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Chapter 1 – John
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It was pitch-black.

John could feel the barrel of a gun pressed to the side of his head.

“Are you going to talk?” an angry voice demanded, jarring the metal cylinder uncomfortably as he spoke.

Trembling, John managed to squeeze out the two syllables of 'OK'.

He could feel the black hood that had been covering his head being lifted.

Suddenly the light blinded him, “Where is this place?”

As John's eyes adjusted to the glare from the bare bulb directly above him, the middle aged man, dressed in black, like the guy from that old 'Milk Tray' advert, moved around in front of him, with the gun still pointed menacingly at John, as he sat on the rickety wooden chair in the middle of the room, staring straight ahead at the 'hospital white' wall.

“You don't need to know that,” growled the man, “Now tell us what you do know!”

John could see that he was in a small room with bare walls. Two other men dressed in the same black outfits were also in the room. Each was leaning against a wall, one to John's right and one to his left. 'The door must be behind me,' thought John.

After a slow intake of breath, John leapt up out of the chair, kicking the gun from the Milk Tray man's hand so that it went clattering across the cold floor. Turning around to escape, John was stunned to find another bare white wall. “The door?” he exclaimed.

Just then the other two men raised their arms in unison to reveal that they had been holding guns by their sides. John had had one weapon pointed at him a moment ago, now he had two - one on either side – things had got worse by a degree of 100%.

“I honestly don't know what you're after,” he spluttered in desperation.

“We want to know what you did with all the money,” replied the disarmed man.

John looked down at the expensive Swiss watch on his right wrist. 'What's that doing there?' he thought.

He looked up, “What money?”

“We know about your past,” replied the interrogator, “You were a millionaire. Nobody just loses a million pounds.”

“I've no idea what you're talking about,” spluttered John.

“Then you are no longer any use to us,” came the reply, “Fire!”

“No!” shouted John, but it was too late. There was a huge bang and he fell to the floor an instant later.

Game over.
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Chapter 2 - Vincent
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Seven years prior to this, Vincent Smithfield was preparing for a presentation extolling the mysteries of sleep. Vincent was a clean but slightly scruffy 51-year-old man, with shoulder-length hair which he rarely combed and a generally casual demeanour, much preferring an old cardigan to a suit, which he even wore on this prestigious day. Vincent at last had a chance to speak about his favourite subject to an attentive audience. In truth, he had always had the opinion that dreams were of considerably greater interest than reality.

“He would say that,” people always murmured to themselves as he waxed about the virtues of another restless night’s sleep to his audience at the bar of his local pub in the middle of Kent's Romney Marsh, “All he does is paint picture frames for a living.” The marsh was a completely flat area which had once been covered by the sea. This immediately gave it a sense of mystery which appealed to Vincent. What's more, it was once rife with smuggling gangs, and ever susceptible to dreamlike imagery, he had always envisioned the silhouettes of hooded horsemen emerging from the damp mist with their cargo of illicit brandy.

Now, there was more going on in Vincent’s basement than his struggling business, but as nobody ever ventured down there, nobody ever knew. Today was different though; all ears were keen to hear all they could about Vincent's latest project.

So here we find him, standing beside a whiteboard, waving a marker pen around randomly at a room full of academics and newspaper reporters. He had hired out the town hall in the country town of Tenterden to announce his invention to the world, and the audience of curious but sceptical locals were now seated with an aisle down the middle, waiting to hear what emerged from Vincent's mouth, and more importantly, from his new invention.

“We spend a third of our lives asleep,” he began, “So one third of our entire experience of life is spent unconscious. Dreams can teach us a lot. Surely it would be flippant to simply ignore one third of our entire existence? But that is what most of us do.” His audience seemed hooked, so he continued, “Dreams are a product of a naturally occurring chemical. It has been said that this substance occurs organically in the warts on the backs of toads.” After a carefully timed pause Vincent delivered the punchline, “Although I have never had the urge to lick a toad before.”

He had no idea if any of this was true; it was just something somebody had said to him in conversation when he was hiking around Scotland many years ago. Given the lack of laughter from his audience he wished he had omitted this dubious 'fact.' Perhaps he should leave the comedy to the experts and stick to the science. Still, his words were of little importance; it was the machine that people had come to see.

The ‘science’ had something to do with being wired up to electrodes which monitored a person’s brain patterns during sleep. During a period of REM or ‘dream sleep,’ the probes would activate the recording device which would then create a digitally simulated approximation of what was happening in the subject’s mind.

In a soundproofed room behind, a balding pensioner, his Uncle Bert, was obliviously snoozing away on a camp bed, having followed the simple instructions to stay awake for 24 hours prior to the experiment. For taking part in this ‘wanton lunacy’ he would be rewarded with a pint of Scragglewort ale whenever he walked into the local pub for the next six months. It seemed a reasonable repayment. There was more to it than just taking a nap after all; he was theoretically opening up his mind to half the town.

Proudly turning on the overhead projector, Vincent looked down at his computer screen and made a few arcane movements with the mouse. Then suddenly, up flashed an image of a church surrounded by daffodils. 'Ah, narcissi,' he thought to himself.

The film was clearly the view of somebody walking along a stony footpath towards a church door. Vincent didn't recognise this church as anywhere local. The sound of birds and church bells now wafted around the room. Particularly prominent in this bucolic soundtrack was the wonderfully unimaginative call of the wood pigeon. Or was it a ring-necked dove? Vincent never was quite sure.

On the screen an elderly gent’s hand reached for the large, black, metal handle. Giving a twist and a yank, the door opened with a creak, but inside was something unexpected – it was the interior of the little Romney Marsh pub where Vincent and his uncle would spend their evenings – a haven of winter warmth in a barren, empty landscape of flat, open fields. Pubs such as this would have been a hive of illicit activity in days gone by. In modern times the pub was still a rustic looking place with a blazing log fire and the feel of being in somebody's front room, a small one at that. But something was very strange about this – there was a tree growing out of the floor in the corner of the room, with four children sitting around it on small chairs. The bark at the bottom of the trunk of the tree had been stripped away and the exposed wood was covered in initials that had been carved into the wood over the years by star crossed lovers.

Vincent recognised this tree as one that was located in the public woodlands on the hills that surrounded Romney Marsh. His Uncle Bert had always told him about when he left his own mark on the bark in the sixties, but he would never say who he had been there with. Gazing at the screen Vincent could just about make out 'B.S. 4' among the jumble of letters, but the second pair of initials had faded over the years and was illegible. 'Bert Smithfield for who?' he wondered.

There was some music playing in the background which sounded positively medieval, all flutes and the like with a pounding yet indecipherable beat underneath. This again was strange as there was never music in their local which was a wonderfully 'back to basics' affair.

Vincent gazed at the faces in the audience which were now devoid of all expression, totally engrossed in the ‘movie’ that his uncle had unwittingly prepared for them. A female voice then addressed the dreamer, “Where’s Juliette?”

She was informed that Juliette, who everybody assumed to be the barmaid, had gone to a bingo hall somewhere in Scotland. Given that the pub, and so presumably the church, and definitely the hall where the presentation was taking place, were all in the county of Kent, it seemed pretty unlikely that anybody would get a drink this evening.

There was a hypnotic quality about the combinations of sounds and images, especially the incessant bar-room hubbub. Having analysed his own dreams since childhood, Vincent knew that these sounds would still be buzzing around his uncle’s head when he came to.

Just then there was an almighty crash; the dark brown roots of the tree were rising up out of the ground. The floor was giving way and the flagstones were now juxtaposed at the kinds of angles you would encounter in one of those crooked houses in a kiddies’ fairground. It was clearly impossible to stay on two feet and a pair of ageing, hairy hands reached forward to grab hold of one of the ageing, hairy, upwardly mobile roots. This person was clearly being lifted off the ground and was hanging on for dear life. The noise emanating from the speakers around the room was a deafening rushing sound, like being trapped inside your own head with the blood racing around interminably. The audience shuffled uncomfortably in their chairs as the claustrophobic feel of the ‘dream’ began to get just a little too vivid for comfort.

The view on the screen was now of a church with its rows of wooden pews below, as though being viewed from the rafters. And what’s more, Bert was losing his grip, whilst the dream’s grip on the viewers was becoming increasingly strong. His hands were slipping and finally relinquished their grasp on the gnarled oak’s roots.

On the screen were shots of stained glass windows flashing past at delirious angles. A feeling of impending doom washed over all who watched. The fall seemed to go on forever, until...

The screen went blank and a collective sigh issued from Vincent’s congregation, the tension being alleviated with his intentionally humorous comment that Uncle Bert had just awoken with a ‘spasmodic jerk.’ Ironically, this was a rather derogatory term that the elderly chap had used to describe his nephew when he was first invited to take part in the experiment. Poetic justice you could say, now that the machine was a proven success.
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Chapter 3 - John
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Seven years later in the same town of Tenterden:

Opening his eyes to see a postcard stand splayed across the shop floor, John, a short-haired man in his late thirties, let out a deep breath. There were no men dressed in black and no guns pointing at him, which is always a plus point. 'Thank God,' he thought, 'It was just a dream.'

A freak gust of wind had blown into the newsagent's shop and swept the revolving stand off of its metal feet. John had nodded off behind the till.

He walked around the counter and hauled the stand back onto its feet. Gathering up the cards and putting them back into the slots, he returned to his position behind the counter. “That's today's excitement over,” he muttered under his breath. It seemed little wonder that his mind had plunged him into some kind of 'James Bond style' scenario in a desperate bid for some excitement. Revolvers and interrogation seemed a million miles from the 38-year-old's job as a shop assistant in the pretty Kentish town of Tenterden.

It was an idyllic little place to live and work, nestling upon its ridge of hills, with rows of vines leading down to the lower ground in some directions, and woodlands shielding the town from the outside world in others. Yet John longed to escape the banality of shop work. Or any kind of work, come to think of it.

'Why is life so full of things we don't
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