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Hope Falls


 

We’re probably near the end of it as far as I can tell. It
can’t go on forever and I can’t either for that matter.  I
haven’t seen much change even though I’ve come so far.  The
sameness is everywhere.  It just keeps going.  The Malls
get bigger and smaller but they are always there.  The people
are slightly different but really they are still very much the
same.  The sameness runs down deep, the land just reflects
it.  The great Debt is contagious and ever-present.  The
people move together.  They flock and congregate to the
ever-present sale.  All want the same things.   All
say the same things.  All think the same thoughts.  You
can feel it all around you.

 It took a long time for me to want to escape but I
didn’t know there was anywhere to escape from.  I fondly
remember living out my adventures on the television.  There
was no need to go anywhere.  Now the adventure is all too real
and there is no turning it off or walking away at a commercial
break.  I guess there is always a power button of sorts. 
You’ve got to make up your mind if you want to keep going or just
stay and take what’s coming for you.  The Malls are the same,
the food is the same, the television is the same, the stores are
the same but I’m different.  I can’t go back even if it means
that He catches up with me. 

I will find the place beyond all of this.  I don’t need
much, just a place to live and eat and most importantly to
forget.  I see the world around me so differently now.  I
never thought anything was the least bit wrong as a child. 
That’s how it works; they put the hunger inside you as a
child.  The “more and more” is what I call it.  When I
was a kid, adults talked about how things were different when they
were kids and their parents before them said much the same thing
but I’m starting to see things differently.  I’m starting to
think that things are as much the same now as they have ever
been.  But it’s nice to tell yourself different. 
Whatever you have to do to get yourself through the day of mindless
work at a job that only exists to get you to live to the next day
so you can buy more and more.  People used to turn to me for
answers.  I was a man who could fix things.  I have no
answers.  I have few certainties.  I can fix
nothing.  I’m not sure if I’m crazy and everyone else is
sane.  What else can I do now?  What’s done is
done.  The dead are in their graves.  All end up in a row
to rot back into the earth and be forgotten.  The living, are
doing what they are absentmindedly used to.  They go to the
Malls, shopping in uniformity and being prodded along
unknowingly.  It’s life as usual.

When I was a kid, I’d listen to the adults talk to me with
the confidence of a war hero. They told me about what adult life
would be like.  I was going to have my house and talk with my
friends about TV shows.  Our wives were going to talk about
the movie stars and what they said on the morning talk shows. 
It was all mapped out but somehow I got lost. Now I can only be
pure when I’m lost.  Forgiveness may never happen in the
Promised Land but there is no salvation in two for one sales or
prime time programming.  There is no truth hidden in the
fabric of the clothes on the shelves.  There is no real
nutrition in the imitation food that they shove down their gullets
by the bucketful.  I have no solutions, maybe there are
none.  Maybe when He finds me that will be the solution. 
Maybe.  I only know one thing for sure, by the end of the week
I will either find the place I’m looking for or I will be
dead.

   
 










Chapter 1

 




 The early morning announcements play on the speakers that dot
the ceilings and the walls of the Mall. “Attention
shoppers, today there will be a clearance on all blue jeans at the
Pants Outlet Store.” Educated shoppers are aware of this,
as it is time for the new summer line. 

“Don’t forget to go to The Kitchen Trinket store and
take advantage of the half off sale of all hand knitted toaster
covers and limited special edition powdered blue napkin
holders.”  All shoppers were aware of the importance
and urgency of the end of a sale. 

“No day is complete without trying new corn syrup glazed
deep fried chicken wad samples at the new chicken wad hut in the
food court.”  Free samples were often offered when a
new restaurant opened in the food court. 

“Don’t delay, act now to enter for your chance to win a
brand new diesel powered lawn be gone lawn mower. 
Participation is limited to one entry per day per
person.”  Informed shoppers know to come every day to
increase the likelihood of getting the all-important lawn
mower.  After the announcements have played to the early
morning crowd the easy to listen to, family friendly and
non-abrasive muzak plays to offer the emotional contrast to the
urgency of the daily sales.  The announcements played on a
cycle every few minutes but by mid afternoon, it was time for the
new announcements and the new sales.  There was no time to be
wasted, as the new sales would not go on forever.

“It’s the mid-morning announcements and the escalator in the
southwest corridor is still down.  If it’s still down by the
mid afternoon announcements I’m going to hear about it from the
Mall manager.  I don’t need that shit.  Michael, I don’t
care what else you are up to. This takes top priority.  After
you’re done with the escalator, there is a vomit spill outside of
the scented candle store,” said Thom, the manager of the
maintenance team of the Mall in North Atrophy. 

“I feel that I have been on vomit detail quite a bit… I’m
getting sick of it.”

Michael looked around to see no one laughing at his joke. 
“Is it possible that someone else can take care of that?  How
about Quinn?  Maybe he’s available,” said Michael
Christianson.  “I don’t think you understand how this
works.  I tell you to do something and you do it without
questioning.  Everyone else is busy but that’s beside the
point.  You don’t get special privileges, you’re just like
everyone else,” said Thom. 

“Got it. I’ll get to it after the escalator.” 

“This goes for all of you,” Thom said, addressing his group of
workers in their back office. “The weekend rush has come and gone
and we did not keep up with it.  Our job is to maintain the
machine and right now we have escalators down, fluorescent signs
not working and puddles of puke on the ground.  This is not
how a good machine operates.  Let’s get our act
together,” 

“We can’t know that something is broken until it’s broken,” said
Quinn. 

“We need to keep a better watch as things start to
deteriorate.  It’s too late when it’s broken and a lot more
work to fix it,” said Thom.

The maintenance staff disbanded and everyone went about to their
tasks as uniformed as their dark grey jumpsuits.  Michael
walked along with Quinn for a while through the bland unseen back
corridors of the Mall.  It was a complete contrast there in
the back halls to the outside throngs of people, bright lights and
commerce.  “Hey, I’m sorry that I tried to pawn off the puke
on you.  There’s been more random pukings and I keep being the
guy who has to clean them up.”

“Man, what the fuck are you talking about?  I’ve got to
clean up that stuff all the time.  So does everyone else who
works with us.  I’m not cleaning up that puke for you so suck
it up.  You got anything planned with your lady on your days
off?” 

“We’re going shopping. We’ll probably watch some of our favorite
shows too,” said Michael. 

“Yeah I’m probably going to do the same shit.  Same old
shit.”

They came to the end of the hallway and the entrance into the
main stream of life.  They opened the doors to the floor of
the Mall.  “Quinn, we grew up together in this town.  We
went to high school together.  We played little league
together… all that shit.  Did you ever think that we’d end up
here doing this shit?”

“Probably.”

“Really?”

“I don’t know man, I guess not as a kid.  Is that what you
want to talk hear?  Yeah, I guess that I wanted to be a ninja
or a baseball player or something.”  Quinn seemed to have
little patience for the discussion.  “You know we can talk
about your … I don’t know, childhood dreams or whatever but you’re
still going to have to clean up the puke by yourself.”

“You don’t wonder about things outside of this town?”

“Only when you bring it up.”

“Doesn’t it seem like it’s always the weekend rush?  It
seems like the weekend rush just keeps going and now it’s always
the weekend rush.  You know what I mean?  It’s like the
holidays were when things got really busy and it’s like there’s
always a new holiday.  Doesn’t it seem like there’s always a
new holiday?”

“New holidays?  What the fuck man?”  Quinn was staring
into the crowd in the hallway of the Mall.  He was impatient
and didn’t want to look at Michael or get dragged into a long
conversation.  “Why do you get like this?  Whenever you
ask me this stuff… I don’t know what you want me to say.  I
think you’re just trying to get out of doing what you’ve got to
do.  You’re a complainer man, you love having something to
complain about.”

“What are you talking about?  I’m not like that.”

“Hey man I’m sorry if you don’t like your life, or
whatever.  You know there are plenty of people who would love
to be in your position.”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

“Hey I’m going to my post, I don’t want to dick around anymore,”
said Quinn walking away from Michael and into the stream of
shoppers.

Entering the world of the shopper from the outside was always
difficult.  To Michael, it seemed that coming in from the
hallways was always a little strange.  It’s an unusual
perspective to see the inner workings of a machine and then to be a
part of the machine. 

“See you later M.C.  Have fun cleaning up the vomit. 
By the way, keep your radio on.  Thom might need to tell you
about more random fluids left around the Mall.  You never
know, someone could have pooped in the Sweater Shop,” said Quinn
from down the hall. 

Michael walked away without saying goodbye.  He went to the
site of the spill outside of the high-end computer store.  It
seemed that many of the spills were around there and it made
sense.  The computer store with its glass walls and sleek look
was located very near the food court.  Although it attracted
the attention of many consumers walking off a meal of four cheese
stuffed deep fried bread balls or other nutritious food, it’s
bright lights and unearthly glass fixtures were asking for
projectile vomit.  Especially when people overeat which is
always. 

“I hate dealing with this dick manager,” thought Michael as he
approached the scene.  The manager was outside waiting
impatiently.  Sawdust covered vomit does not make people want
to purchase sleek computers. 

“I don’t understand why you guys come by and put sawdust on it
but don’t finish cleaning it up.”

“We just like the way it looks,” said Michael. 

“Watch it fellow.  If I recall, you’re not on the best
terms with our security friend.  I’m more than happy to call
him and tell him that you’re being insubordinate and interrupting
sales.” 

“Hey I’m getting rid of it, we can just pick up this
conversation tomorrow when I have to come back here and do it
again.  Do you think people might be allergic to overpriced
computers?” 

“Watch yourself young man,” said the store manager walking back
inside.  After dealing with that unpleasantness, he went about
the task of fixing the escalator that was broken.  As he was
tinkering with the wiring, he thought how good it felt to fix
things.  It was good to have control.

Just when he thought that he was done with little projects for
the day, his radio told him differently.  “Hey, M.C., we’ve
got another vomit to take care of in the food court,” 

“Are you just kidding with me, or do you seriously want me to go
down there clean it up?”

 “Are we having another episode of you not understanding
how this works?  Let me remind you again.  I tell you to
go somewhere to do something that needs to be done and you go and
do it.  I want to make sure that we’re on the same page
still,” said Thom through the radio. 

“I’ll get right to it,” said Michael wishing he were in a
position to tell his boss what he really thought of him.

Michael walked down the main corridor of the Mall passing all of
the stores that gave the population meaning and identity. There was
the rock and roll clothing store for the kids going through their
prescribed rebellious phase.  The store targeting men going
through their standard mid life crisis phase and the seemingly
endless amount of store dedicated to moms buying the latest and
greatest fashionable clothes for their children.  Everyone has
their needs met at the Mall.  Eventually, he arrived at the
place where everyone’s most basic needs were met… the food
court.

The area of the food court was massive.  It was a vast
circle like the Roman Coliseum.  There was no death-defying
act to watch except for eating.  The food court was always a
busy hive of humanity.  There were so many families sitting at
the unformed tables and chairs.  There were just so many
people, so many families with their kids.  So many kids that
would make more people one day.  There was however no shortage
of food and maybe there never would be.  The food court was
surrounded on all sides by every type of food imaginable, and there
was always something new.  There was a place for pizza and a
place for pizza with strange toppings, there was Asian chicken on a
toothpick and barbeque chicken on a skewer, there was pasta and
corn dogs and the very popular: Burgers, Burgers, Burgers oh my
chain.  Many of the restaurants were repeats so you couldn’t
get caught far away from something you wanted.  For most
everyone it was a paradise of oral delight.  Even a petulant
teenager could enjoy their time at the food court.  Something
strange had been happening to Michael when he ate there as he
frequented the food court just as much as anyone else.  The
odd thing that scared him was that his favorite foods no longer had
the same appeal.  When he tried new things, it was the same
story.  After years of being a satisfied customer like
everyone else, it was starting to taste the same to him. 

He saw his target just past Piggies deep fried pork chops and
The Fat Cow’s cheese steak hut.  It seemed that there were
more vomiting around this area, which was right where the new corn
syrup deep fried chicken stand was.  Consumers often had to
adapt to new corn syrup deep fried stand but they always did. 
Michael knew that this was no way for someone to make a
living.  It was however what needed to be done to keep people
happy at the Mall. 

All the people in North Atrophy felt they had the best Mall in
the country.  No consumer wanted to see the after effect of
Mall food in the midst of the fried dough and cheeseburgers. 
It was bad for business.  After cleaning it up, Michael went
back to the world behind the Mall stores to clock out of
work.  It appeared that he was the last person of his shift
there and the next shift of workers was ready to start. 
Michael was wondering why his last “assignment” in the food court
had to be handled by him.  On his way to his car, he was
loathing himself for continuously being the one to stay late and
have to clean up other people’s messes.  Soon enough though,
he would be home and all of this would be numbed away.  The
day’s events would be forgotten amidst a barrage of blinking
screens of prime time content, a big belly full of food and his
better half.  Home would make him forget.  Michael
learned at a young age to forget the world when he went home and to
forget home when he went into the world.

He left the Mall and drove through the maze that was the Mall
parking lot on his route home.  It was always a time consuming
venture to drive away from the Mall.  Eventually he came to
the main road, which was lined as far as the eye could see with
store after store.  Life outside was the extension of the Mall
in every way.  Many of the stores were the same as what was
inside, but some were different.  It was also a very different
dining experience getting to go through a drive-thru as opposed to
eating in the food court.  Those kind of differences were
important to people.  Freedom of choice was highly valued.

He drove past the stores that everyone had grown to love and not
think about too much and eventually he came to his housing
complex.  He often became disorientated on the road driving
past not only the seemingly endless strip of chain stores but also
the housing communities.  It all became an indistinguishable
blur.  Every living community was gated with multiple security
checkpoints.  Proper identification was always required. 
He passed Shady Pines, Kings Court and many others of the grandiose
living communities.  There was always new construction of a
new housing development going on as well. It added to the confusion
and disorienting nature of the landscape since all of them were
essentially identical.  The differences between one housing
very small and subtle so it became very important to potential
clientele if the main water fountain had multi-colored lighting or
if the carpet in the main communal building had the name of the
development on it.   Michael was just passing the early
construction of the development that would go next to his
own.  They were just dredging the swamp area where they will
put in the water fountain.  At least he could recognize the
construction project to know that he was almost to his
destination.  It was good to be home.

Michael pulled up to the main checkpoint of the Shangri la
housing development.  After going through the first check
point and the subsequent one, he was at the task of trying to
navigate to the building that he lived in.  Shangri la was a
maze of identical buildings that housed many units; it was easy to
get lost.  Finally he came to building 53 unit 801.  He
and his girlfriend felt very fortunate to live on a high floor and
have a view of the landscape.  They were sold on the place
because of the fine view of the Mall. 

When he walked into his apartment he felt the short-term feeling
of relief from the outside world.  Soon the worried feeling
would settle in with the question of how to pay the rent or any
part of the crushing Debt.  The thoughts would be creeping in
during the commercial breaks in between television shows. 
Most people know, it’s best not to think about that for a while
when they get home.  The apartment was like all of the other
units in the building.  Uniformity made sense.  The main
room was a big open square with white walls fake wooden flooring
and a white stucco ceiling.  There was a hallway that led to
the bedroom that was an open square with white walls fake wooden
flooring and a white stucco ceiling.  The bedroom was
different, there was a painting of flowers framed on the
wall.  It came with all units.  There was also a kitchen,
which was an open square with white walls and fake wooden
flooring.  Of course there was a bathroom as well with all the
normal fixtures.  The bathroom was square with white walls and
a white ceiling.  It had a linoleum floor!  His
girlfriend Sarah was in her usual place in front of the
television.  It must be getting close to prime time. 
Michael was starting to have the feeling as of late that it was
always prime time.

“Anything good on?” 

“They ended up catching an enemy of the state a few towns from
here.  It’s never here.  The guy worked in a kiosk and he
just went crazy and hurt some people in the Mall.  Maybe we
need another gate.  A crazy person like that might be able to
get in here.  You can never be too safe,” said
Sarah. 

“Right.  Yeah it’s scary.  What else is on?”

“There’s a movie with Braden Pinn.  It’s an old one where
he’s a bank robber and he’s on the run from the law.” 

“Right.  I think I saw this one a long time ago.  I
like Braden Pinn.”

“He’s so sexy,” said Sarah.  He looked at his husky plain
looking girlfriend focused on the television and seemingly aware of
nothing else in the world. 

“Right.” 

Michael went into the kitchen and micro waved a frozen pre-made
meal.  Life is good because you can get all of your favorites
from the food court or the drive-thru right in your freezer at
home.  He sat down next to his girlfriend and ate his chicken
in tangy corn syrup maple-pepper glaze.  Soon enough Sarah was
snoring.  This was the end of her time off and tomorrow she
had to go back to work at her kiosk in the Mall.  He woke her
up so she could stagger to the bedroom where the alarm was. 
He started to drift off watching the movie.  The adventure was
intoxicating and it was such a relief to have fantasies about being
a bank robber on the run and not have to face the reality of
day-to-day life.  The reality was that he wasn’t going to find
romance out on the open road.  The romance was here with
Sarah.  Maybe Sarah was a little overweight and didn’t look
like a movie star.  He knew he shouldn’t care because that’s
what real women looked like.  He didn’t look like a movie
star.  Maybe he was over weight and not that good
looking.  Everyone was like this, that’s what makes the
television so great.  He needed it.  He wanted to be
Braden Pinn and to be out there.  He didn’t want to think
about going to work tomorrow.  He was just starting to drift
off when he started to wonder why in the movies, a movie star could
break the law and the people rooted for them.  When it
happened in real life, the world needed to know that they were
punished or even killed.  It was a scary world out there.
Sleep and the sound of television washed over him.  He was
murmuring as he drifted to another place…. “It will get better, it
will get better.”

 










Hope Falls


It’s hard to imagine that I used to love my apartment. 
I couldn’t love it now.  That was another time with someone
else’s feelings. I used to love the movies.  I loved the
celebrities and I hated the news.  Now, the news just seems
like a childish fantasy used to subjugate a frightened docile
public.  Sarah and I were so scared.  I loved her but
that was another time and I was another person.  I wanted to
be one of those movie stars so bad that it hurt sometimes sitting
there in my couch being transported to far away places having
adventures only to end having to go right back to work.  It
was always back to my life.  In the end there was only the
Mall.  Sarah loved going to the Mall in her spare time. 
It was just like when she was a young girl and she went to the Mall
with her parents.  It was also just like when she was in high
school and would go to the Mall in her free time.  I was there
too, everyone was.  We met and fell in love at the Mall. 
I just assumed that we would get married there and all of our
friends from high school could go to the wedding… it could have
been perfect, it could have worked.

Will they miss me when I’m not there?  Will I just be
replaced with another unit?  There was nothing unique about my
life or me. So why couldn’t all the holes created by my absence be
filled by another?  It’s so clear to me now looking back that
we all just played different roles just like a movie.  One day
it just seemed like all people had to say was what they were
programmed to.  It had probably been that way for ages but it
became clear to me one day. Sometimes now I think about why I am
conscious when the rest are not.  It was as if I realized that
I might be in a program that someone else was watching. 
Thoughts like that make it difficult to digest the usually easy
digestible content on the evening television.  How did I ever
go along with that prepackaged sentiment?  How could I connect
with those that still did?  And worse still, what was behind
it?  I have few answers.  In many ways, it seems that I’m
no further along now than I ever have been. 

Sarah was never going to be able to come along with me on my
developments.  It was just a matter of time until all we had
were memories of things that were no longer important to me. 
Nostalgia, talking about the old times and topical concerns of the
day were no longer enough to sustain my… restlessness.  When
we watched TV, Sarah would ask me if I wanted to be a hero or a
villain.  I never really had an answer for that and she
thought I was crazy.  The movies always had both and the big
name actors were always one or the other.  She used to tell me
that everyone wanted to be one or the other and if you didn’t you
were just on the side. You were one of the people just watching it
happen.  It was all really just casual conversation.  No
one told me this but after a while that’s all you have with
someone.  It happens subtly, but it happens all the
same.  One day all is reduced to the bills that need to be
paid and what’s on sale that week.  Life was hard and the
simple pleasures that are there to take your mind off if it all
were no longer working.  There are no simple pleasures to take
me away now.  There is only my goal and the certain death
chasing me down this road.  Fantasy is a luxury.

 










Chapter 2

 


It was always a little unsettling for Michael when he woke up on
the couch.  Sarah was off to work for the day.  He hadn’t
heard her at all in the early morning. He was having vivid dreams
but she must have been like a ghost to not wake him.  It
didn’t really matter, as he’d see her for lunch anyhow.  It
wouldn’t be too long until he would just have to get ready and go
to work again.  The thought of that was enough to put him
right back asleep on the couch but he got up and went about the
normal routine of things that people do in the morning.  He
still had a few hours before he had to be at work and there were
plenty of the standard devices there to take his mind off of the
passing time.  There were video games and music players and
computers, television and good old-fashioned hard copy celebrity
magazines.  Lately though, none of these were giving him what
he wanted.  Michael had always valued alone time but like most
people he was eager to fill it up with something after a short
while.  Today, he just sat and waited the time out.  If
people knew about this, they would think he was starting to go
insane.  He thought about his bills and his dead end
job.  He thought about the tense discussion that he and Sarah
would no doubt get into about their finances and their
future.  He thought about is mother and he fantasized about
leaving and having his own adventures far, far away.  But
where was there to go?  He decided that he would take a
different way to work today to channel some of his
restlessness.  It didn’t matter in the long run though as all
roads lead to the Mall. 

Arriving at work and knowing that you had to settle into it was
always difficult.  Everyone felt this way. It was a popular
topic of prime time situation comedies and hit movies.  It was
always good to see a movie star that was pretending to do the
things that ordinary people would be doing and complaining
about.  Michael was well aware that the difference was that he
would stay in his ordinary life when the movie was over.  The
beginning of the shift always started with a team meeting to
discuss the tasks of the day.  Often, if there wasn’t vomit
being projected around the food court, there wasn’t really much to
do and the team got to be on standby.  Sometimes there was
enough down time for Michael to get all the way down to the other
end of the Mall to see Sarah.  Her kiosk, which sold
vitamin-enhanced water and glitter sunglasses, was very far away as
the Mall was seemingly never ending.  If he couldn’t get to
see her on a slow day at least he could see one of the new stores
that were opening up. That’s what most of his coworkers
did…anything to occupy the hours going by.  An added bonus to
doing that was that any employee could go to the store on their off
days.  Lately Michael didn’t really care what the new store
was or what they were selling.  It all started to seem the
same to him.  It was best not tell too many people about his
feelings.

“We’re getting ready for the upcoming weekend rush so we’re in a
standby holding pattern.  You’ll go out in groups of two and
patrol your designated areas.  We keep the machine moving to
keep customers happy.  If you see anything of the machine not
working, your job is to fix the situation even if it’s a puddle of
piss on the floor.  Everyone got it?  Otherwise, keep
your radios on,” said Thom.  Everyone really knew that
translated to dick around all day.  Michael and Quinn were
assigned to the Northwest corridor of the Mall.  They
patrolled around with the older people there getting their exercise
in before the after school and after work crowds came.  Since
all of the old people came at the same time, it was just as crowded
as any other time.  People often thought they could trick the
system but they’re just lying to themselves. 

“All pear scented cocoa butter soaps are half price
today at the Soap Emporium located on level two.” Elderly
consumers were sure to take note of that sale. “Buy one get
one free, organic gluten free soy and flax dog chews at Dog Day
Afternoon.”  It was good to be a pet owner in North
Atrophy that day. 

“Hey man my dog loves those treats.  Why don’t you and
Sarah get a dog?”

“You know what man,” said Michael.  “There is always a
sale.  Did you ever think about that? I don’t know I just
wouldn’t want to keep a dog all kept up in a box.  I wouldn’t
want to do that to an animal.” 

“You’re an animal and you’re in a box.  It’s not that bad,”
said Quinn.  “Are we going to have one of these… it’s always a
holiday talks.  You know how much I look forward to
that.  Does your brother spend most of his time in the land of
complaining or it is just you?”

“I don’t know, you’d have to ask him.  I’m not complaining
by the way.  You never even think about these things? 
You’re telling me that you’re happy with your dog and going to work
everyday hoping that there are less vomit outbursts than the day
before?”

“Hey man, I’ve been hearing you complain about things since you
were a kid and you felt like you got a bad deal.  I’m not
saying that you didn’t get a bad deal… but I never heard your
brother complain about it.”

“Well… I’m broke, I can’t afford fancy dog treats,”

“Fuck that man, I’m broke too.  It didn’t stop me from
getting a dog,” said Quinn. 

“Do you have bad credit or no credit at all?  Don’t
let that discourage you from visiting one of the
stress-free-banking credit card kiosks located in the southeast
entrance.  Don’t delay, act now as this promotion is a limited
time offer.”

“Hey are you going to sign up for that credit card?” asked
Michael. 

“Yeah, I’ll probably get that one.  It’s got a great
interest rate for the first year. You know I just got a new big
screen TV with great A.P.R, but it’s always good to have more ways
to pay the bills.  More is better.” 

“Yeah,” said Michael unconvincingly. 

“You should get that credit card yourself.  Sarah’s
pregnant you know.” 

“What?” 

“No, I’m just fucking with you man.  You should probably
wait to get another one until you do finally knock her
up.” 

“I don’t think there will be a little Mr. Christianson anytime
soon.  We watch the news and it just seems awful out
there.” 

“It’s not the good old days like when we were kids,” said
Quinn. 

“Was it great when we were younger?” asked Michael. 

“I guess it was but you probably don’t think so.  I guess
that with your dad dying, it wasn’t better for you.  But you
don’t seem to like right now so much so I don’t know, maybe it all
cancels out for you.  My folks say it was better when they
were younger and that’s what my grandparents said too.  I
think it was safer back then.  I think there were less crazy
people around,” said Quinn.

“Well, what about people that didn’t have a good
childhood?  Maybe it wasn’t so great when we were
younger.  I’m just saying that we automatically say things
were better back then.” 

“Is your brother as morose as you are?  You always drag
things into sad and shitty land.” 

“Hey, I’m just trying to let you know why there isn’t a little
Mr. Christianson running around.” 

“I thought it was because of money,” said Quinn. 

“It’s because of a lot of things.  Life is just too much
some times,” Michael said vaguely. 

“Didn’t we just go over this?  More is better,” said
Quinn.  As they were meandering through the seemingly maze of
stores Michael was called back to the office.  That was rarely
good.

“I keep getting complaints from a certain store manager about a
certain employee of mine that gives him a hard time every time he
needs something taken care of,” said Thom. 

“Well to be fair that guy is kind of a prick.  Besides, I
saw him yesterday and picked the puke that you asked me to. 
There should be no problem.” 

“He’s complaining about a sign that’s on the fritz and he has a
suspicion that you might have something to do with it since you
fixed it last,” said Thom. 

“Things break sometimes, it’s no one’s fault in particular.”

“Well you’re going to fix the sign and I don’t want to have this
conversation again.  I think that we’ve had it a bit too
much.  I’m tired of it now and I was tired of it a long time
ago.  We’re not here to have our own private melodramas, we’re
here to keep the machine moving… go fix his sign.” 

Michael couldn’t afford to lose his job.  He always ended
up doing what he was told.  For whatever reason, on his way
over to the store, he was tuned into the muzak that was being
pumped out on the speakers.  It reminded him of some music
that he heard when he was a kid.  Someone told him once that
the music they played was all redone versions of old songs and
that’s why it seemed familiar.  Before he got to the high end
computer store walking in the hallway surrounded by blinking lights
and the droves of people he felt just for a moment what it was like
to be a child listening to a song.  The feeling was fleeting
and soon enough.  The Mall muzak was all there was. 

When he arrived at the store, there were two problems waiting
for him.  One was the obnoxiously blinking neon sign of the
computer store and the other was the manager standing next to the
security officer.  “Hey, I think your sign is broken,” said
Michael. 

“Mr. Christianson, it appears that we need to have another
discussion about your behavior,” said the security
officer. 

“If something breaks you can’t just look to blame the guy who’s
job it is to fix it,” said Michael. 

“I want you to keep that in mind when we have these little
encounters Mr. Christianson.  I’m not the bad guy when I’m
dong my job and it is my job to keep order.  I’m here to fix
the pieces that don’t work.  Your attitude doesn’t work. 
You will assimilate one way or the other.  You have to decide
how much unwarranted pain you’re going to cause before that
happens.” 

“Hey, I’m just going to fix this sign and go about my merry
way.” 

“Understand, Mr. Christianson that as always, I’m clued into
what you’re doing.” 

While this exchange went on the manager of the computer store
was smugly smiling at Michael.  It was a subtle smile that was
pouring salt into the increasing wound that Michael was
feeling.  

“You know you don’t sound like an optimistic person,” said
Michael to the security officer. 

“Understand Mr. Christianson that there are consequences to
antagonizing me. I’m here right now because of you’re past
behavior.  If something goes wrong I’m going to look to
you.  Mr. Christianson, I’m very optimistic that this will
keep you in line.  Please fix in his sign.  If I find out
that it’s you who broke it or other Mall property, then I’m going
to come after you and I’m not going to stop.  Do you
understand me?” 

“I’ve got it, don’t worry something will probably break again at
some point and you can blame me for that to.” 

“See you soon,” said The Security Officer. 

The storeowner kept an eye on Michael when he over to the broken
sign.  Michael was as used to the feeling of being scrutinized
as anyone, but he never tried to pretend it wasn’t happening. The
sign was an easy fix. He was just thinking about how such a trivial
thing caused so much unnecessary trouble when he heard a very loud
“Blorch” and “Splat” behind him.  He didn’t have to turn
around to see it.  He could already smell the corn syrup
glazed chicken on the floor.  He could even hear the mother
comforting her two sick boys. 

“It’s alright honey, they have someone here that will clean it
up.”   The family couldn’t stop for very long. 
After all, there was shopping to be done.  The store manager
was still looking at Michael.  The muzak filled the air
through it all.

“I hate this fucking computer store!”

The mid shift lunch break was the only thing that got Michael
through some days.  “Baby, you always get the same
thing.  Why don’t you try that new teriyaki chicken on a stick
place?  I went there last week, it was amazing,” said
Sarah. 

“It all seems kind of the same to me so I might as well get the
same thing.”

“What are you talking about?   There’s, like, two
hundred different places to eat.  There’s almost too much, I
want to get it all but there’s just so much.” 

“Well, I know that’s true, but there’s always a place that’s
closing down and a new something or other going in.  There’s
always more and more,” said Michael who thought himself very clever
as he peered over the enormous coliseum that was the food
court.

His mind was wondering briefly on the thought of the seemingly
ever-changing food landscape that somehow always tasted the
same.  It was short lived, as his thoughts would eventually
settle in to familiar territory.  He was looking at his
partner in life with increasing scrutiny.  The condescending
thoughts that he had towards her were apparent in his eyes as he
watched her eat her deep fried cheddar cheese flavored pork
wads.  She was bulging out of her work uniform, which
consisted of khaki’s and a collared shirt with the company’s logo
on it.  Her hair was tied back and she was as plain as she was
unassuming.  He wasn’t really attracted to her.  He
guessed that routine trumped passion and that was why they were
still together doing the same things.  She was gulping down
the extra large soda that she loved when she started to look at him
in an odd way. 

“Thank God for pornography,” thought Michael.

“What?  Why are you looking at me like that?  Baby you
look like you’re having a bad day,” said Sarah. 

“Yeah, I am.  It just seems like I’m working all the
time.  My job is my whole life… except for you, of
course.  Here’s what I’ve been thinking about when I’m walking
around the Mall and I’ve got all that time to think: A man’s work
defines who he is.  My job is dumb as hell.  What does
that mean that I am?” 

“I hate when you do this.  I hate when you get depressed
and start talking about crazy things.  Your job is fine, it’s
no worse than mine or anyone else’s here.  Other people just
don’t obsess about it like you do.  Don’t think about
it.  Just go to work and you enjoy your days off.  Life
is pretty simple,” she said. 

“Do you remember taking vacations when you were a kid?  I
don’t mean just having a few days off, but actually going
somewhere,” said Michael. 

“Baby, do you know that you always bring up my childhood when
you feel bad.  I would love to go on vacation to some exotic
destination.  I see the TV’s and the ad’s too and believe me,
I want to get away forever sometimes,” she said referring to the
barrage of television screens around the food court. 

Michael looked around and started to pay attention to the white
noise, which often turned into an indistinguishable blur while a
person was eating.  There were adds for so many of the far off
resort destinations that Michael had been seeing since he was a
kid.  His family was too poor to afford it.  His father
had talked about taking the family away but he was gone before it
ever became a reality.  He remembered his mother wanting to
take the kids but they always had to live in envy of the other
families that went to the tropical destination spots.  Envy
was a good motivator.

 Sarah’s family made it a point to go every year.  She
made it out to be of little importance, but it was something she
liked to hang over Michael’s head.  That’s what he presumed at
least.  It was often there in background and was a little edge
that she had over him.  Or, so it felt to Michael.  It
seemed she was a little more cultured and aware because of her
trips out of the country.  He had not been.  Envy is a
good motivator.

“When you were a kid, what was it like when your family went on
vacation?” 

“Baby, don’t do this.  You always do this when you’re not
feeling good.  Why are you in such a bad mood?” 

“Well I’ll tell you about my day if you tell me about
vacations.” 

“Fine, we went every year to one of the islands.  I loved
it.  We went to the beach and then we went to the
Mall.” 

“So it was just like here?” asked Michael. 

“Well it was a little different, some of the restaurants were
different and it was warmer.  I always get a t-shirt. 
You’ve seen me wearing it. It says: Life’s a beach.”  “What
else did you buy?”  All kinds of things… I always bought
sunglasses.” 

“Now you sell sunglasses,” said Michael. 

“Well I’ve never thought about it,” she said smiling. 

“I guess I really like sunglasses.  Sunglasses are
great.  So, tell me about your day, baby.  Why are you in
a bad mood?” 

“I had a run in with my favorite security guard.  He thinks
I broke a sign.” 

“Did you?” 

“No I didn’t break anything.  This guy has been a pain in
my ass for years.  I don’t even remember how it started. 
He’s such a self righteous prick,” said Michael. 

“He was the self righteous prick?  It started because of
your snide comments.  You always have to wise up and cause
trouble.  It started three years ago when you just left your
job in the middle of a shift.  You never told me why you did
that.   You just went and did something crazy one
day.  It’s his job to keep track of when people do strange
things.  He’s keeping us safe.  He’s a trained
professional you know.  Security officers are hand picked from
the time they’re kids and spend their life learning how to protect
us.  That’s why we take a holiday on security day.  It’s
out of respect for their sacrifices.  When you get like this,
I just don’t understand… you can’t afford to get fired.  We
can’t afford it.  We have to pay the Debt.  Why can’t you
just go to work like everyone else and not start any
trouble?” 

“Sarah, when you went to those other countries weren’t there
guards there with guns to protect you while you went
shopping?” 

“Yes, you already know that there were and we were very happy to
have them there.  They keep us safe from all the crazy
people.” 

“You don’t think there’s a problem with any of this?” asked
Michael. 

“The only problem is that you’re making problems.  I have
to go back to work.  Please don’t do anything crazy.  You
can be my crazy person at home, but not here.” 

“I’m not going out of my way to get fired here.”  Michael
was well aware of the mountain of the Debt that kept them running
in circles. The announcements hammer the point home.

“Shoppers, don’t delay: APR financing like this comes
along once in a lifetime.”  Poverty is a good
motivator. 

Sarah was getting up to take her tray to the trash.  “What
about other traveling that you’ve done?  Didn’t you used to go
to the other side of the country to visit your family?” asked
Michael. 

“Baby, what does it matter?  You shouldn’t be thinking
about a vacation now.  We should be planning to pay the
bills.  Besides, we both want a new bigger TV.  There’s a
sale going on next week on the model that we want.  Everyone
loves it. Some people have been so excited that they start to drool
when they watch it.” 

“I know about the TV, but can you tell me what it was like when
you went to the other side of the country?” 

“It was nice. It was sunnier than over here.  I usually had
to buy sunglasses.” 

“What do your relatives do? What was it like to be in a town
that was far away from here?” 

“It’s great!  We’re going to go one day.  It’s just
like here.  The family that I have out there all work at the
Mall.  That’s where we went when we were out there.  It
was great.  Maybe after we get a bigger TV we’ll go out there
to visit.” 

“Did you ever see any of the food being made?” 

“Do you mean what did we eat?” 

“No, I mean when you were traveling.  Did you see people
you know, making the food?  I mean did you see
animals?” 

“All I ever saw was Malls.” 

“Where does the food come from?  Where does all the stuff
come from?” asked Michael. 

“Baby, who cares?  If you didn’t think about this stuff you
would be much happier.  Your mother used to tell me that about
you all the time.  You’ve been doing this since you were a
kid.  It’s like you don’t want to be happy.  I have to
get back to work.  I’m happy that your weekend is coming
up.  You need to relax.” 

Soon after she left, Michael felt the gurgling in his stomach
that usually followed lunch at the food court no matter what he
ate.  He decided to take Sarah up on her advice and to use the
better part of what remained of his shift to stay out of trouble
and make his presence known in the work lavatory.  The food
court was a good motivator.

As he was sitting on the toilet in the back office, Michael was
becoming irritated.  The bathroom was in a small dank space
with little more than a toilet and an industrial sink to dump out
the mop buckets.  It wasn’t the stark contrast of the neon
lights or the pastel color landscape out in the Mall that was
making him get irritated.  He actually liked his stinky
sanctuary.  He felt it a shame that it like so many other
dwellings of otherwise peaceful dankness had to be covered with
bathroom philosophy in the form of little posters with insightful
wisdom.  To his right was a poster of an adorable kitten
barely hanging on to a branch with the caption “Just hang on till
the weekend.”

 This was a nice thought but not much to ponder about while
the food court fecal deluge was in full swing.  The poster
that was directly in front of him on the back of the door was
another story entirely.  It was the picture of a footprint in
a sandy beach.  A picturesque setting the likes Michael had
never see.  Next to it read a caption;  “It’s not what we
take with us that’s important, but what we leave behind.” 
There was just something about being in the bowels of a glitzy
Mall, ringing out your insides in a poorly lit forgotten bathroom
that made him unable to accept the illusion of a beautiful
place.  He wanted more than an insincere poster. 

He decided to leave his own piece of wisdom behind in the toilet
and go punch out. He had once again done what the little kitty on
the poster had told him and he had made it through another mind
numbing week.  The standard plan was to dull the time away by
drinking beer and watching TV.  The standard feeling was to be
happy for the days off.  Michael had only one feeling and one
thought. “I hate this place.”

 










Hope Falls


Apathy rules the land.  There is no need for a large
militant police force.  Enclosed cattle require little more
than gentle prodding.  I see them all now droning away the
hours of their lives.  I used to be just like them, eager to
fill up the time with whatever I could and there was always
something.  There was always a new video game or TV
show.  There was always a convenient distraction.  There
was always a holiday coming up.  It was always a party. 
Only now when I feel my life almost certainly over can I see how
much I wasted.  I lived for a meaningless job doing things I
didn’t care about because I was being told to.  I lived with a
woman for six years and had nothing to really say to her.  How
can it be that I went so long in the dulled oppression?  It’s
because I didn’t think about it.  The cattle accept the
environment that they are given.  After working a hard day,
who wants to think about their life?  That’s why we have the
famous people and the movies.  Everyone roots for the good guy
and hates the bad guy.  Life is simple if you don’t think
about it.  That’s what they always said.  There’s no
cattle prod needed.

Those days are behind me though.  Soon I’m going to get
off of this highway once and for all and make my new life. There
are still people outside of the union of Malls and I’m going to
find them.  I feel like I’ve been looking forever.  I’ll
lose the hunter who’s chasing me when I get there.  Life will
finally start in the great cliffs.  The people are free in
every actual sense of the world.  The law of this great
tragedy of civilization, the great tragedy of potential will have
no hold on me.  The truth is I don’t know what to
expect.  I don’t know what life is really like outside of Mall
life.  Maybe I’ll find someone else.  I don’t believe it
but I wish I could tell Sarah about how scared I am to go. 
They have to accept me there. I’m out of options.

I don’t know if it’s her that I miss or the safety of
routine.  Maybe I’m really just afraid of letting myself feel
what’s really inside of me.  Maybe I’m relieved that she’s
gone.   Maybe, I’m really the monster that they must be
making me out to be.  I’m not too sure about anything
anymore.  I guess that it gets that way when you’ve been
brought up in a lie.  Maybe I should rethink everything. 
This isn’t a movie and I keep thinking it might be a dream. 
If it is though, I don’t want to wake up.  I don’t think I can
go back.  I’ll take that horrible man any day over being
another cow in the herd. I wonder about all of it now.  What
about the dead?  I was supposed to feel sorry for them all. I
was supposed to be filled with guilt.  Maybe it was better for
them that they’re gone.  Maybe I saved them all from a horror
that was as corrosive and as it is all encompassing.  It’s a
horror masking itself in a smile.   I saved them all from
a fate worse than death.  I’m a monster?  Maybe I’m
really a hero.  Maybe I should be celebrated like Braden
Pinn.  Like Sarah said, you have to be one or the other. 
One day I realized that I was never going to be a movie star. Maybe
I’m a bad guy now.  Maybe the world needs bad guys. 
Maybe people need bad guys in their life, maybe, maybe,
maybe.

 










Chapter 3

 


Michael woke up in the apartment that he always woke up
in.  He was relieved to not have to go to work and more than a
little relieved that Sarah had already gone off to the Mall
herself.  He went about his normal morning routine doing
things that most people did in the morning.  After eating his
bowl of frosted corn nuggets he looked around his apartment and
felt a sense of claustrophobic dread.  He needed to get
out.  “Where can I go?” he thought.   

He could always go to South Atrophy but it was pretty much the
same as where he was.  Maybe he would watch a little TV before
deciding what to do. Sitting there on the couch in the middle of
his square living room with the remote in his hand, he had
moment.  It was a great and profound realization that affects
someone so deeply that it almost needs to be suppressed.  In
that moment with the remote in his hand about turn on the square
with the blinking images inside of his square confined life he
realized that he was caged.  He was trapped like an animal in
a zoo just like Quinn said.  He was in a cage that he never
saw before.  His choice had been made.  The television
would not go on and was going to go somewhere that he had never
been. 

He franticly packed up enough for a couple of days.  He was
debating what to tell Sarah.  She would be free from work
tomorrow and would want to spend their free time together at the
Mall.  He called her cell phone and decided the only honest
thing to do was to lie. 

“Hello?” 

“Hey I know that we had plans tomorrow but my brother Bill just
called me and he’s sick.  He’s not going to work today so I’m
going to South Atrophy for a couple of days.” 

“Well, OK.  He really needs a girlfriend to take care of
him.  Where would you be without me baby?” 

“Where indeed!  Alright, I’ll see you soon.” 

“You’re such a good brother, baby.  I’m going to miss
you.” 

“I’ll miss you to.” 

He should have felt worse for deceiving his partner, but he
didn’t.  He should have had a clear destination in mind but he
didn’t.  Instead he got in his car and went directly to a gas
station and bought something that he never had in his life: a
map.  He looked at the roads cris-crossing the state and
decided to go north.  All of the towns that he had ever heard
of were on the major highways including his own.  He would go
north until he was almost out of the state and then he would go on
one of the small roads until he found a place unlike any he had
ever been to.  Adventure was a good motivator. 

Maybe after he’d seen something different he could go back to
his life refreshed.  Maybe after his odd craving had been
satisfied he could resume his relationship without lying. 
Maybe he would stop having his restless thoughts… maybe, maybe,
maybe.

The highway and the towns off of it looked much the same through
the first tank of gas.  Michael was overcome with some bizarre
combination of anxious fear and excitement when he had gone far
enough to a point that he had never been to.  He was so
excited when pulled into a gas station that he naively thought that
the people might be a little different or have some type of new
accent.  He paid for his gas inside of the station just to
talk to the attendant.  “Hey there… um, this might seem like a
strange question but I noticed that there were exits for the Mall
and I was wondering what was past the Mall.” 

“What do you mean what’s past the Mall?  There’s
restaurants, stores, gas stations and then there is another Mall,
just like anywhere,” said the attendant. 

“But what’s it like to live here?” 

“I don’t know. It’s alright, it’s just like anywhere I
guess.” 

Michael paid for his gas and again drove onward to new
possibilities albeit a little more disillusioned.  By the time
he had gone through another tank of gas, he was very far form North
Atrophy.  Everything seemed the same from the highway, so he
decided to get off an exit and drive through one of the
towns.  Disillusionment was turning into despair as he was
confronted with an almost identical landscape to the world that he
has been presented with thus far.

Soon enough he came to his exit to the small country route that
would take him far away from the highway.  Daylight was at the
end of it’s routine and the nighttime made the distance seem all
the more real.  Michael was a little scared to be out of his
natural environment.  He felt alone and forgotten as if the
world moved on without him.  It’s a subtle shift from light to
darkness, it happens when most people aren’t paying attention to
it. 

His winding country road seemed to be taking him to a new place.
It seemed like an alien planet, which twisted and turned up
hills.  There was a town 50 miles ahead according to a road
sign.  He was thinking that he would stay the night in the
mysterious town.  Food was now top priority. 

Maybe there would be a restaurant that he had never heard
of.  Maybe he would try something new and meet some
interesting people…maybe, maybe, maybe.

When he arrived at the town of Ellisville, he was
heartbroken.  Nothing was different from the world that he had
been presented with at birth.  The main road that went through
the town was almost identical to the road in his town.  The
stores and restaurants were all the same and the road inevitably
lead to The Mall.  Hunger was his priority right now so he
went to the place that made the most sense.

The food court being almost identical to the one his Mall at
home was expected by Michael.  When he got the same meal that
he usually got on his lunch break, it was exactly the same. 
His original plan upon pulling into town was to stay there but
after his time in the food court, he knew that he had to move on
and find something different. It was back in the car and further
down the road.  He passed through the town of Jamesburg, a
town almost identical to Ellisville.  He stopped for gas in
the town of Lincoln but there was not much else that he was
interested in there as it was an identical sister city of
Jamesburg.  By the time he got to Bechel, he was exhausted and
disheartened.  It was all the same.  All of the stores
were closed and no one was on the road.  He needed to go
somewhere just to get out of the car.  One place was
open.  The intercom announcements heralded his entrance into
the food court. 

“Save big on cherry-almond scented toilet paper at the
Bath and Bedroom specialty store.”  Michael
remembered when that was on sale at the Bath and Bedroom specialty
store in North Atrophy.  “Don’t forget that next week
is national father daughter appreciation day so get your card at
the Holiday Store.” 

Michael in his delirium was thinking about the holiday
approaching.  There was a holiday coming up and family was
important.  Sarah always worried that he didn’t have enough
family to buy presents for.  Since his mother had died a few
years ago and now there was only his brother.  Whenever the
thought of his mother came to his mind, it felt like a dull pain
buried long ago. The only thing that his brother had done for him
recently was to provide the excuse to take the trip.  Though
at this point, this trip has only reinforced the notion that there
is nothing out there.

He was just sitting in the food court watching the doldrums of
the late shifts catering to the few odd shoppers when he saw an
unattractive middle aged woman in a grey uniform sighing as she
dumped some sawdust on a pile of vomit. 

 “Hey there.  I feel your pain,” said Michael walking
up to the worker. 

“Calm down their pal. I don’t want you to get excited and spew
something out on the floor.  I’m running low on sawdust,” said
the woman. 

“I run into that all the time.  It’s really bad when
there’s a new deep fried sandwich on the menu,” said
Michael. 

“Do we do the same job?”

“Yes, I work at the Mall in North Atrophy.  My name is
Michael.” 

“I’m Darline.  What brings you to our vomit ridden food
court?” 

“I’m traveling.”

“Where are you going?” 

“I’m not really sure,” said Michael. 

“What are you going there for?”

“I’m trying to find something.” 

“What did you lose?” Asked Darline. 

“I’m not really sure.”  

“Well Michael, you seem like a crazy person to me.  I’ve
never heard of North Atrophy and I don’t really care that you’re
crazy, just don’t poop on the floor please,” said Darline walking
away. 

“Wait I need to talk to you.  Don’t you hate dick
storeowners?  I hate my job and I think that you do too. I
just waste time until I go home and at home, I just waste time
until I go back to work again.  I hate it and I just want to
talk to you.  I’m probably the most interesting thing that
will happen to you tonight so just come and talk to me. 
Besides, I’ve worked the graveyard shift and I know there is
nothing going on.  Take a risk, what could happen?”

Darline was sitting across from Michael at a table in the food
court a little intrigued by the way Michael had put it.  He
might be a crazy person but he was right about one thing, she
really had nothing better to do. 

“So what would you like to know about me?” she asked. 

“Well I’m not sure.  I’m a ways from home and I just want
to see if you’re any different from me since we do the same
job.  I want to see if life is different here or anywhere
else.”

“Listen sweetie, you seem like a nice guy so I want to put this
in a way that you will understand it.  This thing that you’re
going through… I’ve been through something similar.  Lot’s of
people have, I suspect.  You’re just going to have to go
through it until you don’t want to anymore.  I’m not the
smartest lady in the world but I know that.” 

“How do you know?  Have you ever been out of the
country?  Have you ever been really far from this town?” asked
Michael. 

“Sweetie, I’m from so far away from here you can’t imagine
it.  I got here the same way that you got here.  I’d been
going from town to town for as long as I could take it.  This
place seemed just as good as any so I ended up here.  I don’t
want to be the bearer of bad news because I know this is something
that you are going to have to go through on your own but that’s the
answer.  Out there is just more of the same.” 

Michael was speechless and heartbroken for a bit.  After
some silence he felt he still needed to make the most of his chance
encounter with this woman. 

“How do you know that it’s not just this country?  It’s a
big world and there could be all kinds of places where it’s not
like this.  Have you ever been out of the country?” 

Darline sat for a moment in silence seeming to ponder something
very important.  “I’m going to tell you about an uncle of mine
that I remember from when I was a little girl.  I know that
it’s hard to imagine now, but I was once a little girl.  I
don’t know if you have any uncles but most people I know do. 
And I don’t know what your experiences are but it seems that every
family has the strange uncle that nobody understands. 
Everyone believed that my uncle Eric was crazy.  My mother
would just say the he wasn’t right.  When I was a little girl
I didn’t care what adults thought about Eric.  I loved him and
I loved his stories.  He went looking for something new,
something different than the Malls and the strip Malls. 
People get that itch as you know.  What you might not know is
that it comes at a price.  Uncle Eric spent the better part of
seven years traveling in and out of the country looking for
something.  He told me of his great sense of detachment from
the rest of the world.  He was so isolated because he had
nothing to talk to anyone about.  Most of us talk about
television shows and movie stars or what’s on sale or work
problems.  That’s our world but Eric gave up on that
world.  He was alone. 

At first, he wasn’t gone for good.  I loved it when he
would come back to visit the family.  He used to tell me that
the silence just sank in on him.  I wanted to be like my crazy
uncle Eric.  I wanted to go somewhere that was so different
from where I was so much that it hurt.   It took years
and years and I spent so long saving up money for my trip.  I
didn’t know where it was gong to take me.  It made my family
so upset because they saw what had happened to uncle Eric.  I
didn’t care though.  When I was a teenager, I bought a car and
I went all the way to the other side of the country and everywhere
in between. Sweetie, the world that you see around you is the
world, that’s why we make movies and TV shows.  Sometimes
though, people get convinced that it used to be like how it is in
the movies.  Sometimes people can’t accept what’s really here
and they want to find something they saw in a movie.

 It was something that I had to do but I know now that my
folks were right.  I didn’t go to college or take the high
road at all and now I’m doing this.  All I’m saying is just be
careful not to take this too far.  You don’t want to give up
what you’ve got.  There is nothing in any direction but what
you’ve already known.  I’m going to give you my number and the
name of a motel not far down the road, don’t worry, it’s
cheap.  If you ever want to talk again in the future, I’d be
happy to but I’ve got to get back to work now.  The floors
don’t clean themselves as you well know.” 

Michael was apprehensive about getting out of bed in his
un-noteworthy hotel room.  He had hardly remembered the night
after he parted ways with Darline.  He was only sure that it
ended in the cheap motel room that she mentioned with a case of
beer that he purchased somewhere. 

He had missed a couple of calls from Sarah.  He would have
plenty of time to call her on his long trip back home.  There
was no point in going any further on this trip.  A
non-descript motel room was a perfect place to wake up having no
direction to go in but backwards.  Michael had to work the
next day and there were many miles to retrace.  There would be
no scenic stops on the way back… there was nothing to see.  On
the way back though, he decided not to call Sarah.  It was the
last day of his vacation from his life and he would be right back
into it soon enough. 

Maybe he would get in contact with Darline again.  Maybe
the feeling of unrest in him would go away after his journey. 
Maybe he could keep pretending that this was a world that he could
accept… maybe, maybe, maybe.  

 










Chapter 4

 


Michael woke up in the apartment that he always woke up in…
except for that motel room.  He had not roused Sarah from her
sleep state and she was already well into her routine.  He was
happy to not have her there and at least a few moments of
uninterrupted peace before the drudgery of the Mall consumed his
being.  After eating his bowl of frosted corn nuggets, he
looked around his apartment and felt a sense of dread weighing
heavier and heavier by the moment. 

There was nothing but routine and there was nowhere to go. 
He was exhausted from the long drive and still hung-over. 
That did little to hinder his instinct to get drunk until he was
too numb to feel.  He needed to do something to stop his
thoughts.  He decided to drink a beer before starting the
workweek. 

Driving down the main road in town that led to the Mall, Michael
was overcome with a dreamy feeling of déjà vu.  Beer helped
take some of the dread of the impending week away.  It was a
rainy morning and most people were driving more cautiously than
usual.

Michael was lost in thought and slammed on his breaks as he
approached a red light. It was time to focus and keep it
together.  It was time to get back into real life.  He
pulled into his standard parking spot, punched his standard time
card and waited for the standard meeting at the beginning of the
shift.  He was having a hard time focusing on anything but old
ugly Darline and her tale.  Her adventure led to
nowhere.  It was so unlike the tales from television. 
Television didn’t have stories that went so far from the starting
point and ended up back where it began.  That only existed in
real life. 

“It’s time to prepare for the weekend rush.  I hope that
all of you enjoyed your time off.  We’re breaking off into
groups and taking different corridors than usual.  A little
change is good every now and again.  We’re trying to limit
unsavory encounters with Mall security and store managers.  I
hope everyone understands,” said Thom looking right at
Michael. 

“Do you want to look like a Movie Star?  Well now
you can with the new line of diamond-studded sunglass cases at
Sunglass Universe located in the southeastern wing. 
Winter’s coming and you don’t want your dog to be left out
in the cold wearing one of last year’s sweaters.  Why not have
your K-9 in the latest in pet fashion?  You can find custom
made sweaters and much more at Pampered Paws located conveniently
next to Sunglass Universe.” 

The perpetual déjà vu was setting in as Michael and Quinn
meandered down the same familiar paths wearing the familiar uniform
on a day like all the rest. 

“I thought I was going to see you around this weekend but I
guess you were off to your brother’s.  I saw Sarah and she
told me about it.  Kind of sounds like bullshit.  Where
did you go?” 

“Well, to be perfectly honest I went nowhere special. 
There’s really nowhere special to go.”

“Man, Sarah’s right, you get into these moods and you’re so
morose.  Listen to me; I think that I have a better
perspective than you right now.  Don’t fuck up something good
just because your life didn’t turn out like a movie star’s. 
You don’t have to tell me where you went but my parents always told
me that you should keep in mind what you have instead of what you
don’t.  Do you know how many people suffered and sacrificed so
that you could have the life that you do?”

“I saw a movie once where they said free advice is worth what
you pay for it.  But I’ll still consider what you’re
saying.  How did Sarah seem?  I haven’t seen her since
I’ve been back.”

“She watched TV so she wasn’t lonely or anything.  She’s
worried about you and that security officer.  You do know that
they can have you terminated if they think you’re a terror
risk.”

As Quinn was talking, Michael was looking at the security
officers positioned along the upper level of the Mall. 

“I had a cousin that got into the security services.  I
think he ended up working in a Mall on the other side of the
country.  Everyone in the family was so happy that he had
achieved so much.  He told us what he learned at the academy
about the history of the soldiers and the wars they fought in so we
could live in a world without fear.  These people deserve our
respect.  Can you imagine where we would be without them?”
asked Quinn.

When the lunch hour came Michael was a little happy to see Sarah
but also a little nervous because she would pry into his time
off.  His relationship with her sometimes felt like a second
job.  He spotted her walking to their usual table as he was
retrieving his usual meal.  The lights and barrage of
television commercials seemed a little more jarring to him today
than in the past. 

“Don’t forget to purchase your patriotic flags and
festive adornments before this Thursdays’ celebration of
nationalism day.  You can always find the
latest in hats, t-shirts and decorative socks to accentuate your
personal style for every holiday at Holiday Happiness located on
the second level of the northwest corroder.” 

The announcement was nothing unusual but for some reason Michael
noticed it more.

He needed to talk to someone about his transition and he knew
that it was an ugly old woman who would give him what he needed,
not Sarah.  He was treading in dangerous waters and would have
to come up with another lie to tell the unappealing love of his
life.

Sarah had been giving him disapproving looks whenever she could
smell alcohol on his breath.  She had been sensing him
drifting further and further away.  All the people in his life
could sense it but no one really said anything.  It was the
change that was difficult to address but impossible to ignore even
in the apathetic landscape.  When he went to the food court,
Michael went about his daily routine.  He got into the same
line that he always did.  He ordered and received the same
food that he always did.  He walked to the table to talk to
the woman whom he always talked to but really didn’t say anything
to. 

“Hey, do you know what I was thinking about right now?” asked
Michael.  “I never realized it before but we celebrate a day
for a war every month.  There have been so many wars and each
one has its own themed hat and corresponding sweatshirt.  That
Holiday Happiness store makes a killing off of those
wars.” 

“I don’t know, I never thought about it.  Why do you think
about it?” 

“Um…” was all Michael could get out. 

“So how was your time with your brother?  Is he feeling
better?”  Sarah asked plainly, not looking at him. 

“Oh sure he’s feeling better now.  I’m sorry that we
couldn’t hang out but we’ll be together on our next weekend when we
both have a day off together,” said Michael. 

The tension between them was palpable but so far unacknowledged
and Michael was certainly not going to go out of his way to bring a
problem to light. 

“I feel like the last few weeks have been unsettling.  It
will be nice to get back to the normal routine,” said
Sarah. 

“Did you ever wonder where everything comes from?” asked
Michael. 

“Baby what do you mean by that?” asked Sarah frustrated at this
topic again.

“You know, like all the stuff in the Mall.  Who makes all
of the little plastic toys and who is stitching the clothes
together?  Have you thought about where the food comes
from?  I’ve never seen a farm or anything.  Do you know
what I mean?”

“Not really baby,” said Sarah.  When you say things like
this… where do these thoughts come from?”

“Well I’m right there with you about getting back to normal,”
said Michael ignoring the question. 

“I’m happy that we’re on the same page,” said Sarah.  She
was happy that she didn’t have to ignore his answer. 

“Don’t forget to purchase your custom neon trimmed
picture frames for your holiday family portrait.  Design your
own at a discount price all this week at Frame and Fortune, located
in the northeast corroder on the ground floor.  An
informed consumer is a happy consumer.

“I need to talk to you about this weekend.” said
Michael. 

“Baby, don’t tell me that your brother is sick.  There is
something going on here and you are not being honest with me.”

“You’re right there is something going on.  I went to visit
my brother over the weekend but it wasn’t because he was
sick.  I’m not well.” 

“You seem just fine to me except that you’re becoming a
drunk.  What is that about?  Baby, I’m worried about
you.  I saw this program last night after you passed out like
a homeless person.  It was profiling the derelicts that go
crazy and start shooting up Malls. Thank God we have security
officers.  It made me worry because it seems like you have
some of the same symptoms.” 

“Listen it’s not that, but I am sick.  I know that it’s
time to move on to the next step for us but I’m scared,” Michael
said, convinced that he lied to her.

“Baby what do you have to be scared about?”

“I’m scared that I can’t take care of you and I’m worried about
the money we owe.  I don’t think I can be a provider,” said
Michael with tears in his eyes.  Sarah grabbed his hand

“Baby, we’re going to get through this.  If you need more
time at your brother’s place to figure it out then fine.” 

She let go of his hand and they continued their lunch in mostly
awkward silence.  She was keeping her thoughts from him just
as much as he was from her.  Michael knew it couldn’t go on
like this forever.  Life was hell until the weekend.  All
the while, the muzak played over the speakers.

The week went by as any and every week went.  Routine dulls
away the hours and there is always something to look forward to on
television.  Michael Christianson was beginning to live a
lie.  He pretended that he was satisfied with the mundane
small talk between himself and his coworkers.  He faked
enthusiasm when he and Sarah had a sexual encounter.  He was
now becoming a different person when he was alone than when he was
engaged with the world.  It was a different time for him
now. 

 In addition to being drunk most of the time, his thoughts
were consumed with wondering where things came from and how the
world ended up the way that it did.  When it came to his last
day of work before the weekend he knew that he had to make another
pilgrimage up north.  It was his adopted mission.

He wasted no time after he finished work.  He cracked open
a beer and began to pack up for the trip.  It was dark when he
set out and it would be light when he arrived.  Traveling
through the darkness with the aid of inebriation was certainly
foolish but sometimes darkness was too overwhelming.  Michael
never thought of himself as a strong man and he was surely scared
now.  His life was no movie and he was no heroic leading
man.  Part of the reason for him to take the trip at all was
because he might not be the only one who felt that his whole life
was ruled by fear and placated by television.  Darline, the
fountain of new knowledge would probably not remember him. 
She and everyone else in the world might think him completely
insane for driving through the night just to talk to someone. 
Michael laughed when he cracked open his next beer thinking about
how little was really there for him to do this crazy
adventure.   It wasn’t much but it was
something. 

He was focused and purposeful on his drive and stopped only when
the need to consume gas and expel urine could not be ignored. 
He arrived in the non-descript Town of Bechel before the sun had
even risen for the day.  The night shift would still be
working.  The Mall provides a sense of euphoria for most
people even though they’re everywhere.  For Michael, he only
noticed how much he didn’t seem to notice anymore.  The only
euphoric feeling that he needed would come from people.  It
seemed to him in his half conscious drunken state that it only came
from one person.  Soon after meandering through the food court
area, he saw the old, overweight, completely unattractive object of
his desire.  She was not majestic at all in her grey work-suit
emptying out the trash.

“Hey there pretty lady, remember me?” asked Michael. 

“Are you here to mop up the trash water?” asked
Darline. 

“I get enough of that in my small corner of the world.  I
want to talk to you after your shift.  I know that it’s tough
to stick around after working but I’ll buy you breakfast.”

“Aren’t you from some far off place?  Why are you here at
this terrible hour?” 

“I’ve just traveled a long distance just to see you and pick
your brain over an egg maple jalapeño jack cheese, sausage, biscuit
and gravy breakfast sandwich.” 

“Well I can always go for one of those.” 

“What brings you back to these parts so soon?” asked Darline in
between bites of her goopy breakfast sandwich which was smeared all
over her face. 

“Actually, I just came to see you.  My thoughts are in a
bad place and I want to talk to you about your uncle and why you
stopped looking for anything in the world” 

“Son, I think that you’ve got yourself some problems and you
should probably see some type of doctor of the mind.  I don’t
know that I can help with the problems that you’ve got but I’ll
tell you about my uncle.” 

Her mess of a sandwich was almost done with so Michael knew that
he had to be quick. She looked at the security guards that seemed
to be in all directions from their table and wiped her
mouth. 

“You know the food is lovely here but I think we should continue
this back at my place,” said Darline looking again at the
security.  Michael was taken aback as he did not want her to
have the wrong impression. 

“This is not the right environment if you want to learn about
the world,” she said.  He followed her to her
apartment. 

When they walked into her place, Michael couldn’t believe
it.  It was a mirror image of his place. 

“How can you afford to live here on your own?  I live with
my girlfriend and we can’t afford it.” 

“That’s a silly question.  I can’t afford it, that’s not
how things work.  You should have that figured out by this
point in your life.  Do you know anyone who’s not in the
Debt?”

“What are you talking about?  There are plenty of people
not in the Debt, that’s the whole goal,” said
Michael.  

“Yeah, but do you know any of these people?  Have you ever
known anyone first hand that’s not in the Debt?  I’d be
willing to bet that you only know of people.  Friends of
friends who have nice houses and no worries.  It gives you
something to shoot for, to keep going.  But you know what the
reality is?  I think deep down you do.  I think that you
really know that you will never get there.  You’ll just work
that dead end job until you die.  So why pay it off?  You
have to pay off a little of course but you might as well not worry
about it and enjoy what you’ve got.” 

“What do I have?” Asked Michael. 

“You’ve got what everyone has.  You’ve got security. 
Maybe, it just comes at a price that you’re no longer willing to
pay,” said Darline.

“Maybe, maybe, maybe,” said Michael.  “So tell me about
your uncle.” 

“Well he was almost a legend or some type of TV Character when I
was a little girl.  I wouldn’t look at him that way now. 
Do you have anyone in your life like that?  Someone from your
childhood that you idolized but is not here anymore?”

She had hit a nerve for Michael.  He didn’t want to dwell
on it or let her see it in his face.  “I want to know about
your uncle.”

“Well, everyone always talked about him in that distant way you
know?  It’s kind of how you talk about a stranger or someone
you don’t know very well.  Our family operated on a system of
polite distance.  Anyways, he got the bug and he had it
bad.  He would up and go to the other side of the world for a
while and disappear but he would always come back.  Each time
he was back around, he was a little more distant.”

“What was his name again?” 

“Eric.  My brothers always called him weird uncle Eric or
crazy uncle Eric.”

“Well what happened to him to inspire you to leave your
family?” 

“Well Eric was gone for years.  He decided to leave for
good when I was about 14 years old. He was staying with my family
to see us all for the last time.  He knew that I was always so
interested in the places that he had been and it was our secret
that this time, he was not coming back.  He would tell me in
private where the food comes from.   Do you know what a
Cornish Cross chicken is?” 

“Um, I can’t say that I do.  I’m not a farmer,” said
Michael. 

“I know that, but that’s what my uncle used to call all of
us.  He would say; look at that big old Cornish Cross, when he
saw a fat person trying to lumber out of their car.”

“I don’t understand,” said Michael.

“Well there used to be all these types of chickens in the
world.  Smart ones, ugly ones, small ones, but now there is
only the one type.”

“Why?” Asked Michael. 

“Well, a Cornish Cross chicken has been bred over time to grow
big and fat.  They long ago lost their interest in moving so
they just sit in one place their whole lives.  Sweetie, they
eat and shit in the same place.  They get big and fat right
away and then they die.  They have no other purpose in life
but to be killed so something else can eat them.  You sir,
have been a Cornish Cross your whole life even if you didn’t know
it.” 

“Oh, I think I know it.  I think deep down I’ve always
known it.  So what happened with your uncle?”

“Well, the night before he left on his trip, he told me about
the history of the world that I didn’t really learn in
school.  You and I have lived a life far away from wars but it
didn’t always used to be that way.  There was a time where the
world was a series of wars…one after the other.  It was always
our country and another country and our country always ended up
winning.  The people here didn’t really care.  There was
always a war and no one seemed to give it much attention after a
while.”

“I still don’t understand,” said Michael. 

“Well I didn’t understand so much myself at the time he was
telling me but he wanted me to know that the world used to be
different when you went to different places but now everywhere was
a part of our country in some way.  The rest of the world
started to exist only to produce the things that we covet so
much.” 

“You’re pretty knowledgeable for someone who picks up the trash
at the food court.  Did you actually believe what your uncle
was saying?  Do you believe any of that now?  It sounds
like conspiracy theory craziness to me… fat chickens, what the hell
is that?”

“Well you don’t have to like it but change happens when you’re
not paying attention.  My uncle wanted to let me know about
what life was like and what it could be like but he had a fatal
flaw that I almost had myself.  Life is not how the world
could be but how it is.”

“I don’t know what that means,” said Michael. 

“Well, my uncle traveled all around and as time went on, far
away countries would become just like this.  There was no
escaping it but he didn’t want to believe it.  The night
before he left he told me about a place far away that was sovereign
from the world that you and I know. He left and I never saw him
again.” 

“So I guess he found that place and he’s still there.” 

“Well years later, like I told you before, I went out on my
own.  I was cutting out my own path and even though I didn’t
know it at the time, he was a big part of it.  Anyhow, my mom
called me on my cell phone and told me that crazy uncle Eric had
moved back in with them.  They were a little worried about him
but all seemed like it was going to work out when he got a job in
the Mall at the frozen yogurt stand.  I was here in Bechel and
decided this was as good of a place as any to set up
roots.” 

“But you told me that you never saw your uncle again.” 

“That’s true.  My folks must have told him what I was up to
but he never wanted to talk to me in the short time that he lived
there.  One day after a long day at the frozen yogurt stand,
he had an accident in the tub and died.”

“What kind of accident did he have?”

 “I guess he wanted some toast when taking a bath because
he electrocuted himself with the toaster.” 

“Oh… well I’m sorry.” 

“Sweetie whenever I talk a about this, I get very tired. 
I’m turning in.  You can stay as long as you like, the couch
has your name on it.  If I don’t see you leave, please
remember that you can always call me to talk about your
journey.  Just one thing though… I’m not going to tell you
what to do. But I do want to ask you, why do you want to see more
than what the world has presented to you?  Did your mother
tell you about a better world than the one you see?  Was it
your father?”  

Michael stood staring at her not knowing what to say.  She
was hitting a nerve that he didn’t know he had.

“It was the food, it was making me sick.”  

“Did your mother used to give you real food when you were a
child?” asked Darline. 

“No we had the same stuff as everyone else.”

“Did you see beautiful places on a trip?”

“We never went on any trips.  My mother… she did what she
could.  Nothing in my childhood was really anything… 
special.”  

“What about your father?” 

“I really don’t want to talk about this anymore,” said
Michael. 

“It’s making you tired isn’t it?  It makes me tired
too.  Sweetie, when I was a little girl, I watched a lot of
movies and television.  I wanted nothing more than for life to
be like it was portrayed in the movies.  I think that’s where
some of my unrest came from. The real world was always a bit of a
let down.  I think it was true of Uncle Eric as well.  I
just want you to think about all this in your times of
confusion.” 

“You said talking about this makes you tired.  When do you
talk about this?” asked Michael.

“Never… goodnight.”

 










Hope Falls


I remember then how tired I was of the endless road. 
It seemed like I had been driving forever on that second
trip.  My life might end driving on this road.  A person
gets weary after a while.  Everything becomes hazy.  I
remember thinking about those chickens that lived only to get fat
and die for some other beings.  I remember my mother telling
me; “You are what you eat.”  There is a lot of time to think
about things like that on the endless road.  What Darline told
me rocked me to the core.  The uncertainty that I felt then is
still there deep down, but I can’t let myself believe it. 
There is somewhere to go to, there is somewhere to grow.  I
won’t be married to the life of good enough that dulls and numbs
everyone I know.  If that makes me the villain for the world,
then I accept.  I’m not going to live and die in the same spot
and the place I need must exist.  

Driving back from Darline’s to my predictable little life
was unbearable.  There was nothing in me that could put up
with small talk and meaningless pursuits anymore.  I remember
wanting something to go to so badly that wasn’t the only thing I’ve
ever known.  All that was waiting for me was my place in the
chicken coup.  Maybe if I could explain that to someone I
could at least be understood for my crimes.  Forgiveness might
be just as much a fantasy as the movies and television that make
the time bearable.  I’m convinced now, as was crazy uncle
Eric, that this all happened slowly when we were not paying
attention to it.  It’s hard to imagine us all being just fine
with having our humanity taken away one piece at a time.  It
was a slow methodical move to our current state of the infinitely
slow.  I remember on that drive back, feeling like I had
deserted Darline and left her in her prison cell.  There will
be no prison for me or what I’ve brought into the world now. 
It seems that it’s either eradicate or assimilate.  The world
can’t have someone like me in it and someone like me can’t accept
what Darline has.  I think that’s right… everything becomes
hazy. 

Darline is going to be a part of my past just like the rest
of them.  The past or the people who didn’t have the courage
to follow their convictions can’t taint the new life that awaits
me.  That’s their problem and their sin.  Their
punishment is the world of endless pleasures at their fingertips 24
hours a day.  That’s not for me, not anymore.  My
punishment is never far from me, and my sins… my god, my
sins.  Am I any better than the man chasing
me?    When did I become so morally righteous? 
It might be one of the side effects of divorcing yourself from the
world.  My whole life I had been hearing that freedom came at
a high price.  Mine came at the cost of lives, including my
own life toiling away the hours until the grave.  I did those
people a favor.  I’m the hero of this story and the world is
the delusional villain.  That’s the price of freedom.

 










Chapter 5

 


Michael sluggishly and drunkenly pushed open the door to his
apartment.  He was too drunk at the time to remember that
there is nothing noisier than a drunken person trying to be
quiet.  He was desperately trying not to wake Sarah so he
could be awake alone.  Fortunately for him, she hadn’t fallen
asleep in front of the television that night.  He peeked
around the corner expecting to see her huddled mass asleep on the
bed.  Relief washed over Michael when he saw no one in the
room or anywhere in the apartment.  He walked over to the
television and unplugged it. 

After relieving himself of the booze that got him through the
long journey back to North Atrophy, he walked over to the fridge to
indulge in the beer that would get him through this night.  He
sat on the couch and drank beer after beer as minute after minute
passed.  All the while looking at his reflection in the
unplugged television. 

“I know who I am… where am I?”  He thought walking through
the bright green grass.  The haze made it almost impossible to
see but he could sense there were hills of lush green all around
him.  He could make out that he was on a hill with different
tiers.  He was in the middle of some large structure. 
“This feels familiar, I know where I am… who am I?”  He walked
forward into the haze he could barely see through.  He was
surrounded by old gravestones and outdated televisions stets. 
“Were these always here?  Have I always been here?  This
grass is so green.” 

Lower down on the hill he was walking on, he could make out a
pinkish pile in front of one of the broken television sets. 
It was confusion when he approached the pile.  He was curious
and horrified to see that it was a pile of human ears and
fingers.  “I know this isn’t right but these are supposed to
be here.  I know it’s not right.  I know that I’m
right.  I know who I am, I know where I am.” 

Michael woke up in a place he was used to waking up in.  He
was still in a haze and a little drunk.  The only difference
was that the television did not need to be turned off.  He
still had the rest of the day to himself.  Sarah’s absence
should have been disturbing.  There was no call; no note but
there was most certainly a message.  The message was that
there was a problem.  Michael was in no mood for a
problem. 

The world of possibilities, adventure and happiness that all
felt entitled to from childhood seemed to have evaporated. 
All that remained was the weight of accepting that there was really
nowhere to escape to.  It would be a life of the sidelines and
consuming anything that would take attention away.  Today’s
consumption was easy enough.  He went to the liquor store and
got the next weeks’ supply of attention dulling salvation.

He was still in a blur while sitting on the toilet in his
favorite dank bathroom in the bowels of the Mall.  “Fuck you
kitty”, said Michael to the cat poster on the wall as he threw a
can of air aerosol air freshener at it.  He walked out of the
bathroom to see a very stern looking boss. 

“I’ve said this before but what kind of man gets himself all set
up right at the beginning of a shift?”  Said Thom. 

“Hey I can’t control what my body wants to do.”  Michael
seemed to be joking but inside he was horrified that his last
refuge of peace in the Mall was being infringed upon.

“M.C., it’s my job to make sure that my crew is professional and
taking care of business.  I don’t want any incidents.  So
I want you to tell me especially since you’re already late. 
Are you ready to work today?” 

“Yes”, said Michael who almost hiccoughed in his
reply. 

“You’re with Quinn for rounds in the southeast corridor. 
I’m only going to say this once son.  There are plenty of
people in the Debt who would love a second job.  Be great-full
for what you have.” 

“Yes sir, I’ll get to Quinn.” 

Even in his drunken/hung-over state Michael was terrified of
losing his job.  The Debt would crush everyone.  It did
not discriminate.

On his way past his colleagues, Michael caught one unusual
glance after another.  He could see the judgment in their
eyes.  The glances conveyed the animalistic reaction to
someone who was “not well”.  Their eyes told him that he was
different and they were afraid of different.  He also heard
snippets of gossiping conversations.  The words and phrases
sank into him: “cheater” “gone crazy” “loser”.  Mostly the
words and glances had little impact.  He felt detached from
these people in any meaningful way.  There was however one
phrase uttered that made him hang his head even in his drunken
state: “Self-Righteous.”  It was almost a relief to be in the
stream of humanity and consumerism that was the Mall corridor…
almost. 

When he met with Quinn he thought about something that he hadn’t
considered before.  Quinn was the closest thing to a best
friend that he had.  At a casual glance it seemed that they
were so alike.  Michael didn’t really like Quinn all that
much.  It was similar to the way that he didn’t really like
Sarah.  They only had casual things to talk about.  It
was all meaningless.  Quinn was there to just pass the time
and could probably have been replaced by any other one of the team
members or so Michael thought.  On this drunken morning,
Michael was convinced that his relationship with Quinn had been
merely a façade of a true friendship since it’s
inception. 

“Hey Quinn, how are you doing on this fine chipper day?” 
Asked Michael in a sarcastic tone. 

“Hey yourself.  I didn’t think that you’d be coming in
today.” 

“Oh I’m here at the top of my game.  I’m ready for
anything; broken signs, puking kids overflowing toilets… you name
it and I’m ready to assist.” 

“I’m glad to see your attitude is align with the path that
you’re on.” 

“You know Quinn, you’re going to spend the rest of your life
doing this shitty job leading your casual life, having your casual
conversations and then you will die and you will be casually
missed.” 

“Just keep to yourself and we’ll be fine.  I don’t need to
hear anything else out of you.  You’ll be gone soon enough you
crazy fuck!  I’m tired of listening to your moping and sad
attitude.  I don’t feel sorry for you.  I don’t feel that
you had an unfair childhood or that the world owes you something
special.” 

“You’re right, I will be gone and someone will just come in and
fill my spot.  It’ll be just like I was never here. 
We’re interchangeable.” 

Quinn asserted his dominance.  “You’re not even listening
to me.  If there’s a clogged up toilet, you’re cleaning it you
crazy asshole.  I’m done with you, I’ve had enough.” 

Days washed into each other in the routine of work.  One
day it was a shit clogged toilet and overflowing trash cans, the
other vomit patrol and broken water fountains.  It was two or
three days that went by indistinguishable from one another with the
help of alcohol and insomnia.  All of the days had one thing
on common; there was no Sarah.  A person in a normal state of
mind would have put some type of effort into inquiring about
it.  Michael was drifting into the abstract and was only happy
to have the time alone with his thoughts of fat chickens getting
coupons for cheese in a can.  It was getting more and more
difficult to distinguish the waking life from his strange
dreams.  He wondered if Darline was his friend.   He
wondered if he was alone.  No matter what he thought, he awoke
on the couch with only his reflection in the unplugged
television.

“Wake up Michael.”  Michael opened his eyes to a blurry
vision of his chubby girlfriend.  Get used to the couch,
because I’m not letting you back into my bed anytime soon.”

“Where have you been, I’ve been worried sick,” said
Michael. 

“You lying shit.  If you were worried, then you would have
at least called.”

“You might have me there.” 

“I don’t think you’re funny and I don’t know what happened to
you but I’m not going to let you ruin my life.  I called your
brother and I know you weren’t there.  Why are you cheating on
me you liar?  You self righteous prick.” 

“The honest truth is that I’m not.  I wasn’t at my
brothers, you’re right about that.”  Michael in his drunken
state could only speak the honest truth on his mind.  He no
longer had the ability to mask his true feelings behind casual
conversation or social niceties. 

“You’re right about the other thing to.  I don’t really
care.  If I did, I would have went looking or you.  I’m
only looking for me bitch.”

“You’re drunk.  You don’t know what you’re saying. 
You’re lucky that you haven’t been caught doing anything stupid at
work.  If you get fired, you’re on your own.  I’m not
taking care of a loser who can’t take care of himself.”

“That’s all you care about.  You just need me to earn
enough so you can get a big screen TV… or some sunglasses. 
You and your fucking sunglasses!  You just can’t get enough of
those fucking sunglasses.  You love all this stupid shit.”

As he said that, Michael kicked a small statue off of the coffee
table.  It was a statue of Braden Pinn that he got her for her
birthday. 

“I need you to take care of yourself like a man.  I’m not
going to mother you through your life because you’re going to have
one of your sad times.  Be a man!” said Sarah. 

“Gee, you make it sound like I don’t deserve you.” Michael
slurred out sarcastically. 

“You don’t deserve me.  My father’s been telling me that
for years.  They hate you.  You’re either a winner or a
loser in this world and you’re a loser Michael Christianson.”

“You know what you are… and you’re right I don’t deserve
you.  I deserve much better.  Everyone does.  You’re
just an ignorant trained fat chicken.” 

Sarah began to stop paying attention to him and locked herself
in the bedroom.  Michael didn’t seem to notice.  “You
don’t even know it.  You’ve been bred to just eat and get fat
and shop and wallow in your own shit.  I don’t deserve
you!  I deserve to be alive.  You wouldn’t even know the
difference.  You big fat chicken fuck!” 

Michael looked at his reflection in the unplugged TV.  He
hardly recognized himself.  Sarah made some noise getting
ready for bed, but soon enough it was quiet again in the
apartment.  Michael walked to the kitchen and cracked a
beer.  He could hardly walk straight and barely made it back
to the couch.  He was drifting in and out of consciousness
looking at the blank screen.  He thought he heard muzak as the
line between consciousness and unconsciousness became
indistinguishable.

“Am I thinking my own thoughts or are these someone
else’s?”  “Did I say that or think it?”  Michael was
watching himself walk through the apartment.  He was akin to a
spectator watching a movie on the screen.   His body
walked the perimeter of the apartment touching the walls like an
animal trying to understand its cage.  He turned and looked at
the television blinking it’s blue light on the couch.  He sat
down on the couch and watched as the screen showed familiar scenes
from his life.  It was his drive to work stuck in the endless
rows of commuter traffic.  He watched the population nudge
forward in well-formed lines to someplace that they didn’t want to
go.  Then the image on the screen changed to the familiar
hallways behind the stores in the Mall.  He saw himself
walking aimlessly lost in the maze.  He was not alone. 
One Mall worker after another began to fill the hall.  Soon he
could hardly move.  He had the distinct feeling of an animal
being led to slaughter.  None of the other people packing the
hall to capacity seemed to notice.  He was being crushed by
all the people in the hall.  He couldn’t move.  He was
trying to shout but he couldn’t breath.  He had no voice.

The scene changed again.  He was in the Mall and he was
alone.  He walked the ghostlike empty Mall corridors expecting
some sinister force to make itself known.  Every light in the
Mall seemed to be on.  It was illuminated to a pain-full
degree and nothing came but the emptiness.  There were no
people and there was no ominous voice declaring the sales. 
There was only muzak.  

He passed all the familiar stores and took little note of the
items in them.  Then he came on a store that held a special
resonance for him but he couldn’t place it at first.  Then he
saw the bronze figurine of Braden Pinn that he purchased for Sarah
for her birthday.  The statue was a foot long and the exalted
image of what most men wished they could be, including
Michael.  The figure was taken from a promotional poster for
one of his movies.  He was turned to his side flexing all his
muscles as he reached out to a girl.  Every girl in the
country wanted to be that girl.  To Michael, the statue was a
symbol of everything that was wrong with the world.

The scene changed again and he was back in his apartment. 
He didn’t know if it was really him or if he was still watching
from the safety of his favorite television spot on the couch. 
He felt, as though me might as well have a bowl of popcorn for all
that he was involved in the action.  It was all just a show
being played out on a screen.  He felt that he was watching as
he walked over to the coffee table and picked up the statue of
Braden Pinn. 

“I hate her, keeping me chained down to this life.  I’m
going to break my chains.”  He watched in his separated state
as he kicked in the door to the bedroom.  He was still
watching in his detached state as he pinned her to the bed. 
“This isn’t real.  None of this is real.  None of
anything is real.”  He heard himself say it like a distant
narrating voice as he hit her repeatedly over the head with the
statue.  He pulled the sheet around her face and was
strangling her as he did it.  She tried to scream but had no
voice.  She tried franticly to break free but he just kept
hitting harder.  She pulled the picture of flowers off the
wall and it smashed to pieces on the floor.  He kept
hitting.  Blood covered the statue as he kept pounding
away.  He continued frantically as if every cell in his body
were programmed to.  The body lay there lifeless.  The
picture was ruined.  “I’ve never eaten anything real. I’m not
real.”  He heard himself saying this as he licked the statue
cover in blood and parts of her innards.  “You will make me
real.  Now, I’m real and whole in the world.”  

 










Hope Falls


Family is important.  That’s the ending message of so
many of those run of the mill movies that they churn out
endlessly.  Every family that I knew had almost the same
collection of movies.  No matter what happened in the movie,
the message was the same.  Family is important.  I could
never explain to my family the things I’ve done.  I couldn’t
explain to them the thoughts I have.  Sometimes you have to
bury something and leave it as the past.  It’s the only way to
move on.  Sometimes out here, I think about all those people
out there who have lives just like the one I used to lead. 
None of them get the same restlessness that I do.  We buried
my father in a graveyard when I was a small child.  He was
just another stone in a big long line.  There was nothing
significant about his stone.  There was nothing significant
about his life.  There was no restlessness there.  
Family is important and sometimes it’s better to leave things
buried.

I just stopped for gas and the station, the attendant;
everything was exactly as it was when I left.  It was a
different place, a different person but the sameness… it never
ends.  I can’t believe that I went along with it all as long
as I did.  I can’t seem to understand the people around me but
I used to be one of them.  I know what keeps them in line
because it kept me in line for so long.  It was the fear of
what was there if you stepped out of line.  No one really
thinks about it.  That’s how it works.   It’s a deep
seeded fear in the back of the mind.  They see it on
television; they know what happens to dissidents of the
state.  They know deep down that men like the man who is
chasing me are out there.  The man on my trail will never
question.  He will always do as he is told no matter how
horrific.  That kind of unquestioning loyalty was looked at as
an attribute by most of the population.  Not by me, not
anymore.  I may be a monster for things that I’ve done but
I’ll never be an unquestioning drone again.  I’m a fat chicken
no longer.  I feel things even if the rest of them
don’t.  The man after me feels nothing.  There is no
empathy, no understanding in him.  There is only following a
direction even if the direction is towards horror.  It’s been
hard for me to put a name to the plague of my people but I think
its indifference.

 










Chapter 6

 


Michael awoke on the couch in front of the TV as he had done
countless times in the past.  This time was different. 
He felt no sensation of having been asleep.  There was no
feeling of being rested.  He was convinced that it was all a
dream.  It had to have been.  Things like that just don’t
happen.  The thought of it all filled with such dread that he
was actually longing to see his chubby unappealing girlfriend and
go back to his life of quiet desperation. 

He went over to the bedroom apprehensively but fully expecting
to get chewed out by an upset girlfriend.  She wasn’t
there.  He was alone in the apartment.  The room was not
filled with a corpse but it was a mess and it seemed that someone
cleaned it up in a hurry.  The contents of the rooms were
still disheveled.  Lamps were broken but on their
nightstands.  The picture was broken but put back on the
wall.  The sheets were gone.  “Where the fuck are the
sheets?” Thought Michael.  He had to get out of the
room.  He left and closed the door behind him.  When he
looked at the kitchen clock he realized that if he left right now
he would still be late for work.  It should have been the
furthest thing from his mind but at that moment the certainty of
routine would be a comfort for his anxiety.  He hastily left
the apartment, barely getting into his clothes.   He was
still drunk but that didn’t stop him from grabbing his last bottle
of hard liquor for the trip to work.  Sometimes, life was too
much to face without some help.

The traffic was like his nightmare.  The world was slowly
limping along and the heavy flow of rain didn’t help things at
all.  The slow commute gave Michael plenty of time to continue
to dull away the moments of his life with alcohol.  By the
time he got to his usual parking area at the Mall it was
full.  He had to run in the rain from a far off lot.  He
was wet, late and felt that all security in his life was
evaporating.  His coworkers were off to their posts by the
time he got where they had the shift meetings. 

“It was all a dream.  This is the real world,” he whispered
thankful no one was there to hear it.  Were he in a better
state of mind, he would have considered himself lucky to have at
least missed the meeting.  

“M.C., I don’t like starting my workdays off by having to
reprimand my staff.” said Thom. 

“I can certainly understand that.  I recommend that you
don’t do it,” Michael barely slurred out. 

Thom didn’t have the demeanor of someone who was angry.  He
seemed more sad than anything.  He looked like a boss that had
no other choice but to fire an employee.  Michael picked up on
the mood and decided to make his way to the floor sooner than
later.  Even in his drunken state, he knew it would be better
deal with any of what was waiting for him with a clear head. 
He had to keep a low profile.

He walked with the masses of consumers going past all the
familiar stores.  He took little note of the goods or the
people in the stores.  Then he came to the video game store
and was compelled to stop.   He saw a mother come out of
the store with her two small children.  There was something
unnerving to Michael in seeing this mother usher her children out
of this store with an entire virtual life in their shopping
bag.   He felt that he should warn them.  He felt
that he should reprimand the mother for letting her children be
parented by video game programmers.  He didn’t though; he
didn’t want his workday to start off like that.  He knew that
he had to keep his mind focused and his presence to a
backdrop.  He had to keep the machine working. 

If the situation were different, he would have told the mother
to run away from the Mall.  If the situation were different,
he would have told the kids not to live through the television
screen and to live their own lives.  He would tell them not to
end up like him.  He knew they wouldn’t listen to him anyways,
so he what people of conscious must be doing all over the land and
he didn’t say anything.  He watched the mother and children
blend back into the crowd of consumers and he heard a call to clean
up a large vomit sighting near the food court.  That was the
situation.

He stood awestruck at the enormous puddle.  Michael
considered himself an expert on vomit.  He’d grown to be a
sort on connoisseur over the years and had seen some impressive
displays of humanities exploits.  Nothing matched what was in
front him here.   He couldn’t look away.  He was
slowly pouring sawdust into the massive puddle, lost in thought
over the impressive display.  How could this much liquid come
out of one person?  Michael thought that it must have been a
vomit domino effect.  That was when one Mall patron looked at
the vomit and they themselves became sick, adding to the
puddle. 

That was the conclusion that he came to working in front of a
small crowd of onlookers circled around the big display.  Sure
enough, when he was finished putting sawdust on the puddle, he
heard the all to familiar splat sound of one of the onlookers
getting sick.  “You fucking people.  There’s no end to
it!” Exclaimed Michael to no one in particular. 

“Mr. Christianson, come with me please.”  Michael of course
recognized the authority voice that he hated most in the
world.  He carried him mop and a primal sense of fear as he
followed the security officer.

“How is your girlfriend doing these days?”  Asked the
officer as they walked to the back security office.

“Why do you ask?”  Michael could barely reply through the
fear of going to jail for the rest of his life.  No reply came
from the officer.  The back office was a hive of
activity.  It was disheartening for Michael to see so many
officers in one place.  His distant hope of making a run for
it seemed an impossibility now.  They walked down the hall
past the room where the security officers monitored all of the
activity in the Mall.  Michael had no idea how many cameras’
there were throughout the Mall, but it seemed that every square
inch was monitored.  The shoppers may not notice but someone
was watching every detail.   They went to a back office
away from the other officers. 

“Do you know why I brought you here?”  Michael could do
little more than stare helplessly as he did when he was in trouble
as a child in school.  He was sure that he was found
out.  He clutched his mop and waited for it to happen, for the
world to catch up to him and crush him down.  He was being
teased.

“I don’t like you.  You… are a drunk, ungrateful
shit.  I’ve seen bums like you come and go throughout the
years.  I know the type.” 

“I have a type?” Asked Michael who actually thought he hadn’t
met anyone like himself.  “You’re type is loser.  Losers
like you all act the same way.  You think you’re better than
the world.  You take what you have for granted.  
Let me tell you something… I’ve seen shit’s like you leave because
they think they’re too good for this and they come right
back.  Most losers get fired because they’re incompetent but
they all come back and start again at the bottom.” 

“I’m sorry, I wasn’t paying attention.”  Michael always
reverted to his sarcasm defense mechanism when he had nowhere else
to turn.

“Loser’s don’t know that they’re losers.  That’s what most
of the officers say, but I have a theory.  I think you act out
because you know it.  Deep down you know that you’re lucky to
have what you’ve got.  You don’t deserve any better and you
know it.” 

Michael was feeling sick to his stomach and could barely focus
on anything but the muzak. 

“You’re beyond lucky, you ungrateful shit.  Do you have any
idea how many people would kill to have your life?  Do you
know how many have?  I don’t know how you were able to get any
girl to put up with your shit for as long as you have.  She
might put up with your bullshit but I can’t have you disrupting
commerce.” 

“Heaven forbid,” said Michael. 

“Has anyone told you about those that sacrificed so that we can
have this peaceful time we live in.  So people can shop in
peace.  It’s like talking to a petulant child… you don’t know
anything about heroes.  You don’t know anything about the
sacrifices they made for you.  It doesn’t matter.  You’ve
got to make a choice here Mr. Christianson.  Understand, you
either change the direction your going in or… well you know what
and who is waiting for you.” 

“I do?”

“Oh, I think so.  You might not want to believe they’re
real but they are out there for all the fools who become enemies of
the state.” 

Michael had heard the same tales as a child that everyone
had.   In tales of the past, men seemed to be stronger
and the world somehow seemed more vivid.  Every parental
figure seemed to know about warriors from the past wars.  The
details varied from one person to another but one thing was always
the same. These sacred almost mythical men from the past wars were
frightening individuals with unparalleled heroism in a war. 
The men of North Atrophy, especially those likely to be security
officers had a special relationship with these figures.  To
the people who regulate the present day Mall patrons, these hard
unquestioning men of the past are the ideal.  They are how
people should be.  Some believed that they were still around
keeping the people safe from outside threats. 

Michael had heard from friends as a child that they butchered
and mutilated their victims; that they were elite soldiers who hurt
and killed people for the greater good.   Michaels father
always told him that they were just folklore and not to be afraid
of them.  Either way, the idea of them was more effective than
any gated community for keeping people safe and in line.

“You know who I’m talking about don’t you?”

“Hunter Killers,” said Michael. 

“Do you really believe that they’re out there or do you think
I’m just trying to scare you?” 

“I think you’re exaggerating to scare me.  So… I don’t
know, a little of both,” said Michael again having nowhere to turn
but sarcasm. 

The world was closing in on Michael in that little office. 
He felt that he was a wounded animal in a corner. The security
guard was going on and on about the Hunter Killers but Michael had
become overwhelmed with the situation and acted like any machine
that becomes overloaded, he shut down.  He sunk into himself
and the world seemed like some far off place.  It was as if
his life went onto a screen again and he was on the couch watching
it unfold.  None of it felt real but it was the position where
he felt comfortable.  He was back on the sidelines commenting
on the game.  He was no longer the player.  He saw in the
security guards face some puzzlement and he noticed that the guard
was in the middle of recanting some story of the glory of service
and the importance of rules when he stopped and was staring oddly
at Michael. 

He clearly noticed that Michael had undergone some type of
transformation.  Michael wondered if he was drooling or had
maybe urinated on himself involuntarily.  He watched as the
security guard got up and left him alone in the room with his
mop.  The guard simply waked out and closed the door behind
him.  Michael watched almost as a disembodied head would watch
its headless body do something in a scary movie.  He watched
as his body lived out his fantasy by picking up the mop and opening
the door. 

The back security office seemed oddly deserted where it had been
teeming with officers when he first walked in.  He saw his
nemesis of a security guard on the phone behind a desk. 
Michael had no time to find out who he was on the phone with. 
The distraction made it possible to bring down the mop handle on
the unsuspecting guard.  When the handle broke, the guard was
at the receiving end of a wooden shard. 

The mop was making a mess in that office.  Michael might as
well have had a bowl of popcorn to watch the show.  It was all
life on the big screen.

He woke up in his car in the parking lot. He wasn’t hazy for the
first time in a long time.  He was however very confused. “Did
any of that happen?”  He asked no one in particular.  He
must have dreamt it.  He probably didn’t go into work at
all.  He did have his work clothes on and was covered in dirty
mop water.  “Where is the blood?”

When he heard sirens approaching he felt sick to his stomach
with fear and dread.  He turned on the car.  “I have to
run but where can I go?”  He knew that he had to get home to
get money.  “They’ll certainly go there but maybe I still have
time… maybe, maybe, maybe.”

Michael drove to his apartment building.  Every casual
glance with acquaintances up to his apartment seemed like a
threat.  Once inside, he tried to calm his growing panic and
think clearly. “Braden Pinn wouldn’t lose it.  He would hold
it together and get a plan,” he thought.  The characters that
Braden Pinn played would not be in this position in the
movie.  He quickly gathered up as much cash as he had lying
around, a bag of clothes and toiletries.  When he was in the
bedroom, he was hunched over barely able to move.  It was as
if he would see accusing eyes if he were to turn around.  He
frantically looked around the apartment after closing the bedroom
door.  He was done with this place and this life.  There
was no ceremony and the moment was only as big as he was going to
let it be.  He looked at his bedroom door one last time closed
the door and moved on with the certainty that he would never go
back in life.  He would no longer be playing the same
role.

He got into his car and drove to a bank machine where he could
get cash out.  Cash was suspicious and hardly ever used
anymore as people felt they would be irresponsible without credit
cards. They would track his credit card purchases.  They would
monitor his calls.  The reason that no one ever escaped was
that there was nowhere to go and people willingly made themselves
traceable at all times a long time ago.  They would of course
know about hasty bank transaction but he had few options.  His
first thought before getting to the highway was to go to
Darline. 

“How can I go to her?”  He said aloud to no one in
particular.  “I really don’t know her.  She may have told
me what the world is but she has succumbed to it.  There’s
nothing left in her.  She’d probably turn me in and think
nothing of it.  No there’s no refuge for me there.” 

He realized that he had been talking to himself.  He
thought about calling his brother, his last remaining family. 
He began to dial the number but then out the phone down before he
made the call knowing that the law would track him by his phone
calls.  He also couldn’t imagine trying to relate this to
anyone so indoctrinated into the culture as his brother.  “I
guess I’ll get used to talking to myself.”

As he turned on the highway going south instead of north, he
could see police lights at the Mall.  He would go south for a
few days and the west to the other side of the country. 
“Maybe if I went in another direction, I’ll stumble across
something, some place of refuge.  Maybe I could go to another
country and find something.”  He tried to focus on the
possible rather than the likely. “Whatever happened to the
terrorists when they were caught?  Maybe I’ll find out.” 
Maybe. 

He drove through the night and decided to sleep in the
day.  Less people would be looking on the highway at night and
he needed to put as many miles behind him as possible.  He
only had to convince a motel to let him stay with only cash. 
By the early morning hours he couldn’t drive straight any
more.  He would have to get off the road soon as driving
recklessly was putting up a beacon for the law.  He pulled
into a town that looked predictably like any other town and found a
motel chain like any other motel chain.  Michael was thinking
about how his bloodshot eyes and tired features must make him look
like the stereotypical image of the bad guy. 

“Hello sir, are you looking for a room today?” Asked the man who
worked at the desk. 

“I am. But, I want you to know that I can only pay in cash if
that’s all right.” 

“That’s fine sir, we just need a credit card for
incidentals.” 

“You know, the thing is… I know will sound crazy but, I just
lost my wallet and I’m driving cross-country. I’m really tired and
I can pay in cash of course but I don’t have a credit card to give
you.” 

“I’m sorry sir but we need to have a credit card on
file.” 

“I know that you’re supposed to say that and that you’re just
following protocol here but I can see from the lack of cars in the
parking lot that there are plenty of rooms and I’m wiling to
pay.  I’m even going to give you an extra 20 bucks for the
hassle.” 

“Sir, I’m sorry but we need a credit card for
incidentals.”  Michael was starting to become frustrated.

“How is talking to you different from talking to a
machine?  If all you ever do is regurgitate what you’re
supposed to say, how are you a person of your own?” 

“I’m sorry sir but I can’t give you a room without a valid
credit card, company policy.”  Michael left and drove across
the street to an almost identical motel.  He knew that since
the same company probably owned this one as well, the result would
probably be the same.  He pulled around back next to the
dumpsters.  There were two there.  One seemed to be
filled with food waste probably from the restaurant inside. 
He lied down uncomfortably in the back seat and tried to
sleep.  It’s amazing how difficult it can be to fall asleep
when you need to no matter how tired.  He was looking at the
two dumpsters in his cramped discomfort. “This is where the
substance of the world is.  It’s behind the building so that
no one has to think about it.   I know there’s freedom in
being the refuse of the world,” he said to no one in
particular.

Michael awoke with a sore back and bloodshot eyes.  He
thought about his encounter the night before and his lack of
connection with people over the past few weeks.  It seemed
that he wasn’t talking to people alive and aware like
himself.  He realized that he felt more alone being with
others that he did by himself.  He went into the
motel. 

The restaurant wasn’t open and all he could find to eat was what
was in a vending machine. He looked around the motel lobby as he
was eating his chocolate covered cookie dough caramel surprise
bar.  There was nothing alive in the motel.  The walls
were dead beige; the chairs were lifelessly brown and
functional.  He looked at the wall art.  It was the same
piece repeated around the room.  Nothing but a framed picture
of flowers in a vase.  It maybe was supposed to represent
beauty in the world but it did little more than break up the visual
monotony of the wall.  It was just another part of the white
noise of life. None of it was worth any notice and so by and large,
it wasn’t. 

Michael couldn’t help feel like an estranged observer with his
unique perspective on the world and that the things framed on the
wall should be about something.  He intuitively knew that the
projected world of beauty should not blend into the white
noise.

He left and got into his car to continue down the seemingly
endless road south and west.  Outside, he noticed an
attractive muscular man dressed in black coming out of the motel
across the street.  When it was clear that the man had driven
far enough away, Michael went into the motel that rejected
him.  He cautiously walked up to the counter to have a talk
with the pudgy woman on the night shift.  He knew that he
would be on camera here so he didn’t want to seem
conspicuous. 

“Hi there, can I ask you a question about the man who was just
in here?  Didn’t he look like a movie star?” 

“What man?”  Asked the pudgy woman. 

“Seriously?  Are you fucking with me?  He was just in
here, he had on black.” 

The demeanor of the woman seemed to change right in front of
Michael’s eyes, as she seemed to focus in on the
conversation.  It was as if she had just decided to play along
when she spoke to Michael. 

“Oh, he was looking for a man.  He was some kind of
security officer, not a movie star.  Are you the man he was
looking for?”  She asked half joking.

“No, hah!  I just thought he looked like Braden Pinn,” said
Michael.

“He did look like Braden Pinn,” she said excitedly. 

“Hey let me ask you a question.  If he was going to stay
here and he could only pay in cash, you’d let him wouldn’t
you?” 

“Well sir, all guests need to have a valid major credit card to
cover incidentals,” she replied robotically. 

“Of course. Goodbye you simple-minded robot fuck-nut,” said
Michael as he left.  He was not good at keeping a low
profile. 

Michael got back on the highway in the direction that he was
going.  He was worried and confounded at how they caught up to
him so quickly.  He remembered sitting on the couch watching
the news with Sarah making fun of criminals who tried to get past
the law and were being filmed unawares.  It was all good
entertainment rooting against the bad guy. They never stood a
chance.  They were always caught.  Michael had a plan for
this however.  He didn’t remember seeing one of those shows
filmed at night.  He would stick to driving all through the
night and sleeping in the day.  There weren’t as many people
watching then.  It wasn’t prime time.  Michael wasn’t
sure of much these days but he was sure that he didn’t want to be
driving during prime time.  He turned on the radio to hear if
there was any news about him or the events that he couldn’t begin
to confront.  “Jefferson County residents can smile
about a 10 percent discount at Smileys discount dentistry located
on the lower east corridor of the Jefferson County Mall. 
Don’t forget… ” Michael shut it off, as it was just a
reminder of the futility of escape. 

He drove and drove and the time was weighing him down. 
Rumors, gossip clearance sales and celebrity happenings are what
keep people’s attention form the steady and slow passing of
time.  One the open highway at night when you aren’t listening
to the radio there is just you and the world.  Even the
all-encompassing weight of the Debt can’t compare with feeling the
minutes.  Michael imagined what his life would be like if he
ended up in jail.  He thought about this intently as he passed
exit after exit leading to another Mall. 

In prison he would have to come up with new things to occupy his
mind to not feel the passage of time.  He could come to terms
with it and maybe find some peace with that life but he knew that
it was unlikely.  The man after him would probably get him
sooner or later.  He would have steal money soon just so that
he could keep using cash.  There was no plan and there was
only one outcome for people who lived without a plan.  He had
been told that as far as he could remember.  It was either do
what you have to in order to be part of the system or suffer the
uncertainty of life.  It seemed that it was destitution, death
or assimilation. 

“I know that it’s always been this way.  I have my freedom
in this car even if I don’t find a place to go.  Maybe I can
outrun these people and their sickness.  Maybe everyone who
told me what the world was about had no idea what they were talking
about.  I should call Darline soon.   Maybe she can
join me and we can do this together.  Maybe, maybe…
maybe.”

Michael continued to drive and though the stores were the same,
the landscape was clearly changing.  It was more open and
spread out.  It was rural land with the Mall.  There were
few cars and every time Michael saw a set of headlights he was
reminded of the looming threat.  It had been light out for a
little while when he pulled into the parking lot of a motel almost
identical to the one he had left many hours behind him. 
Exhaustion was ruling his life.  He was more tired than he had
ever been and he needed a bed to sleep in.  The motel would be
short-term salvation if he could convince the person at the desk to
listen to him and get past automated responses.  The nagging
feeling that someone was always right behind him was still there
when he walked inside the Shady Oasis motor lodge.

“Hey there fellah, are you looking for room today?” said the way
to chipper man at the desk. 

“Listen pal I’m going to get right to the point. I’m really
tired and my wallet was stolen a while ago and I don’t have any
credit cards.  I know what your policy is on that and I’m
willing to offer you double what you charge just to stay for a
while.  I’m too tired to drive right now and I know that there
isn’t anyone here.” 

“Well it sounds like you’ve had a rough time of it.  Now we
need a major credit card to cover incidentals… ” 

“Please!”  Michael pleaded, his bloodshot eyes begging for
understanding and humanity. 

“Sir, if I let you stay will you promise not to damage the
room?” 

“I’m just going to sleep for a few hours and I’ll pay you for
two days so you don’t have to worry.”  The man looked around
nervously as if he was in a place he had never been in
before. 

“OK, but please don’t make me regret this,” said the man as he
gave Michael the key.  It glimmered, as it was the only shiny
thing in the room.  It was blinding Michael as he took
it. 

“You’ve renewed some of my faith in humanity,” said Michael.

“Well we’re always happy to welcome visitors to our town. 
Be sure to visit out beautiful Mall after your rest.” 

Michael put the do not disturb sign on his door. 

“I know I’m not the only one here but where are the other
people?  It’s so lush and green; there must be animals
around.  I think there are herds of sheep here.  Maybe
there used to be.  I know that this used to be someone else’s
land before I got here.  Before we got here.”  He walked
along the flat level green grass at the bottom of a large multi
tiered graveyard.  “It’s beautiful.  I know I’ve been
here before.  I used to be in the middle but now I’m at the
bottom.  I think I’m at the entrance.  Who am I? 
Why am I here?” 

The landscape gradually changed to a landfill full of broken
televisions, rotting food and discarded toys.  There were
still gravestones able to be made out among the piles of discarded
goods and the thick humid stench.  There were people off in
the distance standing over gravestones.  They were distant
figures dressed in black.  They became more shadow like, as it
seemed to be turning to night. 

“There must have been a funeral.  I’d better get home, I’ve
been out for to long.  Where am I going?  Who are these
people?  How do I get out of here?”  He walked to one of
the figures standing over a gravestone.  The closer he got to
the figure, the more the landfill began to have body parts mixed in
with the trash. Arms were next to discarded toasters. Feet were on
top of soiled pizza boxes. He got to the grave with the man in
black.  The grave was covered in human ears and
fingers. 

“I’m going to cut your ears off so you can hear it.  I’m
going to cut your eyes out so you can see it,” said the man in
black. 

“I want to go home.”  The man in black was a famous person
in the world.  He was recognized.  He was the
hero. 

“I’ll cut your toes off so you can get there,” said the man in
black.

“I’m so sick of you.  I want you to be someone else,” he
said to the man in black. 

“I’ll cut your tongue out so you can say it,” said the
man.  He walked away from the grave into the fog.  It was
dark now and the night made it hard to see.  He could feel
that the green grass was gone.  The ground was cold and
hard.  He stopped and curled into a ball. 

“I’ll just wait it out. It will be over soon.”  All he
could see was fog.  All he could hear was white noise like
muzak.

Michael awoke to sunlight streaming through the room.  He
was surprised that he didn’t sleep right into night but he felt
much better.  When he left his room he was shocked to see the
same man working the desk.  He only must have slept a few
hours. 

“Hey there sleepy beauty,” said the cheerful man at the
desk.  Michael actually liked the man and was not overstating
it regarding his faith in humanity.  Some depth might have
been able to be reached with the man but the situation would not
allow.  “Well between you and me I’m happy you paid for both
nights,” said the man. 

“What do you mean?” 

“Well we tried to wake you up but you were asleep like the
dead.” 

“Are you saying that I slept through the night?” 

“We knocked on the door and called but you were not having any
of it.  Sorry but it was like trying to turn on a TV that was
unplugged.  We had to check to make sure you were still
breathing.” 

“I don’t believe it. Listen to me, was there any man who came by
looking for someone?”

“No sir, the only strange thing is that there is someone in a
car in the parking lot there.  They’ve been there for hours
but haven’t come inside.”

“Fuck!” Exclaimed Michael. 

The man at the counter regretted letting him stay and was
starting to get nervous about the situation. 

“Sir,’ I would like you to please check out now.  I don’t
want to get involved in any mess.” 

Michael gave him back the key, which seemed as dull as the
wallpaper.  “Pal, I have the feeling that the rest of your
life is going to be painfully safe from here on out… unbearably
safe.” 

Michael left the motel out the back door and hid so the person
in the car couldn’t see him.  After a while the very average
car left and Michael sprung into action knowing the he needed to
get rid of his car.  Michael went back into the
motel. 

“I don’t know a lot pal but one thing that I know for certain is
that life is not fair.  You can still lead a safe life after
tonight but right now, you’re going to have to give me the keys to
your car.  I’ll even trade you my car and you can file a
police report, collect on the insurance, whatever.  I’m sorry
pal but I have no choice,” said Michael to the increasingly nervous
man. 

“I never should have let you stay here.” 

“I’m sorry to say that you’re right.” 

“I’m… I’m not giving you my keys,” said the man clearly
frightened.  “I have a gun behind the desk here.  Please
just leave before I call the security officers.”

Michael ran to the man, pulled him over the desk and began
hitting him over the head.  It was the type of move that is
seen in the movies when someone receives a blow to the head and
passes out almost as if they were taking a nap.  This was
nothing like the movie.  The small man was crying and pleading
with Michael to stop.  He felt like a part of him died when
some of the poor man’s teeth broke out.  It was pure horror
and physical domination.  Michael was crying like he used to
when he was a child.  He could barely breath when the man
finally went limp.  He got the keys from the mans pocket,
jumped the counter to find the aforementioned gun and broke the
camera overlooking the desk.  There were cleaning people
coming to the scene and screaming.  Michael ran to the parking
lot.  He thought he saw the man stirring a little as he left…
maybe, maybe, maybe. 

He found the man’s car after hastily trying to open some of the
other cars.  Time had become an unbearable weight and Michael
could hardly take the tension of the looming law any more.  He
drove from the motel sure that he was just seconds before the
screaming sirens of the law.  “Maybe they should catch
me.  I’ll be a great sacrifice to the Gods of normalcy.” 
He was starving and alone.  Next to him on the passenger seat
was the gun and his cell phone, which began to ring from an unknown
number.  Michael didn’t answer and continued to drive down the
road crying and hoping he would wake up from his nightmare.

 










Hope Falls


Living with yourself and living with others is what I’ve
been thinking about.  We as a people let the gift of the world
go to waste. I’m reminded of it with every mile. But I believe in
this new world.  I remember as a kid someone once told me that
it wasn’t the place itself but the friends that you had there that
made it great or not.  That must be true since every place is
the same.  If I make it there, how will I live people
again?  When I make it there, I will forgive myself for what I
had to do.  I have to believe that human beings can live free
of the rot of corruption.  I have to believe that people can
do something for more than to just please their immediate
superior.  There has to be more to work for.  There has
to be more to live for than this road that I need to
end. 

The terrible things that I’ve done… at least I did them
searching for something more.  What about these hunter
killers?  What about these security officers?  They
thrive and to serve and hurt.  I see it in their eyes, the
love to be in power over others and we pay them for it.  Maybe
we like it too.  How did it ever get to where we gave up our
freedom to feel safe?  Living with others has to be possible
by not needing the man with the gun to keep things in line.  I
could be friends with people who had ideas like that.  Living
with myself means believing that I did what I had to and that I can
change.  If things are only what they are then… then where am
I going?  I can have new thoughts. I can grow a new
skin.  I can see new things.  I can’t stand this road
anymore.  I know that I’m close!  Part of me thinks that
it’s just a matter of how much I can go before I just stop and let
him catch up with me… before I let it all catch up with me.  I
have to be close.  I could have been friends with the people I
hurt but the world would not let me.  I’ll have to live with
it for a while but I won’t take it with me to the new world. 
I’m getting close I can feel it.  If I can’t live with myself,
then I’ll just become someone new.  I’m not asking for too
much.  I will never go on this road again.  I promise I
will be content.

 










Chapter 7

 


Michael’s feelings of guilt and fear started to subside with
each passing hour on the road.  His phone began to ring
incessantly with an unknown number.  He thought that they must
know that he wouldn’t answer his phone.  He wouldn’t be so
mindless as to give away his position.  He did wonder why they
hadn’t called sooner.  He had more than enough alone time by
now and was desperate to reach out to someone.  He needed to
tell someone what he was going through even if they didn’t
understand it. He knew it was risky and that they might trace the
call but it had grown from a desire to a need.  His heart
almost skipped when she picked up the phone.

“Well hello there sweetie.  I didn’t expect to hear from
you,” said Darline.  

“Well I was a little afraid to call.  It’s a big risk for
me in the state I’m in.  I just need to talk to someone. 
I’ve been on the road for longer than I want to think about. 
I need to talk to someone who’s been out in the world.” 

“So you’re off traveling, huh?  Well a part of me is
envious of what you’re doing.  But that’s a young persons
game,” she said. 

“Envious?  I’m in hell and I don’t know how to get
out.  Have you heard anything on the news about me?  Do
you have any information?” 

“Well I don’t watch too much news these days; I don’t see much
of a point. Are you in some kind of trouble?” she asked in a
casually polite way.  There was a pause in their conversation
as Michael considered if he really wanted to bring her into his
world or if he could trust her not to call the security
officers. 

“Darline I recently had to hurt someone who was nice to me and
helped me.  I had no choice.  Do you know what I said to
him?  I said life is not fair.  It’s was such a heartless
thing to say, but you what?  Life has not been fair to
me.” 

“Well you are right about that.  Who said life was
fair?  I’ve been all around and I might not know much but I
know life isn’t fair.  But you already know that.  I
think it’s a good step for you,” said Darline seeming to take
interest.  “You just have to decide if you’re ready to accept
it or not.”

“I’ve left the world behind.  If I have to go to another
country to find a place without the Mall or the Debt, I will. 
I’ll travel to the end of the earth.”

“I used to sound like that.  I stopped about the time I
could hear myself sounding like a broken record. I don’t mean to
sound mean.  I want you to find what you’re looking for. I
want you to find happiness.  I think you’re going to have to
let go of your anger.  It will eat you up inside,” said
Darline. 

“Is that what you did?  Did you just justify the world so
that you could stop looking?  Is that happiness?  Are you
happy?”

“Yes I am,” she said affirmatively. 

“I don’t believe that.  If that’s the case… what are you…
what are you living for?”

“Sweetie, do you know that I feel like all you and I have ever
talked about is this dark and heavy stuff.  You’ve got to
relax and enjoy yourself.  Besides, if you really look at it…
if you really want to dig down deep… I think that you’ll find what
is really driving you.  Didn’t you tell me that you have a
girlfriend?  What you’re going through must be killing
her.” 

“I don’t have a girlfriend anymore.  I don’t have anything
anymore.  You know what though?  I never really had
anything.  I just had the illusion of things.  I guess
that’s what I don’t understand.  You know that you have the
illusion of things and nothing of any real substance and you’re OK
with it.  I don’t get it.  How do you connect with
people?  Don’t you crave talking about something real? 
Don’t you want to be part of something real?”

“I’m usually tired after work and want to take a nap. 
Don’t you pass judgment on me.  I’m happy, you’re the one
who’s got the problem.” 

“You’re happy?  You’re really happy?  I think you’re
happy the way that I’m happy when I’m drunk.  It’s not real
happiness… but you’re right.  I don’t want to pass any
judgment. I don’t want to fight with you; I don’t want to fight
anymore.  I think the only thing I could do to have the
happiness that you have is to bury my feelings and forget all about
them.”

“You’re just going to have to get happy enough and be OK with
it.  Listen my show is about to start, so I’m going to have to
go soon.” 

“Well I just want you to know that to me you’re a special person
in my life.  You need to know that.  For whatever it
means to you… you changed things for me and I can’t go back. 
I don’t want to go back.   I just don’t want you to numb
yourself because you’re so special.” 

“Are you still drinking Sweetie?” Asked Darline with a half
interest. 

“I haven’t thought about it but I have not been drinking
recently.” 

“Well I hope you have a nice trip.  I have to go, we’ll
talk soon.”

“Thanks… goodbye.”

Michael put the phone back down on the passenger seat and pulled
off the interstate into a gas station.  He filled up and
bought some maps.  He would need to take back roads and get
off the interstate after the phone call.  He knew they could
always trace calls.  They did it in the movies. 

It was better for Michael not to think about Darline and the
things left behind.  He was hopeful about the possibility of
meeting people in the small towns.  It was better to think of
possibilities.  He knew that he needed someone other than
Darline.  He couldn’t call on anyone from his past.  The
law would be with them already.  He needed new people. 
He’d have to pull back his intense feelings for a while and get
better at the small talk.  It would be less suspicious that
way anyhow. 

“Why hasn’t anyone tried to get a hold of me?  Where are
the important people in my life?”  He could hear the muzak
being pumped from the gas station speakers.  Just then, his
phone began to ring again from the unavailable number.

As he drove down the smaller road off the interstate, his mind
wandered to memories of an ideal childhood in a setting similar to
the one he was in.  It wasn’t his own childhood but the
idealized form in television and movies.  It was always very
far away from anywhere he had seen.  It was a great deviation
to be drawn into that world of frivolous problems and people that
looked perfect. There seemed to be no mention of what was looming
over people’s lives in the real world.  The ever-present Debt
was always waiting back in the real world. 

There was little suburban development on Michaels’ current road
but he figured it likely lead to another Mall eventually. 
Michael supposed that it would one day be filled with fast food
stands, chain supermarkets and all the other Mall extensions. 
The population just didn’t merit it right now. 

In the movies, population was never a problem.  There was
always plenty of space for the stars. He and Sarah would often
spend night together on the couch watching romantic comedies. They
always knew what the ending would be right at the beginning of the
story.  Whatever conflict the characters were going through
was just a caricature of real problems.  The stars only played
caricatures of real people.  The real lot was dulled and
boring.  No one was interested in watching a movie about
shopping on the weekends and filling up the hours with
television. 

So many things in Michael’s world worked as long as people
didn’t think about it too much.  The barren road seemed to
inspire Michael’s mind to consider all of these things.  Soon
enough he realized what it was.  He had never really been in
barren space before.  Space was always filled with an
advertisement of some type.  He didn’t want to turn on the
radio or have his concentration in any way interrupted.  His
whole life, he was bombarded with the great distraction.  He
didn’t know it but for all those years, he was just
festering. 

The hills in the distance were beautiful and would probably go
totally unnoticed to those that go down this road, or so he
presumed.  Michael decided to deviate from his almost constant
negative thoughts of the world and embrace this dose of
reality.  He made a pledge being fully aware that his life
might be ending soon. 

“I will not take the beauty of the world for granted.  I
will see what others can’t.  I will love what other’s wont,”
he said to no one in particular.

Soon enough, the world began to look as he had always seen
it.   He was approaching a town that was just a smaller
version of North Atrophy.  In the movie theater parking lot he
saw a carnival set up.  His thoughts turned to the practical
when he came back into society.  He needed to get rid of the
car and swap it for another one.  The carnival would be the
perfect place. 

A pang of fear overcame him when he drove into the parking lot
past the security officers.  It wouldn’t be the easiest thing
in the world to get someone’s car.  In the movies they always
hot-wired cars.  In reality, he had no idea.  After
parking, he looked at the Ferris wheel and the cotton candy that
people had with a feeling of envy.  They were all so happy
with their merry-go-round and popcorn.  He used to love going
to things like this when he was a little boy.  Everything
about this day seemed like something out of his childhood, like he
was walking through a memory.  He decided that he needed to
smell the flowers a little and even though money was running
out.  He took his gun and his phone and he went into the
carnival.

He almost felt relaxed seeing kids playing carelessly.  He
wanted to feel that childhood feeling again.  The grass was
lush and green. It was familiar.  He tried not to make eye
contact with anyone.  It was a natural impulse that he didn’t
think about.  After some time, he thought his picture might be
broadcast on the news even here.  His euphoric feeling didn’t
last long as he knew that he had to get down to the business of
getting a car but didn’t really know how. 

He walked by the cotton candy machine and couldn’t resist. 
He loved it as a child.  His mother let him have some when
they were at a carnival and Michael was fighting with his
brother.  They went there to have a day to feel good.  He
remembered his mother smiling for the first time since becoming a
widow.  It made him feel good then to take his mind of off
real life.  He decided to wait in line to get some cotton
candy.  It was important to feel good.  He wondered when
the last time he felt really good was. 

The man who served him the overflowing stick of pink sugar was
the picture of friendliness.  He was an older black man and he
looked right at Michael with a big smile on his face.  It
warmed him so much to see that light in the mans eyes that
Michael’s own teeth were bared in an innocent grin.  He
wondered when the last time he smiled for real was.  As he was
about to pay the sound of a mother yelling at one of her two kids
caught his attention and he turned to the side. 

The cotton candy was in his hand when the bullet ripped through
the face of the smiling man.  People were screaming. They
began to panic and run.  Michael crouched down on the other
side of the cotton candy machine.  He was terrified as one
bullet after another pelted his temporary cover.  He peeked
out from the side and could see the man in black running through
the crowd to get a better shot.  Michael fired at the man and
saw a teenaged girl fall on the ground.  “Did I just shoot
that girl?”  He thought though the panic. The scene was chaos
as the mass of people ran into the parking lot to drive away. 
Michael joined the fearful herd.  

He heard the shots and saw people falling around him.  He
caught his breath behind a car.  He couldn’t believe that this
mad man was shooting blindly into the crowd.  He looked over
the back of the car and saw the mother with her two kids
desperately running for safety.  He screamed wordlessly at the
top of his lungs when a bullet ripped her hand in half.  She
fell to the ground looking at the mangled appendage.  She
screamed and thrashed around like an animal caught in a trap. 
Her kids were frozen watching the horror.  Michael felt ill
seeing her fingers on the ground.  He couldn’t take that image
any longer and he ran with everything he had back to the parking
lot. 

The bullets continued to ping off of other cars around
him.  The man in black knew exactly where he was.  He saw
an elderly man getting into a car, the key in the ignition. 
Michael pulled him from the drivers seat.  He could feel the
shame as he did it but he had little choice.  The man tried to
protest but Michael forcefully pushed him to the muddy
ground.  He yelped out in pain as Michael drove frantically
around the other cars to an open road. 

“Just keep going.  Just keep driving.   Just keep
going no matter what.  No one said life is fair.”

The day turned to night as it always does.  Michael was
driving hard and fast away from the scene.  He had no idea
where he was going.  He couldn’t bear to turn on the
radio.  He drove in frightened silence.  He swerved and
lost control for a moment when his phone rung.  It was of
course the same unavailable number. 

At first he didn’t answer and thought about throwing the phone
out the window.  As the silence of the road at wore on, the
phone kept ringing.  He didn’t understand his compulsion but
felt a deep understanding that at some point he would have to
answer that call.  His instincts… his nature, seemed to be
telling him that it was only a matter of time before he
answered.  “It’s all just a matter of fucking time”, he said
to no one in particular.  He picked up the phone.

“Hello?” 

“Where are you going to?”

“Who is this?” Asked Michael. 

“You know exactly who this is.” 

“Yeah, I know who it is.”  Some time passed before Michael
could speak again.  The voice on the other end of the phone
was patiently waiting for him.  “I don’t know what you want me
to say.  I know you’ll trace the call.”

“Where are you going?  This isn’t a movie, no one is
tracing the call,” said the man on the other end.

“Do you think I should tell you where I’m going so that you can
kill everyone there?  What do you think about yourself when
you orphan a child or you kill an old woman?” 

“What do you think about yourself when you throw an old man to
the ground or you beat a hotel worker so severely that he has to
eat his food through a tube?” 

“I’m doing what I have to survive.  Why am I even talking
to you?” 

“You know why.  I want to put your mind at rest here. It
will feel good to take your mind off of things.   I’m
going to tell you things you already know and walk you through to
the end.” 

“So how do you justify the horrible things you do for
yourself?  Especially when you do it at the expense of others,
at the lives of others?  Do you have a house with white picket
fences somewhere?” Asked Michael filled with anger.

“You know what I going to say,” said the man. 

“Yeah, I do.  You’re just doing your job just like me, or
anyone else enabling this sickness to go on.  How many people
did you kill back in the wars?  How many ears did you cut off
of simple good people so they could put up a fucking Mall
there?” 

“When the end of this comes, I’m going to grant your greatest
wish.  You’re going to be famous.  Maybe you’ll get a
chance to say your ideas on TV if I don’t kill you first.  I
think that deep down you know it’s just going to be ramblings of a
crazy person.  You’re the bad guy this world,” said the
man. 

“You are a hunter killer.  The name says it all…  your
a horror in the world and I don’t care that you’re just doing your
job.  You’re not going to catch up to me” 

“You’ve got it wrong son.  You are the horror of this
world… I think that you already know this but you’ve got it wrong
about the other thing as well. We should catch up soon.”

Michael hung up the phone.  He had just about enough. 
He was thankful for the silence of the road returning.  His
phone wasn’t buzzing and he still had half a tank of gas.  It
might be the last precious moments of peace in his life; he had a
mind to enjoy it.  He was overcome with the feeling that he
had most of his life working in North Atrophy… it was a dead
end. 

He drove through the night seeing no cars.  No one seemed
to be following, but he knew better.  He was hungry and he was
road weary once again.  Town after town passed by throughout
the hours.  The open space was replaced by the familiar
landscape of quick food and bargains that could not be passed
up.  He needed to eat.  He needed to get clothes and
supplies.  He needed a parking lot where he could pull off to
sleep.  He certainly wasn’t going to any more motels.  He
pulled off the road in the town of North Lethargy.  He had a
couple of hours before the sun had completely risen.  He
pulled into the parking structure and fell asleep in a tucked away
parking spot.  It would be another early morning for Michael
at the Mall.

He woke up and was surrounded by cars in the daylight. He
considered himself lucky that he wasn’t woken up by a security
guard tapping on his window.  He didn’t feel lucky enough to
leave his gun though.  When he walked the Mall, he was
immediately taken back to the state of semi deja vu that he had
lived with his whole life.  He was unshaven, disheveled and
was omitting a presence and odor of “stay away”. 

He purchased the things he needed with his credit card knowing
full well they could track it. Underwear, socks, deodorant,
toothpaste and a clean shirt were just too much for the little cash
he had left.  He needed to save that for emergencies.  He
changed into his new clothes in the bathroom and reentered the Mall
less conspicuous.  He felt like he had a new skin
on. 

The morning of shopping had made him hungry.  He had been
living on gas station nutrition for days on end and his insides
were begging for something of more substance.  Fortunately for
him he was at the Mall, the center of modern nutrition. 

He ate lunch at the food court, which was of course almost
identical to the one in North Atrophy. 

“Attention shoppers, don’t forget to take advantage of
the sale on red lovers toothpaste at the Mall doctor drugstore in
celebration of lovers day.  You don’t want to be caught on
lovers day with bad breath.”

“Oh no.  Where would I be without red fucking toothpaste…
and on lover’s day no doubt? Dammit, I should have got that,” said
Michael sarcastically to no one in particular. 

He wasn’t great at keeping a low profile.  He didn’t feel
good after eating his Parmesan encrusted chicken pieces with maple
honey chipotle-mayonaise dipping sauce.  But, he almost felt
nostalgic getting the sick to the stomach feeling that came after
Mall meals.  Almost. 

He looked to left and saw a group of high school aged kids
laughing and giggling. Teenagers spending free time at the Mall had
become a right of passage.  It was just prepping them for a
life of adult consumerism. One of the kids doubled over and vomited
everywhere while the other kids in the group laughed.  It was
all a big joke.

“You’re all sick!”  Yelled Michael to no one in
particular.

He left the food court and was walking back to the car with the
throbbing masses of shoppers.  It was becoming peak hours. The
neon signs and muzak were beginning to make Michael’s eyes
twitch. 

He tried to think practically and not get bogged down by
anger.  This would be good place to change cars.  The
idea of stealing another car was filling him with dread.  But
anything was preferable to being around people stopping in walkways
to gawk at sales or kids running into people uncaring as their
attention was focused with their latest gadget. For most children,
the world was externalized on little devices. 

He passed the video game store and it was an almost like seeing
a replay of his last day in North Atrophy.  It was a mother
and her two kids coming out of the store with a bag full of video
game simulated lives.  Michael caught a glimpse of his
reflection in the store window. 

His saw his shabby unshaven face and his jiggling gut underneath
a trendy shirt.  He was the bad guy hiding the good guy’s
clothes and he was hiding in plain sight.  His bloodshot eyes
were the only feature giving away his inner nature.  Inside,
Michael felt that these people were only parodies of what real
people should be.  In Michaels’ bloodshot eyes, they became
characters in a scene.

“You’re all the same.  You’re all just filling a role
here.  You don’t matter at all.  You’ll just be replaced
by another unit!” said Michael to no one in particular.  No
one seemed to pay the rambling crazy person much attention. 
He couldn’t have held it together then if he were trying.  He
wasn’t really trying.

There was something about the scene that pushed his mind over
the edge. To him, this woman should be giving her children
nourishing food and a nourishing purpose more than a video
game.  She should have been mothering. These kids were dead
before they had a chance to live. 

“You’re just doing your duty and so am I.  In this world,
I’m the bad guy.”  He pulled out his gun and shot the mother
and her two kids.  It was instantaneous for the two
children.

He unintentionally shot the mother in the hand before inflicting
the fatal wound.  Her detached fingers fell to the floor and
she screamed in horror for a brief moment that would last an
eternity in Michaels mind.  Then she joined her children and
fell to the ground dead just like in the movies.  It happened
so quickly it seemed there was a pause before the crowd screamed in
horror.  That moment, the pause seemed to never end for
Michael.  He crossed a line and he knew it. 

Life was now a heavy weight in his stomach.  There was no
going back in life.  It was not fair.  When the slow
motion feeling left and the crowd’s outraged yells filled the air,
Michael was running.  He was in full sprint to the nearest
exit and could see the security on other levels starting to give
pursuit. 

“Don’t forget to take advantage of our one time deal for
our zero percent APR financing rewards gold
card.” 

There was no time to find the car he came in.  He ran up to
a car with a family in it and put the gun up the window. “Get the
fuck out!  Get the fuck out!”  The family’s innocent day
at the Mall was ruined but he got his car.  He drove away in
his new impeccable black sports utility vehicle.  He was out
of bullets, conspicuous for the whole world to see and there was an
infant car seat in the back seat. He was not good at keeping a low
profile. “Fuck APR financing!  Fuck it in the ass,” he said to
no one in particular.

 










Hope Falls


I wonder if I’m changing just by being far away.  I
wonder if that happens.  I wonder if people become the things
they’re told because they start to believe it.  I wonder when
I started to believe my own ramblings.  Do I deserve to go to
paradise?  I spend the time on this dark never ending road
thinking about being with a woman, having kids, doing work that
matters… Will it happen just because I believe it, because I want
it?  Do I deserve it?   If he catches me, there will
be no mercy.  I am too much of a threat now.  How can the
innocent people of the world shop and watch television with a
threat like me around?

 In the military they punish the group for the fault of
the individual.  I can see it now everywhere I go.  They
scare the masses on the news because of people like me. They herd
them around like cattle.  They actually need people like me so
they can keep everyone else in order. These people love obedience;
they just don’t know it… . If you justify yourself does you make it
right?   Who’s the judge?  In the Promised Land I
will make people need me.  They’ll need something I provide
but it won’t be like this.  It can’t be.  I’ll do
whatever I have to.  I’ll need to be accepted.  If you
forgive yourself, does that mean that you really are?  Who’s
the judge?  I’ve seen so many movies where someone drives to
the sunset at the end.  I’m going to find out what’s after the
sun. If no one else knows, does that mean there’s nothing to
know?  I don’t think so. I will be in a vulnerable state of
open mindedness when I arrive.  I am willing to learn and to
shed my skin of the false world.  I don’t have to die to do
it.  I’m the judge of that.

 










Chapter 8

 


“I can see the cemetery from here.  I used to be there, I
must have left.  I know who I am.  Who was I in
there?  Who was there with me?  Why am I running
away?  Where are the gravestones?  I’m tired of
questions… the grass looks so green from this building.  That
beautiful hill goes on forever.  The building must be for the
caretakers.”

It was all white marble.  Beautiful Greek columns dotted
the walls at the corners.  Nothing was in the room but plants
and a single chair. 

“The caretaker should be here.  Someone should be here and
it shouldn’t be me.  I’m going to leave.  I know where
I’m going.  Where am I going?  I want to get out of this
room.  It’s a prison.  I know I’ve put myself here. 
I don’t want it anymore.  I don’t want it any more.” 

He left through the door.  There were more rooms to explore
but he didn’t want to.  He walked back to the cemetery up the
main path.  The moon was full, illuminating the vast expanse
of green levels. 

“Where were the gravestones?”

“I want you to see but you won’t let it happen.”  He turned
to see the man he knew would be there. 

“I recognize you,” he said to the man. 

“Of course you do.”

“You don’t scare me any more,” he said to the man. 

“Of course I do.  It’s OK to be afraid.  I’ll make you
see but you have to let me.  You don’t need your eyes
anymore.” 

He ran away from the man.  He ran up the hill trying to get
to the top.  It just kept going.  The mist hid all of the
natural light.  He was afraid.  He had to get to the top
so he could see and get some perspective. 

“It just keeps going.  It just keeps going.” 

Michael awoke in a new landscape.  The green lush hills had
been replaced by a red and brown desert landscape.  There were
high hills and rock cliffs in the distance.  The sun was
beginning to set as he got up from his hardly replenishing sleep in
the back of his newly acquired vehicle.  He had driven through
the night and pulled into the back parking lot of an auto repair
store.  His intention was to blend in with the large
assortment of cars.  His next step was to get another
automobile without been seen. 

“All these cars surrounding me and no access to the keys.” 
He decided to try elsewhere after getting some breakfast.  He
didn’t know where he would go but he knew for sure that he would
not be eating in a Mall.

After the tragic events in North Lethargy, he changed his
direction to straight south.  The landscape he was in might as
well have been from another planet it was so dissimilar to where he
was from.  The stores of course were the same.  He was
familiar with the chain restaurants and was desperately craving
some type of food that wouldn’t make him feel sick.  After
some time of driving around, he chose the “Fuddy’s” chain because
there were the fewest people there.  Michael had decided that
his life from here on out would be better around less
people. 

Every Fuddy’s around the land was designed to be an all day
breakfast restaurant for families.  Families usually filled it
with obnoxiously loud children.  Michael knew exactly what was
on the menu there.  He knew what was on the menu everywhere,
so did everyone. It was pretty much a slightly different version of
the same food.  Most restaurants were like this.  It was
all part of the extension of the Mall but to Michael at that point,
anything was better than being in the belly of the beast.

The other people, the families inside paid him little attention
except uneasy glances.  It was unusual to see a person eating
on their own in a family place.  More than that, Michael was
exuding the presence that he didn’t belong. It always attracted
attention.  After he ordered his meal, he looked at one young
family and couldn’t help but think about the life he would have had
with Sarah.  This was the life that he forfeited.  He
hoped that he would never have to see Sarah’s parents again. 
He hoped to never have to explain himself to anyone.  That was
the dream.  The guilt was just starting to make its real
weight known when the waitress put the plate down in front of
him. 

“Here’s your ham, hash-brown cheesy gravy scramble.  Good
choice, that’s my favorite,” said the waitress.  “Let me know
if you need anything else.” 

Michael thought about it and wondered what he did need looking
at his casserole dish filled with oily fat.  He took a bite
and was overcome with the sensation of sameness.  It didn’t
taste different from how he remembered.  It tasted just as it
always had.  It wouldn’t really have mattered what he
got. 

“Excuse me miss, he said motioning to the waitress.  Do you
like the food here?"

“Oh yes, you got my favorite thing.  Is something
wrong?  You don’t like it?” 

Michael looked at the waitress who was middle aged and
heavy.  She was not attractive and most people would just look
at her as little more than the background. He figured she was
probably a working mother in a mountain of Debt and he felt bad
being critical about the food.

“Well I don’t want to complain.”  Michael realized right
then that he had fallen in love with complaining.  “It’s just
that the food here or really anywhere doesn’t taste… it all tastes
the same.  Shouldn’t the food taste different from one side of
the country to another?”

“I don’t know,” said the waitress who was becoming annoyed with
this customer who was suddenly appearing like the type who couldn’t
pay.  She gave a quick glance to her manager.  It was
just a look that carried the information that there might be a
problem. 

“So, I don’t know what you’re saying to me.  You don’t like
what you ordered?” 

“I used to like it but it just seems.  Ham comes from a
pig, right? Does this look like anything that came from a real
animal?”  He asked holding up a gravy/cheese covered ham
chunk. 

Right then, Michael started to notice the background muzak that
played in almost all establishments.  It was something that he
noticed in North Atrophy when he hit the security guard.  It
was also there in the motel when he assaulted the clerk.  It
was playing over the speakers at the fairgrounds.  It’s just
the mindless regurgitation of a long forgotten popular song. 
It was meant to be ignored and it drove him insane.  He also
noticed the manager walking over to his table.  The fat and
happy families began watching the event as if it were prime time
programming.  It was even better, it was free.

“Excuse me sir, is there a problem here?”

 Michael started to grin, as he could knew exactly what the
man would say.  It was as if it was scripted and he once again
had his role to play out.

Michael looked at the man in his short-sleeved shirt, necktie
and khaki’s.  Managers of restaurants and stores always
invoked the same feeling for Michael.  It was a knee-jerk
reaction to seeing someone reveling in a tiny amount of meaningless
power.  For reasons unknown to him, Michael didn’t want to
play his role out.  He didn’t offer a sarcastic reply. 
He didn’t want to play the game he had been playing since he was a
child. 

“You know sir, there really isn’t a problem here.   I
just wanted to talk to you guys about the food.  It isn’t
anything wrong with this place in particular.  This Fuddy’s
isn’t really that different than any other one.” 

“Sir, if you have a problem with this establishment then maybe
you should go.” 

Michael looked around at all of the families looking at him
waiting for the conclusion in their free show.  Inside he was
filled with the urge to say some condescending comment.  In
his younger years his mind would have been running wild with
revenge fantasies at the expense of this man who was embarrassing
him in public.  Something was different here.  He just
felt bad for the man.  He felt bad for the families.  He
felt bad about the whole situation. 

“I don’t want there to be a problem anymore.  I just want…
look at these little kids.  They will never eat a meal of real
food in their lives.  They’ll just get fat and sick because
they’re going to eat this their whole lives.”

“Sir, please leave.”

“But I haven’t… ”

“Just leave now please!”  Michael looked at the frustrated
waitress.  He put a few dollars on the table as he was
escorted out. “Maybe you should go to the supermarket,” said the
manager feeling good about what he thought was his small
victory. 

On his way out of the restaurant, Michael heard someone utter a
phrase that he’d been hearing people say about him since he was a
kid.  It was the only insult that was thrown at him that
seemed to actually cut through his armor of indifference and
superiority.  It hurt him when his mother angrily said it to
him if he criticized her.  It even felt bad when he would hear
it if he was antagonizing his least favorite security
officer.  Deep down, Michael knew that it hurt because it was
true.  He walked outside ignoring the first few comments he
heard. “Asshole”, “bum” and “crazy” did little more than bolster
his feeling of superiority.  “Self righteous “ was another
story.

Michael looked at the beautiful cliffs in the distance and
figured that people in the town didn’t see them anymore. He wanted
to see them even if he was the only one. He wasn’t angry about his
time at Fuddy’s.  He was proud that he behaved differently
than his first instinct.  He got into his stolen family luxury
vehicle on the way to the supermarket feeling good about what he
thought was his small victory.

Michael thought it wasn’t a bad idea to go to the
supermarket.  It wasn’t hard for him to find it, as it was the
same chain that was in North Atrophy.  When Michael walked in,
he was overcome with the memory of going shopping with his brother
and mother.  Not much had changed in the supermarket from then
to now.  He of course was different. 

He wondered why his mother never seemed to care that her kids
didn’t eat real food.  For the first time since he started his
strange journey, he realized that he cared very much about what his
mother did when he was a child after his father was in the
ground.  He started to wonder if his obsession with what
others were eating wasn’t really about something else.  He
didn’t dwell on the idea long however.    

Instead, he perused the aisles seeing all of the food of
people’s favorite restaurants prepackaged and ready to give the
full restaurant experience at home. Fuddy’s full menu was
there.  Michael’s budget was limited and his time was
limited. 

“Can I help you find something?”  Michael turned to see a
pleasant looking man in his early twenties wearing the store
uniform. 

“I’m not sure that you can.  I’m looking for some actual
food.  I’m looking for some food that’s not served at a
“Fuddy’s” or a “Happy for the weekends” restaurant.  Is there
anything that people grew on a farm that isn’t in a box?” 
Another store employee came into the aisle. 

“We do have some stuff like that in the back for people that
know to ask for it.  If you want to come to the back employee
area, we can show you.” 

Michael suddenly thought that these two might be security
officers.  They seemed too old to have these jobs that
teenagers usually had.  He was ready for a display of violence
to get away.  He still had his gun even though it was out of
ammunition.  Maybe he was ready to kill any potential
threat.  Maybe he just wanted it to be over with. Maybe,
maybe, maybe.  Either way, he followed them to the back of the
store. 

They went to a back area where employees had their lunch
break.  Michael was happy to see that it was vacant.  The
two men were picking up on his nervousness as tension was filling
the room.

“Hey, just relax.  My name is Jerry… this is my friend
Max.  We’re not… I just.  I saw you at Fuddy’s and I
wanted to talk to you. 

“So, I’m guessing that there’s no real food back here,” said
Michael.

“No, not really.” 

“I should let you guys know that I’m a very hungry man and I get
real angry when I’m hungry.  So if you feel like fucking with
someone, you really picked the wrong guy.”  “No.  Like I
said, I saw you at Fuddy’s and I heard what you said about the
food.  You won’t find anything like what you want around here
but we know where you can get it,” said Max. 

“Well you’ve pretty much let me down one hundred percent of the
time when it comes to food so far.”

“We’re not from here originally.  We’re from… ” 

“Are you guys security officers?  If you are, let’s just
get this over with and stop dragging it out.” 

“Listen, we don’t know what you’re running from but if you want
to learn about a place where people don’t live like this then we
can tell you.  We’re trying to get back there ourselves. 
If you’re not interested, then we’re sorry for bothering you. 
You can go back to shopping.” 

“I’m all ears.”

 










Hope Falls


I’ve turned a new leaf.  I’m no longer complaining
about my situation. I’m no longer just waiting it out until the
end.  If he catches me he’ll kill me.  He will not catch
me.  I’m going to live for all those who never had a chance to
see the world for what it really is.  I’m going to live for my
mother who couldn’t tell me things that she herself did not know.
Little did she know… little did I know, little did anyone in my
world know about what life could be like. 

I’m not my work uniform or the prime time television that I
watch.  I’m not my credit card Debt or my cell phone
plan.  I’m not what my mother fed me for lunch.  None of
those things define me or anyone else.  None of it will be who
I’m going to be.  I’m going to need to do something almost
impossible.  I need to forgive everyone.  I need to
forgive the world for being what it is. I need to forgive the
people of the past who let it get out of their hands.  I need
to forgive my mother. 

She couldn’t protect me from the Debt or the real scourge of
all of us… the insatiable hunger, the more and more.  No
matter how much, it was never enough.  It is never
enough.  You can’t buy enough to fill the hole. One day, maybe
with a life times worth of being a good person, I can forgive
myself for my horrors.  Maybe I can even forgive the man
trying to put me down for the benefit of the masses.  Maybe,
but probably not. Exit 53 is coming up.  Exit 53 will take me
there.  It will be me alone going from this world.  I
wish I could have taken Darline or her uncle.  No one said
life was fair.

 










Chapter 9

 


“Darline, I’m so happy you picked up.  I need to tell you
something that will change your life.”

“Who says I want to change my life. You’re the one who’s got
that problem.”

 Michael was standing outside of the supermarket just to
the side of the main entrance.  People weren’t paying him much
attention as they went in and out of the store.

“I can’t tell you where I am but it’s very far from where you
are and very far from where I started.  I just met two young
men,”

“I’m very happy for you sweetie.  I hope you can all build
a nice life together” Darline interrupted. 

“Don’t try to throw me off track here.”

“It seems that only you could do that at this point,” said
Darline. 

“I’ve found what you and your uncle were looking for.  The
two guys are Max and Jerry.  They’re friends from a small town
far up in the cliffs that have been shut off from the rest of the
country, maybe even the world.  They didn’t know if people
back in the day had established it like that on purpose to avoid
the world or what but the town is entirely self sufficient. There
are less than two hundred people.  There is no television, no
phones, no Fuddy’s, no sale on the weekend, no cars, no scented
toilet paper, no computer games and no voice projected out of
speakers telling you how to live and what to buy.  Do you know
why…  because there’s no fucking Mall.  They didn’t put
one there.”

“Who didn’t put one there Michael?” Asked Darline with the tone
of a teacher. 

“The… the people who ruined this planet and left the embers for
us buried under a fucking Mall.”

“But you haven’t been to this place right?  You’ve just
heard about it from these two guys.  Where did you meet them?
How does this town generate it’s own electricity?  What do
they do with sewage?  No one in the town travels outside,
ever?  What happens when someone gets hurt or sick?  And
of course, why did they leave this paradise?” Asked Darline with
the tone of a mother. 

“Those questions are making me tired,” said Michael.  He
looked around to see if anyone was paying attention to him. 
He though he heard Muzak playing in the background but no one
seemed to be paying him any mind.

“I think that’s an important thing sweetie,” said Darline.

“What is?”

“That this is all making you tired.”

“Look, the two guys Max and Jerry just made a mistake. 
They didn’t know what they had.  How could they?  Imagine
growing up in a small town like that and not having your soul
crushed by television and parmesan-almond crusted chicken pieces
with assorted dipping sauces.  Can you imagine being young and
uncorrupted like that?  They wanted to get out and see what
the world really was.”

“We both can understand that, she said. Who doesn’t want to
escape?”

“Plenty of people from what I’ve seen.  But I don’t care
about them. Max and Jerry had only heard warnings of the outside
world from their small town.  They only heard about places
like Malls or places where food was magically ready all the
time.  To them it sounded like a dream world.  They felt
that they got dealt a bad hand in life.” 

“I see why you connected with these people,” she said.

As he was talking to her, Michael felt alive in a way that was
reminiscent of childhood. Though Darline wasn’t letting him have
the moment without being a little skeptical.  He couldn’t
place what it was standing outside of a supermarket chain, which
was just like any other in a town like any other.  Michael
could not have put a name to it at the time, but it was hope. 
He wanted to pass it along to someone, if only to not be alone with
it. 

Darline’s logical assertions of doubt were not helping him in
any flights of fancy.

“Max and Jerry left a few years ago.  They hitchhiked when
they got to a main road.  Can you imagine what it must have
been like for a couple of kids sheltered from gadgets and crowds
when they first went to the Mall?  He put it like this: The
bright lights blinded our ability to see.  Does that sound
like a couple of idiot twenty year old kids who spent their
childhoods at the Mall?”

“I guess not.  How did these kids have money to get
around?  Why haven’t they gone back?  Maybe they like it
in the world that you hate so much. Did you ever think of
that?” 

“Man, you and these questions. You’ve got it wrong about their
intentions.  At first they were enamored with the world. 
They moved from town to town very far from home. All they wanted
was to be as far away as possible.”

“We can both relate to that,” said Darline. 

“You know what they found out there on the road.”

“I certainly do,” she said with the maturity and authority that
comes only from a lifetime of experience. 

“They did what any of us would do they eventually got jobs at
the Mall, they got credit cards and most damming of all they came
down with the Debt.  The spent and spent and soon enough were
caught in the same trap as we all are.” 

“They became ensnared little critters in a trap”, she
said.  “Just like you used to be… . just like I am now
right?” 

“This is not an indictment on you or me,” Michael said clearly
frustrated.  “I’m telling you all of this because I’ve found
what you and I have both looking for.  You’re right I haven’t
been there yet.  I have not seen it myself first hand… but why
would your reaction to this only be to shoot it down?  Don’t
you even want to consider it?  Don’t you want to believe in
something?” 

“I’m sorry for interjecting sweetie.  I want you to finish
telling me about them,” she said with the tone of a patient
mother. 

“Fine, there is a reason for telling you this by the way. 
These two guys spent and spent and got into the same dead end
situation that everyone I know got into including myself, including
you.  They were far from home, addicted to trivial things and
sick to their stomachs’.  They were sick with the world.”

“So why didn’t they go back to their town.  Why not just
leave this all behind and make their way back home?  Why stay
here in the Debt and suffer?” 

“They have realized the error of their ways.  Just like me,
just like you.  They knew what they had.”

“Is that like you?  Do you know what you had?  I’m not
accusing, I’m just asking.  Do you know what you left?” Asked
Darline

“I know exactly what I left!” yelled Michael making the entering
customers begin to notice the person talking intensely to the side
of the supermarket. 

It was then that Michael started to notice for certain the muzak
being pumped out into the outside world from the supermarket
speakers. 

“Look I don’t want to lose it here.  I’m trying to offer
you a way out.  Max and Jerry have the same plan to go to that
town as I do.  They don’t want to drag the world with
them.  They know that the Debt will follow them
anywhere.  When they get free, they’re going home.  I
know exactly what I left and I’m going home too.” 

“I hope that you get there,” said Darline sincerely. 

“I want you to come with me.  We can live like people were
meant to.  Your uncle didn’t have to die in vain.  You
don’t have to live in vain.  I can lead you to what you were
looking for.  All you have to do is get on a plane and leave
what you have behind.” 

“Michael, sweetie… this is going to be hard you to accept but
I’m not looking for anything.  I’m not looking for what you
are.  You’re alone out there sweetie and you need to wake
up.” 

Michael paused for a moment and considered what he wanted to say
to her.  “Well I don’t know everything about life but I know
that when something you want is put in front of you, there are two
types of people… some of them jump at it and some go on trudging
through the days.  You are not who I thought you were or who
you pretended to be.  You are a coward.” 

“I’m to old for this sweetie,” said Darline
resolutely. 

Michael hung up the phone and stared blankly into the parking
lot.

“Hey pal, when Max and I left we were convinced that there was
nothing better than living without a plan.  We’ve got a plan
now and I think it’s much better.  You just can’t stay out
there aimless forever,” said Jerry.

“Will they accept me?  Won’t they look at me as an
infiltrator from the outside world?”  Asked Michael, still
thinking about Darline.

“All you have to do is find my father and tell him that you know
me and Max.” 

“Where am I going to find your father?  Is your mother
there as well?” 

“No it’s got to be my father.  My mother abandoned us a
long time ago.” 

“I don’t want to pry any more than I have but do you think that
might have been some inspiration for you taking off?”  Asked
Michael.

“Well pal, that’s a long thing to get into, isn’t it.  I
don’t know what you’re running from but it seems you’re in a big
hurry to get away.  How about this… I don’t need to know all
of your inner details and you don’t need to know all of mine. 
Maybe one day we can talk about it in great length of some nice
home cooked food.”

“That would make me so happy,” said Michael looking at the
loudspeaker as it pumped out muzak.

“One day soon pal,” said Jerry. 

Michael felt blessed to have run into these people.  He
felt more of a connection to these two guys who he’d known for an
hour than years of working beside someone and having only casual
conversations.  He felt more engaged and alive in ten minutes
of their company than his entire relationship with Sarah.  He
wasn’t making polite conversation with Jerry.  He really would
cherish the simple pleasure of good company and good food.  He
really would cherish a friend.

“You can find my dad at his work if you get there in the
day.  He’s the caretaker at the Cemetery.”

Michael continued to stare silently out into the parking lot for
a moment.  He was taken aback and for some reason filled with
a sense of worry. 

“Hey, are you guys hatching a devious plot?” Asked Max joining
the other two. 

“I’m just telling him about dad and what he should tell him
about us.  I’m not sure that he’s going to understand,” said
Jerry. 

“Wait a minute, you guys are brothers?  I thought you were
just friends.”

“We’re brother’s… Jerry is a couple of years older than I
am.  I thought we said that to you… weird. Well I guess that
it doesn’t matter either way but we’re going to have to get back to
work soon.  Hopefully we can run into each other back home,”
said Max.

“I would like nothing else.  Maybe I can buy you guys a
drink after work.” 

“Sure, just come to the employee parking in the back at
6PM.  We’ll be in my car, it’s an old blue Corsica sedan,”
said Jerry. 

“That’s crazy. That’s my exact car.  Or at least it used to
be before I left,” said Michael. 

“We’re dying to hear your story brother,” said Max. 

“I’m dying to tell it.  It’s been so long.  I’ve just
come so far.  Well, we’ll talk about it later.” 

“This is a crazy day.  First you get here looking for real
food and then a celebrity comes to our store,” said
Jerry. 

“What do you mean a celebrity?” 

“It’s just some guy who everyone thinks they recognize form
TV.  You can see him over there in his car.  He’s the guy
who’s looking right at us in black.”

Michael knew the outcome before it started.  There would be
no meeting up after work. There would be no drink and there would
be no homecoming at all for Jerry or Max.  The bullet ended
Jerry by piercing through his right eye.  He was down
immediately.  Max had no time to grieve as he was screaming in
agony when he was shot above his right kneecap. Michael ducked
behind the body of Jerry as round after round broke store windows
and killed screaming customers.  There was no reasoning. 
There was no mercy.  The cars that were frantically leaving
the scene had caused an accident and had for just a brief moment
obstructed the man in black from his prey. Michael quickly gathered
up Max and ran shoulder to shoulder with him into the
store. 

“Jerry!!!” Screamed Max.

“He’s gone!” Michael offered only the hard reality and no
comfort.  “Do you have the keys?” Michael hastily asked.

“In my pocket.”  Michael pulled the keys out of Max’s
pocket and was starting to devise a plan of escaping together in
his mind. They continued to the back of the store.  He needed
to keep Max conscious.  The blood was everywhere.  He
needed to take him home; he needed to keep him alive.

“Max, tell me again how to get there.”

“Exit 53 of highway 801.  Second left is a shut down dirt
road that goes up the cliff, it’ll take us right there,” said
Max.  Michael felt confident that they were momentarily away
from the gunman as he heard sporadic shots and screaming from other
areas of the store. 

“What’s the name of the town?”

“Hope Falls,” said Max.  “We have to come back for Je… ”
Mid sentence, a bullet hit Max in the chest and dropped them both
to the ground.  The two brothers were killed.  They would
never get back home.

Michael didn’t look back, he just ran. He ran through the doors
to the back of the store and ran out the back door into the
employee parking lot.  The car was easy to spot; it was a
mirror image of the car he started his journey with.  He drove
away from the store.  He never saw the man in black come
outside.  The parking lot was empty.  Michael assumed
that everyone must have fled already.  He thought he heard
sirens in the distance but he couldn’t be sure.  He thought
Max was certainly dead but he couldn’t be sure of that
either.  He tried to keep his mind focused on what was really
happening, but he couldn’t be sure.  He could only keep going
and never look back.  Of that he was sure.

 










Hope Falls


Exit 53 off of highway 801.  It’s the second left up a
dirt road that seems to go nowhere.  The road twists and
turns.  It’s steep and there’s no indication that it leads
anywhere.  The developers, the people who plan one Mall
community after another never went to the end of the road. 
They never found the reclusive community because no one left. 
No one came from the other end of that road until Max and
Jerry.  No one ever left a comfortable house with air
conditioning and easy access to today’s best buys to travel up some
road to nowhere… until me.  They days have blurred since the
supermarket.  I couldn’t have saved them.  I can only
save myself.  I’ve been driving for so goddamn long. 
Exhaustion is only a word.

 Everything still looks the same.  It’s all just
the goddamn same… but I’m on 801.  They can’t track me
anymore, I’ve seen to that.  I’ve cut off every tie to their
treacherous world.  I’ve made every sacrifice to be
free.  Not the meaningless freedom that they have to purchase,
to take their business elsewhere.  Not the illusion that
people have the freedom of choice.  I have the freedom that
men were intended to have.  I’ve heard them spout off about
freedom and independence my whole life.  I know the
truth.  I know they only mean solidarity and conformism. 
They were going to tell me anything to keep me going to work and
pushing that mop.  But they didn’t know better.  They
were just saying what someone else told to them.  That’s what
happens when the mind and the spirit have been dulled.  All
you can do is repeat what you heard on TV. 

Some people know better. Darline knows better.  Her
uncle knew better.  I know better.  I’m on highway 801
and it’s just a matter of time.  No maybes’ about it.  I
can’t answer that psychopaths’ every question.  I can’t answer
Darline’s questions.  I can’t even answer my own damn
questions.  I can’t answer to Sarah anymore.  I can’t
answer for my Mother.  I might not be worth a lot to most
people, but I’m on highway 801. I’ll stay home forever when I get
there. There’s no question about that.  Exit 53 is a matter of
time.  Time is all I have.

 










Chapter 10

 


Michael left the scene of horror behind him and was back on the
road.  His cell phone was in the passenger seat next to
him.  The car he was in was identical to the one he left
behind when he fist started his trip of exile.  He was hungry,
tired and was on a highway where every exit led to the Mall and the
lifestyle that went along with it.  Nothing much had really
changed.  His cell phone had been ringing since shortly after
the incident at the supermarket.  He certainly knew who was on
the other end.  He started to wonder why he continued to
charge this device that seemed only to bring him misery.  At
first he brought it for security.  He thought it would be
dangerous to travel without some means of communication but hat
seemed foolish to him now. 

He knew intuitively that he really brought it along out of
habit.  He knew that it offered him no real safety but the
feeling of safety.  He still could not let go.  He still
needed that even after all that he had been through.  He was
back to his tired blur and routine in the car. 

“I must have stopped and washed my clothes,” he said to
no one while driving.  He appeared to be in the exact same
state as when he first started out on his journey.  He knew
that this was strange but decided not to focus on
it.   

The road he was on was destroying his mind, but he kept
going.  He felt he had to distance himself.  The bright
lights of the stores lit up the night and hid the imposing steep
cliffs.  “Hope Falls” sounded like any other housing
development community.  It wasn’t so different sounding from
his own community in North Atrophy.  It wasn’t the name that
mattered, it was the location.  For Michael Christianson it
was specifically the destination and not the journey.  Through
it all, his phone kept ringing without him answering. 

He knew that he had to pick it up eventually or throw it out the
window once and for all.  Shortly after taking the exit for
Highway 801, he did what he somehow knew he needed to.  He had
to confront the man who was always with him, ruining his life.

“What the fuck do you want to say to me?” Michael said calmly
when he picked up the phone. 

“I want to congratulate you.  You finally killed your
friends to get what you want.  You should be proud of your
development.  You’re very close.  I’m still going to kill
you no matter what.  I’m still going to kill you either
way.  I’m going to cut you down and expose you to the world.
When I get to you, you are going to beg to be let back into the
life you took for granted,” said the man in black.  “That’s
what I want to say to you.  What do you want to say to
me?” 

“Why would I respect or listen to a mindless drone like
you.  All you do is ruin the world.  You end lives and
you don’t care as long as someone tells you to do it.  Why
would I respect you or anything you have to say?  You aren’t
any better than a trained dog.” 

“You should just stop now.  You’re going to stop
eventually.  You will assimilate to it all soon enough. 
Why don’t you just pull over and wait for me to get you.  All
that you are doing by continuing to run is causing problems to
other people’s lives.  Stop hurting others and come to
me.  You don’t have to like it, but you do have to accept
it.”

“I know that you’re tracking me through the phone.  I’m
finally ready to be rid of it.  I’m done with you.” 

“You’re lying to yourself son,” said the man in black in a
fatherly tone. “You never were.” 

Michael threw the phone out the window.  He drove in
silence for a while.  He had suspected that they tracked him
through his phone.  He knew it was a risk that he lived with
and others ended up paying the price.  Usually he felt that he
lived with others and he himself paid a price.  He thought
about how he didn’t really think about Sarah anymore.  Their
time together didn’t seem significant any more. 

He thought about how his childhood was more a construction of
his environment than anything else.  His childhood was similar
to anyone’s. There was nothing particularly special about his with
the exception of his tragic family events. 

All this time to think and nothing especially was occupying his
mind.  In an instant when he threw the phone out the window,
he stopped obsessing about the man chasing him.  Michael was
convinced he was still out there but it just didn’t seem to matter
anymore.  He felt liberated from the world he knew.  He
was alone and fearful since the beginning of his self appointed
exile until now.  A familiar numbness began to settle in as he
continued down the road.

He would not talk to Darline any more.  He would not talk
to his brother anymore or his mother.  In his mind, there was
nothing more to say to them anyhow.  He thought about his
father.  He couldn’t remember ever really thinking about his
father.  It was as if the top was opened to something buried
long ago.  When the thought came to the surface Michael pushed
it away.  The numbness settled in deeper but he was too tired
to deal with it.

“Best to stay focused and not get distracted,” he said to no one
in particular.

He was weary and once again dawn was breaking up the nighttime’s
peaceful driving.  The road was once again being filled with
commuters on the way to work or shopping.  It was once again
their prime driving time and not Michael’s.  It was time again
to find a spot to sleep and eat for a while.  Running away had
become in and of itself a routine.  Michael had brought with
him on his journey all the trappings of his life.  He didn’t
feel liberated at all when he exited off the highway to a Mall
parking lot.  He didn’t register the name of the town. 
It stopped mattering a long time ago.  He was only looking
forward to the end.

“Good morning shoppers.  Don’t forget to take
advantage of our early bird savings at Crazy Eddies Feet For
All.  Ten percent off all neon and sequin shoe laces while
supplies last.  Don’t let a days shopping out strain on your
feet.  It’s half off all cushioned lemon scented shoe insoles
until mid day.  Don’t let your feet fail you now, hurry while
supplies last.” 

Michael listened to the voice cutting through the muzak. 
He sat at the food court among the throngs of elderly shoppers
eager for the early morning deals.  No one but him seemed to
even notice the voice prodding them along.  He had run the
gamete of emotions already regarding the people being willingly
commanded.  He had been sad and angry.  He had been
filled with righteous indignation. 

All he wanted now was to bury it all down deep like a memory to
be moved on from.  He had promised himself that he wouldn’t go
to Mall to eat.  He now felt that it didn’t much matter where
he went.  They were either going to get him or they
weren’t.  He was either going to get there or he
wasn’t. 

“I know who I am. I know where I’m going.”  He was outside
a white building adjacent to a cemetery.  No cars came down
this road.  It was cold and he was wearing a long coat fit for
autumn.  It was nighttime and no one was around.  He knew
that he had been here before but had to reassure himself as to why
he was here at all.  He sensed that there had just been a fog
but it was gone now. 

“I’m looking for someone.  Then I can leave.  I know
where I’m going, I know where I’m going.” 

He thought about going back through the building that led him to
the street but he knew the man wasn’t in there.  He knew that
he didn’t want to go back in the graveyard.  The street went
on seemingly forever in either direction.  It was the
perimeter of the cemetery, which also seemed infinite.  There
were trees periodically and streetlights that dotted the high
stonewall of the cemetery.  The lush green slanted tiers
looked like a pyramid growing from the earth.  The moonlight
illuminated everything despite the night.  He looked down at
his full-length black coat, pants and shoes. 

“I’ve been here before.  I know who I am.  I know
where I’m going.”  He walked down the road.  It didn’t
mater which direction.  He knew that he had to find someone
but didn’t know where to look. 

“It’s the caretaker… someone is taking care of this. 
Someone has to be in control.  It’s not me.  I know where
I’m going.”  He passed entrance after entrance to the
cemetery.  He was getting further and further from the white
building.  After a while he went through one of the
gates.  It didn’t matter which one.  He knew it didn’t
matter.  They all went to the same place.  He stopped,
looming over a gravestone.  It didn’t matter which one. 
He knew it didn’t matter.  He stayed there and waited for the
fog to cover up everything.  He knew that it would.  “I
don’t know where I am.”  He let it overtake him.

Michael awoke in his car tucked away in the parking structure of
the Mall.  There was nothing especially significant about the
place where he parked.  There was nothing especially
significant about the car.  There seemed to be nothing
especially significant about the day.  The reoccurring and
episodic dream offered him no refreshment the next day. 
Insomnia had been ruling his life and calling the shots for longer
than he cared to remember.  He wanted to wake up once and for
all. 

He had some more food inside before leaving.  He was out of
cash and used his credit card.  He did not care about the
consequences as he certainly had no intention of paying the bill
and he did not care about the law catching up with him.  He
was done caring.  He drove on the streets a bit before getting
back on the highway.  They were a mirror image of North
Atrophy even they were a world away.  At the light to turn on
the highway, he caught the eye of the woman in the car next to
him.  She was overweight and plain looking.  She looked
like most people.  She looked like Sarah.  She smiled a
flirtatious smile at him.  Michael stared with no expression
at the woman for an awkward amount of time.  Her smile
dissipated, the light turned green.

“There’s no going back in life,” he said unconvincingly to no
one in particular.

 










Hope Falls


Exit 51.  I thought I would feel a greater sense of
elation being this close but I don’t.  I thought I would be
filled thoughts of the kids that I might have growing up in a world
tucked away but I’m not.  I’m breathing and I’m driving down
this highway.  The man in black is still right behind
me.  I can sense it but I’m not going to look at it.  I’m
not going to look at him.  In those movies that Sarah and I
used to watch, the hero would get the girl at the end.  He
would usually foil the bad guy or somehow save the day.  In
the end, he would have his girl and his friends with the world
ahead of him. All I have is the world behind me.  It’s not
much but it’s enough.  Exit 52.  I’m coasting on fumes
but I don’t care.  I think that I have enough to get
there.  I usually have a good gauge of what it takes.  I
always wanted to go on an adventure like in those movies my father,
brother and I used to watch when we were kids.  My father
worked a dead end job until his early death but when he watched
those movies… he was taken to another world.  We all
were.  I remember wanting to be that look in my fathers
eyes.  

What no one told me was how I wouldn’t feel that different
when the trip was done.  I kind of had a suspicion though.
Deep down, I suspected that it would be like this.  There’s no
great elation, not really.  It still feels like I’m numbly
watching someone else live life from the safety of the
couch.

I used to talk about how I would have done things if I were
in their position.  I always seem to know what’s best.  I
have a good gauge for such things.  Maybe no one will be in
the town after all.  Maybe all the people will have moved
away.  Then where would I be?  My teachers in school used
to tell me that I needed to have a goal in life if I wanted to get
anywhere.  What do you do if the goal no longer exists? 
Maybe, I’m going to lead the man in black right to them. 
Maybe I’m going to be the end of their world instead of them being
the end of mine.  Maybe, maybe… exit 53.

 










Chapter 11

 


Michael pulled off of the highway and did as he was
instructed.  Sure enough, the second possible left was a dirt
road that seemed to wind into obscurity. The sun was up already as
he had driven through the night.  He wasn’t going to rest by
any means and he hoped that his car could make the steep and narrow
grade.  He pushed that car which seemed to want anything but
to go up the incline.  Michael’s back was stiff with
tension.  His focus was complete. 

With every minute that passed, he was further and further up
that hill into obscurity.  The orange hued rocky land towered
over the car on both sides.  No one would see a car driving
along this road. He never could have made it in the dark.  For
a time, the car was bumping and shaking along with the road’s rocky
terrain and big holes.  Eventually the harshness of the ride
began to smooth out, as the road seemed to be leveling off. 
The muscles in Michael’s back started to ease as the road became
flat a drivable.  His mind began to ease, as the imposing land
on the sides on the car no longer hid the views of the world
below.  He was at a high vantage point and could see one
planned Mall community after another laid out before him in the
world below.  He kept driving along the road feeling that he
had transcended the world below and the life attached to it… then
the road turned to pavement.

He tried not to panic as the familiar footprints of humanity
started to appear.  First it was a gas station, then a used
car dealership.  At first they were spread out but soon after
he passed the trucking distribution center and the town power
supply, it was clear that the central roads of the town were not
far away.  Sure enough, he came across an office park with the
same dull familiar look of any office park.  Next to it was
the sign that said it all: Welcome to Hope Falls where dreams
become real. 

“All I have to do is find Max and Jerry’s father,” he
thought.  “He’ll tell me where the real town is and the real
towns people are.  He’ll tell me how to get to them.”

The road he was on came to an intersection and it was all there
for Michael to behold.  One housing community after another
sprawled out in every direction.  There was heavy traffic as
commuters were making their way through the grid system to all of
the shops and stores that were in North Atrophy.  When Michael
got to the town’s Fuddy’s he stopped.  

Inside he asked for directions to the town cemetery.  The
smell of the food made him sick to his stomach and he was overcome
with nausea. Michael vomited inside before he could leave. Some of
the patrons seemed disgusted, some seemed as if it were not that
unusual.  The manager just sighed and called for someone in
the back to come and clean it up.  On his way back to the car,
Michael saw a man pouring sawdust over the puddle.

He followed the directions across town and came across a walled
in lush green cemetery that seemed to spring up from the ground
like a pyramid.  He knew it of course.  He felt like he
had always known it.  He went to the large white marble
building on the property to see the caretaker but it was
vacant.  Nothing was inside but an empty office, plastic
flowers and mediocre paintings of flowers.  The kind that are
seen in bad motels across the land.  Michael went through the
building to the cemetery grounds outside.  The gravestones
were all lined up in orderly rows. 

“They bury us just like we live,” he said to no one in
particular.  Up a few rows from where he was, he could see an
elderly black man hunched over doing some work.  This couldn’t
be Max and Jerry’s father as they were white.  Michael assumed
it was a worker who could tell him where the caretaker
was. 

“Excuse me sir.  Where is the caretaker here?” 

“Caretaker?  Well you’re looking at him.  That’s kind
of an outdated term though.  These days, we are called
afterlife assistants.”

“Well, this can’t be right, I’m looking for the father of Max
and Jerry.  It must be at some other cemetery.”

“Max and Jerry?  Do you mean like the movie starring Braden
Pinn?” 

Michael looked around and felt the world closing in on
him.  It had to be here, it was from his dreams. “This is
where dreams become real,” said Michael to no one in
particular. 

“Son, what’s your name?”

“Michael Christianson.” 

“Why don’t you tell me what you’re looking to find?" 

“I was looking for the caretaker here.  I was told that
Hope Falls was… not part of Mall Land.  I thought it was
different… where people lived simply, like it should be.” 
Michael was on the verge of tears.  He couldn’t take another
conversation of small talk with a stranger.  He couldn’t take
any more casual conversation from casual people.  He was
rocked to the core and his dream was being ripped apart in the
place where dreams come true. 

“Son, what are you running from?”

“There’s a man chasing me.  He’s a hunter Killer and he’s
been after me for… longer than I can even remember.” 

“A hunter killer?” Asked the old black man. 

“Do you mean from the war days?” 

“Yes.”

“And so you thought you would find some kind of solace from this
man here in Hope Falls, am I right?” 

“I met two young people who left this town when it was a farming
community.  It was purposefully tucked away.  People live
how they are supposed to… ”

“Yeah, you said that before,” said the man cutting him
off.  Maybe one day a long time ago people lived like that, I
don’t know.  It doesn’t matter.”

“Well maybe there is still a place where those people are. 
Maybe they’ve just been pushed off further into the cliffs.” 
Michael could barely get the words out through the tears. 

“Son, I’ve been here a long time.”  The man was talking in
a comforting fatherly tone.  “I think I know what you’re
looking for… it’s not some place you go to.  It’s just not… I
don’t think anyone is chasing you.” 

“Look at these dead people all in rows.  You line them up
one after another just like chickens in factory faming.  All
these people just working and shopping… eating and shitting. 
They do everything just like they are told. They’re like trained
animals.  Even in death, they’re just obediently lined
up!  They’ve served their purpose.”  Michael said in an
accusing tone.

“Well that might be so son, but that doesn’t really seem like
the reason you came here… not if you really want to look at
it.  Look… point is, you’re going to have to deal with the
world even if you don’t like it.  Every day I see a grieving
widow or a motherless daughter.  When I see young boys and
their father is gone, I feel real pain.  I don’t see any
dumbed down trained animals… I see hurting people.  I see the
real world every day… day in and day out, sunrise and sunset. 
You were just looking in the wrong place son, that’s all. 
Don’t be self righteous” 

Michael began to wonder if any of it was real.  Maybe there
wasn’t anyone after him.  Maybe he had always been here. 
Maybe Sarah was fine somewhere, happy with her lust for fashionable
sunglasses and a good bargain.  Maybe she was just a dream
that he had once.  Michael was mentally destroyed by it all
and barely choked out a sentence through his crying;  “Maybe
I…belong here…”

The old man looked at him with profound sympathy and said, “One
day I hope you can comes to terms with all this… son.  No
maybes’ about it.” 

Michael left the cemetery and went out to the street.  He
didn’t want to drive in his car anymore, so he just started
walking.  He picked his direction arbitrarily.  They all
led to the same place.  When he got the Mall, he went straight
for the maintenance department. He had a new job.  It was his
old job.  His boss made it so that he was able to get an
apartment because he had some type of employment.  The
apartment was the same as what he had always known. 

“Yeah, we have a high turnover rate here.  You’ll be
starting at the entry-level position.  With time you can work
your way up.   Soon enough you wont remember not being
here. Who knows what can happen.”  Said his boss. 

“Who knows,” said Michael in response. 

“The biggest reason people never get anywhere in this world is
that they’re self righteous smart -asses and trouble makers. 
People who think they’re better than everyone else.  They all
make it back here eventually.  You aren’t going to give me a
problem are you?” 

“No sir, I’m happy to have the job,” replied Michael. 

“Good boy.”

Michael had the same choice that he always had.  He could
leave his restlessness buried or continue to be in the world in a
constant state of anxiety.  Continuing on with life meant
accepting the world that he inhabited as it was.  Sometimes as
the hours droned on, he wondered if some confused person would ever
come to him the way that he had come to Darline.  He wondered
what he would tell that person.  In all of the movies that he
grew up watching, the main character has a life changing epiphany
at the end.  He wondered what his epiphany was.  He
wondered if there really was anything more than the world presented
to him or if the yearning for something else was just what he made
up from watching the movies.  He thought about how in the end,
he would end up just like his father.

He finished his workdays at the Hope Falls Mall and went back to
his apartment to watch television and see about what was on sale
tomorrow. He never bothered to decorate the square rooms or white
stucco walls.  There was one painting of a vase of flowers in
the bedroom.  It came with the apartment.  He had no
savings and couldn’t afford his current lifestyle.  The Debt
was once again a looming factor in his life.  Time went on as
it always does and he began to save up a small amount.  He
didn’t need any fashionable dog bowls or custom picture frames
after all.  He put a deposit down on a plot at the Hope Falls
cemetery.  He even picked out his own tombstone.  At
first, his epitaph read: Michael Christianson  “A man who
traveled far and never went anywhere.”

 He later changed it to be more of a message to people who
might pass by, it read: Michael Christianson  “We live in a
world of compromised people because we live in a world of
compromised thoughts.” 

He wasn’t sure what it meant but he felt happy for the first
time in a long time when he saw it etched on the stone.  He
also began to save for future travel plans.  Maybe he would
take a trip to the other side of the world as he eased into middle
age stuck in the world someone else created. Maybe that was a bad
way to look at it.  Maybe. The working hours went by quicker
the less he focused on it.  He tried to think as little as
possible.  There was always a sale.  There was always a
holiday coming.  He was in his uniform, mop in hand through it
all.  

“Attention shoppers don’t forget to get your family
photo’s this week.  Cherish the ones you love and remember the
good times.  Book your appointment today at the Southwest
entrance.” 

A crowd of people hustling to the next bargain always surrounded
him.  No one paid him much attention and it was better that
way.  “Assimilate, assimilate, assimilate,” he said to no one
in particular.

 

The end.
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