step  to  make  sure  I'm not  just  going  to  sink  away  forever  into  the  muck.  I  start thinking of  what you  hear about  dreams,  how  if you  die  in a dream,  you  die  for  real,  that's  why  you  always  wake  up just in time. Except for those people  who  die in their sleep, I guess. 

I don't  know  how  long  I'm  slogging  through  the  muck. 

My  arms  and  legs  have  dozens  of  little  nicks  and cuts—you never think of how sharp the edge  of  a reed  can be  until  your  skin  slides  across  one.  It's  like  a  paper  cut, sharp  and  quick,  and  it stings  like hell.  I  don't  suppose  all the  muck's  doing  the  cuts  much  good  either.  The  only thing I can be happy about is that there aren't any bugs. 

Actually, there doesn't  seem  to  be  the sense  of  anything living at all in the fens, just me, on my own. But I know  I'm not alone. It's like a word  sitting on  the tip of  your  tongue. 

I  can't  see  or  hear  or  sense  anything,  but  I'm  being watched. 

I  think  of  Jeck  and  Granny  Weather,  of  what  they  say the darkness hides. Quicks and bogles and haunts. 

After  a  while  I  almost  forget  what  I'm  doing  out  here. 



I'm  just  stumbling  along  with  a  feeling  of  dread  hanging over  me  that  won't  go  away.  Bogbean  and  water  mint leaves  feel  like  cold,  wet  fingers  sliding  along  my  legs.  I hear the occasional  flutter of  wings,  and  sometimes  a deep kind of sighing moan, but I never see anything. 

I'm  just  about  played  out  when  suddenly  I  come  upon this  tall  rock  under  the  biggest  crack  willow  I've  seen  so far.  The  tree's  dead,  drooping  leafless  branches  into  the still  water  at  a  slant,  the  mud's  all  black  underfoot,  the marsh  is,  if  anything,  even  quieter  here,  expectant  almost, and  I  get  the  feeling  like  something— somethings  are closing in all around me. 

I start  to  walk across  the dark  mud  to  the  other  side  of the  rock  until  I  hit  a  certain  vantage  point.  I  stop  when  I can  see  that  it's  shaped  like  a  big  strange  coffin,  and  I remember  what  Granny  Weather  told  me.  I  look  for  the candle  a  see  a  tiny  light  flickering  at  the  very  top  of  the black stone, right where it's pushed up and  snagged  among the  dangling  branches  of  the  dead  willow.  It's  no  brighter than a firefly's glow, but it burns steady. 

I  do  what  Granny  Weather  told  me  and  look  around myself  using  my  peripheral  vision.  I  don't  see  anything  at first,  but  as  I  slowly  turn  toward  the  water,  I  catch  just  a hint of  a glow.  I stop  and  then  I  wonder  what  to  do.  Is  it still going to be there if I turn to face it? 

Eventually, I move sideways toward it, always keeping it in  the  corner  of  my  eye.  The  closer  I  get,  the  brighter  it starts to glow, until I'm standing hip deep in the cold  water, the mud sucking at my feet, and it's all around  me,  this dim eerie glowing. I look down into the water and I see my own face reflected back at me,  but  then I realize that it's  not  me I'm  seeing,  it's  the  drowned  woman,  the  moon,  trapped under the stone. 

I stick my hazel twig down the bodice of  my blouse  and reach  into the water.  I have  to  bend  down,  the  dark  water licking  at  my  shoulders  and  chin  and  smelling  something awful, but  I finally touch  the woman's  shoulder.  Her skin's warm against  my fingers,  and  for  some  reason  that  makes me feel braver.  I get a grip with one  hand  on  her shoulder, then the other, and give a pull. 

Nothing budges. 

I  try  some  more,  moving  a  little  deeper  into  the  water. 

Finally I plunge my head  under  and  get a really good  hold, but  she  simply  won't  move.  The  rock's  got  her  pressed down  tight,  and  the  willow's  got  the  rock  snagged,  and dream  or  no  dream,  I'm  not  some  kind  of  superwoman. 

I'm only so strong and I have to breathe. 

I come up spluttering and choking on the foul water. 

And then I hear the laughter. 

I look up  and  there's  these  things all around  the edge  of the pool.  Quicks  and  bogles  and  small  monsters.  All  eyes and  teeth and  spindly  black  limbs and  crooked  hands  with too many joints to the fingers. The tree is full of  crows  and their cawing adds to the mocking hubbub of sound. 

First  got  one,  now  got  two,  a pair of  voices  chant.  Boil her up in a tiddy stew. 

I'm  starting  to  shiver—not  just  because  I'm  scared, which  I  am,  but  because  the  water's  so  damn  cold.  The haunts  just  keep  on  laughing  and  making  up  these  creepy little  rhymes  that  mostly  have  to  do  with  little  stews  and barbecues. And  then suddenly,  they all fall silent and  these three  figures  come  swinging  down  from  the  willow's boughs. 

I don't know where they came from, they're  just there all of  a  sudden.  These  aren't  haunts,  nor  quicks  nor  bogles. 

They're men and they look all too familiar. 

Ask for anything, one of them says, and it will be yours. 

It's  Jeck,  I  realize.  Jeck  talking  to  me,  except  the  voice doesn't  sound  right.  But  it  looks  just  like  him.  All  three look like him. 

I  remember  Granny  Weather  telling  me  that  Jeck  was untrustworthy,  but  then  Jeck  told  me  to  trust  her.  And  to trust  him. Looking  at these  three Jecks,  I don't  know  what to  think anymore.  My head  starts  to  hurt  and  I  just  wish  I could wake up. 

You  need  only  tell  us  what  it  is  you  want,  one  of  the Jecks  says,  and  we will give it to  you.  There  should  be  no enmity between  us.  The  woman  is  drowned.  She  is  dead. 

You have come  too  late.  There  is  nothing  you  can  do  for her  now.  But  you  can  do  something  for  yourself.  Let  us gift you with your heart's desire. 

My heart's desire, I think. 

I tell myself,  again, it's  just a dream,  but  I can't  help the way I start  thinking about  what I'd  ask  for  if I  could  really have anything I wanted, anything at all. 

I look down into the water at the drowned  woman  and  I think  about  my  dad.  He  never  liked  to  talk  about  my mother. It's like she was just a dream, he said once. 

And maybe  she  was,  I  find  myself  thinking  as  my  gaze goes  down  into  the  water  and  I  study  the  features  of  the drowned  woman  who  looks  so  much  like  me.  Maybe  she was  the  Moon  in  this  world  and  she  came  to  ours  to rejuvenate,  but  when  it  was  time  for  her  to  go  back,  she didn't  want  to  leave  because  she  loved  me  and  dad  too much. Except she didn't have a choice. 

So  when  she  returned,  she  was  weaker,  instead  of stronger like she  was  supposed  to  be,  because  she  was  so sad. And that's how the quicks and the bogles trapped her. 

I laugh then.  What  I'm  making up,  as  I stand  here  waist deep  in  smelly  dream  water,  is  the  classic  abandoned child's  scenario.  They  always  figure  that  there  was  just  a mix-up,  that  one  day  their  real  parents  are  going  to  show up  and  take  them  away  to  some  place  where  everything's magical and loving and perfect. 

I  used  to  feel  real  guilty  about  my  mother  leaving us—that's  something  else  that  happens  when  you're  just  a kid  in  that  kind  of  a  situation.  You  just  automatically  feel guilty when something bad happens, like it's  got  to  be  your fault. But I got older. I learned to deal with it. I learned that I was  a good  person,  that it hadn't  been  my  fault,  that  my dad was a good person, too, and it wasn't his fault either. 

I'd  still like to  know  why my mother  left us,  but  I  came to understand that whatever the reasons were for her going, they had to do with her, not with us. Just like I know  this is only a dream  and  the drowned  woman  might look  like me, but  that's  just  something  I'm  projecting  onto  her.  I   want her to be my mother.  I want her having abandoned  me and dad not to have been her fault either. I want to  come  to  her rescue and bring us all back together again. 

Except  it  isn't  going  to  happen.  Pretend  and  real  just don't mix. 

But  it's  tempting  all  the  same.  It's  tempting  to  let  it  all play  out.  I  know  the  haunts  just  want  me  to  talk  so  that they can trap me as  well, that they wouldn't  follow through on  any  promise  they  made,  but  this  is   my  dream.  I  can make  them  keep  to  their  promise.  All  I  have  to  do  is  say what I want. 

And then I understand  that it's  all  real  after  all.  Not  real in the  sense  that  I  can  be  physically  harmed  in  this  place, but real in that if I make a selfish choice, even if it's just in a dream,  I'll still have to  live with the  fact  of  it  when  I  wake up.  It doesn't  matter that  I'm  dreaming,  I'll   still  have  done it. 

What the bogles are offering is my heart's desire, if I just leave the Moon  to  drown.  But if I do  that,  I'm  responsible for  her death.  She  might not  be  real,  but  it  doesn't  change anything at all. It'll still mean that I'm  willing to  let someone die, just so I can have my own way. 

I  suck  on  the  stone  and  move  it  back  and  forth  from one  cheek  to  the  other.  I  reach  down  into  my  wet  bodice and  pluck  out  the  hazel  twig  from  where  it  got  pushed down  between  my  breasts.  I  lift  a  hand  to  my  hair  and brush  it back  from  my face  and  then I look  at  those  sham copies of my Jeck Crow and I smile at them. 

My dream, I think. What I say goes. 

I don't  know  if  it's  going  to  work,  but  I'm  fed  up  with having everyone  else decide  what  happens  in  my  dream.  I turn to  the stone  and  I  put  my  hands  on  it,  the  hazel  twig sticking  out  between  the  fingers  of  my  right  hand,  and  I give the stone a shove. There's this great big outcry  among the  quicks  and  bogles  and  haunts  as  the  stone  starts  to topple over. I look  down  at the drowned  woman  and  I see her  eyes  open,  I  see  her  smile,  but  then  there's  too  much light and I'm blinded. 

When  my  vision  finally  clears,  I'm  alone  by  the  pool. 

There's a big, fat, full moon  hanging in the sky,  making the fens almost as bright as day. They've all fled, the monsters, the  quicks  and  bogles  and  things.  The  dead  willow's  still full of  crows,  but  as  soon  as  I  look  up,  they  lift  from  the tree  in  an  explosion  of  dark  wings,  a  circling  murder, cawing and  crying,  until  they  finally  go  away.  The  stone's lying on its side, half in the water, half out. 

And I'm still dreaming. 

I'm  standing  here,  up  to  my  waist  in  the  smelly  water, with a hazel twig in my hand  and  a stone  in my mouth,  and I stare  up  at that big full moon  until it seems  I can  feel  her light just singing  through  my  veins.  For  a  moment  it's  like being back  in the barn  with Jeck,  I'm  just on  fire,  but  its  a different  kind  of  fire,  it  burns  away  the  darknesses  that have gotten  lodged  in me over  the  years,  just  like  they  get lodged  in  everybody,  and  just  for  that  moment,  I'm  solid light, innocent  and  newborn,  a  burning  Midsummer  fire  in the shape of a woman. 

And then I wake up, back home again. 

I lie  there  in  my  bed  and  look  out  the  window,  but  it's still  the  dark  of  the  moon  in  our  world.  The  streets  are quiet  outside,  there's  a  hush  over  the  whole  city,  and  I'm lying  here  with  a  hazel  twig  in  my  hand,  a  stone  in  my mouth,  pushed  up  into  one  cheek,  and  a  warm,  burning glow deep inside. 

I sit up and spit the stone  out  into my hand.  I walk over to the window. I'm  not  in some  magical dream  now;  I'm  in the  real  world.  I  know  the  lighted  moon  glows  with  light borrowed from the sun. That she's still out there in the dark of the moon, we just can't see her tonight because  the earth is between her and the sun. 

Or  maybe  she's  gone  into  some  other  world,  to replenish  her  lantern  before  she  begins  her  nightly  trek across the sky once more. 

I feel like I've  learned something,  but  I'm  not  sure  what. 

I'm not sure what any of it means. 
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HOW  CAN  YOU  SAY  THAT?"  JILLY SAID.  "GOD, SOPHIE,  it's  so  obvious.  She  really  was  your  mother  and you really  did  save  her.  As  for  Jeck,  he  was  the  bird  you rescued  in your  first  dream.  Jeck   Crow—don't  you  get  it? 

One of the bad guys, only you won him over with an act  of kindness. It all makes perfect sense." 

Sophie  slowly  shook  her  head.  "I  suppose  I'd  like  to believe  that,  too,"  she  said,  "but  what  we  want  and  what really is aren't always the same thing." 

"But  what  about  Jeck?  He'll  be  waiting  for  you.  And Granny  Weather?  They  both  knew  you  were  the  Moon's daughter all along. It all means something." 

Sophie  sighed.  She  stroked  the sleeping  cat  on  her  lap, imagining for  a moment  that it was  the soft  dark  curls  of  a crow that could be a man,  in a land that only existed  in her dreams. 

"I guess," she said, "it means I need a new boyfriend." 
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JILLY'S A REAL SWEETHEART, AND I LOVE HER

DEARLY, but she's naive in some ways. Or maybe it's  just that she  wants  to  play  the  ingenue.  She's  always  so  ready to  believe  anything  that  anyone  tells  her,  so  long  as  it's magical. 

Well, I believe in magic,  too,  but  it's  the magic  that  can turn  a  caterpillar  into  a  butterfly,  the  natural  wonder  and beauty  of  the world  that's  all  around  me.  I  can't  believe  in some  dreamland  being  real.  I  can't  believe  what  Jilly  now insists  is  true:  that  I've  got  faerie  blood,  because  I'm  the daughter of the Moon. 

Though I have to admit that I'd like to. 

I  never  do  get  to  sleep  that  night.  I  prowl  around  the apartment, drinking coffee  to  keep  me awake.  I'm  afraid  to go to sleep, afraid I'll dream and that it'll all be real. 

Or maybe that it won't. 

When  it  starts  to  get  light,  I  take  a  long  cold  shower, because  I've  been  thinking about  Jeck  again. I guess  if  my making  the  wrong  decision  in  a  dream  would've  had ramifications  in  the  waking  world,  then  there's  no  reason that a rampaging libido shouldn't carry over as well. 

I  get  dressed  in  some  old  clothes  I  haven't  worn  in years,  just to  try to  recapture  a more  innocent  time.  White blouse,  faded  jeans,  and  hightops  with this smoking  jacket overtop  that  used  to  belong  to  my  dad.  It's  made  of burgundy velvet with black satin lapels.  A black  hat,  with a flat  top  and  a  bit  of  a  curl  to  its  brim,  completes  the picture. 

I look in the mirror, and I feel like I'm auditioning to be a stage magician's assistant, but I don't much care. 

As  soon  as  the  hour  gets  civilized,  I  head  over  to Christy  Riddell's  house.  I'm  knocking  on  his  door  at  nine o'clock,  but  when  he  comes  to  let  me  in,  he's  all sleepy-eyed  and  disheveled  and  I  realize  that  I  should've given him another couple of hours. Too late for that now. 

I just come  right  out  with  it.  I  tell  him  that  Jilly  said  he knew all about  lucid dreaming and  what I want to  know  is, is  any  of  it  real—the  place  you  dream  of,  the  people  you meet there? 

He stands there in the doorway, blinking like an owl,  but I  guess  he's  used  to  stranger  things,  because  after  a moment he leans against the door jamb and  asks  me what I know about consensual reality. 

It's  where  everything  that  we  see  around  us  only  exists because we all agree it does, I say. 

Well,  maybe  it's  the  same  in  a  dream,  he  replies.  If everyone  in  the  dream  agrees  that  what's  around  them  is real, then why shouldn't it be? 

I want to  ask  him about  what my dad  had  to  say  about dreams trying to escape into the waking world, but I decide I've already pushed my luck. 

Thanks, I say. 

He gives me a funny look. That's it? he asks. 

I'll explain it some other time, I tell him. 

Please  do,  he  says  without  a  whole  lot  of  enthusiasm, then goes back inside. 

When  I  get  home,  I  go  and  lie  down  on  the  old  sofa that's  out  on  my balcony.  I close  my eyes.  I'm  still  not  so sure  about  any  of  this,  but  I  figure  it  can't  hurt  to  see  if Jeck  and  I  can't  find  ourselves  one  of  those happily-ever-afters  with which fairy tales  usually end.  Who knows? Maybe I really am the daughter of the Moon. If not here, then someplace. 
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If you keep your mind sufficiently open,
people will throw a lot of rubbish into it.

—WILLIAM A. ORTON
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ONCE UPON A TIME THERE WAS WHAT THERE
WAS, AND if nothing had happened there would be
nothing to tell.

2

IT WAS MY FATHER WHO TOLD ME THAT
DREAMS WANT to be real. When you start to wake up,
he said, they hang on and try to slip out into the waking
world when you don't notice. Very strong dreams, he
added, can almost do it; they can last for almost half a day,
but not much longer.

I asked him if any ever made it. If any of the people our
subconscious minds toss up and make real while we're
sleeping had ever actually stolen out into this world from
the dream world.

He knew of at least one that had, he said.

He had that kind of lost look in his eyes that made me
think of my mother. He always looked like that when he
talked about her, which wasn't often.

Who was it? I asked, hoping he'd dole out another little
tidbit about my mother. Is it someone I know?

But he only shook his head. Not really, he told me. It
happened a long time ago—before you were born. But I
often wondered, he added almost to himself, what did she
dream of?

That was a long time ago and I don't know if he ever





