Tim Miller

The Last Idea


Our eyes met.  It happened in a run-down, grimy, filthy little hole of a place that some fool was trying to pass off as a coffee shop.  Sometimes I even drank the coffee there, forgetting that the fool who ran the place was me.  


He had been drinking the coffee, too, right before he had come back up to the counter to stare at me.  


He was a smallish man dressed in fairly ordinary casual clothing, but nothing else about him looked ordinary.  He couldn’t have been much taller than five feet, and his body looked like a short pole glued to a couple of yardsticks with a little furry ball stuck on top.  Only the ball had eyes, huge eyes.  Everything was small about him except for his eyes, those big blue eyes.


He stared at me and I stared at him.  They were funny eyes.  After a few seconds I realized what was funny about them besides their size.  The pupils were a strange shade of purple.


“Nice trick,” I said.


“Huh?” he replied.


“The eyes.  Nice trick.”


“The eyes?”


“The purple in them.  How did you manage that?  Special contacts?”


“Say, let’s make a deal.”


“What?”  I was startled by the sudden change in subject, if in fact it was a change in subject. However, I must admit that I was always intrigued by such hints of business propositions.


“I’m a traveling salesman or sorts.”


“I thought they were extinct.”


“Nay, nay,” he chastened cheerfully.  “Just endangered!”


“So what do you sell?”


“A good question.  A very good question indeed.”  He paused and his eyes flashed red.


“Well, are you going to answer it?” I asked after a few moments of silence and flashing eyes.


“My apologies!” he shouted, as if awoken from a trance.  “I sell ideas.”


“Sorry, not interested.”  I had had my share of experiences with his type and their fabulous “ideas.”  I said that unique business propositions interested me, but I wasn’t stupid.  “Care for another cup?”


“No thank you, but I really think you should reconsider.  My ideas could be worth anything!”

“Or nothing.”


“Of course!  But that’s rather the point, isn’t it?”


“Why would I want to pay good money for what could be a bunch of worthless ideas?”  The other thing that shocked me about the whole affair (the eyes are a given) was the guy’s honesty.  None of those types would ever have admitted that one of their ideas could potentially flop.  This one was different.  I knew he wouldn’t be one to use the phrase “a sure thing.”


“Who said anything about money?  You don’t have anything to lose and a lot to gain.  It’s a sure thing.”


The first statement he made confused me and the last irritated me.  I decided to act on the confusion and save the irritation for later.  “Just tell me what you’re talking about exactly.”


“But I already have!”  He looked oddly smug about it.  “I sell ideas.  For you I have an idea machine, guaranteed to manufacture all manner of amazing original ideas for your use.  Some will be great; others won’t amount to anything.  But the ones that work are worth the failures.”


“An idea machine.  How does this machine work, exactly?”


“Would you like a demonstration?”


“Sure.”


The short little man moved his hand to his chin and stroked it thoughtfully.  “I’ve got one,” he shouted triumphantly.


“One what?” I asked, even though I had a pretty good idea of what he meant.


“An idea, of course!  My idea machine just manufactured one!”


“I’ve already got my own brain, thanks.  I don’t need another one.”


“Oh, no, sir, you misunderstand.  The brain is a very inefficient idea machine.  The machine I am offering you is guaranteed 100% efficient.”


“That’s impossible and you know it, no matter what the machine.  I ought to report you to the Better Business Bureau.”


“Now, now, let’s not make preemptive judgments.  An older version of my idea machine clearly produced the idea of how to create a perfectly efficient machine, how to cut friction out of the equation.”


I was getting impatient at this point.  I let the irritation seep back.  “So are you going to give me a real demonstration of this miracle machine or what?  I’ve got other customers, you know.”  This was not quite true.  I had one other customer at that moment, a regular.  Good old Mr. Wu.


“Certainly!  Only…” he trailed off.


“Only what?”


“You have to buy the machine first.”


“Come on; that’s ridiculous.  You won’t sell a thing with that kind of arrangement.  Your sales pitch needs help, too.  There are too many obvious lies.”  I glanced over at Mr. Wu, trying to get him to come to my rescue.  He just nodded and smiled, refusing my pantomimed offer for a refill.


“Ridiculous?  What’s ridiculous is how stubborn and foolish you are!  You might be missing the biggest opportunity of your life!  This is an idea machine here.  It makes everything; ideas are everything.  You want blueprints, theories, concepts, solutions to problems, applied scientific—”


“How much?” I asked.  What can I say?  I give in easily, especially to shut people up.


He smiled toothily.  “The price is your… It’s going to cost you… You only have to pay… Well, to put it bluntly, your soul.”


“Funny.”


“No, no, sir.  It’s not a joke.  Your sole.  S-O-L-E.  I need a shoe from you.”

“Even funnier.  That’s a very bad pun and it’s hardly original,” I said, not losing any irritation.  “And no matter what you say, you were making a joke.  Start being serious or get out of here.  I don’t have time for pranks and games.”  

Very slowly I removed my right shoe and slid it across the counter.  “Let’s see the machine.”  I tried to stare him down, but the guy had purple pupils.  Purple!

 
“I accept your payment!  Expect delivery in one to two weeks!”  With that he was gone.  Gone.  Vanished.


So was my shoe.


Mr. Wu asked for another cup of coffee.


The package arrived in a week and two days.  I opened it and it promptly exploded. 


Or rather, it didn’t explode.  I was half-expecting it to.


I took the object out of the package with care.  I set it on the counter and stared at it for a while.


I should have known.  It was my shoe, sans sole.  Suddenly I began to think up some excellent ideas.  I thought about all the nasty things I could do to that salesman if he ever came in here again.  I hoped that wasn’t the point of his “machine,” to simply generate those sorts of ideas in an enraged buyer.  If it was, he had something wrong.


It was only 99% efficient.

