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I COULD'VE BEEN A NOBODY

 

AS A MATTER of course, besides keeping it simple, James Smith had no plans for his life. Sure, he dreamt big after taking in a high-budget action flick or a summer blockbuster. Then he’d go home, go to sleep, and wake up normal.

Normal did not involve an alarm clock, though he had one from when the trust said he had to pursue a college education. Thanks to said trust, normal did not involve a career path or soul-crushing work. Normal was showering, grabbing a box of Franken Berry, and heading down to the basement of the house in Reno he inherited from grandparents he never met.

Monthly money hit his account. 

Utilities and subscriptions auto-deducted.

Life on rails.

Until last Thursday’s delivery.

The annual small box wrapped in deep blue paper peppered with festive birthday hats arrived. 

It was a Timex.

It was always a Timex.

His birthdays had a way of sneaking up on him.

As usual, he’d refuse delivery. James had forgotten the jewelry store’s name, but the good people there would accept the parcel back and return the money to the trust fund.

Another box sat next to the Timex. Wrapped in bright orange with a single thin reflective ribbon around the center. In daylight, it could not be missed.

His eyes narrowed in concentration. There had been a second box of varying loud colors when he turned sixteen, eighteen, and twenty-one.

Was today another type of landmark birthday?

Yeah. He’d turned twenty-five. James smiled.

The second boxes were always worth opening. The one for his sixteenth birthday made him aware of biological ties. His eighteenth birthday gave him the deed to the house and made him aware of the trust fund as long as he went to college. The one on his twenty-first birthday excused him from the trust fund’s higher education requirement.

He brought the birthday boxes in with his four weekly boxes from Amazon.

The orange box warmed his hand like the sun did his body through the basement window between two and three in the afternoon–if the day wasn’t overcast.

He clicked the razor from the box cutter he always used to open boxes and searched for tape or seams.

There were none.

Somehow, it had been shrink-wrapped.

Used to puzzle games, he knew where the opening was concealed. “It’s behind the ribbon.”

James placed his finger on the cool reflective strip. Before he could get the razor close, the box popped like a large packing bubble, making the seam visible. As though he held an open can, the smell of peaches filled his living room.

The box played a birthday song mostly unfamiliar to him.

He lifted the top half to discover a large red button built into the bottom half.

James checked under the lid for a message or one of the miniaturized birthday cards that were usually tacked there.

Nothing.

Just the button.

“Why not?” He shrugged and pressed it.

 

+

 

JAMES DIDN’T KNOW  exactly where he was, but the view of the Sierra Nevada Mountains made his mouth hinge open. The angle was off. He was too high, but the view of the mountainside was similar to what he knew of the Truckee Meadows. The scent of peaches stuck with him for a moment before being overtaken by strong, freshly cut Granny Smith apples.

“The Senior? Is that you?” Slow movement of distorted white forms, like giant humanoid clouds, registered on the glass reflection. “The James Smith?”

Upon hearing his name, his eyebrows began to ride up his forehead. James turned.

Five people—three females, two male—looked back at him. An oblong plastic oval showed their eyes like a weird superhero uniform, but everything else—head, body, and feet—were covered in the white spandex-ish suits. A scuba-like regulator covered their mouths, and a thin, straw-like hose connected them to the ceiling and moved with them.

The closest extended her hand back, and the other four moved away. “Is that you, The James Smith?”

Not meaning to, his eyes wandered over her thin body and then to the other skinny people. The ceiling and floor sported the same white one-foot square bathroom tiles. Their hoses ran along the black where the grout would be.

Like an observation deck, all the walls were glass.

“My name’s James Smith.” He could not recall from school which range was more to the north; Tule and Virginia Peaks were behind them. “What the hell is going on?” 

“The Doctor Sarah Cruise.” She placed her hand over her heart and bowed slightly. Sarah then motioned to the windows. “Welcome to the future, The James Smith.”

The apple air began to take on a spiced and baked smell. His stomach growled.

“Welcome home.” Sarah placed her hand over her heart again. The other four mimicked the motion. “We are wearing the protection to protect ourselves from germs that may have come through time with you.”

“How far in the future am I?”

“Two hundred years.” She clapped her hands. A mask connected to a tube like theirs lowered near him. Wide enough to cover his mouth and nose, there wasn’t an apparent way to secure it to his head. “The year is twenty-two fifty-two.”

Her eyes seemed kind, but his gut did not like not being able to see the rest of her face.

“How do you know who I am?”

“Property records.”

He looked to the mask. “What’s this for?”

“Your lungs are full of trace amounts of uncured, twenty-first century acute respiratory infections. That is to extract and contain them.” She presented her hand and, counting from her pinky, offered a list. “ARIs like: the tuberculosis, the diphtheria, the rubeola—“

James interrupted, “What’s that?”

Sarah’s head tilted slightly.

The other four also had a twitchy reaction to his question. 

Her head came back to center. “Are you going to apologize, The James Smith?”

He shrugged. “For what?”

Sarah crossed her arms, her head tilted expectantly. The other four rattled rapid requests for her to forgive him.

“The Senior does not know.”

“The James Smith could not possibly know.”

“The Founding Father did not mean insult.”

“The James Smith cares about you.”

Her arms remained tightly folded. Her chin lowered slightly and she spoke in slow syllables. “Are you going to apologize?”

His eyebrows drew into a knot. “I can’t apologize for something I don’t know I did.”

Sarah worked her arms loose to count from her pinky. “You interrupted me.” She paused, looking at her next finger as she touched it. Sarah swallowed. Her voice came from deeper in her throat. “You did not apologize.”

Was she about to cry? His eyebrows untangled before rising with his mounting confusion.

Her voice quivered as she gripped her middle finger. “And it is obvious you do not care.”

James rocked back on his heels. This had changed from starting to go well to going poorly fast. “Sarah, I didn’t intend to…”

Visibly relieved, the four behind her exhaled as though they had held their breath against the world falling apart. And now, with the day saved by their actions, they let the breath out.

He trailed off to keep from actually apologizing.

Sarah nodded slowly. “I will accept that, The James Smith.” She cleared her throat and pointed to the mask. “Shall we get on with the detoxification process?”

Uncertain, his eyes went between her and the mask. He had questions, but they weren’t anything he could not ask with the mask on.

Like the box, it was warm to the touch.

Like the box, it smelled of peaches.

Like the box…

James struggled to find a third comparison, but his thoughts began to jumble and his body felt dense. Heaviest of any individual part of him, his eyelids closed.

 

+

 

HE WOKE TO THE SMELL  of peaches with the taste upon his lips. By far his favorite scent and flavor since childhood, recent negative associations made it lose some ground to apple.

Groggy, James opened his eyes. Posters and bagged comic books were tacked in all the right places. Enough clothes for the last four days lay where he would have peeled and dropped them on the way to bed. His bookshelves of televisions series he loved lined the opposite wall.

He was back in his bedroom, but it didn’t feel like his room. It was more like what someone thought his room would be like. A replica.

A warm, triangular piece of plastic covered his nose and mouth. Placing his hand on it, his fingers followed a thin straw-like tube down off his bed. Rolling over, he discovered it was connected to a small miniature oxygen tank. The tank sat in the middle of his old school backpack, which had been tossed on the top shelf of his closet. It had not seen the light of day since his last class four years ago.

Or two-hundred-and-four-plus years ago.

Not as pudgy as he had been, he rubbed his stomach and called, “Hello?”

No one replied. 

James zipped the pack closed around the tube. He went to hitch it onto his back and discovered a nub of a tube on the middle of his forearm. This one was bright green and taped.

He had seen enough hospital shows and movies to recognize the IV. Not currently attached to anything, he kept from disturbing it as he hitched on the backpack and went to explore beyond his bedroom door.

Disturbingly, everything through the house was in place. The most recent–for him–Playboy on the toilet. His superhero magnets on the refrigerator. They even had his collection of Box Tops for Education bin on top of the refrigerator.

Everything was in place, including the Amazon boxes with the small blue and bright orange boxes next to his front door.

The annual blue Timex box remained unopened.

The bright orange button-box sat empty.

“Hello?” He tried again.

No reply.

James opened the front door and stood there.

The view matched his memory of a late summer afternoon. A few leaves turned brown around the edges. Occasional birds chirped. Traffic played on the major street behind his house, and somewhere, someone was having a barbeque. Full of fluid, the growl for ribs and grilled hotdogs deep in his stomach expressed itself in a muted gurgle.

Hell, they even had Gerald’s lowered



























































































































































































OPS/CoverDesign.jpg
CHRISTOPHER

WAILSO

AUTHOR OF UNSEEN, UNSUNG

201LYy

YOU HAVE MADE IT
0 A E SNE Xl By Bl

YOU HAVE

TO CONTINUE HEESS

COUR:

YOU HAVE MADE 151 HAVE

PRESS PLAY PIRIZSS

SCI-FI

[BVE DEEN

N\

201y

MADE IT

TO THE NEXT LEVEL

RIRERNS SRS A @

PLAY

TO CONTINUE

201y

MADE IT

PLAY

TORCONTINUE TO CONTINUE

OBODY

THE PATRON






OPS/CouldveBeen140209.t.jpg
| Couwn've BeeN
A Nosony

CHRISTOPHER WATSON

rrrrrrrrrrrrr





