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Rat Town 
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The Land of Opportunity

I landed my first job in a well-known section of the city they called Rat Town. 

Rat Town was so-named because of the large number of both large and small rodents that dwelled within its borders. 

Humans are habitual creatures. Therefore, we no longer minded stepping over various piles of garbage when walking down the street. But when one of the piles started to move it would still creep us out. There's no getting used to that. 

One block away from my workplace, massive silver highways crisscrossed the sky like metallic latticework created by the insane. 

The visuals changed dramatically as I walked into the musty-smelling echoey parking garage. Stringy goopy things left by odd flying creatures hung from the low beams. It reminded me of Halloween without the treats.

Down the dank cement stairwell, dim fluorescent lights would be buzzing. This was the entranceway to my private office.   I was the chief accountant for a refrigerator warehouse. I was the chief accountant because, being the only accountant on staff, no one could object to the title. I knew it would look good on my resume. 

I also gave myself an occasional raise commensurate with my imagined responsibilities.  

If my job had just been counting the refrigerators on the warehouse floor my job would have been easy. Because after six months working there I never saw a refrigerator leave or enter the building. Some of them were coated in cobwebs. 

In the shadowy corners where rats roamed and skittered and scattered, arachnids became extinct. Rats eat arachnids. Rats would also eat cockroaches, crickets, mealworms and ants. So actually, excluding the rats themselves, the warehouse itself was quite clean. 

I lived on the south side of Rat Town before I made enough money to move to the north side. One thing I learned living on the south side—if you leave your apartment to go to work at six a.m. and someone is approaching you while hunched over, talking to himself, with a hoodie covering most of his face, don't ask him if he wants to share a cab. 
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Seacliff


A Town With No Sea, No Cliffs
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I love moving from time-to-time and becoming a completely different person in the eyes of others, until I believe myself to be what new people believe me to be. It may have been one of the reasons I was flung into the past from somewhere in the future.  

My new town was hundreds of miles from Rat Town and all it stood for, and was falling down from.  

The name of the town was Seacliff, although no sea nor cliff lay within its borders. It was topographically as flat as graphene, and landlocked on all sides by a number of towns that didn't lie about their names.   

What so many of Seacliff's pleasant but rather dull-eyed citizens failed to realize—although the mystery would have easily been solved by a trip to the local library—was that the town was named after a rich settler of yonder-year, Jonathan Joseph Seacliff Jr., son of Jonathan Joseph Seacliff Sr., an oil baron from southern Texas. 

It's unknown whether or not Seacliff saw the irony in naming a flat sea-less town Seacliff. But I can't imagine it didn't at least cross his mind, from the little I learned about him. Otherwise, how would the future citizens know whether it was named in his honor?

Seacliff Senior left all of his money to his secret lover instead of his wife and namesake. The lover lived hundreds of miles away in a desert cactus-infested hamlet called Rivertown. That's a story I will leave to the infamous Rivertown family. 

Anyway, I procured a job as bookkeeper and accountant for the Seacliff Hotel. I bought a nice black suit to look the part. 

In the future there are no suits, by the way. Once in a while, I remember things like that.  

3

The Apparent Nonexistence of Trickster Clowns

Growing up in this, my past life, I am left with a number of salient memories. I remember I could see the rooftops of the neighboring houses from my childhood attic room. They would have looked quite beautiful if we had been living in southern France, or Italy, or Greece. But I grew up in a town where each roof had a rusty antenna and a number of missing roof tiles.  

If I squinted hard enough I could see bird droppings splattered like white paint drizzles. Some new. Some old. Many droppings were bespeckled with dark berries. These were gifts, like little bombs, dropped from the ugly birds of spring— families of crows. They would caw all day and congregate on the telephone poles near evening.  

I would stare out my window constantly as a young boy. Daydreaming would become my trademark. I was kidded about it mercilessly. Sometimes it seemed like I was living in a parallel world from my parents. Which I found out later, when I knew more about time, I was. 

For example, my father might be in the car and ask me to run up to get his wallet from his bedroom dresser. I would happily go bounding upstairs, wanting to please him, but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn't find it. I would search the entire room, befuddled but determined. I would eventually look under the bed, then dejectedly end up wandering around the bathroom in a final attempt to be thorough. Maybe it was in the shower?

When he turned off the car engine and made his way up the stairs to ask why I was taking so long, and why I was looking in the shower for his wallet, I would explain to him I’d looked everywhere else. 

Without speaking, he would point to his dresser, and, where just a minute ago the wallet was nowhere to be found, there it was in plain view. Thick, brown, leathery, stuffed with ones. There was no mistaking it. 

The only assumption I could make at the time was that it was visually under the control of trickster clowns from the future. How else could it appear and disappear at will? 

It was around that time that my family realized I was not quite normal. I was a spacey oddball kid that seemed uninterested in school, or making friends, or wallet hunting. They spent many a worried night wondering what to do with me, contemplating how I would survive this world by the time I was twenty. They also kept insisting there were no such thing as trickster clowns. 
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A White Whale Coincidentally Named Alice
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In third grade, my divorced parents remarried. But then in fifth grade my mom, Alice, died from something my dad didn't want to talk about. He was either heartbroken, or maybe didn't quite know what happened. Or maybe it was his fault. I never asked. 

Anyway, each night, back when I was in third grade with two parents, just before bed I would look through a book my mom bought me. It was a book with pictures of different species of dinosaurs and whales, along with your garden variety of elephants, hippos, and rhinoceroses. It was called The Biggest Animals Ever, By Far.  

In fifth grade, I began to have a recurring dream about a white whale that lived in a river. 

Perhaps I was unconsciously recalling the future, where white whales flourish. I named the whale Alice but I assured myself that it wasn't because Alice was my mother's name. That was a coincidence. 

Alice would swim up to me and eat right out of my hand. She was so gentle. Almost like a mother. She would sit with me on the rocks while I looked through my Big Animal book with her. Sometimes she would point out strange ones, like the Giant Sloth, and then admonish me that I hadn't cleaned my room the day before. She was very helpful. 

She helped me with my math too, and to this day I believe that's one reason why I became an accountant. 

Anyway, Alice the White Whale was quite beautiful, and I assumed she, herself, would someday be added to The Biggest Animals Ever, By Far book, because she definitely deserved to be in there.

5

Irrefutable Proof I'm From the Future

My mom loved airplanes. She was born in 1936, the year the first commercial flight flew across the Pacific Ocean. When my mom was a teen, airplanes turned into jets. When she was in her late twenties, they turned into rockets. On the thirtieth anniversary of Neil Armstrong landing on the moon, she died. 

The last thing she said to me in the hospital was this, I remember it quite clearly: "The future is yours to see, Shelby." 

She had the strangest look on her face, almost as if she was revealing a secret. 

I didn’t understand what she meant until much later.
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As the Beginning Quickly Ends, the Ending Slowly Begins. 

—From Me in The Future

Life is filled with apparent coincidences. Exactly twenty years to the day after my mother died, I met Amelia Adams. 

Amelia was a stewardess for an airline that had a fleet of very old planes. It carried discount-minded passengers to distant islands like Fiji and Iceland, as well as offering a flight that only departed once a month. It landed on a small secret runway on the island of Tristan da Cunha, which is the most isolated land mass on Earth. It was a must-see for many. 

I met Amelia at the Seacliff Hotel. She was checking in after a long half-filled return flight from Tristan da Cunha. And she didn't seem real happy about it.   

I had wandered out from my little dark hole the hotel called  an office to look for a pen that worked. I saw her standing at the reception desk and was shocked by how beautiful she was—this was my opinion. 

She looked stunning and statuesque in her dark blue stewardess pants suit. Her dark hair was pulled back tight, so her entire face was framed in light, mostly coming from the hotel's recessed bulbs, which at 150 watts were turned up far too high, but management didn't seem to care. Her TWA-red lipstick, recently re-applied, reminded me of the kind of glamour you only see in movies, or read about in books like this.  

She walked right over to me and smiled, just at the very moment I'd found an entire desk drawer full of pens.  

I crumbled to my knees and went unconscious. 

Fortunately, being a stewardess, she had been trained to fake some level of compassion when faced with fainting strangers. When I opened my eyes, I saw her face swimming above me. 

She took me to the bar to get me some water, but I ordered a chocolate milkshake instead. As a rule, don't order a milkshake in a bar. It's like ordering a burger and fries at a sushi restaurant, or to be culturally fair, Unagi at a Burger King. But because I worked at the hotel, the milkshakes in this
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