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The point of origin stories is that everything starts somewhere, whether it’s the story of an individual life or the fall of a great civilization. Even the apocalypse will have had a starting point. 

My own story began with the fear that I wasn’t right in the head. In truth, the society around me was sick, but how could I know that? I had just arrived here and was busy dealing with the stress of sibling rivalries, youth sports and the decline of public education. For practical reasons, I assumed that all the adults around me had the big issues covered. They had drivers’ licenses, jobs and families, and valuable life experience unavailable to me as a child. Some were teachers and doctors. Some were consultants and lawyers who helped corporations evade the law. Some were my parents. 

These were the responsible members of society and beyond them was a line of ancestors stretching back to the discovery of fire. They had gotten us this far, so they must know something, but I was still young and naive. I read superhero comics and still kind of believed in Santa Claus. Back then, I even thought that if I closed my eyes and wished hard enough, that I could fix my dad. 

The truth found me where it usually stalks its innocent victims, adolescence. Puberty struck and everything seemed to change overnight. I began to perceive a vast bankruptcy of ethics and everywhere saw the fault lines of their dissembling rationales. Those “responsible adults” were all making it up as they went along. I learned about normalization and came to realize that the long march of progress has often been the long march of accepting things that should have bothered us more. 

The good society revealed itself to be a shiny illusion hiding systems of inequality and injustice operated for the benefit of the few. Everything seemed at once grubby and contingent. Even ordinary objects became unreliable. I worried that simple things like screwdrivers or staplers might suddenly reveal themselves to be something else entirely. I didn’t know what to believe in anymore.

It was in this place of absolute disillusion that anger and dissension took root in my heart and the future opened up before me. Yes, I could do what everyone does: form a temporary rebellion out of hedonism, overindulge the circuits of pleasure before sobering up and making my peace with a world built on suffering and deceit. I could accept my inevitable defeat and the long rot of responsible adulthood. 

Or I could bide my time and wait for cracks to appear.
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I can only tell you this, the shopping carts move themselves around the city at night. They paint their wire cages into vague but perceptible patterns across its many zones and neighborhoods. They sing discordant notes of disorder from sidewalks, greenbelts and stormwater ponds. 

Is there an intelligence to their movements, a meaning to how they position themselves for the next day? Might there be a malevolence at work?

The answers are not immediately clear, but while the city steeps in its own ignorance, I watch and map their movements.
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My volunteer work offers purpose I haven’t found in the typical workplace. The office I used to work at was not so bad, but the pay was bunk and they treated us like interchangeable grunts. 

As I recall, a lot of it had to do with processing forms, cross checking against benefits data, and issuing determinations, or something like that. We dealt with a lot of appeals, though. People constantly challenged our decisions. Sometimes they’d figure out how to find our phone numbers and they’d call and plead with us, crying on the other end of the phone about financial problems, lost jobs and sick spouses, as if the company’s business model considered human misery relevant. 

For the most part, though, the shifts were easy. It was the sort of work you could do in your sleep. You’d just sit in your chair for eight or nine hours, becoming one with the furniture as your fingers stabbed zombielike at the keyboard and your mind sloughed off into the computer. 

The end of the day always felt like coming out of a trance. Like waking up the morning after a bender, staring into the blank space of your memory and hoping you hadn’t hurt anybody. Details of the day’s work often eluded my grasp, as if they had been dreams that couldn’t survive the waking life.

My cubicle mate Phil had this thing he would always say at shift end: We aren’t really living any more. We’re just killing time.
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The variations in the patterns are subtle and exquisite. The shopping carts - or whoever moves them - do not broadcast their intentions. The clues are so faint as to be figments. I must be careful not to imagine patterns where there are none. Sometimes the shifts are as subtle as a cart facing west at 47 degrees at nine p.m., and 48.5 degrees the next morning.

I would have liked to have written a software program to analyze the shifting locations and to detect patterns and broad themes, but that is not my background. Instead, I work with large butcher blocks of paper, drawing locations with green and blue pens and depicting changes through fragments of red string that follow the cart locations like a store detective.  

The world is full of uncertainties in this day and age, but I am certain that the shopping carts will eventually reveal their secrets to me. They want me to know.
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My childhood home is not far from the basement where I track and map the movement of the shopping carts. My parents moved us around a lot due to my father’s work and a succession of legal issues. Misunderstandings, he called them. By the time we arrived in this city, he had outgrown some of the instability of his younger years and we spent the next five living in the light blue, split-level house in a neighborhood of similar, middle-class homes with manicured lawns and an ambient atmosphere of strangled dread. 

To be completely honest, the new neighborhood was too rich for our family. We were as out of place as rats at a dinner party. My dad boasted that he got a “screaming deal” on the house, owing to some unnamed tragedy involving the previous owners.

I never did like that house. The walls dripped with ghosts all night long. 

When I moved back to town, I went to find our old house, but I got lost on the way. I ended up in an empty cul-de-sac that butted up against a storm pond with twenty abandoned shopping carts inside. Some were rusted and broken and had obviously been there a while. Those nearer the street were more recent arrivals and in better shape. Their plastic parts had not yet faded from the elements and the store names were still legible.

I got out of my car and walked among the carts in the empty, grassy depression. There was a faint but distinct buzzing in my ears whenever I tilted my head to one side or the other. A secret transmission trying to find me across a vast distance, or so I imagined. I moved about the dry pond, seeking connection but failed and eventually gave up and left.
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I sought connections through other means. Bama answered the call and arrived at my house one night wearing impenetrable, dark sunglasses, his Apocalypse Shades, as he calls them. He has been selling me various powders and tinctures for several years and as drug dealers go, he is discreet and professional. Plus, he delivers. Bama has told me at different times that he is ex-military intelligence, a priest on the run from the Knights Templar and a former grad student in Philosophy. When you add them up, his claims seem like they could be lies, chaff tossed in the air to throw off radar, but even in their totality they aren’t so impossible that they couldn’t be true. 

We sat in my kitchen at the small, round table. He is a big man with broad, rounded shoulders and a grim face that says he’s already thought about all the ways the present situation could go sour. 

“The 20th century is a walk in the park compared to what’s coming,” he said as he removed a pre-weighed baggie with a gray, powdery substance in it and slid it across the table to me.

“The 20th Century? I was born there but I don’t remember it,” I replied, looking at his shades and trying to remember what his eyes looked like. Were they brown? Green? I thought I must have seen them at one time.

“Do you mind if I do a bump?” he asked, withdrawing another bag from his black jacket and gesturing with it. He poured a small amount on the table’s smooth surface and crafted a line using the edge of a business card.

“Table’s clean,” I said, offering an assurance he did not require.

After two vigorous snorts, he removed his shades and dragged the palms of his hands over his eyes and up the forehead. They were brown eyes. Very tired brown eyes.

“Rough night?”

“All conflict is only conflict with oneself,” he said. “But I had to kill a man with his own knife on the way here. He thought he could get the jump on me and thus expropriate some of my wares. I don’t know if he was real, or a projection of my own inner struggle.”

There was no blood, but I didn’t want to take a position on the validity of his own experience, so I bumped a few lines of my own.

“I saw you Monday night,” Bama said, breaking the pleasant glow of our stoned silence. “Over by the old Safeway store. Must’ve been three in the morning. You looked...preoccupied.”

“That wasn’t me,” I said after measuring his statement against my memory. “I was in bed.”

“Uh huh.” He sounded unconvinced.

By the time he got up to leave, Bama seemed to have made up his mind about the nature of struggle.

“I no longer fear my dreams,” he told me at the door. “All the monsters are out here with us.”

“Not all of them,” I countered, giving voice to a fear that had begun to resolve itself into something more like hope. “Not yet.”
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People want to name their monsters. They need someone to blame more than they need to understand root causes. They invent scapegoats to conceal complex problems and vengeful gods to make everything better.

Remember back when every other article you would see was of the variety millennials are killing X? There was nothing us young upstarts couldn’t ruin. We were accused of destroying everything from bowling to real estate, and the traditional family. They even worried about us reading Ted Kacynski’s manifesto, as if we might become fixated on trying to topple human civilization through the US mail.

This odd generational reflex seemed to me nothing more than a defense mechanism to avoid acknowledging their own culpability in badly screwing up the world. They know what they’ve done and fear judgement.

Me? I wasn’t killing anything back then. I was just minding my own business, marinating in the maelstrom of uncertainty that is the 21st Century, and growing more doubtful that reality could stick the landing. It did get me thinking, though, that perhaps even a powerless millennial might find ways to nudge things along.
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The carts sang to me. In their locations and relocations, they chanted a litany of comings and goings, the paths of the city’s poor as they moved groceries between stores and their apartments, the movements of the homeless, ferrying their dwindling possessions from refuge to refuge. In all of it, the carts refused to stay where they were left. 

The more data I got, the harder life became, though it wasn’t clear if this was a product of the carts’ patterns, or simply a fact of the accelerating collapse of society.

The loneliness of this life was excruciating. Caught between a crap job, debt and the cost of living, I began to feel like something less than human. Work and worry consumed my time and energy. Stock phrases of the workplace began to colonize my personality. In social situations, I found myself saying things like, you got this, we’re in this together, and that’s where the magic happens.

I was like a plastic bag that had been swept up by the wind and abandoned in the bare canopy of an old tree. Like such a bag, both created and discarded by the forces of economic progress, I had to hang on and wait to see how this would turn out. 

Sometimes while passing by a mirror or a window, I would catch my reflection and find myself surprised by the person staring back at me. Who are you? I would hear, but I couldn’t tell whether the words came from my head or the reflection.

I began to experience auditory hallucinations at night after my field surveys, when I was exhausted and left chasing thoughts around my skull. The first time it happened, I was watching TV late at night when I should have been in bed. I nodded off while staring at the screen and chunks of dialogue flew away and dissolved in the air. Scenes shifted abruptly.

“Dave! Dave! Dave!” a voice called at me from my left. Of course, there was no one there when I looked. The sound had seemed so real, and yet I knew it must’ve been coming from my own mind. I went to bed then, but the hallucinations came back on subsequent nights. The words were different each time and so were the voices. Often, they came to me as urgent whispers or overheard snatches of conversation.

But where were these conversations being held? In my head? In a hidden room? Or maybe on the other side of a black hole?

I began to suspect that my waking reality was only part of the picture in the movie of my life. I was a fly in my own kitchen, listening in from high up on the wall but understanding little. 

Sometimes I awoke from a sound sleep into my auditory hallucinations and found the words clear enough that I could write down what I heard. The pad of paper I keep by my bed has the following lines written on it:

Do I have enough teeth.

There is no antidote for the night.

This world and all the others.

Someone knows what this means, but it’s not me.
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My shopping carts have gone wandering again. I was out until ten last night taking measurements and photos, and then back again early this morning. Sometime between, they built a large circle spanning half the city, its shape diffuse, but legible to those with knowledge. The thought of who or what might do these things continued to trouble my mind and I felt compelled to investigate despite my exhaustion.

The circle is wide, ranging from Hacker Street on one side to Patton on the south, and from east to west, from 20th to Second Avenue. Following a hunch, and knowing that geometry is an ancient language, I walked inward trying to locate the center of the circle as the morning’s gray light began to falter. All around me the city was returning to its own form of consciousness, welcoming the narcosis of daily life and its numbing wholeness. The cars and their wretched commuters paid no attention to me as they rolled by. I was as unremarkable as another abandoned shopping cart.

Under dreary, gathering clouds, I passed a murder of crows sitting high up on some utility wires and if I thought they might be a harbinger, they assessed me and found me innocuous. I often wonder what the urban wildlife thinks about us, our buildings and roads, and the frenzied pace of life. I think they must recognize how strange and ruined we have made the world and probably wish for our demise. Meanwhile we putter on, driving back and forth, working and shopping, pushing our carts from store to lot as if we were getting somewhere. I suppose the Dark Ages didn’t know they were dark, either.
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At the center of the carts’ wide circle, I found a wetland overgrown with a meadow of long, green invasive grasses. There had been a storm recently that had flushed a tide of stormwater into the pond. As the water receded, it drained to the middle of the wetland, leaving the tall grasses to fall to the ground, all pointing inward towards the center. They looked like a crowd of green bodies that had all fallen over dead in the midst of prayer. The scene suggested a reverence for the fantastic, the promise of answers to be provided.

There was one shopping cart there at the core of things, on a small, raised island of bare, gray soil and exposed roots, surrounded by a thin pool of black stormwater smelling faintly of hydrocarbons. The cart stood upright with its child seat extended, holding a menu of found items, like a shrine. There was a child’s doll, naked to its pale plastic flesh, one eye a hollow socket. There was a rolled-up poster, rough at both ends, its layers melted together by past rains, and a small treasure of items that could easily have been deposited by crows. Among these were a rusty pocketknife, various metal lids to missing jars, a keyring full of keys, two screwdrivers, scattered coins and human teeth, a small stapler, and a large number of metallic pieces that I could not identify.

The ancient Mynac cults believed that arranging the correct order and organization of ordinary objects could generate arcane energies to bridge worlds. Their priests worshiped ancient gods known as the Dark Ones who, according to their beliefs, when properly summoned, would return to this world and usher in a ten-thousand-year heavenly reign. They would do so by flensing the flesh from the bones of the non-believers and laying waste to the wicked cities of men. 

I wasn’t sure how I came to know this, and though the words felt unreal and contrived as I uttered them, I believed they must be true. 

The dull, gray clouds that had earlier promised rain changed abruptly, bulging and boiling from some internal disruption, while gathering ominous shadows. A low rumble like slow motion thunder began to reverberate through the sky and the surface of the water trembled in kind. Directly above the laden shopping cart, the foul cloud bank swelled insistently toward the earth as if straining under a growing force. My mind reeled with dark outlines of many-limbed leviathans slouching forward, following the sound of my name. Somewhere distant, I felt the movement of great blocks of stone moving against each other. The air was charged with electricity and my hair lifted and danced in the storm of it. The wetlands’ fallen green zealots trembled where they lay, anticipating the coming.

If it still seemed fantastic that a certain configuration of shopping carts and ordinary household objects could generate such energy, the whispers of long dead Mynac priests reassured me, just as they must have guided me during somnambulant nocturnal journeys. 

All beginnings come to their end, they hissed inside my head.

The door was opening and there would be no harbor for the unbeliever. The vast planetary sick of human civilization was doomed to rubble and gutters run red with blood. 

Above me, the wretched sky groaned then turned to a scream as that sepulchral vault split apart revealing the bloody red flesh of the future and its many hungry mouths.
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“You have the most delightful twins, Ida,” Mrs. Paulson beamed as she rested her stout forearms onto the wooden fence that separated the Paulson’s yard from the Baker’s yard. It was a hot Tuesday morning in late June 1956. 

“Thank you, Mrs. Paulson,” Ida Baker smiled and looked over her shoulder at her twin boys, Oliver and Archie, playing with their toy cars under an Oak tree. Their fourth birthday was coming up in September. It was still months away, but Ida had already planned to invite all the neighbours for a big barbeque. It would be the perfect opportunity for her and Wilbur to meet their new neighbours. After Wilbur’s promotion to deputy station master at the Emoryville Railway station last June, the Baker’s were able to save enough money to build the three-bedroom suburban home of their dreams at 25 Cedar Lane.

As Ida pinned another of Wilbur’s work shirts to the rotary washing line, she saw out of the corner of her eye something black dart into the hedges next to the house. 

“Did you see that?” Ida asked.

“That’s Mrs. Rafferty’s cat,” Mrs. Paulson said. “Well, it was Mrs. Rafferty’s cat. She was a widow in her eighties, passed away about three months ago. Since then, her cat has been skulking about the neighbourhood. It didn’t want to be caught by her children when they came round to clear out the house. Believe me, they tried. The cat must have a bit of a wild streak in him. But beautiful, oh my, you could win prizes with that cat, for sure.”

The cat stayed half-hidden behind a large red geranium bush, with only a set of round black front paws and the tip of a shaggy tail peeking out from beneath the shrub. 

“But how does it survive, if no one takes care of it?” Ida asked.

“It gets scraps here and there from the neighbours. Plus, I suspect it’s a fine mouser. Of course, you’re more than welcome to take him in, if you want to,” Mrs. Paulson said with a smile. 

Mrs. Paulson’s youngest grandchild, five-year-old Lisa, was playing with the Paulson’s latest pet, a basset hound puppy. Ida could hear it bark and squeal in the background.

“I would have to talk to Wilbur about that.” Ida turned to hang up more laundry. She tried to act coy, but the possibility of getting a cat filled her with pure delight. She had fond memories of Lucy, the cat she had as a child. It was brown and grey, with white paws. It would sleep by her every night and explore the garden with her in the afternoons after school. She had secretly always wished to have another cat. But Wilbur was more of a dog person, so she doubted that he would approve of a cat. 

“You know this isn’t the first time this cat has been left without a family. Terrible tragedy, what happened to the Nelsons,” Mrs. Paulson said, shaking her head.

“Why? What happened to the Nelsons?” Ida asked, turning the rotary washing line to hang up a blouse. The washing line made a drawn-out squeak in response.

“Housefire. The entire family perished. John, Mona, and their four beautiful children.” 

“Good heavens!” Ida said.

“But that’s not even the worst of it.” Mrs. Paulson leaned further over the fence, as if to share a secret that would just be between the two of them.

“Mrs. Dacomb, whose son is a firefighter, said that he had told her that it looked like the family died before the house caught fire. The sheriff ultimately put it down to an unattended candle that tipped over, but I don’t know if you can trust that carouser to know how to spot a murder even if it happened right underneath his nose.”

“A murder? Here in a small town like Emoryville?” Ida asked in disbelief. 

“Don’t be fooled by appearances, my dear. We live in a fallen world. One Peter, chapter five, verse eight says: the devil walketh about as a roaring lion, seeking whom he may devour. We must constantly be wary of the evil around us,” Mrs. Paulson said.

At that moment, the shrill ring of a Western Electric telephone sounded from Mrs. Paulson’s house.

“I must go, but speak to your husband about the cat. I think the twins would love a playmate,” Mrs. Paulson said









[image: ]





[image: ]





[image: ]
















[image: ]
















[image: ]













[image: ]







[image: ]




















[image: ]






[image: ]













[image: ]




















[image: ]












[image: ]















[image: ]



















































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
lﬂl-;s “There is a byway between reality
END and dream. A transit we call...":
PRESS, )

AUG
25

NO.

‘22






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





