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    Secret Diary of a Prawn Star


    Entry #46




    Codename: Chaplin




    Date: 12 September 2027




    Client: Bettina Haugh-Wombaur




    Payment in advance: Yes




    Session Goal: Resolve recurring anxiety dream




    Location: Collingborne Road, Shepherd’s Bush




    Narcolepsy status: Nice nap at O’s place beforehand




    Nutrition/stimulants: None




    Start time: 11:32 p.m.




    End time: 12:27 a.m.




    Mrs Haugh-Wombaur blows off a lot in her sleep. It sounds like she keeps a foghorn under the duvet. Of course, to look at her daylight life you’d never guess. She has ruffles on her bedding, and her pillowcases always match. She keeps her socks and knickers in separate drawers. None of her bras are tangled up. Even her Rabbit lives in a special velvet case with lube in a zippy bag alongside. Everything in Mrs Haugh-Wombaur’s life is under control – except her colon in the middle of the night.




    Oh, and of course: her dreams.




    That’s what she hired me for. Normally I wouldn’t snoop around people’s rooms to see what kind of vibrator they have in their drawer, but one time I had to make a lightning search for throat sweets when I had a coughing fit in the middle of the night. That’s when I noticed that Mrs H-W’s tidiness extends right down to alphabetising her make-up: blusher, concealer, eyeliner, foundation, lipstick, mascara. (I snipe because I’m jealous. I’ve had most of my make-up since I was seventeen and it’s spread over the bottom of my saggy H&M carryall so that all the containers are covered with a greasy light brown dust like fallout from an explosion.)




    At the moment, I’m in the middle of Mrs H-W’s recurring nightmare. I know it inside-out; it’s become something of a thorn in my side. Every session I do my best to get in there and change the trajectory, but no matter what I do, it always seems to end the same way. Mrs Haugh-Wombaur is invigilating a History A-Level exam in the nude while jeering students launch plastic Angry Birds piggies at her using catapults made from protractors and rubber bands.




    For some people, this would be just the beginning of a hot sex dream. Or a funny sex dream, at least. Not Mrs H-W. She’s genuinely humiliated by her body, and the Angry Birds thing apparently goes back to her student-teaching days when an eleven-year-old secretly recorded his friend shooting Green Pig into her bum crack during a lesson on the Roman Empire. The video went viral.




    I know I can help her get over it. On this particular occasion, I have a dressing gown all ready. I’m lurking in the dream at the back of the exam room, where she can see me smiling and being encouraging. I’m like a dream coach. In Mrs. H-W’s dreams I always present like my real self, because she’s insecure and I’m unthreatening. But technically I can change myself into anything I want when I’m in someone’s dream. Once I changed myself into a horse so that my client could gallop off into the sunset alone, leaving his mouthy ex-boyfriend behind.




    Mrs. H-W doesn’t need a horse. I really don’t think there’s much wrong with her; she just needs a bit more confidence and less body shame. When all her clothes vanish, I’m going to rush forward and cover her up, then inform the offending History students that they’ve failed their tests. I am going to use my mean voice.




    But before I can act, the dream is filled with the sudden gong of church bells. I startle awake.




    She’s farting again.


  




  

    Body confidence




    Mrs H-W is thrashing around in the big bed she used to share with Mr H-W before he ran off with an estate agent he met at the gym. This evening she’s been out with friends and got to bed late and a bit drunk. The drinking and/or the late-night pancakes at My Old Dutch have disagreed with her, and now the room is stifling and foetid thanks to Mrs H-W’s overactive gut flora.




    I shift in the armchair beside Mr Haugh-Wombaur’s now-empty wardrobe. This is where I work. My debilitating narcolepsy has certain advantages, and one of them is that I can fall asleep anywhere. I have to get back in the dream because I promised Mrs H-W we’d find a way to beat this thing, and I sense she’s growing impatient with our lack of success. But holy guacamole, Batman, the room smells revolting. Gagging, I stand and creep out into the hallway, listening carefully for any sign she might be waking. The hall air isn’t much better, so I pad down to the lounge and crack a window. A cool shaft of night air falls into the room and I suck it in greedily. Ah. It’s the little things.




    My earring’s internal display is discreetly informing me I have new messages. I’m kind of hoping that my next client will cancel. It’s a new client who booked me for 3 a.m. on the other side of town, for a sex dream. I hate doing these – scraping together an induced orgasm out of someone’s personal kinks isn’t therapy and it’s rarely even fun – but I’ve taken it out of financial desperation. I don’t think I’m going to be so good at this after Mrs H-W. But the first message is just a check-in from O, making sure I’m OK. I start to compose a reply to the effect that we need to charge danger money for olfactory hazards, and then a little flag in my visual field informs me that the second message is from Antonio Silva. O has forwarded it from the business line. My pulse starts flying north.




    I go to the foot of the stairs and listen. Mrs H-W’s breathing suggests she has fallen into a deeper sleep and is probably dreaming again. I need to get in there and do what she’s paying me for. Damn. What does Antonio want? Why do I care? Well, we know why I care, that’s obvious, but I don’t want to care. I start up the stairs and open the message on a small internal screen in the corner of my vision. I decide I’ll read one line. Just one line.




    Hi Charlie




    That doesn’t count as one line, OK?




    How are you? I am fine. I need a favour and I hope you will forgive




    That’s it? He’s so formal. Where’s the TLDR? He hasn’t told me anything. Forgive what? Forgive him for being such a jerk? I mean, seriously, I’m not interested in Antonio’s alleged condom phobia.




    I climb a few more steps. Mrs H-W unleashes another whopper and I stop. OK, just one more line.




    me if this request is inappropriate, but I don’t know where else to turn. Would you




    Would I? Would I? Would I what, Antonio? Quit beating around the proverbial.




    consider taking on my girlfriend as a client? She is seeing a psychiatrist but




    Grrrrrrr. I decide that, just for now, I’m going to pretend I didn’t read that. Deep breaths of the cool air, Charlie, and let it go. Really, I don’t know what possessed me to open a message from Antonio Silva of the too-giant-for-condoms dick. I do not ever learn.




    Snarling a little, I close the app and tiptoe back into Mrs H-W’s bedroom. I flop down in the chair, ready to take on her hostile A-level students. I can do this. I can help her. Body confidence. Body confidence. Body confidence.




    Mrs. H-W blows off once more with feeling.


  




  

    TRANSCRIPT




    DC: This is Donato Cruz interviewing Charlotte Aaron with Doctor Roman Pelka also present. We recommence at 1.53 p.m. on 17th September 2027 in Location B, Leytonstone Road, Stratford after Ms Aaron requested a toilet break. She has been advised of her right to legal representation during this interview and she has declined.




    CA: Legal what? Er, thought I was just here to help.




    DC: What exactly is your job? Your business card says Dreamhacker. Do you mind explaining?




    CA: Oh, you must want my elevator pitch. OK, just a second, let me remember what I’m supposed to say … OK, ready?




    DC: As ready as I’ll ever be.




    CA: I’m so glad you asked, Donato! I guess you could think of me like Billie Piper in that old TV show – damn, what was it called again? You know, where she goes to people’s hotels and does dirty stuff to them. But without the sex in my case.




    DC: I don’t watch TV.




    CA: Oh, never mind. Seriously, there’s nothing sexy about dreamhacking. I sleep in armchairs and on settees and sometimes on the floor while people snore and grind their teeth and … stuff …




    DC: How many floors does this lift stop at?




    CA: What they do in their dreams is their business. And it’s my job to help them do it in a more healthy and proactive manner.




    DC: Your formal qualifications are …?




    CA: I just remembered the elevator pitch! Secret Diary of a Call Girl meets Inception! That’s it.




    DC: OK, got it. And your formal qualifications?




    CA: Um … well, it’s a new field. There are no actual, like, governing bodies.




    DC: But you went to – let’s see – Excelsior-Barking University. You have a lower-second-class degree in Psychology. Online.




    CA: Yeah, and look where that went! I couldn’t find any proper work after I graduated, so I had to temp for an agency. Office work.




    DC: You temped for a marketing company, apparently. Arguably some psychology there.




    CA: Not really. What I do now is psychology. Sort of. In an unlicensed, rogue sort of way … That came out sounding bad, didn’t it?




    DC: And the money for … er … dreamhacking?




    CA: It’s not what you’d think given the size of the alternative-health community. The trouble is, dreamwork is time-intensive and it has to be done in person. The only way to make money is to charge people a lot. O has been trying to get me clients. She’s posh and has loads of contacts. But it’s not easy money. People want fast results or they’re off to NLP and quantum healing instead.




    DC: So you’re trying to tell me there’s no money in what you do. Why don’t I believe you?




    CA: Maybe you’re a naturally suspicious person.




    RP: [unintelligible]




    DC: Is there something you want to say, Roman?




    RP: Sorry. That wasn’t a laugh, honestly. Frog in my throat.




    CA: At least I’m employed. And I’m registered with the Council of Alternative Therapies. I pay National Insurance. You can check.




    DC: We did. So you invented this profession for yourself.




    CA: I didn’t have a choice. I got sacked from my temp job.




    DC: And why were you made redundant?




    CA: Sleeping on the job. But I couldn’t help it. I was ill.




    DC: Your medical records show that you applied for sickness benefit and were denied. You claimed narcolepsy.




    CA: It was because of the medical trial. My mate Shandy contracted typhoid so she could pay back her decorating-addiction debt. She said it was easy money.




    DC: You contracted typhoid for money?




    RP: What’s a decorating addiction?




    CA: I didn’t contract typhoid, Shandy did. Mine was this other experimental infection, I’ll just look up the name in my files while we’re talking. Bear with me. So, Shandy’s decorating addiction. She gets paid now to decorate, but before she was hired at BigSky she racked up a lot of debt buying virtual furniture. She’s really hooked. She has a full-time unicorn to stop her being run over by cyclists.




    RP: So she’s a virtual-space designer.




    CA: Trainee, but she gets a wage. It was through Excelsior-Barking’s nanotech department. They were compensating trial participants. The medical study, I mean, not the unicorn. I’m still looking for the name of the infection, sorry if my eyes are rolling back. I know it’s not my best look.




    RP: It’s OK, it suits you.




    CA: Shandy says I look like a dead body.




    DC: We can get the files later. We will need specifics about this work you did. Not Shandy or Shandy’s unicorn. You.




    CA: Sorry, I’m a little disorganised. But hey, I’m just wondering what this has to do with … with what happened to Melodie Tan. I mean, why are you so interested in me?




    RP: You’d be surprised how important these little details can be. The more you tell us, the better we can do our job.




    CA: OK, but can’t we take a break? I’m knackered.




    DC: [laughs] We just had a break.




    CA: [yawning] I’m not faking the narcolepsy, you know.




    DC: You use headware. Did you check to see if it was related to your illness?




    CA: Oh, my earring? The doctor said not to worry. It couldn’t do anything like that. Anyway, I only use it for social media. And movies. And a bit of shopping, not that I can afford to buy fresh food, even, let alone shoes or hair products. I mean, you haven’t seen my hair but since the infection it’s pretty much beyond repair.




    DC: Yet the piece you use is late-model. Well beyond most people’s budget.




    CA: My grandad handed it down when he bought himself the latest upgrade. He’s … you know, he’s from that generation. With the money.




    DC: So you’re not into tech?




    CA: Me? No. I’m more of a people person. If I were into tech I could get a job with BigSky and then I wouldn’t have to sign up for medical trials just to raise the cash to get out of the cupboard under the stairs, do you see what I’m saying?




    DC: About your friend O – her real name would be …?




    CA: Sorry, but I’m getting a bit hungry. How long will you need me for?




    DC: We can take a short break. But we’d prefer no calls, no outside contact. Roman, sort some food.




    CA: Uh … can you just tell me how long you’re likely to need me for?




    DC: I would clear your calendar, Ms Aaron. The police are treating the death as suspicious and you’re a witness.




    RP: Ms Aaron, are you all right?




    CA: [unintelligible]




    DC: We can’t understand what you’re saying. Could you speak up for the recording, please.




    CA: Am I a suspect? Because the constable at the scene told me I could talk to you if I wanted but I didn’t have to. No outside calls doesn’t sound right to me. I mean … in films they get to make one call, or is that just America?




    DC: This isn’t a film. You have the right to leave. You have the right to contact anyone you wish. I merely stated what my colleague and I would prefer.




    CA: I think I should go.




    RP: Excuse me, Donato. Er, Ms Aaron, my colleague can be a little … intense. Let me get you a kebab and a drink. You go ahead and call anyone you like. We’re not the police police. We only ask that you be … discreet. This is a sensitive matter.




    CA: [crying] Sorry. Freaking out. I mean … it’s just been so … right off the roof … I mean dead as in just gone … and it’s not my fault his dick is so big …




    RP: Whose dick would this be, precisely?




    CA: [unintelligible]




    DC: Just stop crying!




    END RECORDING


  




  

    Secret Diary of a Prawn Star


    Entry #47




    Codename: Chaplin




    Date: 13 September 2027




    Client: Martin Elstree




    Payment in advance: Yes




    Session Goal: Sexual gratification, client




    Location: Trump Metropole, Room 819




    Narcolepsy status: Crashed on Tube for 10 mins. Seriously overtired




    Nutrition/stimulants: Takeout curry & energy drink




    Start time: 2.56 a.m.




    End time: 3.27 a.m.




    RECORDING DELETED




    Material on this recording violated terms of service for the AR provision of Charlotte Aaron.




    To store material of this type, please reset your system parameters to include use of power tools for sexual violence, olfactory triggers, penile enhancement and systemic bias.


  




  

    The first cut




    Gah! Only a dream! Only a dream! WTF was that sick business – ugh, can’t unsee, can’t unhear, can’t unsmell … eww, got to get a grip.




    Pull it together, Charlie.




    I’m awake. I’m awake. I’m literally pinching myself.




    I think I can safely say I’ve never helped a client build a dream where their kink turns out to be attacking their boss with power tools. Thank god the recording system censored it. Let’s pretend it didn’t happen.




    Where am I, again?




    Let me think. I did Mrs H-W and then I got that text about Antonio and then I came here. Hotel. New client, Martin Elstree. Sex dream. Well, I think calling what just happened in his head a sex dream is stretching the definition. I need to wake up properly but it’s not easy. My body wants to keep sleeping.




    I locate myself in the cushy chair by the TV. I drag my eyes open just in time to see Martin Elstree bucking under the super-king-sized bedspread across the room. He lets out a satisfied groan. All my arm hairs are standing on end and my skin is burning with that fast-creeping-adrenaline sensation you get when you’ve narrowly escaped being hit by a phalanx of e-bikes travelling at speed.




    I watch Martin Elstree out of the corner of my eye. He thrashes a bit, then subsides. His breathing settles as he slides into light sleep.




    I’m alert enough now to realise that the curry I wolfed at the station was a mistake. I’m going to spew. I put my hand over my mouth and lurch out of the chair, relying on the hum of the air con to cover the sounds of me sneaking into the hotel bathroom. I shut and lock the door, keeping my gaze on the tile floor. There’s a mirror the size of Lancashire over the sink. I lift the toilet seat and kneel in front of it. Complimentary bath products are all lined up on a shelf in the shower. They’re high-end, just like the hotel – even though Martin’s booked one of the smallest rooms in the place. At first he gave me the keys to his posh flat in Convoys Wharf but I am glad now that I held to my policy of no house calls for first-time clients. Now that I know he’s a fucking psycho, I may have to rethink my whole client-vetting system.




    Deep breaths, Charlie. It’s OK. See? Aromatherapy bath oil. Fair Trade shower gel. I fix my attention on the calligraphy of the labels so that I don’t have to remember the sound of Martin Elstree’s boss’s croaking voice as she apologized to him for being a nasty authoritative bitch. So I won’t smell her flesh burning as he—




    My stomach clenches and the curry comes up in a yellow-brown roar. Vomit hits the water and spreads in clouds, like really ugly watercolours. I spit, flush, rinse out my mouth straight from the tap. Keep the water running. Splash my face with my eyes closed. I want to hide somewhere inside myself, but everywhere inside is the sense of Martin Elstree’s revenge-porn dream. I thought revenge porn was just being a jackass and showing people naked pictures of your ex. I never realised it could be about taking revenge on someone you hated. With a hedge-trimmer and a blowtorch. The human imagination— No, I’m not going to think about it.




    At last, to steady myself, I look up at the mirror.




    There we are, love. You idiot, look at you. Bloodshot eyes. Wet, scruffy eyebrows that shadow dark green eyes. Your skin’s normally sienna but in this light it looks more like mustard, and the violet headscarf that hides your alopecia is none too flattering – remember to wear the green one next time. Earring looks OK, discreet and simple. Remember, we’re supposed to be professional. When you’re a professional dream therapist, you might vomit but then you carry on.




    And you don’t talk to yourself in the mirror, OK?




    I’m not sure if I said any of that aloud. Maybe a little. Things get blurred. Always takes my brain activity a while to stabilize after I’ve been working on someone.




    There’s a soft knock on the door and I jump several kilometres into the air with a squawk, then glance at myself sidelong in the mirror as if to make sure I really heard what I heard.




    Knock-knock.




    ‘Charlie? Are you OK?’ Martin Elstree has a posh accent and one of those deep, scruffly radio voices, the kind that people instinctively seem to trust.




    I try to answer but nothing comes out. I clear my throat repeatedly, putting my palm against the door even though it’s locked.




    ‘Yeah, I’m fine. I’ll be with you in a minute.’




    The headache is starting. It doesn’t usually come on so quickly; but then, I don’t usually upchuck. I flick open my contact window and check the time. I’ve got maybe twenty minutes before the narcolepsy hits, and there is just no way I can risk going down with Martin Elstree in the room. I might wake up with a power saw up my vaj.




    I open the door and he’s still standing there, in his jimjams and bare feet like a normal guy. I don’t want to see his feet.




    ‘That was fantastic!’ Martin Elstree blurts, pumping his fists in that repressed middle-class way, like he’s cheering for a football match in a phone booth. ‘So very very empowering. I don’t know how you did that but you’re a genius.’




    ‘I need to go now,’ I say. He’s blocking me, and even though we’re about the same height and I probably outweigh him, his dream scared me so thoroughly that I can’t bring myself to go any closer to him. I try to turn on my bodycam so everything he might do will be on record, but the stupid firmware is in the middle of an upgrade and won’t load. Fuck.




    Before I know what I’m doing, I’ve hit the yellow warning button on my emergency link to O.




    O’s voice comes straight into my head, a sleepy growl. ‘Problem? Turn on your bodycam, I can’t see.’




    ‘Arsehole client blocking me in bathroom.’ I’m not good at carrying on internal conversations without giving away what I’m doing. Martin must notice that I’m talking to someone because he steps back with a flickering look of offended honour even as O responds.




    ‘Throw a glass of water on him, darling. Shower hose. Flying headbutt. Do what you must.’




    Flying headbutts are Shandy’s department, not mine. I shrug past Martin without saying anything and grab the door handle.




    ‘It’s only three-ish,’ he says smoothly as I open the door. ‘I booked you until eight. Just need a little time to recover, you see.’




    Now I’m out in the hallway, on CCTV and with O in my ear, I feel bolder. I turn back and square up.




    ‘I don’t do deathporn. I don’t do gratuitous dismemberment. I’m a therapist.’ My voice is shaking and I’m wanting to hurl again. If only I still had something in my stomach, maybe I could hit his feet.




    He acts shocked. ‘You must be joking, you don’t do deathporn? You have a great talent for it. You know, I could smell everything—’




    I let the door go and stride fast for the lift. Head feels like it’s being squeezed in one of those machines that you put a minivan in and press a button and get out a little chunk of metal the size of a pepper shaker. He doesn’t seem to be following me, but by now I’m staggering.




    ‘Are you safe, darling? Should I send Muz?’




    ‘Yes, please, O.’




    Muz is a bouncer for a club in Soho. He’s approximately eighteen metres tall and made of titanium. He and O are both motorbike aficionados, and he takes care of her ‘hog’ for her. He would squash Martin Elstree like a gnat.




    ‘Where shall I have him meet you? Room eight-nineteen or the lobby?’




    ‘O, I’m sorry, I think I’m going to fall asleep in public.’




    ‘Don’t do that. Put on a bit of Anthrax or something.’




    I hit the button for the lift and lean on the wall. The hallway is empty and it seems to stretch on for ever into the distance. Like a dream hallway. So tired. My headache has moved into my wisdom teeth, which I was supposed to have removed last year but I was dating Antonio and couldn’t face the chipmunk-cheek after-effects, and …




    ‘Charlie! Wake up!’




    The lift is sitting on the 27th floor refusing to move and I’m on the eighth.




    ‘Don’t think … I’ll make it out …’ I spot a laundry cart full of sheets.




    Now, let me make it clear that under normal circumstances I would never be tempted to curl up in a pile of sheets potentially loaded with other people’s body fluids, bacteria and stray pubic hair. But when I’ve been working, I become quite unable to control some of my primitive instincts. Right now the need for sleep is overpowering. I have to get somewhere safe and cosy before I pass out, and suddenly those sheets are looking too inviting to resist. I wonder if this is how dogs feel about lamp posts.




    ‘Eighth floor,’ I tell O. ‘Laundry cart near the lift.’




    Then I climb in. Last thing I notice is how the dirty sheets smell like Chanel Number 5.


  




  

    Secret Diary of a Prawn Star


    Entry #48




    Codename: Chaplin




    Date: 13 September 2027




    Client: N/A




    Payment in advance: N/A




    Session Goal: Find a way to wake myself up




    Location: Laundry cart, 8th floor, Trump Metropole




    Narcolepsy status: CRITICAL




    Nutrition/stimulants: Fear




    Start time: 3.28 a.m.




    End time: 5.47 a.m.




    Before I got sick there was no particular order to my dreams. When I could remember them, they were set in my mum’s house, or school, or sometimes in a mall or a friend’s place. Or maybe a car. They were a lot like real life, although things were stitched together in funny ways, of course, and nothing made much sense.




    But during my narcolepsy days, I started visiting the Dream City on a regular basis. Usually I’m looking for something there, but I can never remember what.




    The Dream City isn’t anything like real London unless you count the Square Mile – and then only in that both are full of swerves and unexpected openings. Making your way around it is like playing a video game where the designers are having a laugh at your expense. There’s no map of it, no overview, and very little concession to reality. Streets can turn into canals and canals into bridges, and occasionally roads go around corners that are greater than 360 degrees with no apology. Yet somehow it all holds together.




    For architectural chutzpah, the Dream City is like Singapore. Showy, extravagantly futuristic. There are neon bridges connecting the tops of buildings. There are fleets of cyclists riding point to point in transparent tubes. But when you explore on foot you find old parts underneath: mossy cloisters of pitted stone with broken statues, canals that smell like ditchwater and plunge unexpectedly underground. You can ride through these dark tunnels poled by animal gondoliers who use recycled smartphones to light the way.




    If you look, you can find railway-siding houses with piles of junk rotting in their back gardens, just like in real London. But the back gardens in the Dream City are overshadowed by mysterious honeycomb towers whose structure looks like a cross section of bone under a high-powered microscope.




    One gleaming skyscraper has a sideways restaurant, where people sit at a ninety-degree angle to the ground eating seafood while the updraughts from street-sweepers stir their hair. They appear to be living in a different gravity from the rest of us. I seem to remember being told that to get up there you have to offer certain bribes to the concierge, but I never asked what.




    (The concierge, by the way, is a tulip.)




    Sometimes there are snorting horses drawing carriages over cobbles, and steaming reeks rise from manhole covers as if an underground machine is gearing itself up for a very rude belch. Sometimes the buildings are square and shiny plastic, as if they’ve drifted in from the archetypal sleeping Lego Republic.




    Sometimes the city is muted to utter silence.




    Sometimes the streets are metal grates over jungles that release a fume of fruit and rot and animal smells. You can’t get down there or see beyond the top of the canopy, but you can taste the moisture in the air of all that trapped life and you can hear the birds and insects in full cry. Once I saw a tiny drone fly down between the bars and amongst the leaves, and there was a crunch of metal being snapped and the sound of a motor wailing and then cutting off, and the birds went silent, just for that moment, before beginning to shriek.




    One of the city’s more curious features is the way you forget most of it on waking, yet when you return in a future dream, you find you can recall everything that ever happened here in vivid detail. Sometimes these memories unfold in several layers like an accordion fan; you see a certain doorway or staircase and it’s like you clicked a hyperlink that offers up its long backstory in your own dream history – or maybe (I suspect) someone else’s.




    You never know what you will find around the next bend. Once I was in someone’s flat and stepped out onto a balcony only to be confronted by a vast plain of water, apparently without waves, stretching out for ever, in all directions. It appeared to surround the building; yet when I went back inside the flat and looked out of a different window, I saw only a multistorey car park complete with two drunks having a pissing contest against the wall.




    This time I’m picking my way along the bank of the swollen river, one hand on a slimy chain-link fence that separates the crumbling bank from the frontage of buildings. Sodium lamplight turns the droplets that collect on the links to gold, and they shower down on me every time I grab the fence for balance. On the landward side there are Plexiglas flood defences, but these have big holes in them as if giants have been chucking rocks at each other. Up ahead I can see a place where someone has taken wire-cutters to the fence and ripped back a panel.




    In the Dream City, everything is in colour except for the people. They are in greyscale. As I get closer to the gap in the fence, I see that greyscale people are queuing up to climb through a hole in the floodgate and then stepping through the chain-link fence. They appear to be adults and children, but they are all wearing masks so I can’t see their faces. One at a time, they climb through the gap in the fence and keep walking, right off the edge of the bank and into the river.




    Their heads disappear beneath the turbulence.




    There are no boats in sight. There are no life rings.




    I hurry forward. I shout, trying to get people’s attention, but no one even turns their head. When I reach the gap, I stand there and try to block the next person from coming through, but I can’t.




    ‘Hey!’ I cry. ‘Don’t go through here. You’ll fall in the river. Look where you’re going!’




    The person ignores me and steps around me. I even grab his arm to try to stop him.




    ‘Don’t touch me,’ he says in a dull voice. ‘It’s assault.’




    Startled by the accusation, I hesitate – and in that time he walks straight off the edge of the muddy bank and into the deep water. He disappears.




    I try to block the next person. They are wearing a plastic doll mask with eyes closed. I grab the edge of the mask and rip it off. Underneath is another mask with eyes closed.




    What the hell? There is no way these people can see where they are going because the masks have no holes where the eyes should be.




    ‘Wake up!’ I scream. ‘Wake up!’




    The person faces me and tries to walk through me.




    ‘Where are you trying to go?’ I say. ‘This is the river. You’re going the wrong way.’




    In a tinny voice, she says, ‘I’m going to a Sleepwalkers Anonymous meeting. This is the right way.’




    Then she reaches out and pushes me. I fall.




    There’s a muddle of sky and lights and reflections before I hit the water and go under with the whole river punching down my throat like a cold fist.


  




  

    Cardboard box in Wandsworth Town




    I don’t so much wake up as crash into reality. My mouth tastes like rancid goat and I can feel the headache still lurking like a bank of thunderheads on my internal skyline. Sometimes I get a touch of synaesthesia, so when I smell nail-polish remover I expect it’s connected to the headache. Until I open my eyes.




    I am home in Finsbury Park on the sofa. O is sitting on the recliner opposite in her dressing gown, her hair in rollers that she must have slept in. Her wheelchair is parked nearby and she has put her bare feet up on it. With her reading glasses on the end of her nose, she looks like a plump, wrinkled elf as she paints her toenails a lovely turquoise. Outside, the sun is coming up over North London.




    ‘I hope you’re not hungry,’ she says. ‘I don’t think I could make a piece of toast.’




    I sit up, fuddled. My voice comes out faint and harsh at the same time, like I’ve swallowed sandpaper.




    ‘How did you get me home?’




    ‘Called Muz. He located the laundry cart just before the maid noticed you. Fireman’s carry into the lift. Bribed doorman to look the other way. Minicab. Then up the stairs. Our lift’s out of order again.’




    She ticks off points in the air with the nail-varnish brush as though keeping score.




    ‘Muz carried me? All that way? Oh my god. I’ll have to bake him some cookies …’




    I’m not totally clear on the relationship between Muz and O. He does jobs for her involving the hog and heavy lifting, but they are also friends. A bit like O and me, I guess.




    ‘About the cookies. He did hint you could stand to lose a stone. He said getting you out of the cab was like moving a dead tuna.’




    ‘He what?’




    ‘By the fourth floor he was winded. It’s a lot of stairs, darling. But don’t mention it. It’s just lucky he wasn’t working last night. I couldn’t have helped, otherwise. I’m more of a Mycroft type, really.’




    O’s hand trembles as she carefully paints her little toenail. I don’t know how old she is. Wrong side of eighty, I reckon. But Mycroft? I snort at the comparison.




    ‘You think I jest?’ she says archly. ‘If Mycroft had lived in our time he would have been a white-hat hacker. He would have had a flat like this, and he’d have stayed in all day and solved the world’s cyber-mysteries and had lots of naps.’




    ‘Mycroft rebooted, with a taste for throw pillows and florals,’ I say. ‘But are you really a white-hat hacker? Because if you are, you’re too cool to be Mycroft.’




    O leans over and blows on her toenails. ‘I wear many hats, darling.’




    She gives me the slitted look she always gives when she thinks I’m being foolish, then lies back in the recliner and closes her eyes.




    ‘I know you wouldn’t have panicked over nothing, my dear. I hope you’re all right.’




    I shudder. ‘You have no idea. That horrible person, Martin Elstree. It was a revenge dream, against his boss – who happens to be a woman. I don’t ever want to work with him again. Ever.’




    ‘I thought you might say that. He left messages on your business line.’




    ‘Just delete them, please.’




    ‘Are you sure?’




    ‘His dreams … what he wants … O, it’s not just kinky, it’s evil. I won’t do it, I don’t care how much he pays.’




    ‘I sent him your way because he pays fifteen times what Mrs Haugh-Wombaur pays.’




    I cover my eyes. ‘Please. Don’t say her name right now. I’ve got a touch of Smell-O-Vision and I don’t want to be sick again.’




    ‘Sorry, darling. Look, fine, whatever. Only trying to help. All I’m saying is, I booked you with him because if he likes you he’ll recommend you.’




    ‘To all his other nasty friends.’




    ‘He’s a solicitor. His friends are other solicitors, and business executives, and tech speculators. I’ve worked with him myself – in fact, he’s doing a really important piece of intellectual property litigation for me at the moment. He’s very well-connected.’




    ‘He seems so normal on the outside. You would never guess he’s so pervy to look at him. There’s something really wrong there.’




    ‘I’d never have let him hurt you physically. You know this. I had my eye on you the whole time.’




    ‘I’m not afraid of him physically, it’s the— Look, it’s hard to describe what it’s like being in someone else’s dream. It’s as if I’m orchestrating it but I’m also the thing that’s being orchestrated. It’s passing through me, it feels totally real. It was horrible.’




    ‘It must have been. Usually you try to make people better, no matter how unpleasant they are. And I note, most of these ultra-violent-fantasy men are afraid of their own shadow.’




    I snort. Shandy says the same thing, but neither of them has a clue what it’s like to be inside one of those fantasies.




    ‘But what do I know?’ she continues. ‘You’ve got the psychology degree. I don’t even have a degree.’




    ‘You don’t have a degree?’




    ‘Nope. MI5 recruited me straight out of primary school.’




    I flop back on the sofa and close my eyes. Whenever she makes fun of me, I act like a child. Stupidly, I’m actually fighting back tears.




    ‘I just want you to say I don’t have to do it.’




    ‘Of course you don’t have to do it. Who am I to tell you what to do? And darling, you know I enjoy having you here. It just seems a shame for you to be stuck living with a little old lady like me when there’s money to be made out there.’




    I open one eye. ‘Are you sick of me, O? Because I can find another little old lady. Or a cardboard box in Wandsworth Town.’




    ‘Don’t be ridiculous! I’ll be sad when you leave me. One day this business of yours is going to take off. Why do you think I help you?’




    ‘You don’t have to, though,’ I tell her urgently. ‘If it stops being fun for you, you need to say so. But no more dream sex. From now on it’s straight therapy, bit of ASMR on the side.’




    ‘Fine. You know I support you, whatever you decide. It’s been a long night. I’m going to bed. Get some sleep. Your eyes look like old tyres.’




    ‘Thanks heaps, Mycroft.’


  




  

    TRANSCRIPT




    DC: Donato Cruz once again with my colleague Dr Pelka as we interview Ms Charlotte Aaron of Seven Sisters Road, Finsbury Park. Resuming our discussion at Location B after Ms Aaron lost consciousness. It’s now 4:08 A.M. Ms Aaron, given that we’ve just witnessed your narcolepsy in action, can you give us a bit more of the timeline with respect to your condition?




    CA: Well, let’s see. I was just going on with my normal life, temping to pay the bills and living in a cupboard under the stairs in Canning Town. Like you do.




    DC: Cupboard under the stairs?




    CA: Flat-share. My mate Shandy and her friends rented out the cupboard under the stairs as a fourth bedroom. Just big enough for a bed and a power socket to record my ASMR. No good if you’re claustrophobic, but I’m not.




    DC: Tell us about that. ASMR.




    CA: You know what it is? Do you get tingles?




    RP: I do, yeah, the sound of scissors and shoes on wet pavement, mostly, but sometimes—




    DC: Just to clarify, Ms Aaron. By ‘ASMR’ you mean ‘autonomous sensory meridian response’, which it must be noted has only a flimsy scientific basis—




    CA: That’s not true, they’ve done actual science and it’s a thing!




    DC: —but is a cult phenomenon originating on YouTube and more recently recorded on BigSky’s AR sub-platform, Sweet Dreams. So, Ms Aaron, do you listen to ASMR, or do you record it yourself?




    CA: Both. I have a channel, but I’ve not updated it for ages. Since I got the narcolepsy I haven’t been able to do it. I fall asleep while I’m recording.




    RP: It’s not funny, Donato.




    DC: I wasn’t laughing. So tell us about this narcolepsy. When did it start?




    CA: After the study at Excelsior-Barking. So … summer last year.




    RP: While you were taking a break, I looked up the paid studies in the nanotech department but couldn’t find anything that matched your description. Unless you mean the AR one. ‘Enhancing peripheral nervous system response to AR triggers through internally delivered feedback.’ There was no infection as such, it was a neural booster.




    CA: That’s the one. You took a drug, they monitored you and put you in an AR simulator to see if your experience was more convincingly real.




    RP: And that study concluded in April. Your illness started in …?




    CA: June. The narcolepsy started in June. But the dreamhacking started the day I took the drug. I was on a coach going to see my mum and I fell asleep and wandered into the dream of the person sitting next to me.




    RP: Walk me through that. How did you know you were in their dream?




    CA: Well, it obviously wasn’t my dream. The dreamer was busking in the tunnel under the Natural History Museum, collecting money from tourists. There was a flood and he was up to his waist but still playing.




    DC: You could have been dreaming that yourself.




    CA: Dreaming in vivid detail that I was a violin player performing Paganini? Ha! You’ve obviously never heard me sing in the shower. My mate Shandy says she’s heard dying walruses with better pitch.




    DC: OK, moving on …




    RP: No, please continue, Charlotte. What happened after the bus?




    CA: Just so we’re clear. The guy’s name was Piotr, which I knew because I was in his dream and I could hear his thoughts. After Piotr and I both woke up on the bus, he and his violin case got up and changed seats. He looked straight at me and said, ‘Stay out of my head.’ We were both right freaked out, but I can’t understand why he was hostile. I actually materialized a rubber dinghy in the tunnel to save him, which I thought was pretty resourceful considering I’d never even been in anyone else’s dream before. He just didn’t appreciate it. Maybe he had a death wish.




    RP: And after this incident – it happened other times? What can you tell us about those first instances?




    CA: Well, I’ve always been a lucid dreamer, but after the drug or infection – I’m calling it an infection because I got sick, you understand – after that, I started wandering into other people’s dreams on the regular. It mostly seems to happen if I’m physically close to the person, but I did test it once with Shandy when we had half of London between us and I was able to find her dream in the end. It just took longer.




    DC: You got sick. What were the symptoms?




    CA: Falling asleep everywhere. By which I mean every. Where. When it first started, I was visiting my mum but she ended up bringing me back to London and paying for a private doctor. I tried several drugs, nothing worked. I couldn’t keep taking her money.




    RP: And the people who were running the AR study – you talked to them about your problem?




    CA: [snorts] They were all, ‘Nope, not us, our thing couldn’t have caused it plus you signed this thingie exemplifying us—




    DC: Indemnifying?




    CA: Yeah, exempt, condemned, that. Where they wash their hands of you. This is one reason I felt so sympathetic to Mel when she came to me … we are still talking about Mel, right?




    DC: You lost your job in July?




    CA: Yeah, they couldn’t sack me right away, but I was fairly useless. So, like, I thought we were talking about Melodie. Am I under investigation here?




    RP: Never mind my colleague. We’re just trying to establish the facts.




    CA: I didn’t go to work because I couldn’t wake up. I slept for four days solid.




    DC: Four days solid? Were you in a coma? What about your … er … biological needs?




    CA: I woke just to go to the toilet, take a drink of water. Then back to sleep. My room-mates couldn’t get me up.




    DC: Just to clarify. Where was O at this point?




    CA: I’ve no idea. I didn’t meet her until after I got evicted from the cupboard under the stairs. New definition of low point, that.




    DC: You didn’t know O before?




    CA: Not in person. She was one of my ASMR subscribers, but we’d never met. Who is this about? Mel? Or me? Or O?




    RP: We don’t know yet. So you’re saying you didn’t meet O through a service? Like Granny Flat or something?




    CA: She hates Granny Flat. Says she’s not a granny.




    RP: But she does take in younger women as housemates? You’re not the first?




    CA: She’s had a few over the years. She uses a wheelchair off and on since the cancer. To be honest, she could afford to hire people to help her so it’s not like I’m her carer. I think she enjoys the company. And she said having cancer made her want to give back.




    DC: OK, bringing this back on topic. You slept for four days. And what happened when you woke up?




    CA: I didn’t, really. Shandy got scared and called the doctor, and the doctor said to call 999, and the paramedics came and took me to hospital. I was there a week with a mysterious fever. Eventually I got better and was discharged. Then I was sacked.




    DC: Your employer dismissed you because of illness, then? That’s illegal.




    CA: Oh, they didn’t dismiss me right away. Nobody believed I was sick. The doctor couldn’t find anything wrong with me. She said it must be a virus. But I had problems staying awake, and I had problems telling the difference between being awake and being asleep. And the dream thing was happening all the time.




    DC: Which brings us to the subject of Ms Tan. You saw her as a client.




    CA: I saw Melodie Tan as a client. Yes.




    DC: And what a bad move that was for Ms Tan.




    CA: I don’t see the need for you to be so nasty. I didn’t cause this. I didn’t ask for any of this! I really—




    DC: What is happening? Hey! Snap out of it.




    RP: Ms Aaron? Charlie? Are you … Donato, is she asleep again?




    END RECORDING


  




  

    How not to be a doormat




    ‘You did everything you could,’ Mrs Haugh-Wombaur says when I call her to follow up on our session. ‘Don’t blame yourself. You’ve done more for me than any other therapist. We’re down to one recurring nightmare, and I’ve even taken up Pilates thanks to the insights you’ve given me on posture and self-esteem. The vegetarian diet is working out really well, I feel ever so much better. I think I can take it from here. I’ll ring you in a few months, OK?’




    I don’t know whether to be crushed or relieved. I stammer some polite response, careful not to say anything about the effects of the vegetarian diet. (But I’m surprised. It smells like she’s dining on raw meat.) Then we ring off.




    I yawn. Two clients in one night was a bit much, although Mrs. H-W won’t have known the difference because I always leave in the early hours. My clients don’t feel so invaded that way. I need to sleep nearby in order to enter their dreams, you see – ideally I like to be in the same room – but it’s important to keep everything professional. So I stay elsewhere in the house until I’m sure they’re asleep, then slip into their bedrooms and work nearby. In the morning, I slip out again before they’re awake. Needless to say, I carry a lot of keys.




    Speaking of keys, that afternoon I drop by Martin Elstree’s office and leave the flat keys he gave me with the receptionist.




    ‘You’ll see he gets them?’ I say. I don’t want him turning up at O’s place looking for them.




    ‘Don’t worry, love. They live in my drawer when he’s not lending them out.’




    She gives me a faintly pitying look and I recoil a little, flustered. People think sleeping together means sleeping together. When actually it only means sleeping together. Mind you, after Elstree’s hedge-trimmer dream, I’m no longer sure what it is I do.




    I leave his office with my tail between my legs. So much for Martin Elstree being my ticket to a better class of customer. O has refused to refund his deposit, but that doesn’t take the sting out.




    I know I’m upset because after I drop off the keys, I don’t go home but instead to the knitting café in Camden, where I eat four cupcakes and drink a tall skinny latte. I don’t know why I order a skinny latte when the four cupcakes would totally overpower any dietary benefits of low-fat milk. All around me, people are knitting decorously, reading books, taking occasional sips of health-promoting green tea. I’m scoffing and slurping and scowling.




    After the second cupcake, I realise I am angry. I’m good at what I do. Yet here I am, my oldest client sacking me and my newest expecting me to entertain his most disgusting, violent fantasies for money. If I say no, the fact that he’s a powerful and influential person means I’ll also lose the possibility of any referrals, which I now realise I was counting on.




    Picking up the third cupcake, I decide it’s unprofessional of me to take all this so personally. But by the end of that cupcake I’ve fallen into despair because apparently I can’t even make a go of the flakiest career in the Alternative Therapies Handbook, and how sad is that?




    Halfway through the fourth cupcake, I open Antonio’s message and read the rest of it.




    She is seeing a psychiatrist but he just gives her drugs and they interfere with her work. My girlfriend is a professional musician. She’s in town as a guest artist with the Philharmonic and she is having a breakdown.




    Now I’m stuck between being jealous of a professional musician and greedy for the sliding-scale fee I can charge her.




    She’s a sweet person. Very focused. Maybe a little high strung. But now she thinks someone wants to kill her. She’s dreaming about a stalker and she’s afraid to go to sleep. It’s starting to affect her work.




    I belch and get a dirty look from one of the hardcore knitters.




    ‘Sorry, love,’ I say.




    I’m feeling a little sick now. I frown, reading the last few lines.




    I know we didn’t end in the best way. I hope we are still friends. I need your help.




    Yeah, right.




    Also in my messages: a notification that my overdraft is nine pounds away from its limit. I hear an odd snorting noise, something between a whine and a sob and the sound of a pig at the trough. The hardcore knitter picks up and changes tables to get away from me.




    I wish I could get away from myself.




    




    It’s coming toward evening again and O is asleep on the sofa when I finally let myself in. I can hear the whuffle of her snores over the rain that tiptoes across the skylight. The skylight is one of the few advantages of living on the top floor. O refuses to leave this flat even though she has used a wheelchair off and on for the better part of three years. It’s because of the birds, she says. She keeps pigeons on the roof terrace. When I moved in, one of the conditions for living here was that I’d help look after the birds and do a bit of shopping for her. She rarely goes out; says it’s because the lift’s dodgy but I think she’s a touch agoraphobic.




    The flat is stale. In the kitchen, I find the remains of reheated lasagne and half a carafe of coffee sludge. After feeding the pigeons, I dump the lot, wash up in O’s huge, scarred Belfast sink and take the rubbish out. By the time I’ve climbed three flights of stairs a second time, I’m so tired that I lurch like a sailor on my way over to O’s workstation, which is open to my dreamwork calendar. O is a Virgo and loves to organise people. After she took me under her wing and started setting me up as a proper business, I offered to pay her but she just looked at me with those chilly eyes of hers. She’s loaded and says she believes in paying it forward. I never intended this to happen, much less to go on this long, but there’s no doubt she has the contacts I so desperately need.




    My diary looks bleak. O has managed to book me with a regular client on Sunday the 19th at 2 a.m. She’s written: ‘One of the hairdressers downstairs, can’t remember which one, having anxiety dreams. They never go to bed before 2. OK?’




    I sigh and sign off. I get obscene amounts of sleep, but hardly ever in my own bed.




    ‘Hope the new bookings aren’t too much,’ O says, making me jump.




    ‘I thought you were down for the count.’




    ‘Only napping. Turned in a draft of the Damselfly report today. Bit of a press to get it done.’




    ‘Ooh, excellent! Nice one.’




    O makes an obscene amount of money doing something incomprehensible with IT. I gather that she’s some sort of security consultant, but she’s cagey about it and I’m sure I wouldn’t understand anyway. Given that she owns the entire building and rents out the flats below, she has no real need to work; according to Muz, her motivations are all internal. ‘She’s packing so much brainpower that she has to keep her mind active or she’d go mad,’ he said the day I met him, as he helped me carry my stuff up three flights of stairs. Muz is in his early fifties but hard as a rock physically, and even that first time I met him, being around him made me feel safe. When we paused on a landing for me to catch my breath, he added, ‘Keeping busy takes her mind off being sick. A word to the wise, love: she hates talking about it.’




    Muz also told me that O uses cutting-edge biofeedback systems to fight the cancer that has spread to her bones, in addition to the more usual immunotherapies. That’s why now, when O stretches and yawns and says, ‘I have outdone myself. Sorry about the mess,’ I wave my hand theatrically and say, ‘Oh, pfft. I’ll have the butler tell the housekeeper to tell the maid to polish all the door handles tout de suite.’




    Then she says, ‘Antonio called.’




    I try to keep my tone casual. ‘Yeah, he left me a message.’




    ‘He said he was calling to book an appointment. He wanted to Spacetime you but I played guard dog.’




    ‘You disapprove. I get it.’




    I’m sure she’s right, though. Antonio unexpectedly popping up in my augmented reality would probably have proven a little too … augmented for my own good right now.




    ‘I don’t know this person, Charlie. I only know what you tell me.’




    ‘Oh, you mean his schlong.’




    ‘I wasn’t necessarily referring to anatomical details.’




    ‘Details? A tool like that is not a mere detail, trust me. It’s too big for condoms.’




    ‘Indeed.’ She is so dry.




    ‘I bought some XXXL ones online, I think they were made for porn stars. But Antonio broke two of those just trying to put them on, and when we finally managed to fit one he said it acted like a cock ring at the base and he’d never be able to get his erection down. Then he complained about loss of sensation and said, I am physical, everything I do has to be the best or it’s not worth doing! He was such a diva about it.’




    ‘At which point you walked away, obviously.’




    I make a face at her. ‘You know I didn’t. I was an idiot. I got the implant, gained the better part of a stone and started crying over dog-food adverts. Then he dumped me for not being the same fun person I was when we met. All because he’s so “physical”.’




    I realise that I’m becoming sexually aroused just thinking about him. O clears her throat.




    ‘And …?’ Clearly she’s waiting for me to recall the moral of the story.




    ‘Oh. And I learned an important lesson about my boundaries and how not to be a doormat.’




    ‘Good. That is all, then.’




    O throws off the afghan and begins the slow process of getting into her wheelchair. I check my messages, trying to be discreet and not watch as she positions her legs and rearranges her robe. She’s been working too hard, that’s for sure. But if I say anything—




    ‘Don’t say anything, darling,’ she gasps as she begins to wheel herself to her room.




    ‘Not. Saying. Anything. Up to you if you want to blow yourself out. Your funeral, et cetera’




    ‘Start writing my eulogy now so I can check your syntax before I pop off.’




    I wait until her light’s out, then open the windows to let in fresh air, plump the sofa pillows, put the room more or less to rights before I go, at last, to my own bed in the little second bedroom. My old schoolmates have proper jobs in sensible towns that aren’t London. They are getting engaged and going to Cambodia on holiday, and I live with an old lady whose other best friends are pigeons. Most of my current friends are anxious people I met on the Internet because my ASMR helps them go to sleep. And nowadays you may as well call me a sex worker for all I try and pretend otherwise.




    It’s time I got real.




    Hi Antonio, I message. Happy to see Melodie. When is she free?




    After that, my self-pity is such that I want to say I cry myself to sleep, but thanks to the narcolepsy I actually just pass out without even trying.
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