500Going back to sleep that first time was the hardest thing I’d ever done.

The first night, I’d lain awake, still in the hospital, wondering how I was managing to avoid going mad with the boredom of it all.

The second night, I’d managed to put on a convincing enough performance of being the old Jeremy Taylor, being energetic and enthusiastic, that Etienne was fooled – or allowed me to think he was.

But by the third night, the cracks were showing in my façade, and so it was that with some trepidation I lay myself down to sleep.  Perchance to dream.

I guess he could tell that I wasn’t the old Jeremy anymore.  That the old Jeremy had been gone for either four days (my time) or six and a half years (the rest of the world’s time).  It’s like that guy from WASP said: time flies when you’re in a coma.

*
*
*

The reason I was in a coma was that a guy I knew had gone upside my head with a nice hard bottle one grey afternoon in September 1989.  Not that I knew this at the time, of course.  I only found out that later.  The last thing I recalled, I was crossing Bridge Road to get to Verity Street, pizza in one hand, on my way to my girlfriend’s house.  But when I woke up, they explained it to me.  A mutual friend of myself and my girlfriend, convinced that I was the one who had raped her a few weeks earlier – I wasn’t – had decided to take matters into his own hands.

A taxi driver had pulled up hard to avoid running me down, and found me there on the tram tracks, haloed with blood and glass and pizza.  He’d gotten me to a hospital, where I woke up six plus years later, and it was March, 1996.

*
*
*

The doctors hadn’t wanted to let me out, but there wasn’t much they could do.  The battery of tests I endured over my last two days in hospital had demonstrated, confusingly but unequivocally, that there was nothing much wrong with me.  In fact, there were things right with me that probably shouldn’t have been.  I had no bedsores, no brain damage, and only about 10% of the muscle atrophy I should have after a coma of that length.  They grumbled about it, and I had to promise to go back for regular check-ups and the like, but they let me go.

Where to let me go to was the problem.  My bills had been paid for years now by my sister, but she wasn’t answering her phone.  And I had no other next of kin listed.  Six years and change had scattered most of my friends to the wind, as I discovered after spending some quality time with the White Pages.  But in the end, I’d realized that Etienne would never move from where he lived, and called him.

Etienne Crosté had inherited a huge rambling heap in Thornbury from his grandmother, and lived in it ever since.  From time to time he’d had tenants – the place had eleven bedrooms – but mostly he lived alone.  Calling him killed two birds with one stone for me.  I’d have someone to help me adjust, and I’d have a place to stay for as long as I wanted.

Etienne was shocked but pleased to hear from me, and agreed to come pick me up that day.  I didn’t talk that much at first – I was somewhat out of the habit, and all – but once we got back to his place, he pulled out a bottle of my favourite whiskey, Tullamore Dew, and thus lubricated, I was able to ask the questions that burned inside me.

“They told me it was Kelly,” I said.  “That put me in the hospital.”  Etienne nodded.

“It was.  You remember what he was always like about Nora.”

“I do,” I said.  “To me, it’s less than a week since we last argued about her.”

“Ah, of course,” said Etienne.

“I take it that Kelly was the murderer?” I asked.  I shuddered a little to think of it.  The last few weeks of 1989 that I could remember had been framed by the hunt for a serial killer who seemed to be stalking my group of friends at La Trobe Uni.  And I had been most people’s pick for his next victim.  Even so, “I can’t believe it,” I said.  “Kelly.  Jesus.”

“He blamed you for Nora’s rape,” said Etienne.  I thought about the insanity of that for a minute, then shook myself.  On to more cheerful matters.

“Speaking of Nora, where is she, these days?” I asked.  “Married with two kids and a dog or something?”  Etienne’s face grew dark.

“She is gone, my friend,” he told me.

“Gone?  Like gone, gone?”

“She died in a car accident, four years ago this June.”

“God damn,” I said.  I could feel the tears starting in my eyes, but I was determined not to give in to them.  “Someone else,” I said.  “Tell me about someone else.  Jack!  How’s Jack?”

“Jack is well, the last I heard from him,” said Etienne.  “He is in America, working on his PhD.”  I searched my memory for what he’d been studying.

“Archaeology?” I hazarded.

“Industrial archaeology, to be precise,” said Etienne.

“Well, good for him,” I said, but knowing he was out of reach, however well, just made me feel more alone.

“Most of our old friends are doing well,” said Etienne.

“Most?” I asked.

“Ken never turned up again,” he explained, and that did it for me.  I’d liked Ken Smith a lot, and his disappearance had been where the killings began back in ’89.  Missing, presumed dead…   and with each passing day, less missing and more presumed.  I couldn’t hold the tears back anymore.

“Not even his body?” I managed to ask through them, and Etienne shook his head.

We sat there, him silently, me weeping and occasionally sipping from my drink, for a long time.

Finally, I was all cried out, at least for the time being.  Idly, I wondered if that was another thing I should tell the doctor – weren’t my tear ducts supposed to be dried out from the coma?  I tried to find my way back into the conversation.

“You know,” I began, “I still don’t know who won the Grand Final that year.”  Etienne grinned.

“This isn’t an attempt to get out of our bet, is it?” he asked.  I looked at him in mock horror.

“Don’t tell me Hawthorn lost?” I asked.

“Alas for my wallet, they did not.  You would have enjoyed the game, though.  The final margin was a single goal.”

“I do love a hard fought match,” I agreed.  “You don’t happen to have it on video, do you?”

“What do you think?” he asked.

“I’m guessing that a Geelong man such as yourself probably doesn’t care to be reminded of his team’s ignominy.”

“Perspicacious as always.  I might add that I also do not have the 1992, 1994 or 1995 Grand Finals.”

“Ouch,” I said.  “Always the bridesmaid?”

“Something like that,” he said.  “But it should please you to know that Hawthorn won again in 1991.  Against West Coast.”

“But not since?”

“Hawthorn was lucky to avoid the wooden spoon last year.”

“Yeesh.”

“Indeed.”

“So, you owe me ten dollars, then?” I asked with a grin.

“Yes,” said Etienne, “I’ll deduct it from your rent.”  We both laughed.

“You do realize I have no source of income?” I asked, growing more serious.

“That has never stopped you before,” he said.  “Besides, I was kidding.  It’s a pleasure to have you here, Jeremy.  You’re better conversation than your stuff.”
“My stuff?” I asked.

“Oh yes.  We knew you wouldn’t be moving back to your place in Rosanna for a while, so a bunch of us packed up your stuff.  I’ve been storing it in one of the spare rooms ever since.”  I was speechless.  Scattered to the four winds they might be, but my friends were wonderful people.

“Thank you,” I managed eventually.  Etienne shrugged off my gratitude.

“You would have done the same for any of us,” he said.

“I’d like to think so,” I said, “but I’m not sure.”
“You don’t feel like yourself today,” said Etienne.  “It’s understandable.  You need to take some time to assimilate everything.”

He was right, of course.  And so it was that I found myself laying on my bed, trying to sleep and getting nowhere at it.

The night wasn’t particularly dark – not much cloud and the moon was out – and I ended up spending most of it sitting in the window, watching the occasional car go down Dundas Street and listening to the noises that the city makes in its sleep.

When I heard the distant rattling of the first tram go by, I stopped even pretending I was going to sleep that night.  Turning the light on in the room, I looked around me at all the neatly labeled boxes, wondering which one to start with.

I decided on clothes in the end, simply because that seemed the most practical.  I’d probably need them sooner than I’d need any of my books, for example.  Etienne’s house had built in robes, and unpacking my stuff into them was actually kind of fun.  Especially when I found a $50 note in the pocket of one jacket.  It didn’t really mean that much, but somehow, holding it my hand, I felt a confidence that money wouldn’t be a problem.  Possibly even less of a problem than the old days, if the strength of the confidence I felt was anything to go by.

I was tempted to sit and strum at my guitar for a while when I came across that, but the merest touch of the strings reminded me that not everything could lay idle for six years without decay the way I had.  But it did lead me to start making a To Do list, and buying new strings was the first item on the list.  After that, the list got a little more arcane.  

I’ve never been good at simplicity.  Even a simple to do list can spiral completely out of control in my hands, leading to subordinate lists detailing the individual steps of a particular task, or recording the names of all the people I wanted to contact regarding some upcoming event or other.  And on the latter, well, I wanted to contact pretty much every person I’d ever met right now.  Aside from Etienne and Jezza, my sister, I was feeling pretty much disconnected from the entire world.

*
*
*

By the time Etienne arose that morning, I had a room full of drying laundry and the beginnings of a plan.  As much as I burned to interrogate Etienne about everyone we hadn’t covered last night, I had more important matters to deal with.  The top two items on my list were to call my sister – she needed to know I was okay, and I needed to thank her for paying my bills all these years – and to visit the grave of Nora, wherever it might be located.

I had a pretty good idea where Nora would be.  Her folks were old German stock.  Some of the oldest in Melbourne, in fact.  I doubted she’d be lying anywhere except next to her parents, in the old German cemetery in Thomastown.  So after pointlessly trying to reach Jezza, I set out for the train station.  Thornbury and Thomastown were on the same line, so the trip was simple enough.  Three quarters of an hour after leaving the house, I was standing in the Westgarthstown Cemetery.  It was nice there – quiet and sheltered.  I laid a flower on her grave – a red rose, her favourite – and I couldn’t tell you how, but I had the distinct impression that Nora was at peace.

I envied her that.

In some ways, I almost wished I was lying there next to her.  It would have been a lot easier to have died in 1989, in some ways.  I suppose that to most of the world, I had died.  No one would have been expecting me to wake up after all this time.  They would have gone on with their lives.  Hell, I would have done the same myself in their shoes.

But knowing that didn’t make what I had to do any easier.  I didn’t just have to go on – I had to catch up, at the same time.  For a minute – but only a minute – I was tempted to just give up.  But the impulse passed quickly, replaced by a strong sense of purpose.  Not that I knew what that purpose was – not yet – but I could feel it.  It was an intuition too strong to be ignored.

*
*
*

I couldn’t believe how different I felt.  I really couldn’t.  1989 was all of 4 days ago to me, but even if it was 6 and a half years to the rest of the world, it felt like a lot more to me.  I tried to reach back for the feelings I’d had then, the thoughts that had filled my brain and the words my mouth.

Nothing.

It was like it happened to someone else.  A character in a movie I saw once, perhaps.

And yet, I was me.  I knew that.  I hadn’t changed, had I?  Could I change?

I couldn’t remember any dreams or nightmares from my long, long sleep, but I was pretty sure I’d had some of each.  How much is it possible to change in one’s dreams?  When they’re all that you have in the way of experience for a long time, I’m guessing a lot.

But I’d slipped back into persona easily enough in talking to Etienne.  The Jeremy Taylor Show went on, just as it had at high school and university.  I was the same man – on the surface – that I had been then.

But I couldn’t help wondering how much I’d changed beneath that.  Because it felt like a lot.  Like my soul had grown older and stronger while my mind had slept, and perhaps changed in other ways as well.  Or perhaps I was just babbling to myself.  I do that, sometimes.
*
*
*

I lingered in the cemetery for a while before I moved on.  A proper goodbye takes time, and I had no doubt I’d be back a few times yet before I could lay her to rest properly.  There was no way I let her go completely in a single day.

So eventually, I sighed, and began the walk back to the train station.  I was nearly there when I noticed the taxi rank by the station and decided ‘what the Hell.’  I could afford to cab it back, and it would be faster that way.  I really just wanted to get home and put on some of my more depressing music for a while.  Besides, maybe Jezza had called back.

The taxi driver was chattier than I was really in the mood for.  He kept trying to draw me out on politics, a subject I felt inadequate to tackle.  I recalled the burning issues of the 1987 election like they were yesterday, but on the subject of this year’s election I had very little knowledge, although some of the names were familiar.  I was very relieved to get out when I got back to Etienne’s, but I had a sense that something wasn’t quite right.  Nothing I could put my finger on, just a feeling.  As soon as I went inside it went away.

Etienne was at work by that time, and the answering machine had no messages on it.  I decided against trying Jezza again – if she hadn’t called back, she hadn’t got the message yet, and harassing her would serve no useful purpose.

I wandered upstairs, gathering my record player and a few choice albums on my way, and set up in the cupola on the house’s uppermost level.  I’d played through the first side of Wall of Voodoo’s ‘Seven Days In Sammystown’ and was starting on the second side when I first noticed the street that wasn’t there.

That is to say, it was there – I could see it out my window – but I’d walked along the two streets it ran between myself on many occasions, and I could swear it wasn’t there from the ground level.  And it wasn’t new construction either.  I considered that – a lot can happen in six years – but the buildings on the street would have looked older were that the case.

I was fascinated by this apparent optical illusion.  I even went downstairs and fetched Etienne’s shiny new Melways to check, but the street didn’t appear there at all.  It was only visible through that window.

I even walked down there to check for myself, but the street remained stubbornly unfindable from the ground level.  But as soon as I climbed back to the cupola, I could see it again.  So I walked back down there, to the other end of where it should come out, and it was once again gone.  Or maybe just hidden.  Weird.

I mentioned it to Etienne when he returned later that afternoon.  He didn’t believe me at first, so I had to take him up to the cupola and show him.  Then we had to go walking back down there.  Even with the two of us there, we couldn’t find it.  It was a mystery.

*
*
*

That night, I continued digging into the vexing topic of where all these people I knew had gone.  And, belatedly, I remembered my manners.

“So, you’re still living here?” I asked Etienne.

“I have no need to move,” he replied.  “I own this residence, free and clear.”

“But…   alone?” I pressed.  He smiled.

“Not always,” he said.  “You are not my first tenant, Jeremy.  I confess, sometimes this house is too large for one man.”

“There’s no one but us right now,” I said.

“No, my last tenant moved out a few months ago.  You would have liked him, Jeremy.”

“I would have?”

“Oh yes,” said Etienne, “he shared your appreciation of madness, did Danny.”

“Sorry I missed him, then,” I said. “Of course, right now I’m more interested in finding people I’ve already met than people I haven’t.”

“Of course you are,” said Etienne.  “Who in particular?”

“Cynthia.”

*
*
*

Cynthia had been the one who figured out who the killer was, and almost succeeded in stopping him from assaulting me.  Even as it was, her intervention had probably been the difference between life and death for me.  In the long run, at least.

Even before that, she’d been Nora’s best friend, and thus, a good friend of mine, too.  We’d got particularly close after her boyfriend, Ken, had disappeared.

And in all the people I’d known at La Trobe in 1989, there’d been no one I had more respect for than Cynthia.  Not that I’d ever told her so.  But I had to respect her – she’d had her head together better than anyone.  I know that losing Ken had cost her deeply, but she’d never let it stop her.  She’d kept up with all her own studies, and taken over running Ken’s activist group, DRUID, in his absence.

I wondered what had become of her, and I was a little afraid to find out, just in case I wound up not respecting her as much anymore.  But that die was cast.

*
*
*

“I was wondering when you’d ask about her,” said Etienne with a smile.  I shrugged.

“Save the best for last,” I said.

“Cynthia is doing well,” he said.  “She lives in Nimbin, and edits the top-selling activist magazine in the country.”

“Doing well, and doing good?” I said, and Etienne laughed.

“Indeed she is,” he said.

“How long has she been up there?”

“She moved up in 1992, during the summer.”

“Did she ever wind up editing the student newspaper like she wanted to?”

“Oh yes.  In 1991.”

“Do you have a number I could reach her on?” I asked.

“Alas, I do not.  I have a mailing address.”

“Maybe I’ll send her a postcard,” I said.

“I also have several issues of her magazine, if you’re curious.”

“Well,” I said, “I do have a lot of catching up to do.  And I can think of worse places to start.”

*
*
*

My first week awake passed slowly.  I didn’t do that much other than visiting Nora another couple of times and going out to the university one time with Etienne.  It hadn’t changed much.  There were a couple of new buildings and it felt a lot more crowded, but it was still the same place I remembered, a fact that was oddly comforting.

I read a few issues of Cynthia’s magazine, and began the painful process of getting up to date.  Each day that I felt up to it, I’d do one more thing to fill in a gap.  I hired videos of each year’s Grand Final to watch, I went by the Trojan Cinema to get the latest calendar, and I visited my comic shop to see what had become of my standing order.  I wasn’t so much trying to fill in the blanks of history as of history and society.  I wanted to feel that I fit in once more, that this was still the city I loved.  Still my Melbourne.

As it happened, that was fairly easy to manage.  Melbourne hadn’t changed that much in six years, although the omens weren’t favourable for it remaining untouched.  It seemed like there were plans everywhere to make things bigger and gaudier.  There was tendency towards monumental architecture, apparently aimed at aggrandizing a certain state Premier.  I assumed he was shorter than he looked in his pictures.

After I replaced the strings on my guitar, I spent a day out busking, playing all my old favourites.  I was out of practice, but it didn’t seem to matter – it was the single most profitable day I’d ever had busking.  I put it down to the vagaries of fate, and pocketed the money with a grin.

Worst of all, the Trojan’s current calendar was to be their last.  They were due to close down in a few weeks’ time.  
I couldn’t believe it.  The Trojan was a Melbourne institution.  It was the single best arthouse cinema in the entire city, if not the entire country.  They played weird cult stuff that wouldn’t get a look in anywhere else, they ran 24 hour film festivals of horror, scifi and comedy, they hosted the Melbourne Rocky Horror Show audience participation show, and the world’s only Blues Brothers audience participation show.

It was also, to me, home away from home.  I’d lost count of how much money I’d spent there over the years, how many hours.  They were among the few merchants in the world who could compel me to honesty.  Hell, I’d lost (well, thrown away is probably a more accurate description) my virginity in the back row of that cinema one night at Rocky.

I took myself down there one Saturday evening, and waited for the managers to show up.  They were old friends, and they had some explaining to do.

*
*
*

“It’s not our choice,” said Terry.

“You’re going to have to elaborate on that,” I told them.

“It’s the owners,” Geoff explained.

“I thought you were the owners?”

“We own Trojan Inc,” said Geoff, “but we only lease the cinema.”

“And the lease isn’t getting renewed?”

“The owners have decided that they can make more money running the place themselves than leasing it to us,” said Terry with a heavy sigh.  His despairing expression mirrored my own.  I’d met the owners a few times after the Trojan relocated, and they’d failed to impress me with either their business sense or their grasp of reality.  Add six years to that, and the chips on their shoulders must be large enough to make them hunchbacks.

“So that’s it?” I asked.  Terry shrugged.

“There is no place else to go.  The theatre is closed,” he intoned.

“Bugger,” I said.

“Yeah,” said Geoff.  “So, what about you?”
“What about me?” I asked, not following his abrupt change of topic.

“You’re awake again.”

“So it appears,” I said.

“Thought it would never happen,” said Terry.  “I mean, it’s not like we didn’t try to wake you up.”

“You did?”

“Sure,” he said.  “You remember Samirah?”
“Hard to forget the only Egyptian girl in the entire Rocky Horror cast,” I said.  Geoff and Terry exchanged a long look.  Geoff, broke it, looking away and shrugging.  “What about her” I asked.

“Well, a delegation from Rocky Horror went by the hospital one time, to sing ‘Wild and Untamed Thing’ at you,” said Terry.

“Unfortunately, you were dreaming it, not being it, at the time,” said Geoff drily.

“Anyway, after they all left, Sammi suddenly remembered the handbag she’d ‘accidentally’ forgotten in your room, and went back to get it.”

“So?”

“So, while it was just the two of you there, she decided to give you the kiss of life.”

“Princess Charming to my Sleeping Beauty, yeah?” I said.  They exchanged another one of those looks.

“Uh, a bit lower than that,” said Geoff.  I stared at them, dumbfounded.  I hadn’t even known she liked me like that.

“Well, you know, the girl is Egyptian, after all,” said Terry.

*
*
*

I stayed at the cinema that night – the audience participation Rocky Horror was on, and I knew that showing up here was an easy way to get back into the swing of that.  Although for me, it had been only a little over a week since I last went to the show, so I wasn’t feeling that out of it.

Plus, I have to admit, I was kinda hoping Sammi would show up.

I was surprised by how many of the people I’d known were still there, but also surprised at some of the ones who weren’t.  It was as much fun as ever – I still loved seeing guys and girls dancing about in fishnet stockings – but there was a shadow over it.  The imminent closure of the cinema would leave the show without a home, and everyone there knew it.  Still, it was nice to be among people who were just happy to see me, and weren’t shy with the hugs to prove it.  
Sammi wasn’t there – one of the other old timers told me she’d dropped out after she got married a few years back – but plenty of other people were.  All my old friends kept commenting on how young I looked, especially my face.  I told them that whatever its downsides might be, being in a coma wasn’t very stressful, hence the lack of lines in my face.

To me, it seemed weird how much my friends had aged.  All the people I had know were now in their mid to late twenties.  Not a few of them had spouses or even children now.  And the new kids who had joined since my accident, well, they were young, but they looked about the same age as me.  They looked the age my friends should be, according to memory.

New and old alike, they made me feel welcome that night.  They even tried to get me on the stage myself, but aside from dancing the Time Warp, I managed to avoid that.

I wasn’t actually enjoying the show that much, truth to tell.  I tried, but the thought of what was about to happen to my favourite cinema kept getting in the way.  It almost felt like the cinema itself was afraid of what might happen to it.  I could only take so much of it.  After bumming a smoke off one of the regulars during intermission, I stayed outside when everyone went back in.  And when my cig was done, I ground it out under my foot and hailed a taxi.

“Where to?” asked the driver.  I handed him $200.

“Tell me when this runs out,” I told him.  “And you can start by taking me to Verity Street, Richmond.”

“You’re the boss,” he said, but he gave me a funny look as we pulled back into the traffic.  “Rocky no good tonight?” he asked.  I made a non-committal noise.  “Fair enough.  I’m more of a Blues fan myself,” he added with a wink, but I didn’t want to be drawn.  I was wrestling with my emotions, and didn’t much feel like talking. We drove in silence for the trip down.  It wasn’t far, and the traffic was light on Hoddle Street at that time of night.

We pulled into Verity Street and stopped practically on the corner.  I instructed the driver to leave the meter running, then got out to take a closer look.

“It’s you,” said the driver.

“What?” I said.  I had no idea what he meant.

“1989.  You were the guy who got his head split just here, yeah?”

“Yeah,” I said.  “How did you know?”

“I’m the guy that found you.”

“You are?”

“Yeah.  Spacco’s the name,” he said, thrusting out his hand.  I took it and shook it.

“Jeremy Taylor,” I said.

*
*
*

After that, as you can probably imagine, we fell into conversation pretty easily.  We got back into the taxi, Spacco turned the meter off, and we just drove and talked.  I learned a lot about Spacco that night, probably more than he thought.  He was just telling me various anecdotes from his long career as Melbourne’s greatest taxi driver, but I could see beyond that.  But then, he probably saw more of me than I thought at the time, too.

“It was the day I turned 18,” he said.  “I got my license, and I went out driving.  Never went home again.  Never needed to.  When I sat behind the wheel, in any vehicle at all, I was home already.”
“So you became a taxi driver?” I prompted him.

“It was a natural evolution,” he said with a shrug.  “We all have our callings.  My older brother is singer in a punk band, my younger an assassin.  That’s what calls to each of them – this is what calls to me.”

“This?” I prompted, although I had a pretty good idea of what he meant.

“I serve as I am needed,” he said formally, then grinned like a madman.  “The money’s barely livable, the hours suck – but I’ve seen faces of this city most people don’t even imagine exist.”  I felt something then, like my heart had become a bell, tolling my entire body.  I recognized what he was saying, because I’d felt it too.  I smiled as insanely as he had.  Without a word, I reached for the radio and turned it on.  It was playing Iggy Pop’s “The Passenger”, just as I had known it would be.  Spacco gunned the engine, and we sped off, singing along.

*
*
*

When Spacco dropped me home, hours later, I invited him in for a drink.  And I showed him the hidden street.

“Oh yeah, I know that one,” he said.

“You do?” I asked.

“Sure.  That’s Little Hoddle Street.”

“You’ve been there?” I asked him incredulously.

“A few times.  I get the occasional fare to there,” he said.  He was enjoying this, I could hear it in his voice.

“Who lives there?” I asked him.  Spacco sobered up real quick.

“You don’t want to know,” he said.

“That bad, huh?”

“Worse.”

The conversation pretty much ended there.  Spacco made his excuses and left, though not before we exchanged phone numbers.  Despite my intentions, I had made a new friend.  But it felt like I was supposed to have done that.  I realized, as I watched Spacco drive away, why that other taxi ride had felt slightly off.
*
*
*

The next day, I started again.

Only this time, I had a better idea of what I was trying to do.  I didn’t need to pick up my old life – sure there were responsibilities, ties of friendship and family, even debts of honour that needed repaying – but most of that could look after itself.

I wasn’t about to turn my back any responsibilities remaining to me, but there were precious few of those.  Most of them I’d been excused from hors de combat over the last six years, and of those, the vast majority were now either being fulfilled by others or had been deemed no longer needed.

The ties of friendship and family could, for the most part, look after themselves.  Recent experiences were starting to restore my faith in synchronicity.  If I needed to see someone – or they needed to see me – I had faith that see them I would.

That left debts of honour, of which there were four: honouring Nora’s memory; finding Ken Smith; and paying what I owed to Jezza and to Etienne.  The first I could do mostly by living my life – that’s what she would have wanted.  Finding Ken would be a lot trickier, particularly with the trail nearly seven years cold now.  That one I decided was a low priority – I’d do it if I could, but I had more pending matters to concern me.  Such as paying what I owed to my sister and my friend cum landlord.

On top of that, I had a life that I was slowly getting back into.  There were things I needed to do, although I couldn’t honestly say what they were as yet.  It was coming to me, though, however slowly.

A big part of it was the intuitions I kept having.  I veered back and forth between a certainty that bordered on arrogance – from the far side, at that – and a quivering fear that this thin, thin ice would break beneath my weight.  But as they continued to come to me, ever thicker and faster, I increasingly tended towards the former.

I toyed with the idea that I might be supposed to save the Trojan – I even discussed the idea with Spacco one time, and while we both agreed that it was a fine idea, neither of us had a clue how to go about it.  I settled for spending as much time there as I could, while I still could, hoping for inspiration to strike.

It never did, though.  All I got was the stronger and stronger sense that the cinema’s magic was dying, and a part of the city’s with it.  In fact, magic seemed to be dying all over the city, piecemeal.  But right then, I was primarily concerned with the Trojan.  For all the good my concern did any of us: the Trojan closed its doors for the last time on the 11th of June, 1996.

*
*
*

For once in my life, I was not visited by l’esprit d’escalier thereafter.  It was a great relief to me.

*
*
*

But that was still weeks away right now.  And right now, I was trying to figure out what had happened to me.  The most frustrating thing about it was my absolute certainty that Spacco had a pretty good idea, and could have told me…   but wouldn’t.  Nor, really, did I want him to.  I knew it was something I had to work out for myself.

More than that, though, it was something I needed my own metaphors for.  Spacco’s experiences would be similar to mine, but not identical – we had different purposes, for all that they clearly served the same ultimate goals.  I needed to find mine, and to understand it, in my own way.

On the other hand, I could learn a little from thinking about Spacco.

Spacco was a son of the city.  He guarded it, and was guarded by it in return.  He had certain extra normal abilities that had been granted to him as a result, both as a reward and as the necessary tools for his tasks.
It was becoming increasingly clear to me that I too was a son of this city, a state of being that felt right and proper to me.

He told me that from time to time he’d met others, specialists like himself, who were also the sons or daughters of Melbourne, and served it in their own ways.  And each of them had likewise possessed extra normal talents, each according to their kind.
It logically followed that I had that I had some gifts along those lines myself, if I could just figure out what they were.  And why I had them.  I was no specialist – quite the reverse.  Nora used to say that I specialized in being a generalist, and I’d never seen a reason to disagree with her on that point.  So why me?
*
*
*
The next day – Monday – I had to report back to the hospital.  They wanted to give me a thorough physical – another one – and also to start me on counseling.  The former I could do without – although I was curious about the good shape I was unexpectedly in, I was pretty sure I knew the reasons for that already, and they were nothing medical science was about to discover.  The latter I suspected might actually be useful, in a painful kind of way.  I was 26 (nearly 27) years old according to the calendar, somewhat less than that physically, and 19 in my heart.  I had a lot of adjusting to do, and grieving on top of that.  My only worry was that I might say something that got me locked up.  That I could do without, and although I was pretty sure I could manage to avoid it, I still couldn’t help my nerves on the matter.  And I knew myself well enough to know that my fear would probably express itself as unwarranted aggression, but there was nothing I could do about that except watch for it, and maybe warn the counselor beforehand.
It had been agreed between myself and Etienne that he would drive me home from my counseling session.  I wasn’t at all sure what sort of shape I’d be in emotionally when I emerged, but I thought it best to be careful.  I would have called on Spacco for this – driving was his raison d’etre, after all – but I didn’t feel that comfortable with him yet.

As it turned out, that was the right choice, though not for that reason.

As I had suspected I would – and don’t think for a moment that I didn’t go over the whole self-fulfilling prophecy bit in my head first – I went into my first appointment as sullen and uncooperative with counselor Penny Larkins as I felt capable of.

Which was plenty.  For twenty minutes, we fenced verbally, until she said “You don’t like me very much, do you Jeremy?” and I launched into a ten minute tirade about what I despised about her profession, and by extension, her.  I’d probably still be there paying out on her if the receptionist hadn’t come in and announced that time was up.  Jenny smiled professionally and said “Well, I think we’ve made a lot of progress today.  I’ll see you next week, Jeremy.”  I exited the building grinding my teeth.

Or rather, I tried to.  As harsh as I’d just been to the counselor, her receptionist was even harsher with me.  She actually made me want to apologise to the counselor, although I wasn’t about to let her know that.  After about five minutes, she noticed how much I was grinning, although she guessed wrong about why.

“I suppose you think this is funny?” she asked.

“No, I think you’re right, actually,” I told her.

“So why are you smiling?”

“I like you.  You don’t take any shit.”  She was nonplussed by that.

“Well, thanks, I think,” she said.

“It’s a compliment, err,” I leaned forward to read her nametag, “Julie.”

“I’m glad you told me,” she said sarcastically.

“Listen, how do you feel about getting a cup of coffee sometime?”  I asked her.  She gave me one of those ‘are you for real?’ looks that women do so well.  I held her gaze for a minute, and she nodded.  Satisfied that I meant it, she replied.

“I’m sorry, I don’t date men who yell at my boss,” she told me, and all the humour was gone from her voice.  But she was smiling as she said it.  Just then I heard Etienne politely clearing his throat behind me, and I turned to go.

“See you next week,” I said over my shoulder.

“I can hardly wait,” she said, in the same sarcastic tone as before.

Etienne led the way to the car, and we got in.  I sat there in the passenger seat thinking about Julie for a minute before turning to Etienne to see why he hadn’t he hadn’t started the car yet.  Wordlessly, he handed me the newspaper he’d been reading, folded open to page five or so.  It wasn’t hard for me to see which story he had in mind.
The headline ran ‘Wife claims Cook kidnapped.’  The article went on to clarify that Brian Cook, 35, of Hoppers Crossing, had been missing for a week and a half now.  Police thought he had simply done a bunk, although of course they couldn’t just say so.  Their opinion was couched in official non-committalese, but it wasn’t hard to read between the lines.  The wife, Joelene Cook, was adamant that her husband wouldn’t do that, and therefore must either have been kidnapped or involved in a terrible accident.  And she’d already checked all the hospitals for John Does.

And despite the fact that, as the police were quick to point out, his car hadn’t turned up abandoned anywhere.  I believed her.

Because in 1989, Etienne and I had attended La Trobe University with Brian Cook, and there was no way the guy we knew then would just disappear like this on his own initiative.  And Etienne had seen him only a few months back, and was sure he hadn’t changed that much.  If anything, marriage and fatherhood had changed Brian in ways that emphasized rather than diminished that point.

Brian and I had never been that close – we had a few classes together and talked occasionally.  He wasn’t one of the people on my list to catch up with.  But he had disappeared on the exact same day that I woke up from my coma.  And I was learning not to ignore coincidence.  Coincidence and intuition was the language in which Melbourne spoke to me.
Apparently, Melbourne had decided that I was to be a detective for her.  I was dubious about this.  My previous exploits in detection had not ended well for anyone involved, including me.  But there was no appeal to this decision.  I had my marching orders, and all I could do was march.  Or, in this case, detect.
The first step was to get in touch with Mrs. Brian Cook.  Joelene.  It was pretty obvious that the police hadn’t taken what she had to say very seriously, and if I was lucky, that meant they’d missed something useful there.  It was a place to start, at least.
I called Spacco, and reserved his services for the next few days.  I suspected there’d be a lot of leg work on this one, and although I didn’t entirely agree with Spacco that he was meant to take direction from me, I wasn’t going to argue with a belief that worked out so conveniently for me.  Besides, for all I knew, Melbourne had given him instructions that I didn’t know about.
*
*
*
Joelene Cook really wasn’t my type.  I mean that.  I’d always fancied myself something of a ladies man, and even with the one love of my life, Nora, I’d had a non-monogamous relationship.  But even had I been seeking a little consoling companionship at the moment – and it was only at this point that it occurred to me that my libido didn’t seem to be as healthy as the rest of me – which I wasn’t, I wouldn’t have been interested in her.
Not that she was ugly or unpleasant or anything else like that.  She was just…   normal.  Determinedly normal, in fact.  I suppose that shouldn’t have come as such a surprise to me: she struck me as being exactly Brian’s type.  Which was pleasingly symmetrical to me.
I introduced myself as an old friend of Brian’s, and explained about the coma and all that.  It was before she had met Brian, and I could see she was uncertain about me – she probably thought I had come to give her even more mockery – but she relaxed appreciably when I dropped Etienne’s name.  I gave silent thanks for having thought to ask Spacco to wait in the car.  Besides, I’d asked him to do a little favour for me while he waited.
The conversation was a little awkward at first, since I pretended not to know anything at all about Brian since 1989, like I was just getting around to him now as I looked people up.  It didn’t take long for his disappearance to come up, as I had known it wouldn’t.  At that point, I mentioned that I was an investigator, although I didn’t go into details about what sort.  No need to muddy the waters with the wrong true facts.
“Tell me about Brian,” I said.

“What do you want to know?” she asked.

“I’m not sure, but I’ll know it when I hear it.”  She looked at her feet.  MY answer, although the truth, was probably less helpful than she’d hoped.
“Well, he went off to work that day, and he never came home.”

“Where did he work?”

“He had a government job.  Department of Education or something like that, I think,” said Joelene.

“You’re not sure?”

“I could dig up his tax stuff if you like.  I didn’t really take much of an interest, to be honest.  It was just a job, you know?”  She glanced up to make sure I understood, and I nodded.

“How long had he been there?”

“Since he dropped out of Uni.  1990, I think.  It was before I met him.”  I had a pretty good idea of it from that – low level paper shuffling, starting off as a stopgap while he looked for something better, followed by looking less and less as the inertia built up.
“And he drove to and from each day?”

“Yeah.  Parked in Collins Place.”  The Department of Education was in the Treasury Buildings, a block from there.  And he had to have made it at least as far as the car the night he disappeared.  Or did he?  A really organized kidnapper could have stolen the car separately.  I’d have to speak to the guys who worked in the car park that day, see if they noticed anything amiss.
“Do you know what route he took?”

“The freeway.  He used to talk about going over the Westgate.  But aside from that, I couldn’t say.”  That was annoying, but fixable.  There were only a limited number of ways he could go, and wouldn’t take long with a Melways to work them out.  And Brian had always been a creature of habit – he would have used the same route day in, day out.  I decided to try another tack.

“The day he disappeared – did he leave work at the normal time, earlier, later?”

“Normal, I think.”  She looked confused now.  “The police already covered this,” she said.

“I answer to a higher authority,” I told her.  She just looked confused, but she didn’t ask me to explain.  Which was something of a relief, since I didn’t want her to think that her best hope was a madman.  Especially since the truth, that it was two madmen with supernatural powers, would probably be worse.
*
*
*

When I got back in the car, we drove off, then pulled up at the first convenient place after we were out of sight.  I pulled out the tie of Brian’s I had stolen, and we improvised it into a divining rod over the Melways spread on my lap.  It was too much to hope for that we might find the point at which Brian had disappeared in this way – although I wasn’t about to turn down such good luck if it happened – but I was pretty sure we could trace the path he took to and from work each day.  And even not finding the actual point of disappearance would be useful information of sorts: if this divination didn’t find it, whoever was responsible for it could be safely assumed to be using extra normal abilities of their own.  It only stood to reason that Melbourne would deploy folks like me and Spacco against our opposite numbers.
I wondered, for a minute, if they were from Sydney, but decided against sharing this patriotic light relief with Spacco, in case he thought I meant it.

In any case, we managed to map out Brian’s path without too much trouble – the masking would have only covered the day of the abduction, not the psychic groove Brian had spent years and months wearing into his route.  It contained few surprises – he used the most direct route from his house to the freeway, then took that over the Westgate as Joelene had mentioned.  It was only on the far side of the bridge, in Port Melbourne, that things got interesting.  I couldn’t for the life of me see why he’d want to take Flinders Street from one end of the city to the other, but at least it made my task a little simpler.  There’s no way to take a person and a car off Flinders Street at rush hour without attracting attention – and whoever was behind this was good at not doing that.  Nor was it hard to see that this lack of attention-seeking was no accident.  They didn’t want to be noticed, and if they’d only had conventional authorities to deal with, they’d probably get away with it.  Hell, they still might, but the sides were a little closer to even now.
Spacco’s professional opinion was that the abduction was most likely performed somewhere between the Westgate and the exit where Brian left the freeway.  He outlined how he thought it might have gone down: a faked driver in distress to get Brian to pull over, a simple snatch and grab from there, with one of the kidnappers driving Brian’s car away, most likely to a chop shop (of which, he assured me glumly, there were no small number in ten minutes’ drive).
Driving slowly along the freeway, we were able to pinpoint the place where the abduction had taken place.  It wasn’t hard to do – not for us – but it would have been nigh impossible for anyone else.  There was no physical evidence, although after a week and change, that wasn’t too great a shock.  To all appearances, there was nothing at all amiss.  Nothing had ever happened in that space.
That was the giveaway.

Cities live.  We all know this, although we don’t like to think about what it actually means.  A city is a macrocosmic representation of the human body, a meta-organism made up other organisms.  Where we have blood, cities have us.  We are their circulatory system, and what we circulate is our energies, our emotions, our dreams and fears.  Millions of us, each leaving an invisible thread behind them as we go about our daily journeys.

The fabric of the city is a many-layered tapestry that, at first glance, is hopelessly snarled.  It takes a lot of concentration to keep focused on the particular strand or strands you’re tracing when you look at it that way.

This place wasn’t like that.  The snarls had been smoothed away.  It was flat – too flat.  But anyone except myself or Spacco would most likely have missed it – particularly at the speed the average freeway traveler would be passing through it.  Just standing there gave me a headache, not to mention the guilt of knowing I couldn’t dispel whatever it was yet, lest I tip off whoever had cast this little enchantment.  It got Spacco even worse than it got me, I think.  He was even more about the map than I was.
Whoever had done this had tried very hard to erase all traces of having been there, and they’d only failed to do because they overdid things.  My unknown opponent was smart, tricky and strong.

It was a grim picture, but at least we had one.

*
*
*

There was nothing much more that could be done today, so we went home.  I retired to my room to think, although not about the subject I gave the others the impression I was thinking of.  Right now, the case was at something of a dead end.  We’d established that Brian was missing, and that he had been abducted by sub-, super- or un-natural forces.  That was about it.

Sure, the latter part was a step forward, but in a direction that only led to more questions.

Right now, I had questions of my own.

My libido was missing in action, at a time when I would that it would be either in action or missing action, but not both.  I wondered how much of it had to do with simple grief and my general level of emotional exhaustion.  Quite a bit, I suspected.  I remembered when I was 16, and my friend Darryl was killed.  I didn’t even think about sex for months after that.  Even that time I slept with sister, Amanda, was more about mutual consolation than actual sex.

Amanda, jeez.  I hadn’t thought of her in a long time, even before the coma.  Maybe, I thought, I should look her up sometime.

I lay there for quite a while, thinking about Nora, and Amanda, and various girls I’d met through Rocky Horror and Blues Brothers, and wondering why the memories of not a one of these girls seemed to be able to inspire me to erection.  Eventually, I concluded it was something I’d probably have to talk to my counselor about.  And that reminded me of Julie.  Turned out my libido wasn’t dead after all, just resting.
I fell asleep still pondering what, if anything, to tell my counselor when I saw her.

*
*
*

For the next week, I was mostly just pacing.  I made virtually no progress on the matter of Brian Cook, which had me worried.  The longer I took, the less chance he’d be alive when I found him.  On the other hand, the amount of trouble that his abductors had gone to suggested that they wanted him alive, for whatever reason.  If they’d wanted him dead, there would have been no need to be so elaborate about it.

By the time Monday rolled around again, I was more than ready for some good counsel.  I suspect that Penny had trouble recognizing me from last week, my manner was so different.  But I’d kinda had my nose rubbed in how much I needed what this therapy could do for me, and I’d been appropriately humbled by the experience.  I think I might even have shocked Julie a little with the change in my demeanour.  When I arrived, she didn’t seem to know what to make of me, so she retreated into a calm and professional manner.  Fortunately, I was all of two minutes early for the appointment, so we didn’t have to sit in awkward silence for very long.

“So, Jeremy,” she began, “how are you this week?”  I had already decided to go with complete honesty.  If this was going to work for me the way I hoped, I’d have to give it my all.
“Changeable, I guess.  Moods come on quick and hard, but go away just as fast.  Sometimes I’m weeping for the girl I’ll never see again, sometimes I’m just angry, and sometimes the thought of how lucky I am just about overwhelms me, and I have to smile.”
“Well, that's only to be expected.  You may not think so, but you’re out of practice at feeling emotions.  That’s why so many things feel so intense right now.  Try to ride it out – it will pass if you let it.”

“Good to know,” I said.

“You’re frowning, Jeremy,” said Penny.  “What is it?”

“Am I?” I asked.  I honestly hadn’t been aware of it.  “I guess I just find it frustrating.  The whole world changed while I was sleeping, and I feel like I’ve fallen behind in a race I didn’t know I was running.”  She nodded.  “It’s like – you know the Berlin Wall?”  She nodded again.  “The Berlin Wall stood for my entire life.  I thought of it as an immutable fact of existence.  It had always been there.  It always would be there.  But I when I woke up, I learned that it had been demolished not long after the coma began.”
“It was a great surprise to us all,” she said.  “I’ve spoken to many people who felt the same way you do about it.”

“Yes, but they didn’t have to deal with it the way I do.  They could go on, day by day, and acclimatize to the way things were now.  They had a context to put it in – the events of the day.  I lack that.  And the Wall is just the tip of the iceberg.  There’s a million other things like that.  I mean, when did we start taking Jeff Kennett seriously?”  I leaned forward in my chair, burying my head in my hands.  “It’s too much, too fast,” I said.

Penny waited a minute or so, until I looked up, before she replied.

“We travel through time – through history, both personal and general – one day at a time.  More precisely, one day per day,” she told me.  “You did so, before your coma began.  But while you were unaware of it, the world continued to travel forward at that same rate.  Your body traveled with it, but who you are – your self – did not.  So when you woke up, you effectively traveled those six and a half years – more than two and half thousand days – in one day.  It’s understandable that you would feel this way.”
“But what can I do about it?” I asked.  I was surprised at how plaintive my own voice sounded.

“Like your emotions, this will sort itself out in time.  However, it will take quite a bit longer.  Months at least, possibly even years, if you are unlucky.”

“Wonderful,” I said.  “I’m not blaming you, doc, but you’ve got to agree this isn’t happy news.”
“Of course not,” Penny agreed.  “There’d be something wrong with you if it was.”
“So, what can I do?”

“Well, it’s not a traditional therapeutic approach – but have you ever heard of a book called ‘Future Shock’?”

“Some old thing from the seventies, wasn’t it?”

“It was written then, yes.  I think you should read it, Jeremy.”

“Will it help?”

“That I do not know,” she said, “but there’s no way it would hurt.  At the very least, it will give you something else to think about.”

We went on to other matters after that – she wanted to know about Nora, and whether I was experiencing any physical pain and so on, but I was pretty much ready to leave after she recommended that book to me.  At least here was something I could actually do, instead of just waiting to feel better.  Besides, once my mind was off immediate problems, I was looking forward to flirting with Julie on my way out.
“So, Julie,” I opened, “no reprimands this week?”  She was a little flustered.  I don’t think she’d heard me coming out the door.

“No,” she said.  “You’ve been a good boy this week.”

“Ah,” I said.  “And does being so good warrant a reward?”  She smiled at me, and I thought I saw an evil glint in her eye.

“Of course it does,” she said, and handed me a lollipop.

*
*
*
I wasn’t really sure what to make of Penny’s advice.  She had a point, but it was all a little more detached and philosophical than I was feeling just at that time.  

Still, I decided to give it a shot.  Like she said: couldn’t hurt; might help.  I found a copy of Future Shock easily enough – the next second hand book shop I went into had multiple copies gathering dust.  I couldn’t honestly say I got a lot out of it in terms of coping strategies or what have you, but it did make me laugh in a few places.  There’s nothing quite as silly as futurism that’s past its use by date.  I remember feeling the same way when we read ‘1984’ in the last year of high school.
The one thing I did take from the book was the emphasis on controlling the information one receives fairly tightly.  Obviously, you can’t control it all – but you can pick and choose a lot of it, and you can direct the course of your own reading.  I don’t know if I was supposed to find it that way, but the idea was heartening to me.  It felt less bad to know that I wasn’t alone, at least in a metaphorical sense.
*
*
*
It occurred to me, when next I thought about Brian Cook, that his kidnappers had done this before.  The abduction went smoothly and left very few loose ends.  That bespoke experience at this sort of thing, which in turn implied that there were other victims.  Some would be listed as unsolved, but most of them, I suspected, would be listed in the same way that Brian’s case was – with the poor innocent spouse (or whoever) lucky to avoid getting charged with making prank calls.

The problem was that I didn’t have access to the information I needed in order to look for these patterns.  Some of these cases wouldn’t even have made the papers, if I was right.  But the cops would have records.

What I really needed, I decided, was more contacts.  I already knew a whole lot of people – always had, in fact.  I just had a knack for it.  But most of my contacts were either on the wrong side of the law or the much larger grey area in the middle – I didn’t know anyone who had the right kind of access for this.

It didn’t need to be someone else who served the city, although that would be convenient.  We’d already be on the same team then, and there’d be less explaining away to do.  But what I really needed, right now, was someone with access to police records.  That seemed to point at a cop, at least at first, but there are always other options.  And although I wasn’t aware of it, Melbourne was listening to me and responding to what I needed to help her.

So when Spacco – just by chance, as we say – gave a ride home to a drunken criminology student whose specialty was unsolved cases, well, I didn’t waste the opportunity.  The student, Ronald Voltri, wasn’t one of us, but was prepared to work with us in any case.  He was an idealist, and the idea of going outside of the law to help make up for some of its deficiencies appealed to him.  I tried not to talk to him about ideals – he’d find out soon enough what the world was really like for those who tried that.  I might try to soften the blow for him, but there was no way I could prevent it from landing.
*
*
*

As I started looking into other disappearances, I wondered for a while if Ken Smith had been an early example of these abductions.  That would be convenient, for me.  I could serve Melbourne’s ends and my own at the same time.  Eventually, however, I was forced to conclude that this wasn’t the case.  The abductions that fit the pattern had only started a few months back, and no matter how much I might have wanted it to, Ken’s didn’t fit.  I put the matter of Ken on the backburner, and got on with my work.
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