“The Vanishees”

By: Doug Coupland


One morning in the not-too-distant future, one percent of all the people in the world - 60 million moms, dads, brothers, sisters, dog-owners and friends—vanished.  The vanishing crossed all national borders, beliefs and religions.


Nobody understood how or why the vanishing happened.  All they knew was that the ones who vanished were either extraordinarily beautiful and/or extraordinarily intelligent - movie stars, Nobel Prize winners, fashion models and astronauts.


As can be imagined, the chaos and fear created by the event was extraordinary, yet after some months, daily life on Earth managed to continue in its way.  Crops were grown.  Factories kept working.  Newspapers were made.  New kinds of microwaveable snacks were advertised on TV.  Babies were born.


A year later, another one percent of people vanished, except this time there was no common thread.  The vanishees might just as well have been selected by having their names pulled out of a hat, and it was after this second vanishing that human beings realized that further vanishings might be on the way, and that checks had to be put in place so that if somebody, say, at the control panel of a nuclear plant went missing, the transuranium core wouldn't go critical.  Cars and planes developed systems to cushion the effect of a missing pilot or driver.  Factories learned to shut themselves off.  Canal systems and missiles were made as fail-safe as possible.


Sure enough, a year later another one percent of humanity vanished, and by this point, humankind was one seriously spooked species. It became hard for people to concentrate on anything long-term, be it a painting, the Olympics or a presidential election.  Beyond basic survival, life as we know it began to grind to a halt.


Then the vanishings came more quickly, until at the end of five years, only five percent of the people on Earth remained.  Curiously, much of this remaining five percent was composed of engineers and construction workers.


When the flying saucers appeared and the aliens landed, everybody was actually pretty happy, because now some sort of sense could be made of the vanishings, except that the aliens did no such explaining.  Instead they used highly tweaked pharmaceutical molecules as a form of mind control to turn young and old into a single-minded cult - the remediators.  Their goal was to remove every single trace that humanity had ever left on the planet's face.


Much of the great remediation was cosmetic, such as the systematic molecule-by-molecule deconstruction of cities and roads.  But it wasn't enough that buildings and roads be removed - they had to be removed in such a way that no ecological trace of them was left: wood was mulched and stones and rock and concrete were turned to dust.  Drywall was crumbled and used to deacidify lakes.  Boxes of insecticides and pesticides from garages had to be burned in a way that left behind no toxins.  The gravel and stone beneath railways and freeways was sifted and sorted and moved elsewhere in the continent where they made a natural sense in the landscape.  Graveyards and their coffins were erased, as were ski resort gondolas and Monet's garden at Giverny.  Of course the areas of larger cleanup were human traces such as garbage dumps, dams, and industrial and nuclear facilities.  Dozens of generations of humans were born and raised with just enough knowledge, and just enough will, that they could spend their lives sifting backwards through time through layers of household trash, construction debris and sludge.


Clans of remediators were formed around the sorts of cleanup skills they were assigned at birth.  The Aquamagnetics scoured the bottoms of oceans and lakes for metallic human evidence: bottle caps, car parts and submarines.  The Olivo-deSalinizers specialized in removing salt crusts from deep within the soils surrounding olive processing factories, often in digs that went down thousands of meters.  But to these human beings, linear time and pyramid-sized projects generated no awe.  All that mattered was the ultimate repair of the earth.  To eat only algae, rice and beans and fix the planet was the best possible gift a human being could imagine.


Many thousands of years passed, and one could look down at the planet from the height of a 747 and see nothing but pristine continents, and at that point, every pop can and cigarette butt and every piece of lead gunshot on the Earth's surface had been located and removed and dealt with.  The vast underground coal and asbestos mines in the northern hemispheres had been scraped clean and then been collapsed into themselves.  The Florida Everglades showed no trace of freeways.  Chinese hydroelectric dams might just as well never existed.  New York was a forest.


Every once in a while, a report would come in of a wedding ring located in the ocean off the coast of Greenland, or a nail hammered into the trunk of a thousand-year-old tree in Argentina; an emergency team would be dispatched, bit the heavy lifting had all been done.


Nuclear waste proved to be the largest problem.  The aliens refused to put it inside their spacecrafts, and they left the care of it to the engineers they'd kept behind, and to the subsequent generations of engineering overlords.  Some of the waste was fired into the sun.  Some was treated using deradiation techniques pioneered in the centuries after the vanishings.  Even

then, a further hundred generations of humans were required to dig and scrape into the planet's skin and remove and remediate all possible radioactive molecules, and the zeal with which they attacked this final chore would rival anything from any of history's purges or fatwahs.  And once humans were finished this detoxifying effort, their job was done.  As foretold in a piece of fake prophetic claptrap written millennia before, the last remediators dressed in cornstarch jumpsuits, then they scattered themselves out equally into the landscape where they swallowed an organic poison and melted into the ecosystem.


History was now over.  Human beings were over until…


…until early one evening, around dinnertime, when the original one percent of humanity - the movie stars, Nobel Prize winners, fashion models and astronauts - was returned to where they'd been plucked from the planet's surface.  They were left standing with their purses, briefcases and whatever they were wearing at the time of the vanishing.  They were given no rules or laws or guidance.  Earth, to them, was like a brand new 2003 VW Jetta but without an owner's manual.  

What would they make of it?  Would they trash it? Would they keep it clean and give it routine checkups? And meanwhile, the aliens, bored of babysitting human beings and playing

computer solitaire for 10,000 years, returned to their own home.
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