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Standing in front of the shower at exactly 7:15 am, as usual, he stepped out of his light blue, polyester-blend pajamas. Without the support of his bulgy frame, the pajamas heaped to the green bathmat like a sheep suddenly unzipping its wool coat and leaving it there in the pasture. Clem Vanderbos’ hairy belly rubbed against the shower curtain as he reached in to turn on the water. His wife sometimes not-so-good-naturedly joked about his stomach being first to every party. Clem chose to ignore these remarks. First, he was already aware of the deteriorating state of his body. Second, they rarely went to parties. He grimaced as he hit an ingrown toenail on the edge of the bathtub.

It was going to be a big day at the office, and Clem wanted to make sure he looked as spiffied-up as possible. He soaped himself up twice and went over the fine details of the day in his mind. A large supermarket chain was opening several new stores in the greater Cleveland area and the CEO of the chain contacted the fabrication plant that Clem worked for to see about ordering some new display racks. The chain’s corporate office wanted a sales representative to be sent over so that the details could be discussed and a bid generated. The store openings were on an expedited timeframe and corporate expected to make a decision on the bids it received by the end of the week.

Clem remembered the flush of the moment when his boss said that he could have the account if he won it for the company. Clem had worked for Sam George’s Big Racks for seven years hoping to land a break like this, and now it was his. He would get that big account! His anticipation was not even slightly tempered by his suspicion that old man George had only tossed the opportunity his way because the Begman’s Supermarket chain would likely never give its business to a company as small as Sam George’s Big Racks. True, the company had grown considerably since its merger with Westside Custom Racks, but it was still a bit player when compared with the fabrication companies that normally served companies like Begman’s. In some estimations, Sam George’s Big Racks was only an unnecessary piece of gravel in the diamond mine of the fabrication world. But this is what fueled Clem’s fire more intensely than anything else. Create a chance where none exists! Build a hope when no one believes! Why, old Sam George might even make him a full partner! Anything was possible!

After lathering up the second time, Clem placed the exhausted soap on its plastic tray and rinsed himself off. Today would be the turning point in the life of Clement Vanderbos. No doubt about it! Things would be different from this day forward and he wouldn’t feel a bit selfish in savoring every single minute of it. He didn’t want to tempt a karmic backlash, but he did feel like he kind of deserved this bit of good fortune.  He had never yet managed to have any great successes at work. Truth be told, he hadn’t yet managed to have what others would probably call great successes in life, either. Oh sure, he’d raised a couple of nice children and he owned his house outright. He had been married to Eunice for over 30 years and they got on reasonably well. These were the sorts of things that people said you should consider accomplishments and that should be enough for a fulfilling life. People said that, but Clem felt like that’s what successful people said to people who lacked real success. It didn’t actually make you feel better.

Clem turned off the water and smoothed back his scant hair with his palms. It was 7:22 am when he grabbed the edge of the shower curtain and pulled it back. “Clink-clink-clink” went the familiar sound of the metal rings hitting each other and sliding down the metal bar. “Clack,” they hit the end and a pudgy hand grasped out for the towel . . . which, strangely, wasn’t there.

For fully a minute Clem stood breathlessly suspended in his own personal Twilight Zone – the bathtub. He definitely did not belong here, unless Eunice had managed to remodel while he showered. The bathroom he presently occupied was not full of prescription bottles, half-squeezed tubes, and furry floor mats, but was instead almost clinical, with white tile floors, white plumbing fixtures, and a soft, white light framing a mirror reflecting white walls.  

At first he thought he’d somehow woken up in a hospital, except for one thing: standing in the doorway was an expressionless boy of perhaps ten or twelve. The boy held something black and tube-like with an array of dials and knobs attached to its surface. The object looked too space-age for Clem to identify, even though he’d seen Star Wars several times. The boy seemed to be examining the tube and then Clem saw him frown. 

“What are you doing in my bathroom?” Clem demanded, still not convinced it wasn’t his. The boy stared pointedly at him and Clem, suddenly realizing that he was naked, snatched the shower curtain hastily and covered himself with it as well as he could.

“It’s my bathroom,” the boy corrected, not moving. He had light brown hair, trimmed up over his ears, a pointy chin, and dark brown eyes. He wore a green tee shirt and blue jeans. 

“Oh? Are you the new Buck Rogers?” Clem amazed himself as this joke spilled out. Normally he wasn’t the kind of guy who made jokes, especially under such circumstances. Eunice blamed it on his solemn upbringing. She was sure that if his parents had been alive at the time, they would have been the original Puritans. Clem did not agree. He told her that there was simply seldom anything funny that actually needed to be said.

“No, I don’t know him.” The boy replied. “My name is Tommy. And you aren’t what I ordered. I don’t know what happened.” He studied one of the dials again.

“I’m not what you ordered? What do you mean that I’m not what you ordered?” None of this made any sense to Clem. His mind was racing. Maybe he’d had that heart-attack his doctor had been warning him about and maybe he was in a coma. He’d hoped he hadn’t died. That would be just his luck right before his big break. He also didn’t want heaven to be nothing more than a white bathroom.

“Well,” Tommy began to explain, “I bought this interdimensional time blaster so that I could order up whatever I want. That’s what the ad promised – anything I want. So I ordered a gorgeous girl with a big rack, but what I got was you.” Tommy then looked at hairy Clem Vanderbos again. “How did I get you?”

“I couldn’t tell you for sure, but obviously that thing is not very accurate.” Clem thought a minute. “Well, maybe it’s because I work for a company called Sam George’s Big Racks. That sounds a little like ‘gorgeous girl with a big rack,’ but we make display shelves and racks for businesses. We don’t have girls that, um, you can order. Maybe that thing got mixed up?” Tommy did not look convinced but continued to inspect his blaster. So Clem spoke again.

“Listen, Tommy, I really don’t know what’s going on here. I don’t know if you’re real or if this is just a dream or who knows, but on the off chance it is real, I have to go. I can’t stay here. I have an important meeting today and I can’t miss it. So please just send me back to my own bathroom or tell me how I get there myself.” Tommy shrugged and set the black tube up against the bathroom wall. Clem involuntarily jumped back, nearly pulling down the curtain rod.

“It won’t hurt you,” Tommy said. “You don’t have to be afraid. And I just got my blaster, so I haven’t figured it all out yet. I’m not sure how to get you back. I wasn’t really planning on sending anyone back. I’ll have to read the instructions.” There was a pause. “Oh, shoot. I left them at Billy’s. You’ll have to wait until I can get them from him. He should be at school today. I’ll call him and make sure he brings them.” 

“Oh, no, no, no,” cried Clem. “I need to go home right now! I don’t have time to wait for all that.” 

“Well, let’s go see my parents then. But we should get you something to wear first. Wait here.” Tommy disappeared into the hallway. Clem felt cautiously optimistic. Yes – the boy’s parents! That should help. They should understand the gravity of the situation. Clem imagined himself being received with horror by the child’s parents and, after profuse apologies, they would scold their mischievous son and send Clem home immediately by whatever means possible. 

A few minutes later, Tommy came back dragging what looked like a bedspread. It was covered in brown cowboys riding brown bucking broncos. It reminded Clem of wallpaper he had in his bedroom as a child.

“Here you go.” Tommy handed Clem the edge of the bedspread. Clem merely stared at it stupidly and Tommy dropped it on the floor where Clem’s own pajamas should have been.

“I’m not going to wear a bedspread.” Clem said finally. 

“It’s either that or the shower curtain. My mom will get mad if I take down the drapes.” Tommy replied. 

Rather than argue at this point, Clem stepped out of the bathtub and tied the heavy bedspread toga-style around his ample body. It hung uncomfortably to his knees and he winced at the humiliation. Tommy led Clem out of the bathroom, a cold blast of air hitting Clem’s ankles as he followed. At the end of the hallway, Clem could see a woman setting a glass-topped table with placemats and napkins. She looked over and saw Tommy and Clem.

“Oh, Tommy, what did you do?” She admonished with a frown. “I only have enough breakfast for the three of us. Couldn’t you have waited?” The woman, who Clem assumed was Tommy’s mother, was rather pretty, and had Tommy’s fine brown hair and pointy chin. 

“Yes, Tommy. Your judgment should have been better.” This time it was a male voice from out of Clem’s field of vision. Shortly, a tall man of comparable age to the woman came toward the table, emerging from what looked like a family room. As he walked, he pulled at a pair of white shorts that appeared too small. They were binding around his crotch and he subtly swung out his left leg a little as he picked the fabric out. By contrast, his polo shirt seemed to be two sizes too big for him. He looked like he had been athletic at one time, but the horizon of middle age was definitely upon him.

“Name’s Taylor Grively,” the man stuck out his hand and Clem let go of the bedspread long enough to shake it. The hand was clammy and Clem resisted the urge to wipe his own hand on the bedspread after Taylor released him.

“Clem Vanderbos,” he replied. “I’m really sorry to intrude, but I’m not even sure why I’m here, and I’d like to go home.” Taylor looked at Tommy.

“Did you try out your blaster this morning?” Taylor asked and Tommy nodded. “Didn’t I tell you to wait till after school?” Tommy nodded again. “Well, why don’t you go ahead and send Mr. Vanderbox home? It sounds like he wants to go home.”

“I don’t know how yet,” said Tommy. “The instructions are at Billy’s.” 

“It sounds like we just need to get the instructions from Billy’s.” Said Tommy’s mother. “I’ll call over there, but can we eat breakfast first? I don’t have enough for a whole new breakfast if this gets cold.” Her question was not really a question and the male Grivelys immediately took their places at the table. Resignedly, Clem pulled out the extra chair and sat down.

“That’s an interesting outfit, there Mr. Vanderbox.” Said Taylor, smiling. “You definitely have your own sense of style.”

“That’s my bedspread,” Tommy interjected. The elder Grivelys looked at each other.

“Oh, well, then by all means Mr. Vanderbox should be able to keep it. I’m sure it doesn’t look half so good on your bed.” Said Taylor.

“Vanderbos.” Corrected Clem, although he wasn’t sure why he bothered.

“What now?” Taylor cocked his head slightly at Clem.

“Vanderbos is my last name. You can call me Clem, though.”

“Oh, sure! So, tell me, Mr. Vanderboos, what line of work are you in?” Taylor flashed his perfect, white smile as Mrs. Grively began serving up three plates from a steaming casserole dish. Each of the plates received two of what vaguely resembled fried eggs. The flat, grey ovals glistened under the light hanging over the table, reminding Clem of raw oysters. 

“Not again.” Tommy mumbled and took a piece of dry toast from a small stack next to the casserole dish. 

“I, uh, am in sales.” Clem replied, trying to keep from recoiling at the breakfast. Tommy poked at one resilient mound with his fork and it slipped away. He then began listlessly chasing it around his plate.

“The eggs are too hard again.” He said mostly to himself. His mother shook her head.

“The soy extenders don’t mix well with the egg powder. And then even a minute too long in the pan and they become rubber.” 

“Sales, huh?” Taylor nodded approvingly. “That’s a good trade to be in. Boy, I remember when I wanted to be a salesman. I was just a kid. Selling is fascinating stuff to me, Mr. Vanderboos. Handling rejection is such an art and such a confidence builder. Do you really know how to manipulate people so they’ll buy things from you?”

“Well, I don’t think I manipulate anyone. I just sell them display racks if they want them. I’m sure you could be a salesman. It’s really not that hard.” Clem responded. Taylor laughed, which came out initially as a snort.

“Oh, that’s right – I forgot you’re not from here.” Taylor hid his mouth behind his fingers as he swallowed. “There’s really nothing to sell, Mr. Vanderboos. It was all sold years ago. We get everything we need now from the World Council. If we can’t get it directly from them, then we go on one of the trading sites and see if we can’t get what we need that way. For example, we get food boxes every week delivered right to our doorstep. Everything we need to eat like royalty for a whole week – right on our doorstep, courtesy of the Council!” He flicked his fork at the feast before him with a flourish. Clem was confused.

“Really? But why? Why can’t you go to the grocery store?” He asked.

“Bad for the planet, of course! We were on the path to destruction, Mr. Vanderboos. We were ruining the earth by making too much stuff and the wrong kind of stuff. The planet was going to incinerate itself for one thing. If we had kept on as we were going, none of us would even be here right now. So we all pulled together.” He stabbed at the oily egg and held it up with his fork. “See this? Mostly mealworm flour, with some soy extender.” He then lifted the toast. “Mealworm flour with soy milk.” Clem blinked.

“Why so much mealworm?”

“Because it’s good for the environment, of course! Well, no, that’s not true. Pretty much everything is bad for the environment. That’s why we don’t make things anymore. But mealworm flour is not as bad as other things, like wheat flour, and soy milk is better than milk from cows. If you’re allergic to mealworms, they’ve got cricket flour instead. The Council has done studies on what is least harmful to the planet and it produces just those things so that we can eat them.” 

“Do you have fruits or vegetables?” Asked Clem.

“Oh, sure, we do! They’re just freeze-dried into capsule form. That way very little can go a long way. People get what they need, Mr. Vanderboos. They most certainly do.” Taylor seemed to become more engaged as he talked. He put down his fork and leaned in Clem’s direction. “Truth is, Mr. Vanderboos, we’re kind of winding down human existence on the planet anyway. Humans are just no good for the planet. We’re a parasite, a blight. The estimate is that we should see the last of the humans in about 100 years or so. There are restrictions on whether you can have kids and no couple gets more than one if they get any at all. But that’s partly why it’s so genius the way everything works together. Since we’re winding down, we don’t need a lot of new stuff made or food produced. There aren’t a lot of jobs outside of the Council governing pods, but that’s okay because we don’t need much, as I said. I work two days a week doing logistics for the Westchester governing pod. There’s lots of logistics work.” Taylor sat back with a satisfied smile. Clem felt a pit in his stomach.

“Winding down? You mean humans are working to go extinct?” His voice cracked at the end.

“Sure, Mr. Vanderboos, sure – but that’s okay! That’s a good thing! We weren’t doing the earth any good, anyway. And nobody that’s alive is expected to kill themselves or anything. You get to live as long as you like!” Responded Taylor. Clem felt sick and said nothing. “Yes, the genius of it, the genius of it. You may wonder what is going to happen to all of the buildings and the roads and everything as the population shrinks. Well, as the population has been shrinking, we’ve been concentrating the population in certain areas more and more. The places that aren’t needed anymore get demolished. That provides some jobs, too.”

“Demolished?” Said Clem. “You mean, you just tear everything down?”

“Yep. Tear it down, dig it up, whatever is needed. We’re returning the earth to nature, Mr. Vanderboos.” Taylor winked. “Now we do keep large warehouses close to population centers. They’re full of whatever is still useful from the demolished areas – we call them restored areas, like furniture, office supplies, clothing, appliances, that sort of stuff. We’ve got so much stuff, we never have to make any more. If you need a bed, you just put your request in and you get one from the nearest warehouse.”

“You don’t get much choice about what you get.” Said Mrs. Grively softly. “I hate walnut. Seems like all we ever get is walnut. I remember my mother had a beautiful teak . . .” But Taylor Grively began talking again, as if his wife had said nothing.

“It’s the best of all worlds, Mr. Vanderbot.” Taylor beamed. “It really is. It feels good to do good things for the planet.” Clem found himself not breathing.

“But, well, it seems to me that you might have the technology to save yourselves. I mean, if you can invent something like that black tube your son has, you should be able to solve other problems. You shouldn’t have to go extinct.” Clem said hoarsely. 

“It’s not a matter of just solving problems, Mr. Vanderbot.” Said Taylor, nonplussed. “That’s not the point. We humans are the root of all problems. Without us, there are no problems to be solved. That’s the point. It took a while to get everyone on the same page about that, well, almost everyone, but here we are! From here on out, it’s just logistics and that’s saying something. There’s genius in timing everything so that there will be just the right number of humans to turn the lights out, so to speak.” As Taylor Grively nodded his agreement with himself, a knock came at the kitchen door and it opened slightly to reveal another boy, peering around it, into the kitchen. The boy’s hand was waving a paper pamphlet and he stared at Clem as soon as he saw him. Tommy jumped up from his chair and went to the boy.

“Is that him?” Whispered the boy hoarsely as Tommy took the pamphlet.

“Yeah, that’s him.” Said Tommy.

“How’d you end up with him?”

“I don’t know. I’ve got to figure that out. I’ll see you at school.” Tommy shut the door and then sat down at the table with the pamphlet. He looked at Clem. “The instructions,” he said with a little shake of the paper. “Mom called Billy’s. He’s just down the street.” Clem was suddenly shaken from his horrified reverie at all that he had heard. He hadn’t even noticed that Tommy’s mom had left the table or made the call.

“So you can send me home now?” Clem turned his full attention to Tommy. Tommy flipped a couple of pages, hesitated over a paragraph and then nodded his head.

“Yeah, it looks like it’s pretty easy.” Tommy got up and motioned for Clem to follow him. Eagerly, and without remembering to say good-bye, Clem followed Tommy down the hall and to the bathroom from whence Clem had originally appeared. For a moment he was acutely aware of all of the opportunities that were packed into his present situation, if, indeed, it was real. It could be a big adventure that he could maybe construct into a bestselling book later. It could lead to an idea for a business that could turn all of this around. At the very least, maybe he should stick around a bit longer and try to figure out where it had all gone wrong and he could then explain it to people when he got back. But it was not to be. Clem felt panicked at the thought. He had never been able to pull off even a decent-sized rack sale. How on earth could he ever pull off saving the world? Anyway, he was pretty sure this was not real. He was just a struggling metal rack salesman from Cleveland and, realistically, the best he could hope for was the Begman’s account. 

Before he stepped back into the bathtub, Clem turned and looked sympathetically at Tommy. “Listen, son,” he said, “I really am sorry about how things are right now wherever or whenever this is, but I really do have to get home. I’m not the guy who can save anything. I’ve only got this one chance to make a big success for myself and I can’t blow it.” Tommy shrugged.

“It’s okay with me. You heard my dad. Humans are just a problem for the earth. There’s nothing for you here. There’s really nothing for any of us.” 

Clem got back into the tub, this time without stubbing his toe, but still clutching the bedspread. He looked at Tommy, who looked back at him. Clem suddenly saw something overwhelmingly sad about the boy’s face, but before he could think to say anything the boy pointed the tube at him.
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Clem awoke on the green bathmat in front of the bathtub, his head aching profusely. Within moments, the door swung open and there stood his Eunice in all of her morning glory. 

“Oh, dear, Clem! Are you okay?”

Clem blinked and felt his head. “I think so.”

“It sounded like just a terrible fall,” Eunice clucked and bent down to him. “I thought for sure I’d come in here and see blood everywhere.” She examined his head closely. “Looks like we won’t need an ambulance.” Eunice smiled and Clem looked into his wife’s eyes for the first time in perhaps ten years. The dark circles under her eyes were heavy, and though never what you would call pretty, her eyes were still that soothing shade of green.

“Eunice, I’m never going to complain again.” Clem began, the words stumbling out anxiously. “I don’t care if we never have any more than what we have now. I even hope our bathroom stays just like this forever. I don’t have to become a partner with old Sam George. I’m just happy with what we’ve got, because we’re happy, right? We’re happy and that’s all that counts.” Clem clung to her arm and she smiled back at him.

“Of course, you silly goose. Now put some clothes on or you’ll be late. You have a big day
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