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“A virus can only burn for so long…” 

 

A mysterious illness causing a deep sleep from which the affected cannot be roused takes hold in an 

isolated college town in the hills of Southern California. It starts with one perplexing case that rapidly 

spreads to epidemic proportions resulting in the quarantine of the entire town.  

 

The novel is told in third person omniscient tense through the perspectives of a diverse group of 

characters: the painfully shy college roommate of the first girl to succumb to the disease, their dormmate, 

a morally conflicted heir to a pharmaceutical empire, determined to live the most ethical life he can, 

young first time parents of a newborn who was possibly contaminated by donor milk, a conspiracy 

theorist survivalist single father and his two pre-teen daughters, an aging biology professor, already 

mourning the loss of his husband to Alzheimer’s, a Los Angeles psychiatrist and single mother called in 

to consult on the cases who is then quarantined with the rest of the town’s residents and forced to be away 

from her daughter.  

 

I initially picked up this book shortly after it was first published. I had read and thoroughly enjoyed Karen 

Thompson Walker’s previous novel, Age of Miracles and hoped The Dreamers would be equally 

captivating. Unfortunately, I struggled with it, ultimately giving up. I picked it up again recently, this time 

intending to read it as part of my pandemic-themed reading list.  

 

So much of this novel resonated with me because of the current pandemic. I frequently thought, “That’s 

exactly what’s happening now!” while reading this novel. The perplexing nature of the first cases. The 

complete lack of urgency and the almost deliberate obtuseness in the early days of the illness. The slow 

realization of the gravity of the situation and the ensuing panic: hoarding, wearing face masks, social 

distancing, quarantine and the accompanying anxiety and restlessness and feelings of having one’s civil 

liberties violated. Conspiracy theories about the source of the illness. The rapid spread in nursing homes 

and among immunocompromised individuals. The overall rapid spread of the illness and the subsequently 

overwhelmed hospitals and over extended medical staff. The race to research and understand the illness 

and to find a cure…  

 

I am sure there are philosophical ponderings the author intended to foster in readers; how do we know 

which is real? Our waking lives or our dreams? I think there may have been a pro-life slant in the 

numerous detailed descriptions of a fetus growing in one of the first victims of the illness. But for me, 

given the present state of the world and the COVID-19 pandemic, I was less concerned with any “deep 

metaphysical” ideas in the novel and more focused on the “physical” happenings. The way she describes 

how easily and unknowingly the illness spread was so simple and almost poetic: “This is how the sickness 

travels best: through all the same channels as do fondness and friendship and love.” 

 

The writing overall was average in my amateur opinion. The sentences, and even the chapters were short 

and almost choppy, giving the narrative a stilted tone, which was the reason I struggled reading this novel 

the first time around. Others may perceive this writing style as simple and fluid, but I felt it inhibited the 

flow of the novel and made it hard to become invested in the characters because it seemed so little time 

was allotted for each one before moving onto the next. If I was reading this novel under “normal” 

circumstances, I’d give it two out of five stars, but given it’s current pertinence and the feelings of 

empathy it evoked, I’ll bump my rating up to four out of five stars.  


