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Superintendent John Stokes pulled up at the crash site, his brand new 1962 XL Falcon Police vehicle, scraping the curb as he pulled up and took in the scene. He swore under his breath.

Sweat beads leaked from his forehead, and he felt a cold sensation under his arms as the fresh stains on his shirt squashed against his chest when he took his hands off the wheel. It was an unseasonably hot October day.

He looked through the windscreen; about fifty yards ahead he saw the reason for being called out. A car had left the road, and his keen eye and years of experience told him it had done so quite suddenly. It was almost wrapped around a telegraph pole with pieces of it spread all over the road and verges like it had exploded.

The burly cop pulled on the latch of the Falcon’s door, which creaked when he gave it a push and the gravel crunched under his heavily laden boot as he heaved himself upright.

Superintendent Stokes ambled to the scene, mopping his brow as he squinted at the vehicle in question. He didn’t like the heat or humidity and struggled on, his immense frame the result of years of dedication to pastries and four sugars in a minimum of seven cups of tea a day.

Stokes immediately noticed the faces of his fellow officers and emergency workers who displayed what he could only identify as dismay.

No-one spoke as he moved forward, his head moving left and right as he checked each expression.

He spotted Geoff Riley, the local Ambulance Chief who appeared to want to speak but was obviously incapable for reasons John couldn’t grasp. They’d been friends for twenty years and seen many an accident, so why was this one different? Geoff wasn’t one to get caught up in the emotion of it all, but here he was, totally mute.

Stokes turned his attention back to the wreck, his footsteps amplified by the stunned silence around him.

He noticed that the car was indeed unusual and not because it was almost split down the middle. The paintwork was a deep fire engine red which practically glowed. He’d never seen such a pristine shine before, not even on his new beast.

He stepped on a broken piece of the vehicle which crumpled under his heel and he paused. Lifting his foot, he saw a shiny red fragment and bent to pick it up. He was surprised by how light and flexible it was. It couldn’t be metal; it wasn’t at all heavy and yet it had strength about it that he couldn’t comprehend.

Looking up again he noticed an odd bump on the rear of the vehicle’s roof, like a tiny shark fin. What was it?

The badge at the centre of the vehicle’s trunk was unfamiliar, what appeared to be a slanted letter L in a circle and the word Lexus on the left of the tailgate. The number plate had a letter and number combination that also confused him. The only thing he recognised was the State, New South Wales. It was a local car at least.

He touched the metal of the vehicle’s body; it felt incredibly smooth.

No-one moved as he took in the scene.

Stokes paused and then spotted the trickle of a lime green liquid coming from under the car. He had no idea what it was and decided not to step in it.

As he moved around the vehicle, he realised the back window had a strange stack of parallel lines on it; they were light brown in colour. An odd place to put pinstripes he thought. Upon touching the glass, he realised they were embedded within it. How?

A series of stick figures were pasted to the glass too, a man with a set of golf clubs, a woman with a tennis racquet, a little girl with a doll and a dog; very odd indeed.

He made his way to the driver’s window and looked inside. The controls were beyond comprehension; sleek, clean, shiny and very detailed...more like the cockpit of a jet plane he thought.

He then looked down at where the driver would have been seated and gasped. Superintendent Stokes had seen many a fractured body over the years, but he was nonplussed by what was before him here; there was no body; not in the seat, not anywhere. Could it have been flung out? No, there was no way it could have come out because the seat belts were still connected to a buckle. He’d heard of seat belts and there’d been much debate about making them compulsory but hardly anyone had them installed, let alone used them.

There was no chance that a driver could have survived this wreck and yet, the car was empty with no signs of trauma.

Looking again he noticed something crumpled on the floor, down near the pedals. Instead of the pulverised cadaver of the driver there was only a suit jacket. He leaned in and picked it up, pushing aside some weird, deflated balloon on the steering wheel.

Stokes noticed the clothing was almost as shiny as the car. It appeared to be very expensive, but he didn’t know why he thought so. The fabric was very thin and light, with a sheen that made his uniform look even drabber. He looked back into the crumpled cabin and noticed a strange device, which looked like a tiny TV. He reached in to grab it but as he touched the front its screen suddenly lit up and he flinched. Looking again he saw the words, “No Signal”.

He shook his head, trying to make sense of it all. What kind of car was this? Was it a military experiment?

He rifled through the suit pockets and found a wallet. It was black leather but again, very unusual with an ornately embossed pattern, perfect stitching and gold metal cornering.

He opened it and saw a multitude of strange cards and a photo of a woman with a girl and a dog. He immediately looked back to the stick figures on the rear window then to the photo again. Both females were very thin and quite pretty, but he was somewhat confused by their clothing, very short dresses and tight, colourful fabrics. Their hair too looked different, short cut like a boy.

He then noticed the cash and took it out of the sleeve; it had no creases and was also brightly coloured. It looked like toy money and felt like cellophane. He tried to count it but realised it was in dollars, immediately thinking it was foreign currency; however, the tiny writing indicated it was Australian, but he’d never seen anything like it before.

Stokes then saw a card with the photograph of a man’s face on it and whipped it out of the slot, the words Drivers Licence were clearly visible at the top of the piece of plastic.

He read the driver’s name; Jason Warwick Milne and the address, Sydney Casino, Level 14 Penthouse, Robinson’s Point.

He’d never heard of the place.

Then Stokes saw the man’s date of birth. It didn’t click at first and he found himself straining to comprehend the numbers, but then...

Superintendent Stokes looked up at his colleagues, his eyes wider than everyone else’s as the colour drained from his face. He held up the licence, realising he was suddenly quite nervous and showed the plastic card to Geoff Riley.

Riley peered at the words for a moment trying hard to absorb the data and finally looked back at Superintendent Stokes, shaking his head.

It read 18 October 1962; it was today’s date?!
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Christopher Parish: 52 years old, married with a son and a gambling habit.

It didn’t start out that way of course. He, like many, only played for fun and if he won, well that was a bonus, but over time the urge to win took over and not long after that the dire need to win was overwhelming. It stopped being fun and became an obsession that began to dominate his life. With that, he began to lose...a lot.

That thought was running through his head as he threw the last one-hundred-dollar poker chip into the pot. There was around $5000 on the table, and three players were still in the game, “I call,” announced Chris.

The be-speckled nerd like figure of Damien Lovegrove stared him down, looking for his tell and Chris tied hard not to smile. He wondered if Lovegrove’s glasses were wired with sensors to detect changes in body temperature or to magnify his twitches or any kind of involuntary movement. Lovegrove equals the bet.

Johnny Driscoe, a brash young fellow with a devil may care attitude loses more than most, but his dangerous style sees him win big occasionally. He worried Chris the most. Johnny smirked under the bill of his skater boy cap and flicked a chip on the pile, “I’ll see you!”

Thank God, Chris thought. He was down to zero and really needed to score this jackpot. He laid down his cards; two Aces, two Kings and a Seven. Damien winced as he spied the cards and a twinge of relief flickered in Chris’s stomach ever so briefly, but it evaporated quickly as Johnny started to beam, “Sorry old man, you should stick to betting on horses,” and he threw down a full house, Queens over threes.

“Bugger!” Chris said under his breath.

Johnny scraped up his winnings as Chris rose from the table, “Well played Johnny,” he said begrudgingly.

“Hey, where you going old timer? I’m on a roll!”

Indeed, he was, but Chris had no more to give, “Sorry Johnny, I’m wiped. Next week perhaps.”

“Whatever!”

Damien shrugged and stuck to his seat, as did the other players. 

Before Chris took a step a new player swooped on his chair. There was no shortage of people willing to risk their hard-earned cash at a high stakes table these days. 

Chris left without another word, walked through the foyer of the Casino with its terrible red carpet and hideous array of statues and gargoyles and made his way to the car park. He climbed into his seat and started the engine, 

“Shit! Is that the time?” he blurted to no-one. 

It was 11.40pm on a Tuesday night. He’d have a lot of explaining to do if he didn’t get to work on time. The fact was he’d have some explaining to do in about half an hour if his wife woke up.

He did a quick calculation and thought he could snatch about six hours sleep before the alarm went off.

He eased his decrepit, 1996 Holden Commodore out of the car park, cruised to the exit and accelerated onto the motorway without hesitation, leaving a huge blue cloud of burnt oil in his wake.

With little traffic to inhibit his progress, he was soon making his way across town and headed home.

He started to feel weary as the drone of the tyres turned on their hypnotic tune and he flicked on the radio to stay alert. He was startled to total consciousness almost immediately,

“Erk, Judy’s been in the car,” he said in disgust as the strains of some new wave rap crap poured out of the speakers. 

Flicking through the pre-sets he found his station and his favourite talk segment which immediately piqued his interest. He screwed up the volume control to better hear what was being discussed.

Despite a layman’s understanding of astronomy, Chris always found Fred Wilson a fascinating fellow on the occasions he’d heard him talking about the Cosmos. He was an astronomer with the Australia Observatory and a regular on the Late show.

It dawned on Chris that he’d heard this late-night radio show all too often, which made him feel guilty.

Doctor Wilson was explaining something about solar activity, 

“As you know we’ve been studying the Sun for many years. The SOHO probe is sending back telemetry all the time, and you would think that we’ve seen everything but that’s simply not the case!”

The announcer, David Sanders was clearly very keen on the subject,

“Has anything new shown up recently?”

“Oh yes!” Fred said excitedly, “Only last week the Solar and Heliospheric Observatory detected something we’ve not yet been able to define. I know that sounds sinister but we’re only just piecing it together. I suppose the easiest way to explain it would be to call it a distortion of some kind.”

David asked the obvious follow up question, 

“What do you mean by distortion? Could it have been a problem with the SOHO camera?”

“We thought the same thing and the answer is no, the camera was fine. The probe seems to have detected something beyond the limit of our normal visible scope, so we weren’t initially able to get a picture of the event.”

David again, “Please tell me you got something!”

“Well SOHO does have infrared capability and we looked at that. We still can’t believe what we saw.”

“Don’t leave us hanging Fred,” prompted David.

“It was a spike!”

“A what?” David asked in surprise.

“A wafer-thin spike of light, no thicker than a needle we suspect. We think it was pure white light, and it was ejected from the Sun rather than being emitted. And here’s the thing, we estimate that it was travelling faster than light speed and had an estimated length of seventy-five million kilometres!”

“You’re kidding me, what does it mean?”

“That’s the sixty-four-thousand-dollar question. The Sun is enormously powerful and, as I said before, there’s so much we simply don’t know. This could have been going on since the beginning of time, and we’ve just never seen it. Then again, it might have been a one off.”

David pressed him further, “You mentioned it was faster than light, I didn’t think that was possible...is it?”

“Well yes and no. That is to say we, human beings, haven’t come close to reaching the speed of light, not on Earth and not in Space. Within the confines of our own Universe, light speed is as fast as anything can potentially travel. The only thing we know of that can travel faster than light is Space itself. Based on this discovery, we’re wrong about that.”

“Please tell us you have a theory,” encouraged David.

“Theory is all we have for now. We then test those hypothesise and hope we can come up with a feasible conclusion. Some think it was a glitch in our equipment while others believe it’s a change in the Sun’s gravitational field allowing a minuscule amount of pure energy to escape...but I have a different idea...”

“And that is?” asked David.

“Well, I think the Sun collided with a very small black hole, or vice versa.”

David paused, obviously shocked by this possibility, 

“Wait a minute! Aren’t black holes’ huge voids in space sucking up everything?”

“Sort of BUT we’ve created miniature black holes on Earth using the Large Hadron Collider, so we know they’re not all huge, planet eating monsters. It stands to reason that a tiny black hole could exist in Space and could crash into a star. That may have caused a faster than light spike to escape the gravitational pull of the Sun itself.”

“But how? The Sun can’t even escape its own gravity. We see that with coronal mass ejections. They just fold back on themselves,” David suggested strongly.

“You’re partly right, however, we see light hitting Earth every day so that’s not the issue. I think I can explain, in theory, what might cause the spike to escape at faster than light speed though. We know that black holes’ warp time as you get near them, so if a small black hole collided with a star, then it stands to reason that time, and space could be disrupted on a minute scale and that a faster than light ejection might then occur!”

Sanders paused briefly, not sure where to take the conversation next,

“So, if it was a black hole, this might just have been a one-off incident, right?”

“Yes, maybe, but then who knows how many black holes are out there. Perhaps there’s a cluster of them moving about. We don’t know; however, it’s certainly got astronomers scratching their heads.”

“I’m not surprised. One final question...what if a faster than light spike was to happen again and strike Earth?”

“There’s really no way of knowing what might happen there either. It may simply pass through the planet, bounce off the atmosphere...or?”

Fred Wilson paused and there was dead air for a few seconds before David Sanders jumped in again,

“Or what Fred?”

Chris was suddenly ripped away from the discussion by the blast of a horn. He hadn’t noticed the traffic light turned green and he’d pissed the guy off in the car behind. He accelerated away from the intersection as the driver of the late model sports sedan sliced past, giving Chris the finger in the process.

Dickhead Chris thought to himself as the driver screamed away in a flash of red.

After he calmed down, which Chris often struggled to do, he realised he missed the end of the interview and was suitably annoyed.

He arrived home a few minutes later and edged the car into the garage, quietly slipping through the back door of the house. A fistful of envelopes, all torn open, littered the kitchen table. Even in the darkness, ambient light revealed the words “Final Notice”. Chris was pretty sure the rest were of a similar ilk.

He shook his head realising that, once again they would have another fortnight of baked beans on toast for breakfast and dinner.

When he turned into the hallway and moved towards the bedroom, he noticed light leaking from under the door, 

Oh crap, he thought. Judy was awake. He skulked into the room and saw her sitting on the toilet in the ensuite bathroom, 

“Hi baby, I’m home,” he said, sounding anything but innocent.

She just looked at him for a moment before she asked the obvious question, 

“How much did you lose this time?”

His face ripened with embarrassment. He was hoping to put this discussion off until at least tomorrow afternoon, 

“I dunno, a thousand maybe?” He knew what was about to happen...

“Jesus Chris, it’s always the same with you? Did you see that pile of bills? How are we supposed to cover all that? We’re broke and behind on the house payments, behind on the school fees, behind on the rates and the insurance. We’ll be sold up,” she screamed, and she wasn’t finished yet, “I’m working my tail off, but my shitty retail job won’t cut it. I can’t keep propping us up. I got an ear full today because I’m wearing clothes that are out of stock. I’m supposed to wear the new stuff, but I can’t afford it!”

Judy burst into tears. The financial pressure they were under had just about reached critical mass.

“I’m sorry baby. I’ll get some help, I will!”

Judy looked at her husband of twenty-seven years as tear drops washed remnants of eyeliner down her cheeks, 

“What kind of help? You have a problem that’s already way out of control. Will a meeting at Gamblers Anonymous get all those bills paid next week? We owe thousands Chris!”

“And the car service is overdue,” he added stupidly.

“Stuff the bloody car!” yelled Judy! “I’m fed up with us scrimping for every cent. We just can’t seem to get ahead and it’s your fault. Drinking, card nights, poker machines, races! You sit in front of that TV with you iPad betting on, who knows what and when I try to pay for the groceries, it gets rejected!”

It was true, they were doing it tough. Both worked full time and earned meagre salaries at best. Judy was a shop assistant where minimum wage was less than the dole and Chris was in a dead-end job pushing paper around for a mortgage broker. In short, they had huge debts and no sign of climbing out of the abyss. And yes, it was all Chris’s doing.

Judy made her way back to bed as Chris tried to give her a hug, 

“We’ll be ok babe, I promise,” but she just pushed him away and curled up under the sheets, ignoring him. They’d had this conversation so many times. She was fed up.

Chris didn’t believe a word of what he’d said either. In real terms they were destitute.

He wondered how they’d managed to spiral into such a terrible situation. When they met, both had cash in the bank and were very financially savvy, but over time they just didn’t seem to get ahead. All Chris’s aspirations turned to nothing, and Judy had their first child at the same time as Chris lost his first job. That’s how the savings evaporated and the only work he could get after the bank let him go as the result of a merger was as a casual labourer. It was blue collar work, and he hated it, so he chopped and changed jobs over the next several years until he got back into banking. The industry had changed so much over the years it wasn’t the career he used to know. His age didn’t help either and he was constantly passed over by younger employees.

Judy was forced to go back to work straight after the baby was born when all she wanted to do was be a mum. All up life was a pile of despair and now their relationship was teetering.

Chris crawled into bed next to his wife and somehow managed to fall asleep.

The following morning, things hadn’t improved. Chris slept in, missing the alarm. He rushed a shower and got dressed, finding Judy in the kitchen making breakfast,

“You’re going to be late again!” She was obviously still angry.

“I know.”

Just then their son, Caleb surfaced from his bedroom. He was almost twenty-six, an Arts Student in University and matriculating in video games with a double degree in skipping class. He was what many people referred to as a professional student and had already racked up five years studying, for want of a better word.

“What’s for breakfast?”

Chris looked him over, “Eggs on toast! And hello to you too!”

“What”?

“Nothing. Have you done your assignments?”

“Haven’t got any.”

Chris looked at him and squinted to indicate his doubts.

“I don’t! Geez, get off my case!”

“Ok, keep your pants on. It’s hard to know what’s what with you and all the bills we get from your school,” Chris paused and checked the mail pile again, “Nope, nothing today! We get to eat this week!”

Caleb growled at him, “Give it up Dad...”

“Yeah righto.” 

Caleb just shrugged and took his food back to the bedroom.

Judy and Chris ate silently. There was really nothing more to say. They were in a state of depression, and she hated him right now. Chris kissed her cheek, but she turned her head away, brushing him off, so he left for work.

Driving into the city he heard yet more news about the odd “Sun spikes” as they were being called now.

“NASA reports that the Sun spiked four times overnight our time with at least one of the mystery ejections passing close to Earth. Infrared photographs of the phenomenon are being analysed by astronomers around the World but, despite several theories, the cause and makeup of the spikes is unknown.”

It was the talk of almost every radio station Chris switched to, except for the FM rock stations. Can’t let news get in the way of the music! The world could get wiped out by one of these things but anyone under the age of twenty-five wouldn’t have a clue why.

He eased into the company car park and made the short walk to his office. Rob Dillon, who had the cubicle next to his, stuck his head around the corner,

“Did you watch the game last night?” asked Rob.

“Nah, who won? No wait, let me guess. Sydney by 20!”

“Spot on Chris...you are bloody good mate!”

“Yeah, only when I don’t put money down,” Chris replied.

Rob and Chris often talked sport and quizzed each other on horse racing, a passion they both shared. Chris could name the winner of every Melbourne Cup as well as the second and third place getters off the top of his head going back to the sixties, but that hardly helped him pick winners.

“So, what do you reckon about those Sun things,” Rob asked.

“Dunno. Perhaps they’re here to extinguish our personal debts or to kill off bank executives.”

“Yeah right, that would be good!”

Just then the boss walked in, Bill Jarvis. He was an arsehole at the best of times and didn’t take kindly to office chat. He looked at Rob with laser beam eyes. Rob jumped a mile and practically landed back in his chair as Jarvis wheeled around, 

“Parish! My office!”

Chris looked up, stupidly pointing at himself. Jarvis didn’t respond and continued marching across the room. Chris leaped to his feet and started after his boss. Rob shrugged his shoulders signifying that he didn’t know what it was about. Chris wasn’t sure either but given some of the issues in his personal life he suspected a glaring error was about to bring a huge hammer down.

Chris Parish followed his boss though the Manager’s door and waited as Jarvis settled into his plush leather chair. He was sure it was worth more than the Commodore.

“Don’t sit down Parish, I’ll make this quick. You’ve been off your game lately and I don’t like it. You used to be the best broker here, now you’re the worst!” He never minced words, “What was that pile of crap you passed off as work yesterday. Spelling errors, messy formatting and in one case three extra zeros on the loan agreement. We’re not here to give money away you know?”

“Sorry sir!” he whimpered.

“I haven’t finished,” Jarvis yelled. He hated being interrupted, “The market’s very slow right now and we’re not getting the work we used to. People just aren’t buying homes or businesses at the moment. These are tough times, so we have to be even better, or our clients will go elsewhere. We’ve already had to renegotiate contacts to keep business, so the bottom line doesn’t erode but we’re still falling behind.”

Chris wasn’t sure where this was going and just stood there with a dumb look on his face.

“Well, what’s going on?” Jarvis demanded.

“I’m sorry sir, I...”

“You already apologised! I want to know whether or not you’re worth keeping!” Another pause; “Well?!”

“Um, yes sir, of course sir...”

Chris was a jabbering idiot. His job was on the line, and he couldn’t find the words to defend himself. He had flashbacks of school, the bullying and the laughter. Jarvis was just like them, bashing him with words.

“Jesus Parish, speak up!”

Adrenalin started swirling around, settling in the pit of Chris’s stomach and a layer of sweat started beading all over. There were hot flushes as his anxiety grew.

“PARISH,” Jarvis screamed, “I want an explanation. Your shoddy work has become a concern. Don’t you want to keep your job? Wake up man...WHAT IS YOUR PROBLEM?!

Chris snapped.

“YOU ARE...YOU’RE MY PROBLEM YOU PRICK!” 

And now he couldn’t stop. Years of abuse and fear burst out like he’d hit a fire hydrant, 

“We work our arses off here and for what? Abuse? Sarcasm? Bullying? Well, you’re an arsehole and a shitty boss. You control this place through fear and criticism. I mean, you just can’t see what a bitch you really are! You somehow think that treating us like shit is going to make us more productive. Well, that’s crap! No-one can be productive under an authoritarian regime! You’re a fucking dickhead!”

Just then Chris noticed that the whole office was quiet. His words were no doubt penetrating the thin walls. He suddenly lost his train of thought. Jarvis leered at him, his face pulsating red rage, 

“You fucking little turd! No-one speaks to me like that. Get the fuck out and take all your shit with you, you’re through!”

Chris, realising his mistake tried to salvage the situation, “Wait, sir, I’m sorry...”

“I know you are, very sorry and you’ll no doubt have plenty of time to think about it because there are no jobs out there for a fifty something loser like you. Now get the fuck out of my office!”

Chris looked down at the floor feeling humiliated. He so wanted to take back everything he’d just said but it was too late. He really blew it and it cost him his job.

There was no turning this around. Chris’s temper had done its evil yet again and he trembled as the adrenaline worked its way through his body.

He skulked out of Jarvis’s office, everyone looking at him but saying nothing. He quickly cleared his desk of personal belongings, which didn’t amount to much. He looked at Rob as he sat, mouth gaping open in shock. 

“Seeya mate” he said but Rob was still speechless as he pushed through the exit door and walked to the car.

All kinds of things were swirling through his brain, what would Judy say now? How will I explain this? They had enough trouble to deal with and now he was unemployed. He kicked himself all the way home freaking out at how she might react. It would have been easier if she was at work, which would give him all day to settle down and consider a rational response, but it was her day off. Before he knew it, he was in the driveway, still seething. He noticed the curtains flutter as Judy investigated the mystery vehicle out front. She was at the car door before he could blink, 

“Please tell me it’s a public holiday or rostered day off you forgot about?”

He didn’t know what to say but she’d already guessed something was amiss, so he just had to tell the truth, 

“I got the sack babe. I lost my job!”

“What? Why? What did you do?”

“I don’t really know. I was being hassled and just lost it. Jarvis is an arsehole!”

“Yeah, but he’s an employed arsehole. God, what are we going to do? We owe so much money and haven’t got it. How much severance did you get?”

“I don’t know. I expect they’ll post a cheque!”

“WOW! You must really have pissed him off. Did he literally kick you out?”

“Pretty much!”

“You idiot!” and she started towards the front door with Chris hard on her heels.

“Where are you going?”

“I’m calling Michelle to see if I can get more hours. I’ll need the money!”

“I’ll get a job. I’ll start looking today.”

“Good, get started and don’t you dare come back until you have one. You really stuffed everything up this time and I really didn’t think you could make it worse. I’ve had it. Get the hell away. I can’t talk to you right now,” and she slammed the door in his face.

Chris left and spent all day job-searching, reading the want ads online and going door to door. Nothing!

Even the car yards were going through tough times and weren’t hiring, and that was pretty much his last shot.

He took Judy at her word and decided to lay low for the night, she was a fairly easy person to understand, what she said she always meant so Chris booked into a cheap motel by the motorway. It was dingy and dirty, but the TV worked and there was a bottle shop close by; very handy.

After a greasy take away meal he sank a few beers when the late-night news came on.

The lead story was all about the Sun spikes, “The phenomenon has escalated with multiple spikes erupting from the Sun today, baffling scientists,” the Newsreader said.

“Eyewitness reports have suggested that some of these spikes have now broken through the Earth’s atmosphere and may have struck the planet’s surface in places. What affect that might have is unknown. We’ll keep you up to date as we get more information.”

How odd, Chris thought. What could it be? He was thankful that there was something distracting him from his plight, but the deep fog of sadness quickly enveloped him again. He swigged down another guzzle of beer, still watching the TV, “In other news, Police are searching for a Sydney man who vanished earlier today. No trace of the man or his car, a red late model Lexus, have been found. Underworld figure Jason Milne was last seen driving away from his office around 3pm but he never made it home. Anyone with information is asked to contact Police.”

Chris wondered if Mr Milne had met with foul play through his infamous connections, it’d serve him right, Chris thought.

At some stage Chris fell asleep, not waking until the next morning, still in the motel lounge chair. He showered; put on the same clothes he’d been wearing from the previous day and checked out of the motel, using up his last thirty bucks.

He found an ATM just outside the motel and tried to draw some cash, but the bank account was skint, about eight dollars which he couldn’t access.

Logically Chris should have hit the trail again to find a job, but his mind was elsewhere and the pawn broker’s shop across the road was hard to ignore. He hesitated but then, like a moth to a flame he was at the counter, “What can I do for you mate?” asked the man behind the counter. He was a big fellow, heavy set and around three days the other side of his most recent shave. Coffee stains on his shirt finished off the look, not that Chris could judge in his current state.

“How much for the watch?” Chris had a fairly new, gold watch that cost about $500, something he picked up after a rare win at the casino.

The man examined the piece and did his best to put on his analytical face, “Lots of these around, not much demand for them these days,” Chris rolled his eyes, “I’ll give you twenty bucks!”

“You’re joking,” Chris blurted in disbelief, “That’s a 500-dollar watch; you could easily get $400 for it today, give me $250.”

The man laughed; “Fifty.”

“Oh great, we’re haggling now, One hundred and seventy-five.”

“Seventy-five,” was the comeback.

“How about one hundred?” suggested Chris. The man paused and looked at the watch again, “Please mate, I really need the money.”

“They always do,” he said dismissively, “OK, one hundred.”

“Thanks,” said Chris only slightly satisfied.

He filled out the title declaration and then handed it over, taking the cash.

He got in his car, which was almost out of fuel and looked for a petrol station but somehow found himself in the casino car park instead and within a few minutes was at a table.

The place operated twenty-four hours a day, so getting a game at 8am wasn’t a problem.

The cash was exchanged for a couple of chips; cards were dealt, and the game was on.

All that was going through his mind was how pathetic he was; how stupid this was. But that thought evaporated as he picked up the first pot and suddenly doubled his money. For the next few hands his wealth increased, five hundred dollars, then a thousand. Chris was winning!

Players came and went but as the hours progressed, Chris was building a nice pile of chips. Around lunchtime he was swimming in them and had no idea of their value. He played on into the afternoon, winning more and more. He looked at his wrist to check the time, but realising it wasn’t there he paused. He could have kept going but something snapped in his mind and common sense finally got through. He called it quits, absorbing the applause of a small crowd that had gathered to vicariously share in his good fortune.

He took his winnings to the cashier, and she peeled off a pile of one-hundred-dollar bills and change, Chris had won almost fifty thousand dollars.

Holy shit he thought to himself. This’ll pay the bills and some. ”You beauty!!” He just couldn't believe his luck and how suddenly things had changed, all for the sake of losing his job and that watch.

As he turned to leave, he literally ran into a man in a suit, “Congratulations Sir.”

“Thanks,” Chris said, wondering what his game was.

“Simon Jenkins, casino manager,” the man said offering a hand. Chris shook but felt apprehensive.

“You’re not going to accuse me of cheating, are you?”

“On the contrary, as a sign of our goodwill, we’d like to offer you a suite for the night, completely free,” he explained.

“What’s the catch?”

“No catch, you’ll have a luxury room at your disposal with our compliments, if you want it.”

Just then one of the prettiest girls Chris had ever seen sidled up to Jenkins. She had short blonde hair, well-manicured fingernails with red polish, was around nineteen or twenty and perfectly formed, in every way.

Chris was dumbfounded, “Well, um. I...”

“It’s completely up to you sir, but Holly here is discrete and will look after your every need. No charge of course and you can drink or eat as much as you like, and she might even throw in a massage.” Jenkins winked.

Chris knew he had to leave and make good with Judy, but this was great! Surely one more night won’t matter. He could take the money home in the morning. He wouldn’t go back to the tables, which is certainly what this bloke wanted, “Yeah, alright. I accept.”

“Excellent. Holly?” The girl beamed a smile and fluttered her eyelashes, flashing her big blue eyes at Chris and took his hand, “See you later Sir,” said Jenkins with a wry grin breaking through his professional facade.

“Yeah, sure,” Chris replied with a hint of sarcasm as he was led away. Holly didn’t say anything until they reached the lift doors,

“You know that you can do a lot with that kind of money.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, I do more than a great massage,” she prompted, biting her bottom lip provocatively.

“Yeah, I’ll bet you can.” Chris was certainly tempted. All this luck and attention was unexpected, and his guard was down.

They entered the lift as Holly looked him up and down, her ample breasts nearly bursting from the low-cut dress. She noticed him sneaking a look and smiled knowingly.

A few seconds later the doors of the lift opened on an upper floor and Holly escorted Chris to a room, a penthouse suite no less. The gold number, 14 was on the door. She slid the security key in and out of the slot and the door latch clicked, “Here it is,” and she push open the door.

“Holy shit!!!” he screamed, and Holly laughed, 

“I wish I had a dollar for every time someone said that,” she quipped.

The room was enormous with chandeliers, shag carpet, gold framed mirrors, silk bedding, all the bells and whistles...even the bath was gold. He was in his own version of heaven!

He ran from room to room, and then admired the amazing view over the Sydney skyline, “Wow!”

After the initial excitement began to settle Holly spoke again, “How about you put all that cash in the safe and I run you a hot bath?”

Oh crap, Chris thought, how do I deal with Holly? He was worried she might disrobe there and then and try to take a bath with him.

“Um, I’m married!”

“Ok? Why don’t we start with that massage then? Whatever happens after that, well that’s your choice, right?”

“Yeah, I guess so,” Chris said reluctantly.

He put the money in the small wall safe and set himself a security code while Holly drew the bath, “I’ll be right out here when you’re done,” she called out detecting his reluctance. She didn’t want to mess up a golden opportunity and was biding her time. She reclined on the super king bed instead.

“Yeah, OK, no worries,” Chris replied as he closed the bathroom door and locked it behind him.

“Oh man, fifty grand!! Woohoo,” he screamed, and he heard Holly giggle.

He practically tore off his filthy clothes and stepped into the bath, it was very hot and so very lovely. He sat there with a huge grin on his now whiskery face and soaked up the warmth, closing his eyes and almost falling asleep. He hadn’t felt so relaxed in a long time as years of financial pressure washed away. Judy would be so happy, and he made a pact with himself to never gamble again.

In his relaxed state his mind opened and memories of better times leaked through the grey.

He remembered how he and Judy met, the day she stepped onto his train, and he offered her his seat. She was 19 and was coming home from the beach. Her blonde hair, blue eyes and brown tan, very eye-catching. She was a poster girl for Bondi Beach, he thought at the time. No wonder he was attracted to Holly.

Chris recalled how he struck up a conversation and by the time they reached her stop, he had her number and a few days later they went on their first date.

They clicked immediately and continued to see each other over the next few months. He fell in love with her quickly and thought she felt the same.

One night in April of 1986, Chris took Judy to dinner at the most expensive restaurant he could afford. After the main meal he got down on one knee and popped the question. She burst into tears and hugged him and simply said yes, over and over again. The other patrons applauded, and Judy blushed.

He felt a tear leak from his face as he recalled those happy moments, but reality soon erased the thought as he came back to the here and now. Oh, how their lives had come apart, if only he’d made better choices and stopped to think about some of his critical decisions. Maybe things would be so very different.

Now, with some cash to tide them over, he would make things right again.

After ten minutes, his head now clear, he decided to get up, thank Holly for her hospitality, slip her a decent tip and send her on her way. He’d then call Judy and get her over here to celebrate.

Chris was about to climb out of the golden tub when something hit him very hard! Intense pain filled his head, like a bullet has been fired between his eyes.

Dazed, he fell back into the bath and was suddenly submerged. He tried to get up but felt an incredible heaviness over his entire body, the pain intensifying.

At first, he thought someone was holding him down and he gasped for air, water gurgling down his throat.

What’s happening, he wondered, straining to see out through the bathwater. He couldn’t see much but there was no-one there, he was sure of that. He couldn’t understand why he wasn’t able to get up, and panic began to take hold.

He then realised that the bathroom was glowing, with little sparks dancing around his eyes, like when your head spins. He squinted through the water as the light intensified. He then thought he saw the room melting into a void, as if he was being dragged away from it at high speed. A fraction of a second later he was enveloped in darkness as the panic manifested itself into sheer terror but before he could react, he was suddenly in the water again, still struggling to take a breath. As he gasped, he was sure the liquid was salty with an odd metallic tang.

He instantly felt an incredible pressure on his skull and a different kind of pain took over from the searing headache which had quickly abated. All around he made heard muffled voices breaking through the darkness.

It now felt like he was in a vice and his head was being crushed, the pain again intense.

He couldn’t breathe but as the minutes went by, he realised he wasn’t drowning. He tried to reach out but whatever constrained him had him wrapped up tight, like a vacuum pack and he was totally immobilised.

Suddenly the darkness broke away and a bright, white light blinded him,

“I can see the head!” someone shouted.

What? Chris wondered, whose head, who is that? Hands were upon him now pulling and twisting him too easily, big hands that now wrapped around his shoulders and under his arms. The feeling was very strange, and he heard the voice again, “Push!”

Chris started to formulate a scenario in his mind that made sense. He must have been stuck fast under rubble or something, had there been an Earthquake or a terrorist attack? That must be it, some kind of disaster and he’d been buried but that didn’t explain how quickly he was found and rescued. None of this made sense.

All of a sudden, he was released from whatever was holding him and swept up by someone and quickly half wrapped in a blanket? He felt instantly cold and was trembling now.

A woman was weeping, and another was reassuring her, “It’s all over now, you did well.”

There was the sound of a snip, and he felt a tug on his stomach and was quickly bundled up and placed in someone’s arms, what the hell is happening? He literally felt small amongst these strangers and his eyes were useless after the trauma he’d been through. He could barely make out any shapes, only seeing shades of light and dark.

A tube was immediately shoved in his nostrils and throat, sucking out remnant liquid. He winced at the discomfort and tried to call out but could only manage a squeak. Something felt dreadfully wrong.

Chris tried once more to open his eyes but found it nearly impossible, only catching glimpses of blurry faces, and flashes of bright light again. He felt exhausted as he was bundled up and cradled into another person’s arms. Were these people giants, nothing made sense and his mind swam with confusion.

All of a sudden, he felt calmness take over as a voice, somehow familiar, whispered to him, “Hello little man. Welcome to the world.”

He strained again to open his eyes and caught the blurry vision of the young woman cradling him as a man’s voice spoke again, “Congratulations Mrs Parish, it’s a boy!”

Chris felt a shockwave of realisation pulse through his body, Mum?
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Chris was deeply confused, Where the Hell am I? What’s happening, he wondered.

As much as he tried, he simply couldn’t focus his eyes on anything, his arms and legs were wrapped up tight but somehow, he knew they weren’t going to help even if he could get out of, whatever it was that constrained him.

A woman came close and spoke, “Mrs Parish, it’s probably a good time to see if he’ll take a feed, if you feel up to it.”

“Yes, of course. What do I do?”

There was that familiar voice again, Mrs Parish? Surely this isn’t my mother, I must be hallucinating, Chris thought.

He considered that the most likely explanation was that he had actually drowned in the bath and was going through that flashback phenomenon that people talk about, where you live your life over again in the blink of an eye, but if that was the case, why was it not flashing. It was running at normal speed.

He tried to call out, hoping someone would rip him away from whatever this was, “Bgggggggghhhrrrrr,” was all that came out.

“Oh, isn’t that sweet?” someone said as a warm, soft something suddenly pushed at his mouth.

“Here you are little one. Go on, take it,” said the motherly woman.

Take what, Chris wondered. What is that?

“That’s right Mrs Parish, gently. He’ll know what to do.”

The thing tickled at his lips and Chris’s reflexes caused him to recoil.

“Oh dear, he isn’t interested,” the woman suggested, “Am I doing something wrong?”

“Not at all Mrs Parish, sometimes they need a bit of encouragement to take the breast,” replied the woman.

The what?!

Chris shuddered, what is all this? It must be some kind of elaborate joke.

He tried to scream out again, “Bgggh,” but before he could let out half a syllable something plunged into his mouth,

“There you are little one.”

Little one? I’m 5 foot 11!

Chris was mortified. What if this was his mother? It didn’t make any sense.  And was she doing what it sounded like they were talking about doing. Was his mother’s breast actually in his mouth right now?

Chris gagged at the thought and tried to pull away. He had no real control of his body and his efforts to repulse the object were useless.

“He’s not taking it!” said the lady cradling him.

“Patience Mrs Parish, give him time.”

Time? Time for what?!

Chris began to freak out, and tensed up letting out an almighty scream, “Waaaaaagggggghhhhhhhhhh!”

The shock of the sound only exacerbated the situation.

What the Hell was that noise? 

It was the cry of a newborn. He recognised it from witnessing Caleb’s birth.

This can’t be real.

“Try again Mrs Parish. You can’t give up; he has to take it. Instinct will kick in.”

“Alright Nurse. I’ll try again.”

Nurse? No way, this can’t be what it seems. 

A minute ago, he was relaxing in a nice hot bath with fifty thousand dollars in his pocket and now. 

The breast’s nipple teased at his lips again. He tried to fight but he simply couldn’t avoid it.

Suddenly a warm, wetness drenched his mouth. Without another thought he succumbed to a hormonal response and latched onto the nipple and began sucking.

“He’s got it! Ow, not so rough little one,” said his would-be mother.

The warm, sweet collagen suddenly turned on some primal need in him. He quickly relaxed and took in the sustenance with no further resistance.

For now, he would simply accept whatever this weirdness was and hope that he might soon come out of it.

Perhaps it was a coma, or he was dying and just reliving his birth in his final moments? Maybe he was unconscious in some rubble and having a nightmare. Whatever was happening, it felt real enough but he was too tired to fight any more.

He felt an incredible calm sweep over him and there was something else. A small, loving kiss on the forehead followed by the stroke of a hand over his head and down his back. He recalled that was something his mother always did, for all the time he’d know her, right up to when she died in that terrible accident in 1973.

My God! Is it really her?

He absorbed the rich nectar for a few minutes more before releasing the nipple and drifting off to sleep.

A few hours later a deep hunger roused Chris from his much-needed slumber.

As he woke, he heard more voices but couldn’t catch any of the conversation. It took a few more moments for him to gain his wits again and he remembered the awful nightmare he just had where he felt like he’d been born again and was suckling from his long dead mother. He shivered at the thought.

He tried to piece together the cloudy thoughts that were swirling around in his head, the casino, cash, cards, Holly, the bath and then he remembered being caught up in some catastrophic event.

He opened his eyes expecting to find himself in a hospital bed or an ambulance,

“Oh Robert, he’s awake. Come and say hello to your son!”

What? Not again.

Chris was thrust back into the nightmare and decided he mustn’t have actually woken and was still dreaming this weird dream.

“What do you think Rob? Isn’t he adorable?”

“Yeah, he’s a little ripper alright. G’day mate!”

Dad? What the Hell?

Chris recognised his father’s voice. He’d only spoken to him a day or two back and it wasn’t a good conversation.

Robert Parish was an alcoholic and a gambler who’d taught Chris everything he knew about losing cash fast. Like father like son.

In the years after his mother’s death, Robert went down a self-destructive path and Chris recalled the regular visits from the welfare workers and the long periods when his father was absent and how he lived with his mother’s parents.

“Have a cuddle, Rob.”

“Geez Sandy, I don’t know. He’s so small. I might break him!”

Sandy? That’s Mums name.

“Go on Rob, he won’t bite. That’s the way.”

Chris felt himself being lifted and turned and finally cradled in a stronger pair of arms. He could smell the district odour of tobacco smoke on the clothing that now caressed his face and recognised it instantly.

“What’ll we call him love? I know we talked about it but...”

“Well,” said Sandy, “Why don’t we name him after your father?”

Robert’s parents had died a long time ago, before Chris was born. He never really knew what happened, no-one ever talked about it.

“Jesus, Tyrone? No way...that’s terrible,” and they both laughed, “how about we name him after your dad?”

“Really Robert, you would do that?”

“Sure, why not?”

Chris listened to the conversation absorbing every word in total shock. Surely, they weren’t about to say his name. That would be the final straw.

“If you’re sure then? I know Dad will be thrilled but are you certain?”

“Yeah, well I realise we were never the best of friends, I know he probably thought you could do better, but I respect him and he never did anything to get between us,” suggested Robert.

This was certainly news to Chris, and he started wondering if this was more than just a dream. He was still having trouble with his vision and wrote it off as some other element of the trauma he was almost certainly experiencing as a result of the earthquake or whatever had happened at the casino.

“Well, if you’re certain then we have ourselves a name,” suggested Sandy.

“Yeah, we do at that,” said Robert as his breath puffed down on Chris’s face, “Hi Christopher, I’m pleased to meet you,” said Robert as he kissed Chris’s forehead.

Holy shit! Dad, Mum...what is this place?

He couldn’t quite believe what he was hearing and the absolute realness he felt was impossible to ignore now.

He was soon suckling again, taking in the sustenance that every baby craves. If only he could focus and see what was really going on.

As he fed, he kept listening and caught fragments of a life he’d only heard about in passing when he was a child, before his mother’s death and his father’s spiral into a personal oblivion.

They talked about having more children, buying a house and simple things about jobs and money. Chris was losing focus as the sweet nectar started to work its magic on him again and he slipped into another welcome slumber.

Waking again he thought he was ready for anything this time but deep down hoped that the whole experience had simply been an alcohol fuelled hallucination after his big win, but he knew that wasn’t the case.

This time though, he felt no arms cradling him and no voices. He was somewhere else.

Chris strained to hear something and caught muffled voices but little more. He tried again to look around but realised he was shrouded in darkness. Was it night or had he finally become conscious and was still entombed in the rubble of the casino?

He couldn’t make sense of anything and decided to call out for help, “Waaaaaaggggghhhhhhh!”

My God, that was a baby’s cry!

He tried again and repeated the squawk.

A light suddenly came on, causing him to wince and he soon felt himself being lifted and wondered if he’d finally been rescued. He was only carried a short distance,

“Mrs Parish? Mrs Parish, Chris is hungry. Time to feed him again,” said his carrier.

“Yes, of course,” came the familiar voice of his mother in reply.

“I’ll give him a change while you get ready.”

“Thank you, nurse,” said Sandy.

Chris felt the blankets unwind from around him and the thrill of being released from this claustrophobic environment. He stretched out and kicked his legs but realised it was mostly involuntary. The nurse removed his nappy easily despite his attempts to move.

“Hmmm that’s strange,” said the nurse.

“What is it?”

“He’s dry. He should have emptied his bladder and bowel by now.”

“Is that a problem?” asked Sandy.

“No, but we’ll keep an eye on it.”

Just then Chris felt an incredible urge and couldn’t stop himself, spraying the nurse in a cascade of urine.

“Oh dear. Well, he’s ok as it turns out,” she screamed.

Sandy couldn’t help but laugh.

Chris was feeding every few hours and slowly accepting that this situation might be real after all. 

Every time he woke it was the same, nappy changes, feeding, burping and sleeping.

About a day later his mother had visitors and Chris wasn’t ready for the shock.

“Here he is Mum and Dad,” said Sandy, “Your Grandson Chris!” She looked at her father as he absorbed the news and he beamed with pride, “It was Robert’s idea Dad.”

” Well, I never, what a gorgeous boy he is,” said Sandy’s mother, “I’m so proud of you Sandra! Look Christopher, you have a Grandson.” 

Christopher Clements looked at the boy, “Well fancy that!”

Chris recognised the phrase. It was Grandpa’s go to line whenever he was surprised. Chris loved his grandparents so much; they were the rocks that kept his life together in the years after Sandy’s death and Robert going off the deep end.

They were instrumental in so many aspects of his development and tried their best to set him on the right path but every time Robert came back into the picture, Chris seemed to fall to his influence, learning bad habits and skills that weren’t going to equip him well for his life.

Chris was gobsmacked, Grandma and Grandpa here right now. He tried to look upon their faces, but his vision was so blurry.

“Have a cuddle with him Mum,” urged Sandy.

“Oh no I couldn’t,” she replied.

“Of course you can Edith, you’ve been so very excited from the first moment you knew he was on the way,” Christopher announced.

“You’re right Clem.” Edith always called her husband by his nickname, “Give him here,” and she swept Chris up and cradled him in her ample arms. 

Chris could smell camphor, something that was all too common at Grandma’s house.

Edith wept a little which got Sandy started too, 

“God strike me, you’ll drench the boy,” said Clem and everyone laughed.

Chris was overwhelmed by the situation. He felt so much love in that moment, and a pang of bliss rippled through his tummy.

Robert stayed well back during the exchange, knowing how Sandy’s father felt about him, but Clem demonstrated the kind of man he was. He turned and reached out to Robert, giving him a congratulatory handshake and nodding his approval, “Well done and thank you!”

Robert smiled and nodded his acknowledgement, “I suppose we’ll all have to call you Clem from now on?”

“Fine with me,” replied Clem.

Christopher (Clem) and Edith Clements were wonderful people, Chris knew that. They only ever did right by him. He remembered the stories that Grandpa told him about the war and Grandma’s terrible driving whenever she took him anywhere. He had so much respect for them and loved spending time at their little house when Robert was away.

In 1983 his grandfather died, finally succumbing to his smoking habit which had been a daily ritual for over sixty years. He lost his grandmother a few years later, just after announcing his engagement to Judy. They’d lived wonderful, happy lives and were both proud of their legacy. Regrettably they never got to see Chris’s wedding or to meet his son, which was something he’d always struggled with even though it was out of his control.

Chris now realised that he hadn’t been in a disaster, hadn’t been hallucinating and this was no elaborate joke. This was real...he was a newborn child with his parents, and they were young and just starting their lives. How? Why? 

He was still in a state of shock and his mind was spinning. On top of that he was exhausted. Finally, he submitted to this strange reality and decided to face, whatever this was, later, much later.

Chris was soon asleep once again.

After a month Chris’s vision improved greatly and he could make out objects a short distance away.

He could also recognise faces and was initially shocked at how young his parents looked.

Chris also had plenty of time to think about what might have happened and recalled the Sun spikes and that radio interview with Fred Wilson from the Australia Observatory.

He formulated a theory. He must have been struck by one of those spikes and sucked back to the moment of his birth through some kind of time distortion event.

That’s probably what Fred Wilson had said the night he was driving home when he was interrupted by the arsehole in the red Lexus and missed the end of the interview. Time travel! That must have been it.

Well, here he was, living proof that it actually happened. There could be no other explanation, could there?

Other things went through Chris’s mind too. He was equipped with an incredible amount of knowledge, a lifetime's’ worth to be sure. He came back with a lifetime of experience at his disposal.

He realised quickly that he had an incredible opportunity. He had dates for major events, even times in some cases and started working out ways of using the information into the future, which was essentially his past, his present and his future again. It was mind numbing to contemplate.

Right now, all he had were his thoughts because, as an infant, he was just a blob of flesh and couldn’t do anything but think, so think he did. It consumed every waking moment in these early weeks.

One thought dominated, how could he get things right this time, help his family, make good lives for them all, and meet Judy again? The idea made him nervous. He
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