Oregon provides the setting for all five stories in this collection. The stories range from the whimsical “The One That Got Away” to the moving “Patriotic Gestures.” The collection also includes “The Amazing Quizmo,” “Going Native,” and “The Moorhead House.”
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I think of myself as a Midwestern native, even though I am not. I was born in New York State. I have now lived in Oregon longer than I have lived anywhere else. I often joke that my entire life’s saga has been about moving west until I ran out of land. In 1995, I moved to the Oregon Coast. The Pacific Ocean is across the highway from my house.
I call myself a Midwestern native because my family lives there. My parents, grandparents, siblings, nieces and nephews were all born there. The older generations are buried there, and the younger generations populate Wisconsin, Minnesota, Iowa, Indiana, and North Dakota.
As rooted as I am in the Midwest, I am really not a Midwesterner any longer. I’m not polite. I don’t say “you’re welcome” after someone thanks me. I grunt in acknowledgement, the way that Pacific Northwesterners do. I dress down even when I’m supposed to dress up. I like mild weather. I hate mosquitoes.
I also love this state. Oregon is unusual in a variety of ways. We are a northern state, but our weather is, for the most part, mild. In the western part of the state, snow is a phenomenon.
We have mountains, forests, rivers, lakes, desert, and something called a Gorge. It’s a cut through the northern part of the state that allows the Columbia River to flow through it, and it has a weather system all its own.
In fact, it takes the weather announcers eight to ten minutes of the newscast to predict the state’s weather, because we have so many different climates. It might be snowing on top of Mt. Hood, but raining in the Willamette Valley and sunny on the Oregon Coast.
Our government is equally strange. Our legislature meets once every two years, whether we need it or not. When I moved to the state, no mayor got a salary except for the mayor of Portland. The rest “volunteered” their time. If you want to defeat a candidate or a ballot measure, prove that their funding comes from out of state.
When I moved here, the semi-official motto of Oregon was “Welcome to Oregon. Now leave.” It’s not semi-official any more, but it is still a motto. Those of us who stay eventually stop feeling like outsiders. We know we’re part of the community when we start complaining about the “foreigners”—and by that, we don’t mean people from other countries. We mean people from other states.
As you can tell, Oregon has seeped into this Midwesterner’s soul. So I write about the state regularly. The stories in this collection are all set in Oregon for a reason. I needed something particularly Oregon in order to tell the story.
In “The One That Got Away,” I needed a casino that tolerates strange locals. So I placed the Spirit Winds in a town that doubles for many of the coastal towns, the fictional Seavy Village. (I’ve written other stories and novels set there.) I know coastal casinos tolerate strange locals because I live on the coast, and the only thing that keeps our casino in business in the winter is—you guessed it—strange locals.
“Going Native,” is about a fictional national experience, but the crazies that my journalist visits have their convention in Eastern Oregon—because lots of wacky people gather up there, primarily for the privacy, which the TVSo?s would want.
“The Amazing Quizmo” takes place in Portland, the state’s largest city. Portland has bike messengers, an active bar trivia community, and lots of underemployed smart people. I suppose I could have set it in New York City, but New York is too big for the quizmaster to know everyone who frequents trivia quizzes.
“Patriotic Gestures” happens in a made-up bedroom community of Portland—a place that once had its own identity but is slowly being swallowed by the folks from the big city. You’ll see why such a place is essential to the story.
Finally, “The Moorhead House” takes place in another fictional Oregon community, this one in Oregon’s Willamette Valley. The liberal valley has the largest population in the state. Oregon’s three largest cities are within two hours of each other down the I-5 corridor. “The Moorhead House” takes elements of all three cities and makes a new city, but one with a very Oregon flavor.
I hope you enjoy the stories set in my adopted home state. If you do, keep an eye out for more stories from Oregon. I’ll have another short collection of Oregon stories relatively soon. I have no idea how many Oregon stories I’ve written, but I know it’s a lot.
—Kristine Kathryn Rusch
Lincoln City, Oregon
July 12, 2010
# # #
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It happened at the Thursday night blackjack tournament, and we were miffed. Not because it happened, but because of when it happened. And to get to that will take a bit of explaining, both about the tournament and about us.
There are about ten of us, and we call ourselves the Tuesday/Thursday regulars because we never miss a tournament. The local Native American casino — the Spirit Winds — held an open tournament every Tuesday and Thursday. Anyone could play if he put up twenty bucks, and if he won, he got a share of the pot. The pot consisted of the buy-in fees, and the buy-back fees plus another hundred added by the casino. The casino made no money on the tournament. The game was a freebie designed to get people into the casino — and it got me there twice a week.
Me, and nine others. There were more regulars than us, of course, but we were the ones who never skipped a week. I was a pretty good player — I’d made a living counting cards in the mid-seventies — and I’d swear that Tigo Jones had professional card-playing experience as well. Five more of the regulars played basic strategy, and the rest, well, they relied upon luck or God or their moods to supply their strategy. It worked for them every once in a while.
In blackjack, you learn to honor luck.
The good players just try to minimize it. They try to rely on skill. But luck can win out, in the end, if you’re not careful.
On most nights, pot’s only worth about two hundred to the winner, a hundred to second place, and fifty to third, with four dinner comps to sop the folks who made it to the final round. What that means is that there’s good money in this for me and Tigo because we place every four tournaments we play. A few regulars are losing money each time they play, and about five — those basic strategy guys — are giving their gambling fund an occasional shot in the arm.
It’s all in good fun, and we’ve become a family of sorts — the kind of family that barflies make or old ladies make when they work on church social after church social. We look after each other, and we gossip about each other, and we tolerate each other, whether we like each other or not.
We also know who’s crazy and who isn’t, and, except for Joey, the kid who is pissing his inheritance away twenty dollars at a time, no one who shows up for the blackjack tournaments at Spirit Winds is crazy.
Or, at least, that’s what we hope.
***
That night, I noticed a few strange things before I even made it to Spirit Winds. For one thing, the ocean was so black it was impossible to see. Now, the ocean is never black. It reflects light — and even if the sky is completely dark, the ocean isn’t because it’s reflecting the light of nearby homes. In fact, I like the ocean on cloudy nights because it has a luminescence all its own, a glow that makes it look alive from within.
The second strange thing was that there was no wind. None. Zero, zip, zilch. We usually have a breeze in Seavy Village and often have more than that. The ocean again. It is a major part of our lives.
And the final strange thing was the power outage that swept through the neighborhoods like anxious fingers pinching out candles. I didn’t know about that until later — the casino has back up generators — and if I had known, well, it would have made no difference.
I would have been at the tournament anyway.
I have nothing better to do.
You see, I call myself retired, but really what I am is hiding out. I’m good enough to play in big tournaments, but when Spirit Winds holds its semi-annual $10,000 tournament, I’m conveniently out of town. That way, I don’t have to fill out a 1099, and I don’t have to show three pieces of i.d, and all the correct tax information. Because I don’t have three valid pieces of i.d, and I haven’t filed taxes since 1978, the year I fled Nevada with the wrong kind of folks at my heels. I moved too fast to get any fake i.d., and so I lived off cash for far too long. By the time I had settled down, I didn’t know anybody in that business any more. The government had closed the loopholes making fake ids simple for anyone with half a brain, and I really didn’t want to put fingers out to the criminal element, since it was the criminal element I’d been running from.
I confessed to a local banker with hippie sympathies, let him think I had been underground since my college activist days, and had him set me up a checking account. It’s amazing what a man can do with a checking account — the lies he can tell to get him a real life in a small town.
But it couldn’t get me a driver’s license, nor could it get me a credit card. I still use cash much of the time, and a lot of that cash comes from my safety deposit box in the aforementioned bank. The gambling at the small casino is just incidental. I figure I’m old enough now that no one would recognize me and my problem is so out of date that the folks who were looking for me are either dead or in prison. But I have learned to be cautious by nature. I don’t rub anyone the wrong way.
And I never, ever call attention to myself.
***
The tournament was big that night, bigger than it had ever been. Later I learned the reason: the power outage. The casino was packed on a Thursday because much of Seavy Village had lost their lights, their heat, and their cable. I had been in the casino since mid-afternoon. I’d been on a roll at one of the regular tables, parlaying my lucky hundred dollar chip into six thousand. Normally that puts you in tax declaration territory, but I would get five hundred on one table, then pocket it, and move to the next. I was hot that afternoon, and it felt good.
Lucky streaks are important. Knowing how to maximize them is even more important, and that’s what I was doing. Perfecting the old skills.
When I reached six grand, my brain shut off, and I decided to replenish it with food. I had a solitary dinner at the buffet, and then wandered to the tournament tables.
There were a lot of unfamiliar faces around the table, and I was burdened with a small fortune in chips, stuck in my pockets and my fanny pack. I couldn’t take anything to the car because I didn’t have one, and I also didn’t have time to walk home. I’d been in that situation before, and I’d learned not to be too friendly. The last time I’d told one of the regulars about my run and a pit boss overheard. I had to spend a good fifteen minutes making a show of losing the money at various tables.
Normally the pit bosses don’t tell on me. They tolerate me and Tigo and the other local professionals. It’s the out-of-towners they kick out of the casino. Oregonians and their dislike of “foreigners.” Gotta love ’em.
That night, though I wasn’t taking any chances. I leaned against one of the slot machines and smoked a cigarette, adding to the thick, slightly bluish air already growing around the tables. The casino is new and modern, — no tokens for slots, only cash and cards — high ceilings, good traffic flow. The place feels more like a spa than a casino, especially the casinos of my heyday. I still miss the chink-chink of tokens as they clink out of the machines. I’m not sure I’ll ever get used to those electronic beeps. But not even the modern recycling system was taking care of the cigarette smoke. In a blue-collar town like Seavy Village, card players get nervous when more than $50 is on the line.
That night, forty players had signed up for the tournament, and the pot tipped a grand for the first time since the casino opened.
***
I’ll leave out the detailed descriptions of the rounds, although I can recite all of it, every card, every bet, from the first round, the semi-final round, and the buy-back round. I know by what percentage Tigo beat the odds when he doubled down on eighteen and got a three. I know the exact moment luck abandoned Cherise and it wasn’t when she drew a twenty to the dealer’s twenty-one. I even know that I made a small mistake on the twenty-ninth hand, and if the cards hadn’t gone my way, I would have been out — deservedly so — and it would have peeved me to no end.
I rarely make mistakes.
I can’t afford it.
No. I won’t say much about the game except that tempers flared early, even among the regulars, because of the amount of money on the table. And people left angry when they were eliminated because everyone could taste their share of the pot.
When it came to the final hand, only the players and the regulars were left.
Tigo and I were on the table, of course, along with the idiot Joey whose luck was running better than usual, and Smoky Butler who was a dealer at another casino on the other side of the coast range. The rest of the players weren’t regulars. Two were bad betters and even worse strategists who managed to get the right cards at the right time, and the other one was a black-haired woman who’d caught all of our attention.
She looked like she should be in Monte Carlo, not Seavy Village, Oregon. She wore a black cocktail dress cut in a modified v that revealed more cleavage than I had seen in years. Her hair was pulled into a chignon and over it she wore a cloe hat complete with small veil. Her lips were dark red, and she smoked a cigarette through a cigarette holder.
And she wasn’t lucky.
She was good.
Almost as good as me.
The cards were running hot and cold that night, and our pal Joey’s luck ran out first. He was off the table in five hands. Then we lost the first of the two bad betters. The second was holding in, but not worth our time. He was out by the eleventh hand.
The rest of us, though. The rest of us had a game.
For our buy-in, the casino gives us $500 in tournament chips (which you can’t carry to the real tables) per game. The winner, of course, is the person with the most chips after fifteen hands.
By end of the eleventh hand, I had fifteen hundred eighty-five dollars in phony chips.
Tigo had fifteen hundred seventy-five.
Smoky Butler had fifteen hundred and fifty.
And the woman, well, she had two thousand even.
For the first time since I’d left Nevada, I was in a blackjack game where everyone knew how to play. That meant they knew how to draw cards, they knew how to bet, and they knew strategy.
I damned near licked my lips and rubbed my hands together in glee. Instead, I crouched over my chips as if I were protecting them from prying eyes.
We all put out our bets.
The lady put out a hundred.
Smoky put out a hundred and fifty.
Tigo a hundred and twenty-five.
And me, a hundred and fifteen.
Then Rosco, the dealer, began the hand. I was first base ( a revolving position), and he gave me an ace of clubs.
Followed by an ace of diamonds for Tigo, an ace of spades for Smoky, and an ace of hearts for the lady.
“They should be playing poker,” someone said from behind me.
Rosco gave himself a three of hearts. Then he reached toward the shue for my next card.
At that moment, the lights went out. The place was pitch black except for several small red dots made by the tips of a hundred cigarettes. I fell across my cards and chips, and Rosco yelled, “Freeze!” to the tournament players. The pit bosses were yelling and the dealers were shouting orders, and some old lady near the slots was wailing at the top of her lungs.
All the time, I kept thinking that this shouldn’t be happening. It couldn’t be happening. The casino had generators. They should have kicked in. (At the time, I didn’t know they’d already kicked in, which meant that they shouldn’t have gone off — at least, not all at once.)
Then the lights came back up, or I thought they did, until I realized that the overhead lights in the casino were white, not green. Everyone looked as if they were peering at each other through a fish tank. Even the mystery lady looked green. She was holding her cigarette holder over her chips, and glaring at us all angrily, as if we had caused the problem.
The pit bosses were looking mighty scared. I don’t know how much money they had to protect, in chips mostly because the cash disappeared into slots beneath the tables, but I knew it was a lot. And there were more civilians in the casino than pit bosses. Security guards had stationed themselves near the casino banks, and other employees had fanned themselves around the room.
I had never seen anything like it, but it made sense. The casino had to have a drill policy for all types of emergencies.
The place was hot and smoky and everything was green. I kept my hands over my chips and scanned for the source of the light.
As I did, a wind came up. First it licked my hair — or what’s left of it — and then it cleared the smoke. At first, I thought the air recycling system had turned back on. Then I realized something greater was happening here.
The source of the green lights were small dervishes the size of my coffee saucers at home. They looked like the alien spaceship out of E.T., only shrunk down into toy specials for MacDonalds’ Happy Meals. Except they worked. Their top was a dark cone, and their base was a rotating series of lights, all various shades of green.
And there must have been thousands of them in that small space. Maybe even millions of them.
They hovered over various tables, avoided the slot machines, and disappeared into the back. The poker room was filled with them. I could see them from my vantage points, lined up like tiny aircraft carriers facing a city, the poker players backing against the wall, hands up.
Five crafts found their places over our table, and a sixth placed itself above the dealer. The woman pulled a small pistol from her handbag, and a pit boss immediately grabbed it from her — firearms are illegal on Indian land. He pointed it, wobbling for a moment, at one of the little crafts, then Rosco said,
“If you shot one and it explodes and we get that green goo all over us and we die, you’re going to regret that.”
“He’ll regret it more if the bullet hits one of us,” Smoky said.
“It could ricochet,” Tigo added.
The pit boss let the weapon fall to his side. The woman glared at him.
“I wouldn’t have missed,” she said, as if she blamed him for taking away her opportunity.
The little crafts were above us, whirling and creating the breeze. Rosco had his hand on the money slot. So, it seemed, did every other dealer in the place. We all stared at the things.
“What are they?” Tigo whispered.
I took the question as rhetorical, and apparently everyone else did too because no one answered him.
One of the pit bosses was on the phone, talking with the 911 dispatch. He was whispering loudly, so loudly he may as well have been shouting: “No, really, I’m not kidding. Please…”
Aside from the whirs, the soft mumbles of scared patrons, and the wailing woman, the casino was eerily quiet. No electronic beeps and buzzes, no blaring music, no tinkling chords of winning slots. The silence unnerved me more than anything.
“What do they want?” Tigo whispered.
“Ask them,” Smoky snapped.
“I feel like I’m in a James Bond movie,” the woman said, and that started a ripple of panic through the pit bosses. They apparently hadn’t thought of the things as high tech theft devices.
“If you were in a James Bond movie, my dear,” I said, “you’d have better lighting.” No one looked good in that ugly green. Not even the most beautiful woman in the place.
Then, as if on cue, green lights flared out of the bottom of the tiny crafts. I backed away from the table, chips forgotten. So did everyone else. Rosco let go of his hold on the money slot, and one of the pit bosses screamed at him but — I noted — did not make a move toward the money, the table or any of the lights.
The lights hit the table and I expected to see big burning holes appear. I was ready to run for cover — all of this going through my mind in the half second it took, mind you — when I realized what was going on.
The cards rose off the surface, whirling and twirling as if they were in a tornado. For a moment, the entire casino was filled with swirling cards. It looked like an elaborate fan dance, or as if green sea gulls were swarming the beach or like an electronic kaleidoscope performance designed especially for us.
Then one by one the cards slid into the crafts through a slot in the sides. They made a slight ca-thunk! as they entered. Then the green tractor lights — what else could they be called? — went out, and the little green ships whirled away.
The doormen and the folks in the parking lot at the time all say the little ships sped out the doors and into a larger ship that had been hovering over the ocean. A number of green slots opened on it, letting the little ships through, and then they disappeared into the night.
The ocean, which had been dark, regained its luminesence, and slowly the lights flickered on all over town.
At least, that’s what the outdoor folks said.
Inside, it was chaos. People started shouting and screaming, and that wailing woman continued. A few people stampeded toward the door, and one relatively fit young man got trampled just enough to later attempt a suit against the casino.
Then the lights came back on. The slot machines groaned as they started up, then beeped through their start-up protocol. The slot players, the video poker players, and the keno players all continued with their games except for a few sensible folks who decided to call it a night and left.
I have no idea what happened inside the poker room, but at the tournament table, we counted our chips. The pit bosses put the game on hold as they made sure the money was fine.
It soon became clear the only thing missing from the casino were the cards.
All of them.
Including the decks stored in the back rooms, and the discards waiting to be trucked off the place, and even the little souvenir cards in the gift shop.
Gone.
All gone.
The pit boss who had called 911 was off the phone, saying the police were going to arrive soon, but I suspected it would take them some time. If, as people were saying, things were a mess all over town, it would take the police a while to get anywhere.
“We still have money on the table,” Smoky said.
“And a game to finish,” Tigo said.
“How do you propose we do that with no cards?” Rosco asked.
“We know what was dealt,” the woman said
“But we don’t know the order in the rest of the shue,” I said.
“We’re going to shuffle a new shue and start over,” Rosco said, “just as soon as we get cards.”
“We need the other three players,” Tigo said. I glanced around me. Joe was standing behind me as he usually did after he got knocked out of a tournament, but the others were nowhere to be seen.
“We’re going to have to put this game on hold until the cops arrive anyway,” the pit boss said.
“Until we get cards,” Rosco added.
“Besides, everyone’ll have to report what they saw,” Smoky said.
At that point, the woman and I both stood up. “I think my luck has just run out,” the woman said.
“Mine, too,” I said.
We left the table and headed toward the door.
“Hey!” Tigo said behind us. “We can’t replay the game without you guys!”
“I think the game is forfeit,” the woman said.
“Yeah, have the casino put the pot in for next week,” I said, knowing they never would.
Then she and I walked through the casino, side by side. The conversations were strangely muted, only a few people discussing what they saw. As we stepped outside, we ran into chaos, cars cramming the parking lot, attendants staring at the sky, a warm bath of light all over the town.
A familiar bath of light.
I had missed it more than I realized.
I turned to her. “There’s a nice coffee place about a block from here. Care for a walk?”
“I’d love it,” she said.
And we had a nice cup of coffee, and a nice evening, and a nice night, and an even better morning. I never learned her name and she never learned mine, but we both knew that we had left the casino for the exact same reason.
We didn’t need to see the police.
Or the media.
Or anyone else, for that matter.
“What do you think they wanted with the cards?” she asked long around midnight.
“I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe they use bigger shues than we do.”
And a little later, I said, “That, by far, has to be the strangest thing I ever saw in a casino.”
“Really?” she responded. “I’ve seen stranger.”
But she never elaborated and I didn’t ask her to.
Some stories are better kept close to the vest.
You see, that isn’t the strangest thing I’d ever seen in a casino either.
But it’s the only one I’ll admit too.
And I only do that because I’m a regular and it’s a shared group experience. A bit of local legend — the one game that never finished, the pot that got away.
Well away. The casino had to shut down both the poker and blackjack tables for two days while it ordered cards from all over the country. During that time, regulars gave interviews on every show from CNN to Inside Edition. Except for me.
I laid low for a while even after my lady left. Laid low and watched the skies.
And wondered —
What would have happened on the thirteenth hand if we had all blackjacked on the twelfth?
What would have happened then?
“The One That Got Away” by Kristine Kathryn Rusch first published in The UFO Files, edited by Martin H. Greenberg and Ed Gorman, Daw Books, 1998.
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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.
We unpack, and then Ruth wants to reenter the fray. I’m more interested in checking out the dining facilities. The reconstituted chicken I had on the train didn’t last me long.
Outside, we see several blue and white signs, pointing to various cabins. Most signs are hand-lettered and made specifically for the conference: Registration is to our left; Legal advice is to our right; and Testimonials is straight ahead. Other signs show us the way to improve our Education, covering everything from Technological Secrets to the History of Transportation. Many of these, I know, are on-going programs, and I will check them out through the weekend. It’s the guest speakers I am most interested in, and those are going to be the hardest events to see.
***
In the registration line I learn that the TVSo?s aren’t all low-income poorly educated folks like the research had led me to expect. The man in front of me is a doctor from Philadelphia who has documentation on “differences” and was willing to call it up on his wrist-top right there in the frigid Oregon mud. The slender, pretty woman behind me is a reasonably well known vid personality whose career went into a decline, she says, after she teleported 65 times in one month. I talk to both of them at some length. Ruth has left me alone in line while she went on to the lodge for drinks.
She has been gone a long time.
I draw the same sort of crowd I drew at the train station. I am uncomfortable, used to being the observer, not the observed. Everyone wants to tell me a story; everyone wants me to know how teleportation changes people, how it creates differences where there were none before.
Some of the stories are just silly, like the vid personality’s. She claims she lost a little bit of charisma each time she teleported from one place to another. Some are strange, like the woman who has me examine holograms of her now-estranged husband, a man whose eye color changed in the space of one afternoon from green to brown.
The rest are merely sad. Many are from people who claim that their spouses are no longer the same people they married, and they blame use of public teleportation. Others show evidence of medical conditions they claim were caused by teleporting, and still some have tales of close loved ones who died soon after traveling in a teleportation device.
I have read the literature; I am familiar with all variations on these stories and more. I even know where their origins.
I ask the eye color woman why she believes her husband’s eyes were the only thing to change.
“I didn’t say they were the only thing, now did I?” she says angrily.
I turn away, afraid to follow up.
***
The first big break-through in teleportation occurred in the late 1990s when a team of Austrian scientists successfully completed a transfer on the sub-atomic level. The physics of the break-through was too complex to explain to the layman in the popular newspapers of the day, so many journalists attempted [unsuccessfully] to put the discovery in layman’s terms.
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