Everyone wants the ability to teleport from one place to another in an instant. But what happens if something goes wrong? And what happens if the government refuses to listen? A journalist on assignment visits a convention held by a fringe group who believes that teleportation has changed them—and he’s becoming convinced they’re right. Finalist for the Best Fiction Maggie Award given by the Western Publications Association.
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“God, could you find a duller way to travel?” asks my leggy companion, the luscious Ruth. She has this weekend off, and she insisted on coming with me on my assignment. It’ll be fun, she said, and then followed that up with, how can I know what you’re doing unless I come along with you on occasion? I listened to the logic of that, and now I find myself trapped in a 5’ by 6’ moving room with a woman who finds train travel passé.
Me, I’m afraid that the Amtrak trip up the mountain will be the best part of this assignment. I work for eight online editors, and all of them called me last week to ask for an article on the annual TVS convention. Such a uniformity of requests has only happened once before in my career, and that was when a woman that I sat beside in grade school, tormented in middle school, and dated in high school was inaugurated as president of the United States. Suddenly my memoirs had value.
Somehow, I doubt that this essay has the same sort of import.
I also had my doubts about bringing Ruth to kooksville and now, when we’re still two hours away from hour destination, I know I’ve made the Wrong Decision. She is lying on the bottom berth, her bare feet against the dirty plastic wall, her skirt pooled around her waist, and she is not thinking of sex.
Neither am I.
“I mean, we’ve been on this train for hours. How did people travel like this?”
They made love, they ate, they read books. But I do not tell Ruth that. She would see it as a slap, an insult to her great intelligence. In real life, Ruth is a receptionist for a lawyer, but she prefers to call herself a paralegal. She uses legalese, mispronouncing most of it, and pretends that she knows as much as someone who has a law degree.
I’ve never told her about mine. But then, why should I? It would ruin the sleazy nature of the relationship, the fact that I’m dating her for her deliciously man-made breasts and she’s dating me because I know the secrets of the universe.
She believes that’s because I’m a journalist. The old fashioned print kind, even though what we print is done online. I’m paid by the download, which is why I’m on this train trip instead of say, investigating the latest bombing in downtown Seattle. No matter how idealistic you start, you soon learn that it’s paranoia that sells.
Which is why we’re on a train instead of teleporting. There are no teleportation stations in this part of the Cascades. Rumor has it that the first teleportation technician who ventured into this part of Oregon was shot. Whether he lived or died depends on which rumor you believe.
Ruth knew we were heading into no man’s land when she decided to come with me, but the closer we get the less I believe she actually understood it. I think she thought we’d look at the crazy yokels and then go home.
I think I thought she could handle anything.
Check that. I think I knew, deep down, she was contemplating Marriage, and I wanted to convince her that breaking up was her idea. But that’s hindsight. Going in, I was simply concerned about the lack of sex.
“Once,” I say, gazing out the window at the snow beside the tracks, “this was the fastest way to travel in the whole world.”
“Yeah.” She flops an arm over her eyes, missing the deer that stand by a group of trees, staring at us. A 19th century vision in the 21st. “Sad, isn’t it?”
I’m not sure. I’m enough of a romantic to enjoy the view. I’m enough of a romantic to wish that she’d enjoy it with me.
***
The assignment, if you look at it historically (which is one of the few things that I’ve retained from law school, a sense of historical perspective), is a perennial: Go look at the fringe and report back to the masses. Around the turn of the last century, that meant going to carnivals and fairs to examine at the bearded women, the two-headed chickens, and the stillborn fetuses that looked like fish. In my grandfather’s day, a reporter on this beat might go to see the mysterious Area 51, thought to be a repository for Unidentified Flying Objects (things so familiar they were known by their acronym UFO) and for the little green men who flew them. Me, I get assigned the annual meeting of the Teleportation Victims Society whose own acronym is TVS, but who is known in newsrooms nationwide as TVSo?. I should’ve known I was in trouble when I tried to explain this little joke to Ruth and she’d stared at me blankly, not even threatening to smile.
The TVSo?s meet every year in Harbor, Oregon, which used to be a 1990s survivalist camp between Bend and Klamath Falls. The area’s only attraction, or so I could glean before I arrived, is that it has no teleportation station, and none is planned. If someone wants to travel in that part of the Cascade Range, they either have to go to Bend, fifty miles to the north, or Klamath Falls, over 60 miles to the south. Then they have to take whatever ground transportation is available, provided, of course, they can get it. Amtrak still serves this part of the country, partly because the sparse population can’t justify the teleportation system, and partly because the tracks have existed for nearly two hundred years. It’s the only form of public transportation between those two stations, and mostly it’s used by the low-income folks who can’t afford the cost of speedier travel.
I insisted on taking the train all the way from Seattle, over Ruth’s protests, because I wanted my experience at the annual meeting to reflect the experience of all the other TVSo?s. I had secretly hoped I’d meet a few of them on this ride, but Ruth has kept me chained to the room, demanding room service, and not paying for it in the way that I had hoped.
Still I manage to sneak to the club car once, and there I see exactly what I expect, a group of tired, smelly people, most of whom are too drunk to look at the magnificent scenery whizzing past. I realize that, in my new khakis and bomber jacket, I am overdressed and as conspicuous as a rich man in Olympia. No one will talk to me. They barely manage to look at me.
And, for the first time, I worry about how I’ll pull this assignment off.
***
I should say at this stage of article research, I always worry about how I’ll pull the assignment off. Even though what I write is dictated into my wrist-top, edited on a larger screen at home, and e-mailed directly to my editor, what I do is really not much different from the work, say, Mark Twain did almost two hundred years ago. He ventured out into places unknown and reported back.
Ernest Hemingway did that, so did Ernie Pyle, and Peter Arnett. The great journalists thrived in times of war. When there is no war — or no war America is interested in — we are stuck with perennials. And no journalist ever became famous by risking his life at a TVSo? convention.
I simply want to go in, find a few things that are amusing, see if I can discover the secret behind the victimology, and return to home base with all parts intact. I know that, by Sunday evening, I will have a story. I’m just not sure if it’s the kind of story Hemingway would have dispatched from Spain.
In fact, I know it’s not the moment the train pulls into Harbor, Oregon.
***
When Ruthie and I get off the train at the small white station nestled against a snow-covered ridge, we are greeted like visiting royalty. I made no secret of my job as a journalist, but it’s really Ruthie they want to see. It seems, on the e-slip she sent with her fee, that she listed her employment as she always does.
A paralegal and a journalist. We are a dream couple for the TVSo?s.
I am not the only journalist in this place. Every major television reporter, radio commentator, vid producer, and holotechnician is here to record the loonies in action. I am one of the few print people, and the only one with enough awards to make me semi-famous. Every TVSo? wants to tell me his story, to introduce me to little Jonnie or Suzy or Uncle Billy, and to show me what makes them different.
When I get off the train, I realize I am not ready for this. The grasping hands, the slightly desperate gaze. I insist on going to the hotel before meeting people, and Ruth gives me her I-can’t-believe-you’re-doing-this look. That’s when I realize she’s not upset about the location or the people. She’s upset that I want to leave them. She not only relishes the attention, she believes she can give these people advice. She doesn’t realize how dangerous the situation can be. She’s with the only people in the world who might take her seriously. I grip her arm and follow our host to the Compound, our hotel.
The Compound was the former survivalist’s camp, and looks it. The outbuildings are made of wood hammered together by people who clearly didn’t know what they were doing. The main building, where the restaurant and gift shop reside, was once a ranch style house, built in the mid-twentieth century, complete with front-facing garage. The building had been added onto, once during its survivalist camp days — that was evident by the concrete bunker in the back — and once by the hotel, the brass and wood facade that tried to make everything upscale.
Our room isn’t really a room. It was cabin Number 8. A plaque on the door tells us that it had once been used by the house’s original owners as a storage shed, and was remodeled into a cabin when the camp started in the early 1980s. The plaque tells us proudly that eight people lived in this space; I’m wondering how Ruth and I will manage for a weekend.
The room is square, with an area carved out for a bathroom with an ancient shower and plastic tub. The sink has motion detectors instead of computer controls, and the toilet actually has a handle for flushing. Ruth is charmed, but I wonder if that will last into the middle of the night, when one of us stumbles in there and initiates the gurgle and grunt of the ancient plumbing.
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