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Preface
By the Author, Waking from a Nap
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I wasn’t trying to have a vision.

I lay down on the couch after lunch because the day had stalled and the house had reached that humming equilibrium where nothing is actively wrong but nothing feels finished either. The dishwasher was running. A delivery van idled somewhere nearby. I told myself I’d close my eyes for ten minutes.

I woke up later than intended, with the distinct sense that I’d been somewhere else.

What I’d seen wasn’t dramatic. There were no flames, no angels, no voice speaking in capitals. I saw an ordinary man—his name was Kevin—standing in a place that looked unremarkably like the suburbs. He was holding a municipal directory and reading it as though it contained bad news. The more he read, the worse he felt. He kept rubbing his temples, as if he had a headache he couldn’t shift, and tilting his head, as though there was a faint ringing in his ears that no one else could hear.

People around him seemed unconcerned. They told him he was fine. They told him everyone felt like that sometimes. They told him the system was working as designed. But Kevin wasn’t reassured. He had the growing certainty that the place he lived—the City of Convenience—was quietly failing him, and that if he stayed there too long, he would never quite feel right again.

That was the moment he decided to leave.

I should say at the outset what this book is and is not. It is not a guide to self-improvement. It is not an attack on suburbs, councils, or carpet layers. It does not claim to reveal hidden truths or offer final answers. What it does attempt is to map a particular kind of modern unease: the sense that life is full of advice, systems, and options, yet oddly short on direction.

Like older allegories, this one treats an inner problem as a physical journey. The obstacles Kevin meets—experts, institutions, arguments, distractions, comforts—are not villains in the usual sense. Most of them are polite, qualified, and well-intentioned. That is precisely what makes them dangerous. They are not trying to stop him outright. They are trying to help him settle.

If you read this expecting a religious tract, you will be disappointed. If you read it expecting a straightforward satire, you may also be disappointed. The book borrows the shape of a spiritual journey but fills it with modern materials: credentials instead of blessings, confidence instead of faith, coolness instead of salvation. Whether that is an improvement is not for the author to decide.

I have not written this as someone who has arrived at the Realm of Ideal Enfranchisement, whatever that turns out to be. I have written it as someone who has seen the signposts, taken a few wrong turns, and noticed how easy it is to stop moving while telling yourself you’re being sensible.

If, as you read, you recognise some of the people, places, or arguments described here, that is not intentional. Allegory works by exaggeration, not by accusation. Any resemblance to real persons, living or endlessly opinionated, is a side effect of the world being fairly small.

If the story helps you think more clearly about your own distractions, then it has done enough. If it doesn’t, feel free to treat it as the product of an overlong nap and move on. That, too, would be appropriate.

I woke up, made a cup of tea, and wrote down what I could remember before it faded. What follows is the result.
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Chapter 1 — The City of Convenience
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As I slept, I dreamed; and in my dream I saw a man standing at the edge of a medium-density car park, holding a municipal directory in both hands, and weeping.

His name, as I later learned, was Kevin.

He was not a remarkable man. He was of average height, average build, and average distinction, with the posture of someone who had spent most of his working life bent slightly forward, coaxing obstinate materials into compliance. He was a carpet layer by trade—not one of the flamboyant kind who advertises aggressively or reinvents himself as a “flooring solutions consultant,” but a solid, competent man who arrived on time, cut carefully, and vacuumed at the end.

Kevin lived in a place called the City of Convenience, though no one could remember who had named it that, or whether the name had once been ironic. It sprawled gently across the landscape, neither fully urban nor convincingly rural, a continuous negotiation between aspiration and zoning compliance. It was ringed with roundabouts, each landscaped with a different variation of drought-tolerant shrubbery and connected internally by roads that curved politely around retail precincts, schools, and developments marked Coming Soon for so long that no one noticed when they finally arrived.

The city was proud of its signage. Signs rose everywhere, explaining what could be done, what could not, what might be done after consultation, and what was currently under review. There were signs advising of upcoming signs. There were signs that apologised for inconvenience caused by the installation of further signage. At night, these signs glowed faintly, powered by solar panels that had once been enthusiastically subsidised and were now quietly depreciating.

Kevin stood beneath one such sign now. It read:

COMMUNITY NOTICE
This area is subject to periodic reassessment.
He did not know why he was crying. He knew only that the more he read the directory in his hands, the worse he felt.

The municipal directory was a heavy volume, printed on recycled paper with an earnest preface and an exhaustive index. It contained zoning bylaws, waste management schedules, heritage overlays, guidelines for acceptable hedge heights, and a comprehensive explanation of parking restrictions arranged alphabetically by street and cul-de-sac. Kevin had found it earlier that morning in his letterbox, delivered without comment, its arrival unexplained.

At first, he had read it out of mild curiosity, as one reads a pamphlet while waiting for the kettle to boil. But soon he noticed something unsettling: no matter where he turned, he seemed to be implicated. Each page suggested, indirectly but unmistakably, that some aspect of his life was marginally non-compliant.

The regulations were not accusatory. They did not say You have failed. They said things like Residents are encouraged to consider, and best practice recommends, and it is advisable that householders ensure. Yet taken together, they produced in Kevin a steady pressure behind the eyes, as though a low-grade headache had taken up permanent residence there.

This headache had, in truth, been with him for some time.

So too had the ringing in his ears.

It was not loud. It was not constant. It did not prompt immediate concern. It was simply there, like a distant appliance running somewhere in the background of his life. When he mentioned it to others, they nodded sympathetically and said things like, “That’s just stress,” or “You should get that checked,” or “Everyone has that now.”

Kevin accepted these responses, but the ringing persisted.

As he read the directory, it grew more noticeable.

Around him the City of Convenience continued its business. Cars moved through the roundabouts with studied patience. Pedestrians waited obediently at crossings, even when no vehicles were present. Somewhere nearby, a café grinder whined with professional optimism. The city functioned smoothly. That was its great strength.

It was also, Kevin was beginning to realise, its great accusation.

For if the city functioned so well, why did he feel so persistently wrong?

Kevin lived in a modest brick veneer house in a street named after a native tree that had never grown there. His lawn was trimmed to an acceptable length. His bins were placed correctly on collection days. He paid his rates, if sometimes a little late, and responded promptly to reminder notices. He did not park across driveways. He did not play loud music. He recycled conscientiously, though he sometimes worried that he was doing it incorrectly.

He was, by all visible measures, a good resident.

And yet.

The directory slipped slightly in his hands as another wave of discomfort passed through him. He rubbed his temples. The sign overhead hummed faintly.

It was then that Kevin noticed, with a clarity that startled him, that the City was not merely indifferent to him. It was disappointed.

This was not written anywhere explicitly. There was no clause stating, Kevin has failed to meet expectations. But the tone of the place—the careful hedging of language, the endless revisions, the constant encouragement to do better—created an atmosphere of quiet disapproval that seeped into the bones.

The City did not condemn. It reviewed.

It did not reject. It reassessed.

It did not damn. It issued non-binding recommendations with potential consequences.

Kevin’s tears came more freely now. He turned a page at random and found himself reading about permissible fence materials. The words swam. His headache intensified. The ringing sharpened into something almost articulate, as though the City itself were whispering, You could have done more.

At that moment, several figures approached him.

They were his neighbours, his family, people he recognised from barbecues, school pick-ups, and casual nods over wheelie bins. They gathered in a loose semicircle, careful not to block pedestrian access.

“Kevin,” they said, with gentle concern. “What’s wrong?”

Kevin tried to explain. He gestured helplessly at the directory, at the signs, at the carefully engineered environment around them.

“I just don’t feel... adequate,” he said finally.

There was a pause.

Then someone laughed lightly.

“Oh, that,” said one neighbour. “Everyone feels like that sometimes.”

“You’re overthinking it,” said another.

“The City’s fine,” said a third. “It’s one of the most liveable municipalities in the region.”

His wife stepped forward and took his arm.

“You need a break,” she said. “Take a few days off. Stop reading things online.”

“But I didn’t read this online,” Kevin said weakly. “It came to me.”

She smiled, the way people do when they have decided something is not serious.

“Exactly,” she said.

They urged him gently but firmly back toward his house. Someone suggested paracetamol. Someone else recommended a mindfulness app. The directory was removed from his hands and placed on a nearby bench, face down.

Kevin went with them, but as he walked, he felt something settle in his chest: a certainty that if he stayed, if he accepted reassurance without resolution, the ringing would never stop.

That night, Kevin lay awake in his bed listening to the distant hum of traffic and infrastructure. The City did not sleep. It recalibrated.

He thought of the directory on the bench. He thought of the sign. He thought of the phrase subject to periodic reassessment and felt something in him recoil.

By morning, his decision had formed—not dramatically, not heroically, but with the steady inevitability of a tradesman recognising that a surface was unsound and would have to be lifted entirely.

He rose quietly, dressed, and returned to the bench.

The directory was still there.

He picked it up, wiped his eyes, and opened it again. This time, instead of reading, he noticed something he had missed before: a faint line printed at the bottom of the inside cover, almost lost among disclaimers.

For further information, proceed beyond municipal limits.

Kevin closed the book.

He looked out across the City of Convenience—its car parks, its signage, its gently curving roads leading always back to retail precincts and residential loops. For the first time, he noticed how difficult it would be to leave.

There were exits, of course, but they were indirect. They passed through service roads, industrial estates, and areas marked Future Development. They were poorly signposted.

Kevin felt his headache pulse. The ringing intensified.

“I can’t stay,” he said aloud, though no one was listening.

And so, with the municipal directory tucked under his arm and a vague but growing sense of urgency pressing him forward, Kevin planned to set out from the City of Convenience, not knowing exactly where he was going, only that whatever lay ahead must, in some essential way, be different.

And as he walked, I awoke from my nap, still hearing, faintly, the hum of the City behind him.

[image: ]
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2 — The Weight of Botheration
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Kevin did not leave immediately.

This was not because he doubted his decision, but because the City of Convenience had a way of making departure feel premature, even rude. There were always loose ends: bins to be taken out, emails to be answered, a neighbour who had “just one quick thing.” And so Kevin remained for a time in his house, moving through his days with the outward regularity of habit while inwardly the pressure increased.

The ringing in his ears grew louder.

At first it had been intermittent, arriving mostly in the quiet moments—while waiting at traffic lights, while lying awake before sleep, while standing in the shower with the water beating steadily against his shoulders. Now it intruded more boldly, asserting itself during conversations, during meals, during work. It was not painful exactly, but it was insistent, like a mosquito that never landed but never left.

Kevin tried to ignore it.

He returned to work laying carpet in newly finished homes that all smelled faintly of paint, adhesives, and anticipation. The houses were clean, well-proportioned, and subtly identical. Their owners hovered nearby, asking questions that sounded practical but were really about reassurance.

“Is that straight?”
“Is that normal?”
“How long will it last?”
Kevin answered patiently. He stretched, cut, tucked, and smoothed. He worked on his knees until they ached. He vacuumed carefully. He accepted payment without comment. The ringing continued.

Sometimes, while pressing carpet into place along a skirting board, he would feel a sudden wave of irritation—not at the work, which he knew and respected, but at the sense that he was endlessly finishing surfaces that concealed nothing underneath. The thought disturbed him, though he could not quite say why.

At home, things were no better.

Kevin’s wife was a reasonable woman. She believed in moderation, compromise, and keeping things ticking over. She listened to Kevin when he spoke of the ringing and the headache, nodding sympathetically while doing other things.

“You’re tired,” she said.
“You’ve been working too hard.”
“You should book a check-up.”

But, ominously, she added a recurrent instruction, “Don’t forget to put the bins out before you go to bed.”

Kevin nodded back. He booked the check-up. The doctor listened attentively, peered into his ears, asked a series of questions, and concluded that Kevin was experiencing a perfectly ordinary phenomenon exacerbated by stress.

“It’s very common,” the doctor said. “Especially these days.”

“What days?” Kevin asked.

“These ones,” the doctor replied, gesturing vaguely at the calendar.

Kevin left with a selection of pamphlets, some speciously helpful advice and the sense that something essential had been missed.

Neighbours, too, noticed that Kevin was not himself.

They noticed because he paused longer at letterboxes, because he stared a little too intently at signage, because he sometimes failed to wave when reversing out of his driveway. They gathered information gradually, through casual remarks and shared concern.

“Kevin seems a bit off.”
“He’s probably just run down.”
“Did you hear he was reading the municipal directory?”
This last detail caused some alarm.

One evening, Kevin returned home to find two neighbours already inside his living room, seated comfortably on the couch as though they had always been there. A plate of biscuits sat on the coffee table.

“We were just passing,” one of them said. “And we thought we’d check in.”

They spoke gently, carefully, the way one speaks to someone who might misunderstand urgency as accusation.

“You’ve been asking questions,” said the other.

“What kind of questions?” Kevin asked.

“Big ones,” the first replied. “About meaning. About adequacy.”

Kevin sat down opposite them. The ringing flared.

“I just don’t feel right here,” he said. “It’s like everything’s fine, but it’s also not.”

The neighbours exchanged glances.

“That’s life,” said one.
“You get used to it,” said the other.
“You adjust.”
Kevin pressed his hands together.

“But what if adjusting is the problem?” he asked.

There was a brief silence.

“Well,” one neighbour said finally, “the council is reviewing a number of initiatives related to community wellbeing.”

“Yes,” said the other. “There’s a taskforce.”

“A taskforce,” Kevin repeated.

“They’re very thorough,” the first neighbour assured him. “It just takes time.”

After they left, Kevin stood alone in his living room, listening to the faint hum of appliances and infrastructure. The City breathed around him. He felt suddenly, acutely tired.

That night, the ringing in his ears became unbearable.

It grew until it seemed to fill the room, drowning out all other sounds. Kevin lay awake, staring at the ceiling, his mind circling the same thought again and again: If I stay, this will be my life.

Not dramatically. Not tragically. Just steadily.

The next morning, Kevin did not go to work.

Instead, he sat at the kitchen table with the municipal directory open before him. He read more carefully now, tracing patterns. He noticed how often the language deferred responsibility, how frequently it promised future clarity without present relief. He began to suspect that the City’s greatest achievement was not efficiency but postponement.

As he read, his headache sharpened into something almost theological.

It was no longer just discomfort. It was a pressure that seemed to ask a question, though the question itself remained just out of reach. Kevin found himself thinking not merely about regulations and signage, but about what it meant to be approved—what it meant to be adequate in a world that constantly revised its criteria.

He closed the book.

“I can’t do this anymore,” he said aloud.

His wife looked up from the sink.

“Do what?” she asked.

“This,” Kevin said, gesturing helplessly. “All of it.”

She dried her hands and leaned against the bench.

“You’re being dramatic,” she said, not unkindly. “Things aren’t that bad.”

Kevin laughed weakly.

“That’s what scares me,” he said.

She frowned.

“What are you talking about?”

“If they were terrible,” Kevin said, “I
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