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      To my sister, who helped build this dream.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        ‘Follow your dreams,’ everyone says.

        But where to find one worth following?

      

      

      

      
        
        For Maatje Finkel, it was four years ago.

        The first night without her sister.

      

        

      
        The night she discovered the hotel . . .

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *
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      Maatje knew she was dreaming because the window had been closed when she’d fallen asleep. Now the sash gaped wide and the bedsheet acting as a makeshift curtain flapped in the breeze. Down below, in the moonlit paddock that Mum and Aunt Marjorie planned to turn into a vegetable garden, stood a shaggy chestnut horse.

      “Elinor?”

      Had her sister missed her so much she’d ridden all the way to Maatje’s dream from her new boarding school? Finally they could gallop through wildflower meadows again, and churn sand and salty spray along the beach. Elinor always had the best horse dreams.

      Maatje ran as fast as she could outside. The horse raised his head and considered her through a mouthful of grass, but Elinor was nowhere to be seen.

      Of course she wasn’t. Elinor was too far away to dream with. Besides, her horse dreams had stopped when the divorce came; Mum and Dad’s arguing had scared them away. Scared Elinor away too.

      “Baggy,” she named the pony, scratching behind his withers and swallowing back her disappointment. “What happened to the rest of your herd?”

      Looking back at the new house, Maatje decided it looked a lot better in the dark, without the grey and the rain. Beyond, the empty moors beckoned. Somewhere out there her sister dreamt without her.

      She heaved the paddock gate open. “Come on, let’s go and look for them.”

      Like Elinor’s dream horses, Baggy loved to run. Maatje lay straddled across his back, tucked close to his arching, straining neck, and together they flew. Leaping over brooks, dodging ghostly boulders and squelching through bog. The moor yawned dark and endless as she ripped through the starless, soggy space on her equine rocket.

      Lonely space, without the thunder of accompanying hooves. Without her sister’s laughter.

      But there was another sound. A violin. Carrying through the night as if the raspy grass and mud-clogged streams themselves were singing. Calling. Come and play, because life is beautiful.

      And they followed its tune up a hill shaped like an overgrown tortoise, where a boy stood atop, playing his fiddle, moonlight spilling through his fingers.

      Maatje slid off Baggy’s back and watched the music twist and dance around her. Downhill it swept, quavers stacking themselves like bricks, swirling treble clef turrets and triangular crescendo rooves slated with sharps. A solid crotchet driveway cobbled with semibreves stretched out from the big bass doors and harmony twinkled in every window.

      A mansion, made entirely out of music. Yet as solid as anything she’d ever seen before.

      The boy played on until rhythm pumped from the chimney and the door knobs sparkled with staccato shine, then he lowered his violin and offered Maatje a grin.

      “Hello.”

      Maatje’s jaw swung like a gate without a latch. “How’d you do that?”

      He was a little older than her – fifteen or sixteen – with vibrant blue eyes that reflected the lights of the mansion like magic. “The Manager likes the hotel to be built afresh every night. Easier than washing the sheets.”

      “It’s amazing.” Maatje became embarrassingly aware she was dressed in her pyjamas and covered in mud. “A strange place to build a hotel though, in the middle of nowhere.”

      The boy gave a small acknowledging bow. “On the contrary, nowhere can be found by everyone.”

      As he spoke, cars began drawing up the driveway, emptying pyjama-clad passengers into the hotel. A man riding in a little toy train dodged in and out of the arriving legs and someone parachuted onto the roof. Six wild ponies wandered around the side of the hotel. Baggy gave an excited whinny and galloped down the hill to greet them.

      Maatje giggled. “Baggy found his herd!” What she’d give to see Elinor amongst all the crowding faces. “May I take a look? I’ve never seen a hotel made of music before.”

      The boy threw his fiddle into the air where it flew off on silent tawny wings. “It would be my pleasure.”

      Partway down the hill, Maatje felt as she always did before stepping into her sister’s dreams – that often invisible, but ever-present, barrier between minds.

      This wasn’t her dream. The hotel and boy belonged to somebody else. A stranger.

      She stopped walking.

      It definitely wasn’t Mum’s or Aunt Marjorie’s. Their minds didn’t feel like this. But who else’s could it be? The new house was miles from anywhere.

      The boy must have seen her apprehension. He turned and cocked his head, as though the wind whispered its secrets in his ear. “This is the Manager’s hotel for the tired and lonely dreamer. Everyone is welcome.”

      Maatje wrinkled her nose. “That’s impossible.”

      No one could fit everyone in their dream. Mum had once tried to invite both Maatje and her sister into hers. She’d had a headache for days.

      “There’s only one impossible thing in all the world.” The boy brought a carefully closed fist out of his pocket. “Want to see?”

      Maatje nodded.

      He opened his fingers. His palm was empty.

      “Nothing?” Maatje frowned.

      “Exactly.” The boy gave a smile to embarrass the stars. He still had the violin bow in his other hand and shook it out like a rolled up carpet. It spilt down the hillside, becoming a long slippery slide. “So, you coming?”

      Both Mum and school had drilled into Maatje her entire life to never enter a stranger’s dream, and really, apart from Elinor’s, no one’s dreams had ever appealed before. She’d asked why it was so bad, but the reply had always been either, “Don’t get clever,” or, “Because it is.” Those weren’t reasons. If she entered a stranger’s dream and something bad happened, Maatje could always wake up, back in her room, safe. She was an expert at waking up on command.

      She also itched to see inside this Manager’s impossible hotel.

      Maatje took a deep breath and launched herself down the slide.
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      “I’m Will by the way,” said the boy, taking Maatje around the side of the hotel to avoid the bustling entrance.

      “Maatje.”

      They arrived at a small open door at the side of the hotel, which belched orange light and the sounds of clattering crockery. Inside was a hubbling, bubbling mass of heat and noise and purpose. A steaming pit of tomato soup in the centre hissed and whooshed up like a geyser, splattering into the mosaic of bowls arranged around it. Brave chefs rushed to retrieve filled bowls and replace them with empty ones before the soup erupted again. Clouds of flour drifted high above the mayhem, and chefs with machetes hacked to contain celery the size of bamboo that sprouted from a countertop forest of carrot orange trunks and plumy lettuce leaves. Maatje ducked as a fairy cake whizzed over her head on stubby sponge wings, while a chef with a net on a stick chased after it.

      Oh, if Elinor could have seen this!

      A hollowed-out watermelon the size of a small room sat serenely to one side in a garden of fanned strawberries, peeling orange lilies and plump buds of grape. Inside, the walls were carved with frilly flowers of red, white and green and the floor tiled with shiny black seeds. A dark-haired lady worked amidst bouquets of pineapple, kiwi and mango, her sharp knife unravelling an apple like a long red ribbon.

      She made a half bow in Maatje’s direction and held out another apple. “Today we make apple rose.”

      Maatje turned, thinking she was talking to Will, but he had disappeared. “You mean me?”

      The lady nodded.

      Eagerly, Maatje picked up a knife and tried to copy. A large triangular chunk of apple landed on the counter.

      “Have you got a peeler?”

      “No, no.” The lady’s eyes grew wide. “A knife is more precise. Please . . .” She reached an elegant hand around Maatje’s and moved her fingers into the right position. Together, carefully, they began to unwrap the apple.

      When they both had long strips of skin, the lady showed Maatje how to roll it so it fanned out to form a rose. Beautiful, and so simple, Maatje instantly began to work on her own. Tight on one side, loose on the other . . .

      There!

      It looked like a deformed turnip. She resisted the urge to squish it up in frustration and unrolled it to try again. This time she listened carefully to the lady’s instructions, and to her delight a sort of squashed rose blossomed between her fingers.

      “I did it!”

      The lady smiled. “Very good. Another.”

      They placed their apple roses amongst the grape buds and orange lilies and each picked up another apple. By the time Will reappeared, red-cheeked and with the renegade fairy cake in one hand, Maatje had made four roses, each better than the last.

      “If you’re looking to get a job, you’d better have a bath first,” he said.

      Maatje flushed. She’d forgotten how she looked.

      Will passed her the fairy cake as they left the kitchen. It was delicious. Dinner had been half a can of cold baked beans after no one could find any gas canisters for the hob.

      Out in the lobby, guests milled about, some dressed in their best suits and others padding about in their pyjamas like Maatje. The clerk at the main desk nodded to each as they passed and disappeared through the many doors that were labelled things like: dining room, library, vanishing room . . .

      Maatje licked the icing sugar from her fingers. “What’s in the vanishing room?”

      Will stared at her. “You can see that?”

      Maatje nodded. “Is it private?”

      Will winced and led her to a great wooden vine in the centre of the lobby. Its twisted trunk was formed of shallow steps, spiralling up through the heart of the hotel. The plant’s tendrils wound across the lobby ceiling, dropping bunches of glowing crystal flowers like chandeliers, then all the way up into the darkness of the floors above until it looked like starlight.

      “May I?” Will offered Maatje a gentlemanly palm.

      Her breath caught. No one had ever treated her like this before. She pushed her questions about the vanishing room aside and eagerly placed her sticky fingers in his. Each step hummed under her footsteps, reminding her of the music from which it was made.

      “Hold tight.” Will squeezed her fingers and began to climb faster, up, up and up.

      The humming stairs built to a chorus, the sparkling light from the chandelier flowers swarmed like fireflies around them, and before she knew it, Maatje wasn’t climbing at all. She was floating.

      “Oh!” She grabbed Will’s other hand in surprise as they drifted between the branches. “Wow.”

      Will laughed. “Best way to travel.”

      “I love it!” Maatje tried a somersault. Then another. Her elbow caught a flower and it tinkled like wind chimes.

      Will glided onto a landing and steadied her when she attempted a graceful touchdown that turned out to be harder than he made it look.

      Maatje didn’t want him to let go. She wanted to fly forever. She wanted Elinor to fly with them.

      “What’s the bathroom like?”

      Will heaved open a heavy door that poured purple curling steam.

      Maatje grinned.

      ‘Follow your dreams,’ everyone said.

      But Maatje was happy playing in this one.
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      The fine misty rain had deceived Maatje yet again as she marched umbrella-less to work from the bus station. No more than a six-minute walk and she was soaked through – from her gloves and thick woollen coat right down to her underwear. One day, when she was a top dream therapist and earnt lots of money, she’d learn to drive. Then she’d have a nice parking bay at the SDRC and a glove compartment where an umbrella would always live for the short hop from the front seat to those big, gleaming automatic doors. But for now, here she was, with a floppy, soggy bus pass tucked into her wallet, and a squelch to her shoes. Nothing to do but enjoy it.

      She rounded the corner and the enormous glassy hulk of the SDRC loomed in the haze above the rest of the buildings in town.

      The Shared Dreaming Research Centre.

      Maatje had plenty of dreams to follow nowadays. Dreams to revolutionise the world of dream therapy with her incredible discoveries. Dreams of fixing her sister. And realising them all started here.

      Outside the building were the usual rabble of protesters. Maatje had been surprised how many people were against shared dreaming when she’d first seen a protest, and saddened by the number who simply didn’t have enough trust in their fellow humans to let anyone in.

      There was quite a large crowd this morning. Maatje glanced at their signs as she skirted round them.

      Man’s mind for himself

      Keep sleep sacred

      She quickly ducked her head in fear of being heckled and ploughed through the front doors into the warmth.

      Inside was calm and clean. Maatje pretended to wring herself out to Camille on reception, who shook her perfectly dry, glossy head in exasperation. Good. She’d probably lend her an umbrella if the rain didn’t stop in time for the party that evening. There were always one or two in the lost property. Maatje continually added to the collection.

      She squelched past the massive twinkling Christmas tree over to the lifts, her squeaking shoes echoing loudly in the vast atrium. A floor polishing machine followed, sucking up the stream that trickled from her feet.

      “Oh my god, Maatje Finkel, did you swim here?!” Hanna, her colleague and effortlessly glamorous SDRC data analyst heralded her arrival in the office.

      Their boss, Paul, didn’t even lift his head from his work as he said, “Maatje, we’re in the labs all day today. I’ve got three new blockers for you to try.”

      The labs were her favourite place. It hadn’t been long into her apprenticeship when Paul had discovered Maatje was very good at entering other people’s dreams, even without an invitation. Since it was his job to devise mechanisms dreamers could put in place to stop intruders, Maatje had instantly become his antihero guinea pig. All she had to do was break into the dreams of blocker scientists who created his carefully thought-out barriers. It was a welcome escape from her usual role of report typist and paperwork filer. Now she got to work with the pros. Even if they had so far dismissed all her thoughts on dreaming.
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        * * *

      

      “No one can control their dreams like that, Maatje,” sighed Ulf, a tall, silver-haired blocker who liked handing out sherbets. She’d just given him her suggestions for how he could have stopped her wheedling her way through his block that evening. “We can only guide the metaphor.”

      Sitting up on the bed in the stark white lab, Maatje closed her mouth. She’d been careful not to mention the hotel this time.

      “And on that note we’re done,” Paul said, glancing at his watch. “Off to the party with you all – good job.”

      Maatje peeled the probes off her head and yawned. Her first work Christmas party. A fancy affair held in the grand manor house of the SDRC’s biggest shareholder, Hubert Kröte. Hanna was giving her a lift.

      “Maatje, put this into the system quickly, would you?” Paul handed her a scribbled table full of numbers he’d been filling in all day. It made very little sense, but was easy enough to copy out. Paul hated typing. She shook the sleep from her brain and sat down at the computer.

      “I’ll see you at Hubert’s later, yeah?” He pointed to her expectantly.

      Maatje raised a finger in the air in confirmation, still too tired to speak, and started typing.

      She’d succeeded with two out of three blockers, which wasn’t bad. Though it meant more work for Paul every time she got through their barriers. He and the blockers were clever men who understood a lot about dreams, but wouldn’t stand for any notion that dreams might actually be a little more impossible than even they knew.

      “You can’t share dreams with anyone further than the room next door,” Ulf had said.

      “You can’t fit more than a few people in your head at the same time,” agreed Hans.

      “You can’t choose what you dream about,” Walter added.

      These were boring, fundamental absolutes that rigidified their expectations so much that Maatje slipped around them unnoticed, and they continued to be stumped by it. Weren’t scientists supposed to be open to anything? How was she supposed to help Elinor if they wouldn’t even consider her ideas? If they thought the hotel was some childish fantasy? She wasn’t a kid anymore. She’d be nineteen in a few months.

      An anguished cry echoed in the corridor outside, jolting Maatje fully awake. Her heart pounded in her chest even as her brain tried to make sense of what she’d heard. She chided herself and chuckled. Dreams lingered down here. Either that or someone else was running late to the party.

      When she returned to the office, Hanna was in a long cream gown with sequins in all the right places, fixing little pearls into her hair.

      “There you are,” she said, handing Maatje the shimmering purple dress she promised she’d lend her. “We have to leave in fifteen minutes. I don’t want to miss the welcoming drinks.”

      Maatje felt like a movie star by the time they made their way to the front doors of the SDRC. Heels clacked on the shiny floor; feathers of dark auburn hair tickled her neck. She drew her coat tighter as the cold breeze outside hit. The leftover puddles from the morning’s rain shone with silver stillness in the light pouring from the SDRC.

      “Oh my goodness!” Hanna cried.

      Striped police tape surrounded the place where people had been protesting earlier, and three white tents had been erected within its perimeter.

      Maatje’s heart did a somersault. But they only did that when people died. What had happened?

      “Protestors.” Hanna’s shock disappeared behind a disapproving tut. “They’re a different breed.”
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      Earlier that same day, as Maatje came around the corner in the rain to see the protest outside the SDRC, Friedrich was holding his sign: Privacy is a RIGHT. The rain didn’t bother him, as his was an important task: to outlaw shared dreaming. It pained him that society couldn’t see how wrong it all was. Just because it was possible, didn’t mean people should do it. And the SDRC aided and encouraged their participation.

      A SDRC worker lifted his middle finger to the crowd as he went from his car into the building. A couple of protestors reciprocated the gesture. Friedrich rose above it – but only because his wife was standing next to him. His beautiful black-eyed Brenda. Not only did she believe in the cause, but she was walking proof of it. As a child she’d been a weak dreamer, and her neighbour and his friends had frequently broken into her dreams to abuse her and the things she dreamt about. She’d never told anyone about it because they’d threatened to do it all in real life if she did. Nowadays she was stronger. She had learnt to block people. Friedrich had helped. He’d accumulated many tactics to keep people out of his dreams over years of flitting from foster home to foster home. Well-meaning and not so well-meaning foster parents, and their snobby kids. A gang at the children’s home had been the worst; they’d been the last people to ever get inside his head. That had been thirteen years ago when he’d been twelve.

      No more.

      Two protestors went over to the car of the SDRC worker who’d sworn at them and dragged their keys along the side of it. A security guard ran out of the building and hailed them angrily.

      Brenda sighed. “This is why no one takes us seriously, because of idiots like them.”

      Friedrich put his arm around her and kissed her cheek. “Want me to offer to pay for damages?”

      Brenda nudged him with a fond smile. He loved her smile. It was ever so slightly wonky and made her look like she was teasing him. “Do you want your children to eat for the rest of the week?”

      Friedrich looked away. He’d taken a couple of hours off work to attend the protest this morning. Computers could wait, but the top scientists on the continent meeting the CEO of the SDRC couldn’t.

      Brenda worked weekends when Friedrich was at home to look after the kids. This protest was a rare moment the two of them had together. Anja, their eldest, had just started school, and Milo was in playgroup for a couple of hours, so Brenda had been able to accompany him.

      A number of security guards gathered around the car and some protestors followed. A few of the guards pushed them towards the entrance of the car park, while others wrestled with the two who’d scratched the car.

      “Come on, all of you, get out of here. You ain’t wanted.”

      “This is a peaceful protest,” shouted one protester, as a guard shoved her back.

      “Didn’t you hear what he said? Get out. This is private property.”

      “So are our dreams!”

      The pushing quickly turned to kicking and the protestors kicked back. A few picked up stones from the flower beds and launched them at the guards. They deserved it, but Friedrich didn’t want any trouble. He waved his sign furiously over his head. If they were going to get kicked out before any of the SDRC’s guests came, he would make sure at least the security staff saw his message.

      Brenda hissed when a stone hit her in the back of the head. “Come on, Freddie, let’s get out of here.”

      But they couldn’t. They were surrounded by what was fast becoming an angry mob, squeezing them towards the doors to the SDRC.

      “Stay back!” a guard yelled, unsheathing his gun and aiming it into the crowd.

      Friedrich felt Brenda’s hand in his. They were still being shoved forward. More guards pulled out their guns.

      “Hold it right there!”

      “You’re not going to use that!” someone yelled.

      A large stone struck one of the guards in the temple, knocking him out cold.

      “Stop!”

      A shot ran out. Then two more.

      People ran in all directions, screaming.

      Brenda?! He’d lost her hand in the fray and dived back to find her.

      People punched, scratched and even bit him as they fought their way past.

      Another gunshot.

      There was blood on his clothes, on their clothes . . .

      Friedrich could hear nothing over the roar of terrified people and the blood rushing in his ears.

      “Brenda!”

      He found her lying on the concrete, her beautiful black eyes unseeing. A bullet in the middle of her forehead.

      Time blurred around him. He touched her cheek gently, then harder. As feet kicked at them, he covered her with his body to protect her from their trampling. Even when they’d gone, he still lay there. He couldn’t look at her. It wasn’t real. None of this was real.

      “Oy, you!”

      Rough hands grabbed Friedrich and pulled him away.

      “Get off me!” He ripped and swung and screamed like a wild animal. Some of them were touching her. “Get off her! Brenda!”

      He wrenched himself free and threw himself to her side, scooping her into his arms.

      But the hands grabbed again and the world lost focus. He tried to headbutt the guard who had pinned his arms to his side, but his head rolled uselessly. What was happening?

      Then he saw the needle.

      “Whatdidyoudotome?” Friedrich slurred.

      “We just need you to relax,” the man with the needle said. He was wearing a white lab coat.

      “Youkilledmywife.”

      “Take him inside,” the lab coat man ordered.

      “Brenda!” He couldn’t see. Was he going blind? The world rippled and his cheeks tickled with the dampness of rain.

      They lay him on a trolley, starting to roll him away, and there was nothing he could do about it. Brenda got smaller and smaller, and someone else knelt at her side instead of him.

      No, no, no! The words couldn’t leave his brain any more than his movements could. In his head, he cursed them all and thrashed out until he was free from the trolley and back with Brenda, but all he could really do was twitch a hand.

      People bid the guards and the man in the lab coat a good morning as they passed, giving Friedrich concerned looks.

      Help. Help me, he wanted to call to them. But the only noise he made was a deep guttural moan.

      By the time they stopped rolling him, sleep beckoned heavy. They were in some sort of laboratory, white and metal everywhere. Computers and wires. He couldn’t make sense of any of it. He had to stay awake. He had to get away.

      “Just relax.” The lab coat man leant over him and smiled.

      This was really bad.
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      With a deep clang, the towering wrought-iron gates to Hubert’s manor opened to admit them. Beyond, flickering lanterns marked the long, winding driveway down to the light-strung house at the bottom. The front steps were iced in red carpet and guarded by two enormous Christmas trees. The butlers at the top bowed as they passed, and pushed the doors open. It was all very grand.

      Inside was a feast of festive cheer. The smell of something quite delicious wafted through the air. Maatje’s stomach gurgled in glee. Food would be her first stop after the formalities were over.

      “Hello, welcome,” said a beefy-lipped man with a red face and floppy hair. He grasped Hanna by the arms and kissed her on both cheeks, then moved to Maatje, lingering on her a little longer, his cologne completely masking the smell of food.

      “My, you are a pretty one,” he told her. “I think I would have remembered seeing you here before.”

      “Maatje. I only started three and a half months ago.” She tried to smile, but he was standing far too close.

      “I’m Hubert,” he said. “Proud to be part of the SDRC ever since it began almost twenty years ago.”

      Maatje blushed bright red. This was the famous Hubert. Without him, the SDRC would still be a couple of intrepid scientists working in someone’s bedroom. They had a lot to thank him and his money for. “Then I’ve got quite a bit of catching up to do.”

      Hubert chuckled. “If there’s anything my staff can’t get you tonight, come and see me.” He gave her a wink then looked over her shoulder. “Ah, Mrs Steen, how marvellous of you to come.”

      Maatje and Hanna walked into the grand hall, closer to the glorious aromas. The buffet tables were still empty, but waiters with white gloves offered trays of champagne to the guests.

      “Thank you.” Maatje almost spilt the contents of her glass everywhere when Hanna gave her a sharp nudge.

      “There he is.”

      Robbie. Hanna’s crush. She’d been deliberating over the best ways of addressing him at the party for most of the month. He was chatting with their boss, Paul.

      “Well, go on then,” Maatje encouraged, licking a drop of champagne off the back of her hand as discreetly as possible.

      “Oh, I don’t know,” Hanna squirmed. “Do you think he’ll even be interested? Why don’t we walk past him and I’ll laugh loudly at something you say?”

      “Hey, Han, Maatje!” Paul waved them over.

      Hanna squeaked in Maatje’s ear.

      “Robbie, these are my two colleagues, Hanna and Maatje,” Paul introduced them. “Ladies, this is Robbie from the calibrations department.”

      There was a tremendous amount of cheek kissing again, before Hanna timidly asked what part of calibrations Robbie was involved in. And that was it. The pair had eyes for no one else.

      Paul excused Maatje and himself and whispered, “She can thank me later,” as they walked away.

      Paul was great. He’d known when he’d accepted Maatje onto the apprenticeship that dream therapy was her major interest, and – after warning her not to mention the impossible hotel from her childhood if she wanted to be taken seriously – hooked her up with Doctor Becker, a knowledgeable scientist who not only inspired Maatje, but was as lured to the buffet tables as she was when the food eventually arrived.

      The evening passed in a blur of formality and frivolity. All the top dogs of the SDRC gave speeches, including the CEO Rufus Sterne and Hubert, and a large bunch of flowers was given to a scientist who was retiring. Food and drink flowed as endless as the band’s ability to belt out Christmas tunes.

      At about one in the morning, Maatje decided she’d had enough. Battling blockers in the labs all day had exhausted her and their torment hadn’t ended there; that night all three had twirled her across the dance floor too.

      She sank into a chair with an ice-cold drink and kicked off her shoes. Hanna was nowhere to be seen. According to Camille, she’d slipped out with Robbie about an hour ago. Maatje decided to give her lift home twenty more minutes, otherwise she’d call a taxi instead. She stretched back and closed her eyes . . .
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        * * *

      

      She found herself in front of a chipped red door. The door to someone else’s dream. It was thick with the pulpy, invisible barrier that always sent thrilling shivers down the back of her neck – somewhere new and exciting.

      Maatje wondered who else had fallen asleep at the party as she knocked. There was no answer, so she jiggled the handle and pushed the door open.

      Inside was the town square. She recognised the big stone fountain in the middle of the cobbles with its half-naked statue. Except, rather than water pouring out of the jug in the statue’s arms, when the jug filled, this statue leapt to life and threw the entire contents onto the group of children laughing and splashing in its basin.

      The houses around the square were also missing. Instead, the space had become a gigantic playground. Slides the size of electric pylons, a forest of monkey bars and roundabouts that pinned its riders to the edges like a centrifuge. There was a glimmer of impossibility to the air, as though any moment something wonderfully unexpected would happen. For a heart-stopping second, Maatje thought she could hear Will’s violin, but it was only a blackbird singing its lungs out in the trees.

      It was, however, exactly the sort of eye-popping, toe-itching place the hotel had been. Who in the SDRC had dreams like this?

      That was when she noticed there were no other adults about. Just children, all frolicking on the attractions.

      “Hello!” she hollered to a group clambering on what looked like a giant lime jelly. “This is an amazing dream. Whose is it?”

      As soon as they saw Maatje making her way towards them, they all bounced so hard they ended up inside the gummy blob, floating wide-eyed like fearful bits of fruit cocktail. Maatje prodded the jelly. Cold and smooth, just like the dessert. She put a foot on it and immediately the world began to wobble. The sensation was so peculiar, she started laughing. A couple of the kids giggled too, but then the wobbling began to feel increasingly as if someone was shaking her by the shoulders . . .
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        * * *

      

      “Was my dancing that unimpressive?” Paul let go of her shoulder as Maatje opened her eyes.

      “I was waiting for my ride home.” She blinked around the hall to see if Hanna had returned, but she was still absent. As was Robbie.

      “You want a lift with me? I’ve just about had it too. My feet are half a size too big for these shoes.”

      Maatje nodded and thanked him, but her head was still half in the dream playground. She checked around the hall again to see if she could spot who’d been napping with her, but everyone was either laughing, dancing or saying their goodbyes.

      “Paul?” she asked as they made their way down the front steps. “Does Hubert have any children – or grandchildren?”

      “No, but he lets half the manor out as a children’s home. It’s a wonder the man has any time for himself with all his causes.”

      “I didn’t know that.”

      Paul smiled. “He doesn’t publicise it. Why do you ask?”

      Maatje scolded her heart for racing. So long had she been looking for a dream like the hotel, it had immediately jumped to the conclusion that this dream was shared by all the children in the home. But that was impossible. No mind had space for so many. Not any mind the SDRC had come across.

      That was what Paul would say anyway. Had said many times already.

      “Oh, no reason.”

      But Paul had never met the Manager.
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      Maatje rode to the hotel every night afterwards.

      At first she’d been afraid it wouldn’t be there any more, or that she’d be unable to find it. Her dreams had never been as steady as Elinor’s. But the giddy beauty of the lone violin beckoned Maatje and her horse across the moors, to where Will, with a final flourish of his bow, would grin and say, “I’ve got something to show you.”

      And every night became more wonderful than the last. They explored vast underwater caverns in the basement, full of colourful fish and wild tentacled creatures; they bounced over the clouds from the topmost turret, soft as cotton and infinitely mouldable. Maatje gave herself a thick plumy moustache, and Will made a pair of wings on which he flew so fast he whipped the clouds into delicious spun sugar, flavoured raspberry in the rising sun.

      Maatje didn’t only explore. She helped Taeng, the fruit lady, in the kitchen too, perfecting the apple roses and grape buds. But her orange lotuses still looked more like half-eaten sunflowers. Head chef Giovanni had a soft spot for her stomach and insisted she taste every new recipe for guest quality control, a task very much to her liking.

      But Will was her favourite person to spend time with. As the Manager’s assistant, truly anything could happen when he was around. No one at home nor school took Maatje seriously; they either put up with or dismissed her fanciful, childish ways. Will didn’t. He listened to her chat and chat, with his big blue eyes and dark lashes like a girl. On the odd occasion when she saw a door or a corner the other guests couldn’t, he looked at her as if she was the only one who could see him too. Then back came the grin and he’d take her hand. Off again, to discover something new.
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        * * *

      

      One night, Maatje arrived at the hotel to a buzz in the air. A couple of honeymooning guests had turned up and since they’d neither had the family nor the finances for a wedding bigger than a ten-minute visit to the registry office, the Manager had proposed a full-out party to celebrate. Maatje went straight to the kitchens to assist Taeng with the fruit platters, then helped a couple of chefs wheel them out to the dining room, which tonight was a giant marquee formed entirely out of the trunks and branches of twisting tropical trees, their smooth, polished roots knotting the floor. Fat leaves flapped gently in the breeze from outside. Maatje peeked through them, toes sinking deep into the hot sand of a vast golden beach, framed with a lapping sea as clear as a swimming pool. She’d never been abroad before. The air bloomed hot and new in her lungs and the sun painted everything with joy. It felt as if she’d stepped into an advert at the travel agents.

      Will rushed into the marquee behind her with an armful of cutlery and a couple of balloons tied to the back of his trousers.

      “Do you play volleyball?” she asked, poking a balloon.

      Will grinned. “Absolutely.”

      He untied the balloons and threw one to Maatje. It was heavier than she’d expected, more like a beach-ball. Which of course it now was. There was suddenly a volleyball net outside too. Maatje felt a stab of envy. How she longed to be able to control her dreams like this.

      They played long enough to get sweaty, sandy and sea-soaked. Lying in the shallows to cool down after Maatje’s narrow victory, their hair and fingers drifted in the gentle pull of the water.

      “Are you real?” she asked Will.

      He hesitated. “Does it matter?”

      “Yes.” Maatje sat up with a splosh. “Because if you live near me, maybe we could meet up. All the kids at school are just into computer games or make-up, and Elinor hasn’t written yet . . .” She swallowed against a hard knobble in her throat. Elinor was probably too busy having horsey dreams with her new school friends to care about Maatje. Maybe she wanted to be there. She hadn’t made a fuss about going, not like Maatje had. Maybe it wasn’t just Mum and Dad who Elinor was relieved to get away from.

      Will sat up too, rubbing water from his face. “We already meet up.”

      That didn’t answer the question. A bead of water trembled on the top of his lip and she had the craziest urge to wipe it away for him. She quickly ducked her head and busied herself sloshing water through her fingers.

      “Here.” Will handed Maatje a pale peach flower and a pin. “I’d better get back to work. Got to give all these flowers out, and I can’t forget to blow up the rest of the balloons. Here’s a flower for Taeng too.” He splashed to his feet and scooped up the volleyball. “I’ll beat you next time.”

      Maatje made a rude noise. “Hah, you wish!”

      It didn’t take her long to dry off in the hot sun. Soon the entire hotel were lined up along the shore, welcoming the beaming couple with flower petals. One day, Maatje would be like them. She’d absolutely have her wedding here. Her cheeks reddened as she wondered briefly what Will would look like in a suit and tie, his arm through hers.

      She sampled every single dish at the buffet, each better than the last. The fruit display was commended more than once, and she swelled with pride.

      Will remembered the balloons. They floated up in the leafy canopy all night until the couple danced alone together to a band of chirping, chattering, whistling birds and insects hidden amongst the foliage. Then the balloons all lit up, a tiny butterfly visible inside each one, flapping and fluttering as the balloons drifted down to the floor. Everyone went to take a closer look at the creatures trapped inside. Maatje took the pin holding the flower to her clothes and popped a balloon. The butterfly flew out and landed in the palm of her hand. It wasn’t a butterfly at all, but a piece of paper, flopping lifelessly as soon as she closed her fingers around it.

      She heard a couple of other pops as others used their pins to free the paper butterflies, and soon the marquee was full of popping. Maatje unfolded her paper.

      Mrs Juli Franz.

      That was all it said. She knew Mrs Franz. She was the frail old lady Maatje had helped down the stairs once. She looked around the room. Yes, there she was, sitting in a leafy armchair, watching the proceedings intently.

      “That’s your dance partner for the next song,” whispered Roberto, one of the waiters, in response to her confusion, his armful of empty plates teetering.

      “Mrs Franz? Really? I’ll break her.”

      He laughed.

      Maatje went over to say hello to the lady as the music started – a quick chittering jig.

      “Maatje, dear. How are you enjoying the party?”

      “Very well, Mrs Franz.” She showed her the paper. “Apparently, we’re supposed to have this dance together, but don’t worry if you don’t want to.”

      “No, of course I will.” Mrs Franz creaked as she struggled to her feet. Maatje whipped out a steadying hand. “Thank you dear. I haven’t danced in ages.”

      And it showed. The two of them rocked and creaked at about half the speed of the music, but Mrs Franz didn’t seem to care; her face had wrinkled into one gigantic smile.

      “Oops-a, sorry.” Head chef Giovanni wobbled past with his partner – a very tall, grey-haired gentleman who Maatje thought wouldn’t look out of place wearing a monocle. They were standing on each other’s toes and almost took Maatje along with them.

      The song finished with a flourishing tweet and Mrs Franz almost collapsed onto Maatje in exhausted delight.

      “Oh, I think that’s me done for the night,” she gasped.

      Maatje led Mrs Franz back to her chair and brought her a glass of water.

      “Thank you, dear. What a party.”

      Maatje sat next to her, fanning herself with a nearby leaf.

      “It reminds me of the one the Manager put on for me when I first came here.”

      Where was the Manager? He’d gone to all the effort of arranging this evening, but not shown his face. But then Maatje had never met him, so how would she know what he looked like?

      “My son had just died,” Mrs Franz continued. “It was an awful time. But he asked me to tell him all about Frank, how he loved skiing and renovating old motorbikes. And before I knew it, he’d got the whole hotel doing the things Frank loved.” Mrs Franz laughed. “He put a ski run out in the moors. And there were all these old bikes for people to ride. Oh, and all his favourite food was cooked. I don’t know how they managed to make my knödel soup. It tasted identical. They played Frank’s awful loud music, and people spent the evening pulling crackers with little stories about his life in them.”

      A tear ran down Mrs Franz’s cheek. Maatje wasn’t sure what to do.

      “When I woke up, I went and fulfilled his lifelong dream.” She pointed up at the chirping marquee canopy. “To fly in a spitfire.”

      She laughed again and Maatje did too.

      “You went in a spitfire? In real life?”

      Mrs Franz nodded. “Took Frank’s ashes up with me.” She sniffed. “He’s a good man, that Manager. A good man.”

      Maatje nodded, then jumped up and grabbed Will. He and Roberto had just finished carrying in a huge cake. “Your turn to dance with me.”
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      The white-coated nightmares sat on the top of his firewall like vultures ready to swoop. Friedrich felt around in the fragments of letters and numbers at his feet and grasped a code that was mostly brick. Thanks to his job in network security, his dreams were often strewn with useful materials he could build defences from. He launched the brick up at the nearest white-coat. The man leant back, dodging the brick as it skimmed past, but tipped too far and toppled off the wall out of sight.

      One down; two to go.

      Wham! The next brick was on target. Right in the chest. Another white-coat down. Friedrich hoped it hurt.

      But the third was fast; he cut through the spiky, wiry code strung across the top of Friedrich’s wall and abseiled down into his mind. The man’s consciousness pressed against his own.

      No! The violation made him feel sick.

      Friedrich hounded towards him, and when he was close enough, grabbed the white-coat by his dangling leg and hurled him against the wall as hard as he could. The man’s head cracked against the glowing brickwork like a wet stone. Blood poured and he disappeared. Blinked out of existence.

      Friedrich stepped back. Had he killed him? He’d never killed anything before, apart from a few swallowed flies on his daily run to work.

      The man’s consciousness vanished along with his body. The relief was so intense, Friedrich stumbled. So it was true what they said: kill someone in your dream and they return to their own mind. Ha!

      He felt strange though. Dream or not, he’d just chosen to hurt a man so badly that he died. Oh, but he was so angry. And it wasn’t as if he’d really died, like Brenda had. That so-called scientist had got off lightly.

      “That’s the closest anyone is going to get!” he yelled to the two he still sensed on the other side of his wall. “Make one move further and you won’t even have time to regret it!”

      Friedrich turned with a snarl, like a tiger pacing its cage. He had to wake up. It was the only way to stop these ever-intensifying attacks. What did they want from his head that was so important to them? Or were they just enjoying the challenge of hacking their way in?

      Wake up; wake up.

      Anja and Milo were waiting for him. What had happened to them? Friedrich had no idea how long he’d been asleep for. Who would have picked them up from school and playgroup? He could only imagine how scared and confused they were.

      “They are being looked after.”

      Friedrich swung round. A voice, a white-coat, on his side of the firewall. Someone had got in, and they were reading his thoughts.

      “GET OUT!” Friedrich thundered towards the man, head down like a charging bull. The white-coat stood there pathetically, ankle deep in bits of code – Friedrich’s code, Friedrich’s head – holding up one of the many bricks he had used to so carefully build his wall.

      Friedrich bowled into the white-coat and the brick went flying. He seized him by his white collar and ran with him until he slammed against the wall. Then he grabbed him around the neck and squeezed.

      “How do you like it in here?” Friedrich delighted in the sweet malice that coated the words on his tongue, watching the watery eyes widen in panic as the white-coat tried to breathe. “Relax, it’s all in my mind.” Friedrich nodded to his strangling hands. “Would you rather you weren’t?”

      It was too easy. The man gave up in moments, dropping all of his puny weight onto Friedrich and disappearing.

      It didn’t feel as bad that time – killing. He could get used to it. At least he still had some sort of control left.
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      “This is the last one, I promise.”

      “Mum, the other shoes were fine,” Maatje groaned as she was dragged along the street.

      “They were far too wide for your feet.”

      “They were comfortable.”

      “They would have given you blisters. Come on, it won’t take a minute.”

      They had already spent three hours in two shoe shops hunting for new school shoes. Maatje had needed a new pair long ago, but hid them over the summer to avoid exactly this situation.

      She had each foot measured in both shops – to get a second opinion, Mum said – and Mum had examined every possible shoe for sale, with Maatje having to try on about two thirds of them. All of them felt okay, but Mum had found fault with every single pair.

      Luckily, this was the last shop in town that sold shoes. Mum would have to settle for something in here, though the chances were she’d decide the second pair Maatje tried on half a lifetime ago were the best option after all.

      “Hey, cracking fruit,” said a middle aged man to Maatje, nodding as they passed on the pavement. It was Mr Kirn, a guest at the hotel. He had been really grumpy when he first came, but now liked initiating karaoke rock concerts. It was a shock seeing him in real life, but she managed to squeak, “Hello,” before he walked out of earshot.

      Mum turned pale. “How do you know that man?”

      If she told the truth, Mum would throw a fit, so Maatje shrugged and lied. “He taught us still life at school. I drew a pineapple.”

      The colour returned to Mum’s face and she smiled. “I didn’t know you liked drawing. Can I see this pineapple? We could hang it up in the dining room.”

      “Oh, erm . . . no, he took it,” Maatje spluttered. “For an exhibition.”

      “Wow, it was that good?”

      “No, he took everyone’s.”

      The shoe shop lingered close on the left now.

      “After this, do you want to get some crafty stuff for you and Elinor to do in the half term?”

      Maatje stopped. “Elinor’s coming?”

      “Of course.”

      Maatje’s heart bubbled up into her throat. She missed her sister madly. “Yes, yes – let’s get some nice thread and beads to make friendship bracelets.”

      Mum nodded and marched into the shoe shop. Maatje didn’t mind any more. Elinor was coming! Tonight she’d ask Will to see the Manager. She needed to know if he’d do something to welcome Elinor, like he had for the honeymooning couple and Mrs Franz. Something so spectacular she’d never want to go back to school.

      Maatje was almost singing when she got home, a box of new shoes under one arm and a bag of thread and tiny glass beads in the other. She kicked off her old shoes and started upstairs with her booty.

      “Maatje, can you peel some apples for me? They’re coming out of my ears,” Aunt Marjorie called from the kitchen.

      Maatje groaned. The apple tree in the garden was bursting with fruit and her aunt had given up experimenting with different ways to use them, taking instead to stewing huge vats and freezing them. Aunt Marjorie was quite aggressive in the kitchen, and so far Maatje had been able to steer clear of her apple battle. Her joy today, however, made her generous.

      She skipped back downstairs and over the tiled floor towards the counter.

      “Peeler’s over there.” Aunt Marjorie motioned to the drawer below the cutlery.

      Maatje picked out a knife instead and skinned the apple in one thick ribbon. She was on her third when she realised Aunt Marjorie was watching her.

      “Where on earth did you learn to peel like that?”

      Maatje shrugged. “A friend taught me.”

      “You’ll have to teach me sometime. I could save myself years in the kitchen.”

      Maatje finished peeling the apples, then chopped them into cubes and tipped them into the stock pot.

      She was sliding over the tiles and out of the kitchen when Aunt Marjorie’s last demand came: “The compost bin for the peelings is . . .” She went quiet and Maatje smiled to herself. She must have discovered the little roses on the worktop.
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