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[Confdental] Case Report 0023

By Lauren Sulzberger

>>> requesting dream gate access
....... CLEARED

>>> accessing dream gate

>>> jnitializing...

>>> conhecting to neural network

delta ........... successtul
theta ........... successful
alpha ... ... ..... successful
beta ........... successful
gamma ..o ---.- successful

>>> scanning available wavelengths
432247 seconds elapsed. ..
wavelength located

>>> synchronising brainwaves

>>> jnitiating transmission to text conversion protocol

Lashes of rain strike my windscreen. It slicks down the windshield in
thick rivulets, smearing the glow of the streetlamps and taillights.
The low ceiling of cloud gives the night a unique density, a quality
that makes the air press in close. The weight of the night and the
storm may have felt cosy on a different day, but tonight it just
worsens my foul mood.

"1 can"t believe Melissa would do that!"

The rhythmic beat of wipers swipes away the rain pouring across the
glass. That was a lie. | know what she"s capable of. It was my own
stupidity, my own lack of caution. The hours upon hours of trawling
through TikTok, Pinterest, Instagram. Trying to get ahead of the
curve, to get a whiff of an upcoming trend. Drafting up a product
plan, even preliminary designs for a marketing campaign-all of that
gone after being loose-lipped within her earshot.

The rain thunders down in sheets, the tyres swish as they track through
the water. I glance down at the dash. 1°m going twice the speed limit.
I slow the car and quash any thoughts of that conniving, plagiarising
harpy—to little success. The seams of my mind strain at the effort of
navigating in the downpour and calming my rage. Even trying to stop

Copyright retained by author



2024 ‘Macmillan Brown Prize for Writers’ — 2" Place

digging my nails into the faux leather steering wheel makes a vein
throb in my temple. I come to a stop at the traffic lights.

Breathe in.
Breathe out.

I give myself a firm look In the rear-view mirror, my face cast in a
red glow.

"You are Erica Zhang. You are intelligent, gorgeous, hardworking, and
could destroy Melissa in tennis any day of the week."

My reflection is unconvinced. | cast my gaze back at the intersection.
Light bleeds across the slick wetness of the road.

"Keep your head down and you®ll be richer than her in no time."

The red glow switches to green. The SUV in the lane next to me jolts
forward and overtakes me by the time it takes my tiny car to
accelerate.

"Just think how much happier you"ll be when you can afford a real
car."

I move to turn at the next intersection, towards the motorway. 1 check
my mirrors for any other sets of headlights but only see fog rolling
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rise in a wave down my body— sensations that barely register when IT
looks at me.
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Its body tessellates around to face me. Some moments its
surface has stalactites of bismuth, concentric squares jutting
out like a malformed staircase. Other moments it is liquid,
molten, like blown glass with an oil slick sheen. A red eye
emerges from the mass, the gravity of its gaze crushes me into
the seat. My eyes are kept open by its inexplicable will,
forced to stare back at it. Its festering wound of an eyeball
weeps more of that iridescent sand. It cascades down its
towering facade, glittering In an unseen light.

The car interior crunches and pops as it warps around me like
a closing hand. A trapped scream claws at my chest. No. Not
trapped. I"m already screaming. My jaw is so wide open it
hurts but I can’t hear myself over the sound it"s making— like
thousands of papery moths flapping and scrambling over each
other to make their way to me. The flood of sand pouring from
the eye rushes forth with tremendous velocity. It engulfs the
car, scraping it away until the frame fragments apart and is
swept away In the torrent. 1 am held in place by its gaze. The
Ffirst speck of sand punches right through my cheek. The pain
of my skin, muscle, and sinew being stripped away particle by
particle heightens the sense of its innumerable evaluating
eyes penetrating my mind], examining every nook and cranny.
Searching, searching, searching. Ruthless and discerning they
tear into my memories.

What’s left of me retches at a sudden, overwhelming smell of
jJasmine and sandalwood. The Chanel No. 5 I buried at the
bottom of my drawer that day. 1 was meant to be given a
promotion—everyone was whispering about it. 1°d dabbed some
Chanel on my wrists the morning of the meeting. 1 was moving
up In the world, so | needed to be the part. But the meeting
came, and it was given to someone else. | mustered the courage
to talk to the manager. I can still picture his gentle
expression when he said:

“Your performance was below what we were expecting from you
this quarter. But 1°m sure you’ll get it next time.”
Worthlessness sprung from deep within me. 1 smiled and thanked
him. The jasmine and sandalwood that emanated from my wrists
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made me sick to my stomach. | rushed to the bathroom and
washed and scrubbed. | didn’t deserve to wear that scent. The

tears 1 held back then flow freely from my empty eye sockets
down my cheek bones.

Despite my lack of eyes, 1 still see it looking at me, its
sand weathering down my skull. It leaves through the pages of
my mind, still searching. Memories torn out and tossed into
the abrading flow, unneeded, unworthy. The sunny porch where
Feifei told me she got engaged. We hugged and squealed. We ate
the macarons she made while she talked wedding plans. 1
watched her, her eyes alight with expectation for the future.
She had so many plans, for her honeymoon in the Seychelles,
how many kids they were going to have. But for all my
excitement, | couldn’t shake the feeling 1 was falling behind.
The velvet dress | wore to high school prizegiving. |1 sat in a
row with all my friends in the grand hall. We waited with
bated breath as the winner of each gleaming trophy was
announced. | watched and clapped as, one by one, another of my
friends stood up to claim their award. 1 would watch their
backs recede into the distance as they would climb the stairs
to the stage and the hope that 1 was next would wither.
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As each memory disintegrates among the sand they play through my mind.
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Special thanks to Hina
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