SLEEPER
Prologue
‘Sara, please stare straight ahead.’

Dimming the overhead lights, the doctor takes a pen out of his pocket and swings it back and forth in front of her face. He doesn’t have to tell her to follow its tip. ‘Good,’ he murmurs. ‘Very good.’

When they’d arrived at the doctor’s office, Sara had left her mother in the waiting room and entered the examination room alone. The doctor had offered her a hand to shake; it was surprisingly soft. His wrinkled brown face had seemed kind. He had begun by asking about her diet, sleeping habits, and any medical problems she’d had in the past. Then he’d told her to sit on the bench, and checked her breathing – normal; blood pressure – a little low; and asked how she was feeling in general.

‘Tired,’ Sara had said. As usual, she’d spent most of the day trying to stay awake in class, and had spent third period asleep in the nurse’s office. 

‘How long have you lived in the City of Lakes?’ the doctor asks. As he speaks, he uses a square plastic instrument with a tiny light inside it to peer through her pupil. 

‘Almost six months,’ Sara answers.

‘And what do you think of our city?’

‘Udaipur is beautiful,’ Sara says, automatically. 

Every Indian she’s met has been fiercely proud of their part of the country. The doctor is no exception, his head bobbing slightly with pleasure as he straightens. 

The eye exam finished, Sara asks for a tissue, and dabs the corners of her eyes.  As she blinks rapidly in an attempt to clear the impression of light burned onto her retinas, the doctor says, ‘Your mother tells me you have experienced sleepwalking.’ 

‘Yeah,’ Sara answers. ‘Sometimes. And bad dreams. Always about the same place.’

‘And this concerns you?’ the doctor asks.

Shrugging, Sara explains, ‘A few times, I’ve woken up with scratches … a couple of bruises-’

‘You are afraid of what you might do while walking around,’ the doctor guesses. Unwrapping a wooden spatula, he presses her tongue flat so he can examine the back of her throat. ‘It is a perfectly understandable concern, Sara. But the mind and body share an incredible connection. It is rare for a sleepwalker to do something in her sleep to seriously hurt herself.’ Removing the instrument from her mouth, the doctor places it in a bin beneath his desk. ‘No sign of infection,’ he says.
Nodding, Sara tells herself to stay positive, but it’s getting more difficult each time she receives a check-up. At first, she’d believed the specialists could find something conclusive, but each come back with the same diagnosis: that the most likely cause of her symptoms is Chronic Fatigue Syndrome. This afternoon, as before, her medication will be increased, and her mother will nod and smile sadly, and when her dad returns from his conference in a few days’ time he won’t even need to ask the result.

Sara is wondering how much longer the examination will take when the doctor turns around, his skin now white, his eyes blue. He’s holding a six-inch needle. Telling herself she’s dreaming, she tries to concentrate on a spot on the wall, but the wall is covered by a mirror. The girl in the reflection has Sara’s dark hair and olive complexion, and is perhaps eleven, but her eyes seem older.

Forcing herself to breathe deeply, Sara tries not to cry out as the doctor continues to walk towards her, smiling. A metre away he stops, white coat swinging. Then he presses the syringe’s plunger, squirting a clear liquid across the room. ‘This will only sting for a moment,’ he says. 

As he presses the needle against her the inside of her elbow, Sara grits her teeth, turning away, and sees that – somehow – the clasp around her wrist has come loose. Grabbing the man’s fingers, she twists, tossing him to the floor, then unstraps her other hand and rolls out of the chair as he climbs slowly to his feet. 

Slapping a metal tray from its stand, she watches surgical implements rise into the air, snatches a scalpel, and slashes the doctor’s wrist. As he shrieks in pain, she ducks behind him and forces him to his knees, scalpel at his throat.

‘SARA!’

Sara wakes up with the blade in hand and the kind-faced Indian doctor on the floor in front of her. Her mother stands in the doorway; the waiting room is now empty. Staring at the man beneath her – the blood dripping on the white tiles from the slice across his wrist - Sara drops the scalpel and backs away. 

Rushing to the doctor’s side, Mrs Gray asks, ‘What happened?’ 

‘I don’t know,’ he answers, rising to his feet with her assistance. Looking at his wrist in confusion, he seems to notice the blood for the first time, and stems its flow with gauze from his desk. 

Sara’s mouth tastes like metal. Her head aches. She tries to apologise, but she can’t form the words.

‘I’m so sorry,’ her mum says. ‘If I had any idea she would-’

The doctor nods, but he won’t take his eyes off Sara. 

In the narrow, cobbled alley outside the doctor’s office, Sara tries to say something – to explain – but her mum is glancing from side to side, her hand tightly clamped around Sara’s upper arm. 

When they reach the car, her pulls into the street so quickly that she startles a man wheeling a cart. The radio is playing, too loud, making Sara’s head ache even more. Mrs Gray’s blue eyes are sharp as she says, ‘What was that?’

‘I don’t know what happened,’ Sara says. ‘For some reason, I thought he was going to … I’m not sure … I mean-’

‘No,’ Mrs Gray says. ‘I mean what you said. That word.’
Confused, Sara shakes her head. ‘What word?’

‘You were screaming it when I came into the room,’ Mrs Gray insists. ‘The same word, over and over: Hamelin.’
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