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I have this recurring dream. It involves my own death. My funeral, really. The service is held at Hemingford Unity Cemetery, where every so often a body is hidden in the red clay north of Wichita Falls, Texas. I suppose this particular cemetery was chosen because my father lies there, and because I will eventually bury my mother’s body beside his. But did Misty really think I belonged with them? I’ve lived in Houston for nearly twenty years now, and the drive to Wichita Falls is not short.

The first sign of something wrong is the number of attendees. My wife and my mother and two uncles are here. My best friend, Tom Bishop, is here. And a minister, but of course he was hired to come.

The images generated by my subconscious are impressive in detail. A great, ageless oak tree casts a skeleton shadow across the congregation. Rows of headstone soldiers stand guard over long-dead namesakes. And beside my casket stands a mound of dirt covered with a blanket of synthetic grass.

What’s missing is the eulogy. The hired minister finishes his prepared words and looks to pass the baton to the next participant. But no one steps forward. I guess Misty thought Tom would say something, and I guess he thought she would do the honors. My mom suffers from Alzheimer’s disease, so no one would have mistaken her for the speaker. Finally the minister asks someone, anyone, to come forward and say a few words for the deceased. Misty and Tom briefly exchange glances and then ignore each other. The uncles watch red dirt ruin their wingtips. My mother just stares into space, probably remembering the time when she was eight and someone in school set her only pair of shoes on fire.

“Very well, then,” the minister says and walks away.

After a moment the handful of mourners wander to their cars, fire up engines, and leave the cemetery. I remain with a bearded groundskeeper, who removes the synthetic turf, lowers the casket, and shovels red clay back into the hole from where it came.

Recently I saw a therapist and told him about the dream.

“So,” he asked, “do you think this dream might have something to say about you?”

“It seems obvious,” I said. “I feel like I’m not doing anything with my life.”

“Yet you seem relatively successful to the outside observer—six-figure household income, beautiful wife. What exactly should you be doing?”

My answer was silence. I was either unable or unwilling to think of something.

A couple of days went by, the question still unanswered, and eventually I mentioned my concerns to Misty. She delivered an Ann Landers–esque quote that has increasingly and alarmingly become her standard response to any unpleasant matter she encounters.

“Something will come up,” she said. “It always does.”

Two days later Batista made me the offer, and I’ve never seen my wife wish so badly that she had been wrong.

         

Channel-surfing on our bedroom TV is doing nothing to take the edge off. It’s not like I haven’t agonized over this decision to the point of absurdity, but today is the day, after all.

Now is the time.

I’ve already passed by three “talk” shows, and while I’ve seen a lot of shouting and a fair amount of screaming, I’ve yet to encounter any talking. I flip absently, past a baseball game and an infomercial and a Star Trek installment, on my way to CNN when I happen upon a televangelist.

“. . . lost, just like I was lost, that’s right, just like I was lost. When I lived in that sin-infested town, that Babel nestled among the hills and jutting into the bay like an angry finger, like a vile middle finger thrust hatefully into the air . . .”

I can’t remember seeing this particular fellow before, but here in Texas, TV preachers are as common as houseflies. According to the caption in the bottom right corner of the screen, his name is Yale Thayer. He’s a thin man with pale skin and fire-red hair.

“. . . begins at conception, not when some godless scientist says it does. They want to farm human beings, my friends. They want to harvest cells from someone who could turn out to be your sister, your best friend, your aunt Ruby who tapes Wheel of Fortune every weekday on her VCR. And they hide behind their own corrupt morals, trying to influence public opinion by giving false hope to those unfortunate enough to contract incurable diseases. ‘We can save lives!’ they cry! ‘We can help people who are alive!’ But to do this they want to steal the life away from innocent babies, each with a soul given to them by God and saved by His Son, Jesus Chr—”

I touch the television remote and end his tirade midsentence. I’m supposed to be packing, so I jack up the volume on CNN and head back into the bathroom, where toothpaste and cologne and grooming implements patiently wait to be dropped into my suitcase. When I happen to look at my reflection in the mirror, the fear apparent in my own eyes unnerves me.

I carry the suitcase back into the bedroom—now ready for underwear briefs and white T-shirts—just in time to catch the beginning of a Breaking News Event brought to me by a striking, articulate brunette.

“. . . don’t really know exactly how long the group has been missing. Police in neighboring Corpus Christi notified the FBI after numerous missing person reports were filed by concerned friends and relatives who claimed to have lost contact with suspected members over three weeks ago. Authorities expressed skepticism, however, when questioned about sources who estimate the group had swelled to over nine hundred members in recent weeks.”

A short, muscle-bound fellow dressed in a navy blue FBI jacket appears on the screen behind the caption: Special Agent Gerald Weir.

“We are currently gathering information on the group, which calls itself Primordial Carbon,” he says. “Apparently this group made a pilgrimage into a remote area of the King Ranch and chose a gathering place about sixty miles south of Corpus Christi. As to the allegation that their numbers approach one thousand, we have reason to believe this has been somewhat exaggerated. But I would like to assure the public that any and all leads are being investigated.”

The beautiful brunette anchor further explains the significance of this news event, declaring it the largest mass disappearance of humans in recent history, and asks us viewers to tune in to CNN for a special report beginning promptly at—

“Cameron,” Misty calls from the kitchen, “did you pack your golf shoes yet?”

“No,” I tell her. “I think they’re still in the trunk of my car.”

“I’ll get them.”

She’s been remarkably calm today, my wife, considering her attitude over the past three weeks. When I first told her she threatened to divorce me. She didn’t care about the money, the five million dollars NeuroStor offered for the test. She didn’t care when I explained that my job was being eliminated, that our entire company’s financial health—and my retirement stock options—might rest on the success of the transmission machine. Instead she said—quite predictably, I might add—All I need is you, Cameron. Sure it is. Easy to say when there is plenty of money to go around.

The idea of divorce scares the hell out of me. Maybe, considering our declining intimacy over the past several years, it’s something we should have discussed a long time ago. But when you marry young like Misty and I did, and when your relationship stretches on for five, ten, and now fifteen years, it’s not easy to give up the comfort, the bedrock upon which your life rests. You want to know the laundry is going to be done every Sunday afternoon. You get used to the daily ritual of cooking familiar meals for two. You lull yourself to sleep every night with the rhythmic pattern of your wife’s breathing. Boundaries box you into predictability, and eventually you grow dependent upon the razor-wire walls that form the perimeter of your life.

But something changed in me the day Batista made the five-million-dollar offer, and in the end I realized there was no way I could not accept. That recurring dream, the one where I go to my grave with no eulogy? It was trying to tell me something, and I’m going to heed its warning.

I’m going to do something with my life.

         

Misty looks over at me periodically as she negotiates the Beltway traffic, and while her voice trembles with anger, I read more from her eyes. Like fear. And grief. And uncertainty. The one thing she knows for sure: She doesn’t want to let me go.

“You’re crazy, Cameron. Do you hear me? I should have you committed.”

The overcast sky paints the city in shades of gray, and even the conditioned air in the car feels uncomfortable and sticky. Fifty or so miles from the Gulf, Houston is close enough to draw tropical moisture out of the ocean but too far away to be cooled by any sort of sea breeze effect. That’s one benefit of choosing Phoenix as my transmission destination—not a whole lot of humidity in Arizona.

The radio mumbles a conversation I can’t quite hear. Misty’s speed hovers just below the posted limit of seventy miles per hour, which is interesting when you consider that she drives like a demon most of the time. She’s making time to stage one final confrontation, you see.

“Really, Cameron,” she says. Her eyes shift but never quite make contact with mine. “Will you please seize this last opportunity to reconsider? I’ve told you a thousand times that I don’t care about the money, and I don’t believe the job market in Houston is as bad as you say it is. You could find something. I could make more money. Don’t act like this is the only choice you have.”

“Honey, we’ve gone over this. It’s not just the money—”

“You’re just bored with accounting, that’s all. You need a vacation. That’s why I think you should go ahead and visit Tom. Fly out there and stay for a week and play golf every day. I know you’ll feel better.”

“Misty . . .”

“Please just fly. Just take an airplane.” One of her hands leaves the steering wheel and rummages into her purse. She pulls out an envelope and shoves it at me. “I bought this for you. A direct flight to Phoenix. It leaves at five thirty.”

“Airplanes go down all the time, Misty. And someone had to try them first. Someone always has to be the first.”

“It’s a first-class ticket, see! I think they serve drinks before the plane even takes off.”

“You don’t underst—”

“I understand that you might die!” Her eyes have gone red now, and she just glares at me with them.

“Misty, watch the road.”

She drops the ticket into my lap.

“The road. Of course. Don’t want to be injured on the way to your death.”

Misty already knows I’ve come to terms with the unlikely botched transmission. I think she’s trying to find similar ground on which to stand.

“I’m not having this debate with you again, Misty. It’s not just the money. It’s not about my retirement or even trying to save the company. I want to do something. I want to make a difference, for myself. For everyone.”

Now she looks away from me, out the window. I can’t see her eyes, but I hear the tears.

“What about me, Cameron? Why won’t you do something for me?”

“Misty . . .”

“Don’t think I don’t know the real issue here. You’re not trying to make a difference. You’re just tired of drifting.”

“Drifting?”

“You heard me. Sometime after Luke died you lost your way, and now you’re a drifter. A lost soul. And I’m the one to blame because I never gave you children.”

Now Misty’s quiet tears turn to sobs, and I put my arm around her trembling shoulders.

“Please don’t cry. We’ve gone over this a thousand times. It’s not your fault.”

“Yes it is! I’m the barren one!”

Luke, our first and only child, was born thirteen years ago, two years after we married. He was a beautiful child, but an undeveloped brain killed him after only three weeks. We tried to conceive again, but after two miscarriages and years of fertility specialists we finally gave up.

Misty could have allowed Luke’s death to wreak havoc with her mind, but she’s a resilient person, much more so than I am. She whipped her body back into shape and found useful ways to spend her time. For several years she wrote freelance magazine articles (her very first submission—a story describing reduced calorie consumption as a way to slow the aging process—was accepted by Ladies’ Home Journal, paving the way for more than twenty sales to various small- and large-circulation magazines). And later she joined the local theater group, where she acted occasionally and wrote several original plays. Her mother also managed to convince her that God could help ease the pain, and for the first time since we married, she made church a Sunday routine.

I did not fare so well. Golf isn’t therapeutic the way writing apparently is, and I haven’t found, nor do I care to search for, God.

“What am I supposed to do, Misty? Just call up Batista and tell him I changed my mind? It’s too late now. He’s counting on me. Everyone is.”

“They wouldn’t be counting on you if you had listened to me in the first place! If you had respected the opinion of me, your wife, instead of confiding in your boss, instead of going all buddy-buddy with that slimeball.”

“He’s not a slimeball. If it wasn’t for—”

“Oh, come on, Cameron! Now you’re defending him? You’ve done nothing but complain about him for years! He’s too young, a kid just out of college who has no business trying to direct seasoned workers. Those are your words.”

“I know they are.”

“And now, just because he chose you to die in this—”

“I’m not going to die.”

“You think just because he chose you to try this ridiculous machine, you think he’s gone from untested child to brilliant leader in the span of a few weeks.”

I look out my own window and watch a short line of cars moving up the freeway entrance ramp from the feeder road. A black BMW, a silver Dodge truck, a red Chevrolet sedan. The accelerating Chevrolet farts a disturbingly large cloud of black smoke as it merges with traffic, adding a little spice to the already polluted, humid Houston air. A little spice, but not really a lot, not when you consider the other three million cars in the area, not when you consider the stinking refineries on the southeast side of town, not when you consider twenty million passengers a year flying in and out of the city’s three commercial airports. Houston’s air pollution, after all, is among the worst in the United States, often as toxic as perennial favorite Los Angeles.

“It could be a good thing,” I tell Misty. “Did you ever think of that? If the technology works—if it becomes popular, I mean—economies of scale could one day make transmission portals as ubiquitous as the automobile. Imagine how much less noise and pollution, how much less time we would spend—”

“Cameron, stop. I know you’re frightened and you want to convince yourself that this is the right thing to do, but don’t try to sell me. I’m not going to buy it.”

I first learned about the “volunteer” program during my midyear performance review. In Batista’s office, sitting side by side, leaning over a poorly thought out form designed to pigeonhole my job performance into one of three categories: Below Targets, Above Targets, and Achieved Targets. You’d think a relatively new company—a startup, really—would find a more radical (read: logical) way to measure an employee’s work ethic and value. And of course he asked me the question that probably every manager in the world poses to his subjects: Cameron, if you were me, how would you rate your performance so far this year? In this situation you are supposed to aim high (to prove your confidence) without aiming too high (which reveals arrogance or an inflated self-worth). I rated myself a solid Achieved Targets, the same as last year and every year. After all, I didn’t do anything differently. I didn’t launch any new initiatives or identify new synergies in the routine expense accounting that comprises the bulk of my daily work. No, I pretty much maintained the status quo, which is what Batista asks of me since I never do anything else.

You could say that Batista and I enjoy a pretty good relationship considering neither of us respects the other professionally. His distaste for my corporate apathy doesn’t prohibit him from inviting me to his house every month or two for slow-cooked baby-back ribs and buttered corn on the cob. I ask about his ailing father (prostate cancer) and his athletic sister (she was an alternate for the 2002 Winter Olympics) in spite of the insidious way his artificially upbeat management style infects our office. Batista and I coexist in spite of our differences, and for this I owe him a certain amount of gratitude. He owns the power to terminate my employment at any time, to replace me with a younger accountant who would surely bring a fresh attitude to the work I take for granted, and yet he doesn’t. I don’t mind admitting that his reasons for this baffle me.

This time, though, something was different. When I predictably uttered “Achieved Targets,” Batista replied, I don’t think so. He pointed out that I had absolutely no interest in NeuroStor other than the paycheck the company issued every two weeks. In fact, as Batista launched into his motivational speaker voice about how NeuroStor was looking for Go-Getters and Forward-Thinkers and teammates who would Walk the Talk and genuinely enjoyed being part of the Corporate Family and blah blah blah—you get the picture—as he droned on about all this I honestly thought he was about to fire me. Perhaps he wanted me to think that. Because when he finally got around to his offer, I was ready to entertain anything. Of course, he didn’t just come right out and ask. First he revealed that NeuroStor wasn’t just an information-age startup that had learned to mimic the neurological structure of the human brain to develop faster, higher-capacity digital storage devices. No, the company had really been formed to develop another product that required this sort of massively improved storage. He also made clear that this as-yet-unrevealed-to-me product was a secret only a select few NeuroStor team members guarded with their lives. And when I asked what it was, Batista gleamed and explained how they had developed a way to transmit matter from one place to another using a wrinkle in quantum physics.

This was quite a bomb to drop on someone who thought he was overseeing the financial ledgers of a company that made ridiculously expensive flash memory cards. Not that it mattered, I suppose—accounting no matter how you slice it isn’t much more than number crunching—but something about possessing this knowledge immediately made working there seem a lot more intriguing. And when he saw he had me (I probably cracked a smile for the first time since he had called me into his office), Batista pounced. I like you, Cameron, he said. But I can’t just sit by and watch you drag ass around here. Everyone else works their butt off, and you act like you don’t care.

I remember just looking at him, unable to mount any sort of defense because he was speaking the absolute truth.

And frankly, he continued, I don’t foresee any change in your attitude. Do you?

I tried to tell him that I could change, that I needed my job and would do whatever it took to keep it, but he just waved his hand at me.

We both know you’re not going to do any of that. You don’t like working for a corporation and you never will. If I fire you, you’ll eventually find a job somewhere else and hate it there just as much. Is that any way to live?

I didn’t know how to answer him. I wasn’t used to that sort of honesty from a corporate superior. Previous experience had taught me to never tell your boss how you really felt, to never admit that you’d rather play golf every day than sit in front of a computer crunching numbers.

Eventually I tried to point out that no one really liked working for a corporation, that some people were just better at hiding it than others. Why had he chosen to single me out?

Because you are particularly miserable, he explained. And since I like you, I’m going to make sure you never have to work for another corporation again.

Rather than drive in silence, Misty reaches forward and turns up the radio. The conversation that had been too low to hear before now blares out of the speakers like a spike into my ears.

“. . . on sale for a limited time only. The definitive video on the Antichrist and the end of the world as we know it! Everything you should know about the dangers of one world currency, of a secret council of nations governed by a single man, of a global network of computers linked together to create a—”

It’s the Conrads. Jacob and Rachel. I try to be out of earshot when Misty watches their Christian television program every Saturday and Sunday morning, but somehow I always manage to hear the fundamentalist sales pitch anyway. And yet I never say anything because I don’t think it’s one person’s place (namely mine) to tell another person what to believe. But she doesn’t have to listen to it now, does she? Now?

“Misty, can we please turn this down?”

She doesn’t respond.

“Misty?”

“Do whatever you want,” she growls.

Of course, Do whatever you want is loaded permission. What she really means is Turn it down if you like, but you’ll pay later. So I leave it.

We exit just after the US 290 exchange, and now NeuroStor is a little more than three miles away. Holy Shit.

The details of Batista’s offer weren’t really negotiable. The test would be composed of two trips: an outgoing and a return segment. I could choose among a half-dozen destination cities. A minimum of two days were required to pass between segments, and upon completion of the second segment—my return to Houston—I would be paid five million dollars.

Five million dollars. Enough money, without question, to live comfortably for the rest of my life. One hundred and twenty-five thousand dollars a year for forty years, and that was if I didn’t invest a single penny. It was like winning the lottery.

But there was the rub. It wasn’t winning the lottery, not by a long shot. If Batista was willing to part with five million dollars for the test—and especially considering there would be not one but five volunteers participating, which meant a total of twenty-five million dollars spent convincing employees to participate—it was plainly obvious that each test subject would be accepting a serious risk. Perhaps the risk of all risks.

After all, what the hell did I know about quantum teleportation? Wasn’t there a strong likelihood I would end up on the other end scrambled like eggs? He assured me the machine had been tested and retested. He showed me videos of a German shepherd before the transmission and after. He did the same with Jack, the chimpanzee. But still I wasn’t sure. We were talking about my life, after all. And that’s when anger began to creep from beneath Batista’s collar, a patch of crimson that spread into his face, reddening his already-dark complexion.

Goddammit, Cameron! he yelled at me. I’m going to fire you either way, and it’s not like Houston’s economy is exactly kicking ass right now. If you’re going to be unemployed, I think you’d enjoy it more with an extra five million dollars in the bank!

I’ve always heard Batista could be volatile, but until then I’d never seen the evidence firsthand. The NeuroStor grapevine describes him as a man who parades around the office like the world’s nicest CEO and then screams at middle managers behind closed doors. He reportedly once fired two employees for writing funny haikus about him during a market segment meeting. But this was my first experience with his anger, and I found it more than a little unnerving.

I wasn’t going to let him bully me, though, so I asked for a couple of days to think about it. He offered one. I left work, headed for my country club, and wandered around the golf course for three hours trying to decide what to do. The next day I drove to work with shaking hands and told a beaming Batista that I would accept his offer. I signed a short document that outlined the test exactly as it had been described to me, a confidentiality agreement, and a waiver that forfeited my right to sue NeuroStor if I was unhappy with the effects of the transmission. Then I spent the next three weeks trying to convince myself that I had made the right decision.

Obviously what I would like is to do something meaningful with my life. But isn’t that what everyone wants, at least while youth still provides the energy to care about such things? I hold no illusions about the uniqueness of my desire to be someone, to do something, yet here I am, about to test a teleportation machine that could park my consciousness into some never-ending digital storage limbo. Or, more likely, kill me.

My clammy hands are making fists now, driving fingernails into palms. My heart pounds a rapid beat. On the radio, Jacob Conrad’s piercing voice suddenly grows sharper, louder, and I am startled out of my reverie.

“Do you want to DIE?” Jacob asks.

“Oh no they don’t,” his wife, Rachel, answers.

“Do you want to go to HEAVEN?”

“Yes they do, to join the Father in His almighty glory.”

“Well, understand this. If you are not saved by Jeeeee-sus you will be denied entrance to that righteous and almighty kingdom.”

“Oh no,” Rachel Conrad moans.

“Oh yes! Our nation of sinners, in fact the entire human fruit of our great Earth is doomed to Hell without the divine benevolence of God’s only son, Jesus Christ. And if—”

When I reach out to turn down the volume, Misty blocks me.

“You should listen, Cameron.”

“. . . would devise such subversive technology, my children. The Internet is the Mark of the Beast and—”

Despite Misty’s wishes, I turn off the radio.

“Cameron!”

“I don’t want to listen to that shit.”

“That what?”

“Those people are crazy, Misty. Either crazy or acting like it to swindle hard-earned money out of people who don’t know any better. Some of whom ought to know better.”

She looks at me with wide eyes, and two shiny fillings blink at me from the darkness of her open mouth. Perhaps I’ve said too much.

“What are you saying? That you don’t believe in God?”

I’ve always hated to fight, physically or verbally, because such activity reduces rational human beings to children with reasoning power that’s primitive at best. Look at us now. Instead of using the last minutes before my transmission to reaffirm our love for each other, we are arguing about religion.

“I’m not saying I don’t believe in God, Misty. I’m just not sure.”

“I can’t believe I’m hearing this. We’ve been going to church together for thirteen years!”

I don’t know how to respond. I’m certainly not going to admit that the only reason I go to church is to please her.

“Cameron, don’t you shut me out. I want to know what you mean.”

We’ve stopped at a red light, and just ahead I spot the blue-and-white logo on the side of our two-story brick building: NEUROSTOR—FLASH MEMORY FOR THE NEW MILLENNIUM. A nervous lump lodges in my throat. The car idles, awaiting my answer to Misty’s theological question.

“All I meant,” I reluctantly say, “is that I have questions. Don’t you? Don’t you sometimes wonder if life is just a cosmic accident? That we’re only here because the universe happened to evolve that way?”

“So this is why you’re lost. All along I thought it was me, but I’ve been beating myself up over nothing. Without God, your life will never have meaning.”

The light turns green. Misty moves the car forward at a snail’s pace.

“Did it ever occur to you,” she says to me, “that your soul might be lost in the transmission? That even if you come out on the other side looking like you, it might not actually be you? Spiritually, I mean?”

“No, that never occurred to me.”

“Well, it should have. I think it’s a real possibility.”

I suppose I should have seen this coming. Misty’s shift to stronger religious beliefs has been gradual but steady. Luke’s death was the beginning, but until three or four years ago, she was mostly a Sunday Christian, much to the chagrin of her fundamentalist mother, I should add. Then she joined the church choir and met a woman, Julia Perry, who also had lost an only child. Julia had turned her life around by giving it over completely to Jesus. She had been Born Again. When I once tried to tell Misty that she had already turned her life around without having to be Born Again, she cried and claimed I didn’t understand. I didn’t say anything about it after that.

What bothers me the most is that Misty has always been embarrassed by her mother’s extreme beliefs. Many times, early in our marriage, she expressed a desire to act in ways that her mother never would. And I believed her.

We met at the University of Texas during a rally occasioned by the appearance of Playboy on campus. A group of do-gooders materialized to protest the “sexism” and “misogyny” perpetrated by the evil “porno magazine,” led by a troupe of women who staged a buff-bare run through campus to show they weren’t opposed to nudity but rather the way Playboy presented it. These running women were mostly a camera-unfriendly lot, and I’ve always believed that many of them would have eagerly jumped the proverbial fence had they possessed Playboy-caliber bodies. Anyway, I found myself bumping hips and elbows with a girl in the pro-Playboy crowd, whose chestnut hair and brown eyes kept distracting me from the cause I was there to support. Finally one of the conservatives challenged the women in our group to apply for the pictorial they were so eager to defend, and when the chestnut girl turned to me and asked if she should do it, I answered the only way a self-respecting college dude could—I told her to go for it. Her picture appeared in Playboy six months later, but by then I knew Misty’s naked body better than what you could see in that airbrushed photo.

You’d think a relationship borne out of a common desire to defend sexual freedom would have a better chance than most to preserve its own romance. Sadly, this has not proven to be true. Certainly our failure to produce another child did not serve to increase the frequency of our sexual encounters, but it seems to me that Misty’s passion for religion may have robbed enthusiasm from other areas of her life. We have not made love, in fact, in more than two years.

I suppose stronger spirituality is often a function of increasing age—the closer you come to death, the more relevant afterlife becomes—but today our differences in belief (or the difference between our intensity of belief) divide us like never before. As NeuroStor approaches quickly on our right, this separation grows so strong it’s like a third passenger in the car with us. And while it hurts me to consider the possibility that Misty is no longer the woman I married, that I am not the man she fell in love with, what the hell are we supposed to do about it?

         

Misty steers crookedly into a parking spot and slams on the brakes, her nerves obviously confusing her reflexes. I push open the car door and claw my way out. Is it just me, or do all marriages eventually become more about getting away from your wife than about staying close to her?

I grab my luggage from the trunk and meet Misty as she emerges from the open driver’s side door. She takes the suitcase and leaves me with the golf bag. As we reach the sidewalk, a tall, well-built black man dressed in a very expensive Italian suit approaches us. This is our director of security, Stephen Gates. He was drafted as a tight end for the San Francisco 49ers a couple of years ago but (rumor has it) forfeited his signing bonus and initial year of pro eligibility when he tested positive not once but three separate times for a controlled substance. General managers in the National Football League can be remarkably forgiving when it comes to evaluating players who can help their franchise win a Super Bowl, especially when those players come cheap because of past transgressions, so my only guess about Gates is that he lost either his desire or ability to play football, because, well, here he is.

“Mr. and Mrs. Fisher,” he says. “We’re glad you could make it.” He takes the suitcase from my wife and asks us to follow him inside.

I’ve entered this building innumerable times before, sometimes tired, often bored, but this is the first time I’ve ever experienced the front lobby of NeuroStor with such a strange combination of scorching fear and nervous excitement. The eggshell-colored walls and thick brown carpet observe our presence in silence, and since today is Saturday, the usual traffic of white-collar professionals and clerical staff is nowhere to be found. Gates leads us past the greeting desk, through a maze of cubicles (there goes my old desk on the right—Misty has never seen it before, but I realize this is not the time for a guided tour) all the way to the rear of the building, where the office narrows to a short hallway with a door on either side. The only people who ever come back here (or so I’ve always believed) are the maintenance staff and the hard-core IT guys. These two rooms, after all, house orphaned office furniture (left door) and our network servers and data storage facility (right door). I, of course, have never been inside either one.

Gates produces a key chain and unlocks the door to the computer room.

“Nervous?” he asks.

“Should I be?”

“Not if you ask me,” Gates says. “I think you’re a lucky man. Certainly a very rich one.”

Next to me, Misty glares at this man with contempt, a glare that would make anyone squirm.

Gates ushers us into what looks like a large meeting area (not a computer room after all, I see) equipped with a long rectangular table and videoconferencing equipment. At first I wonder if he’s going to ask us to sit down, but instead we walk past the table. The fear in my throat rises briefly as I try to figure out why he has led us into the back corner of this empty room, but then I notice we have gathered in front of another door. This door is different from most at NeuroStor in that its surface and frame (and even the knob) have been painted the same eggshell color as the walls, which is why I didn’t notice it right away. Someone has made a small effort to conceal the door, at least from the casual observer, and I have to admit that it works better than I would have expected.

Gates flips through his chain to find the correct key and unlocks this door, as well. Aside from posting armed guards throughout the office, it’s obvious Batista is taking no chances with security, even when no other NeuroStor employees are present. He motions us through the door, where we find a steep set of concrete stairs descending many feet below the ground floor of what I’ve always thought was a two-story office building. Misty takes careful steps downward, and I follow her. Behind us, Gates pulls the door shut with authority and locks it.

At the bottom of the stairs stands Batista.

The man is imposing, there’s no question about that. He stands at least three inches taller than me, maybe six four, and I’m sure he weighs over two hundred and ten pounds. His skin is the shiny, golden brown of a Hispanic man who has known nothing but the high life since childhood.

“Cameron!” Batista yells cheerfully. His perfectly groomed hair shines black beneath the white fluorescents, and the contrast of remarkable orthodontic work against his dark skin is striking. He’s a single man, and I imagine he must make women swoon wherever he goes.

“And you must be Mrs. Fisher,” he says to Misty. “I’m Rodrigo Batista. Cameron never told me you were so beautiful.”

“Thank you,” she deadpans.

Whatever pretense I operated under previously, however I convinced myself to tolerate Batista’s personality and behavior before, is gone now. Disappeared into oblivion. There are a number of reasons I dislike this man, but perhaps the most unnerving or disheartening to me is not his Harvard education or the undeserved wealth from which he springs, but that he is barely twenty-six years old. To a lifelong middle-class accountant such as myself, Batista’s youthful brashness, his absolute assumption of unquestionable power, is pure evil. What does he know of real work? Of countless hours of meaningless toil for faceless corporations who suck the life out of their slaves and then toss them into the garbage heap of inadequate retirement benefits? He has paid no dues. He has done nothing but talk a bunch of moronic investors into sponsoring this . . . this . . . 

He regards us for a moment and then clasps his hands together. “You are right on schedule, and so am I. Why don’t we head on back and get started? This is all very exciting.”

My hands have begun to sweat. I discreetly wipe them on the cotton fabric of my pants and then take Misty’s hand in my own. She squeezes a little too firmly. I wonder if she can feel my pulse, feel the blood in my hand throb as adrenaline turns my heart into a thundering machine.

“Hot out there in Arizona,” Gates says as we proceed down another narrow hallway. Ahead, Batista marches to his left and disappears through an open door. Farther down, at the end of the hall, stands a door labeled TERMINAL. That’s where it’s going to happen, I guess, where I’m going to put my life on the line in the name of—

“This way, Cameron,” Batista says. He’s standing inside a hospital-white room, motioning for us to follow him inside. A short, solid woman wrapped tightly in a white lab coat stands waiting. Her navy slacks aren’t quite long enough to cover a pair of alarmingly thick ankles, but she doesn’t seem to mind.

“This is Judy,” Batista tells us. “She’ll be performing the neurological evaluation.”

An examining bed is pushed against the wall on my right, and on the left, beyond a secretarial-style desk, stands a short, androidlike machine that reminds me vaguely of my optometrist’s office.

Judy holds out a folded hospital gown. “Please put this on,” she says and points to a door behind her. “Change in there, and we’ll get started with the exam.”

Batista and Gates are discussing something about Arizona when I open the door and step back into the room. The gown is oversized and drafty. My hands feel for the back to make sure everything is secure.

“Did I hear something about Arizona?”

“I was just telling Mr. Batista about the desert climate in Phoenix,” Gates says. “And how hot it gets.”

“Even in September,” Batista adds.

“Yeah, but—”

“But it’s a dry heat, right?” Gates laughs.

I respond with an obligatory chuckle, but Misty’s serious expression doesn’t change at all. Her face might have been cast in plaster.

“Let’s get started,” Judy barks. She gestures toward the examining bed. “Stand there.”

I do so.

“Hold your hands out like this,” she says, and extends her arms outward, even with her shoulders, parallel to the floor.

“Great. Now, while keeping your elbow outstretched, bend your arm and touch your nose with your index finger.”

This seems easy enough.

“Okay, now close your eyes and do the same thing. Great. Now do the same with your left hand. Great. Now . . .”

She runs through a standard neurological physical examination—measuring my ability to sense pressure, vibration, and temperature; evaluating my gait, balance, and reflexes—and then we move to the android.

“This instrument will evaluate your vision by surveying different areas of the eyeball—the cornea, iris, lens, conjunctiva, et cetera—and then by measuring your response to moving visual stimuli.”

She makes a few adjustments to the machine and then instructs me to follow a point of yellow light as it dances through a black void. By my watch, the test lasts less than three minutes, but somehow it seems to drag on for hours.

“That’s great, Mr. Fisher. We’re almost done here. All I need from you now is a urine sample, and then we’ll measure your height and weight. You’ll find specimen cups above the sink in the bathroom, which is across the hall. Are you currently taking any medications?”

“No.”

“Very well then.”

The spectators part as I walk toward them on my way into the hall. Misty’s face reads pure exasperation. She doesn’t say anything, however, and neither do the two suits. I trudge across the hall and—

“Mr. Fisher?”

It’s Judy. She has followed me into the hall.

“I think I can handle this test on my own.”

“I know that,” she barks. “But I forgot to tell you to save some.”

“I’m sorry?”

“For the test afterwards,” she explains. “Since your body will interpret the transmission as instantaneous, there won’t be any urine left if you completely empty your bladder now.”

A genuine smile spreads across my face—the first of its kind since I entered this building—and I nod to Judy.

“So I should save some.”

“Yes.”

“No problem.”

But my humor dissipates quickly. An unfamiliar man looks back at me from the bathroom mirror, a man whose face shimmers with fear. Certainly they must all see it. Surely they must know that my heart now beats in my throat, must know the bitter taste of adrenaline in my mouth. Their machine, after all, is going to disrupt my body at the quantum level and then use the effects of something known as EPR correlation to reassemble me twelve hundred miles away—by far the most complex task modern technology has ever reputed to solve. Shouldn’t they have brought me in hours before my transmission instead of just a few minutes? What about blood work, MRIs, or other similarly detailed examinations? Is this really it?

My hands shake as I drain warmth into the specimen cup, and twice my aim squirts off the mark. I finish and then wash my hands thoroughly. Splash a little water onto my face. If Misty detects how truly frightened I am, she’ll drag me out of the transmission station by my hair.

Batista waits eagerly for me as I stride back into the examination room.

“Are you ready, Cameron?”

“I think so.”

“Then let us proceed.” He steps out into the hall and motions for me to follow him. I look back for my clothes and find them in Misty’s hands.

“No need to redress,” Batista says. “Nothing can accompany you into the transmission portal.”

I already knew this, of course—that I would be transmitting nude—but I didn’t realize they were going to parade me around the office in this ridiculous gown.

Batista turns right and heads for the end of the hall, where the door marked TERMINAL waits. Like a black hole it waits, an unknown entity, a singularity where perception is stretched like taffy and sucked into an alternate universe. I can avoid that hole simply by turning away. Its gravitational pull can entrap me only if I get too close.

“Welcome to the Houston transmission terminal,” Batista announces.

He gestures into the room with a wide, sweeping arc of his hand and steps through the doorway. I turn to Misty—looking for what, I don’t know—and then follow Batista into the terminal.

I suppose I was expecting something out of the future: a room full of bright, polished metal decorated by countless flashing lights and computer screens, technicians in full body jumpsuits running to and fro, shouting coordinates and download times and all kinds of other jargon. Of course, the terminal is nothing of the kind. It is a small and comfortable place that closely resembles our offices on the floor above. Several chairs have been placed on this side of the room, and against the far wall stands a row of three tall oak desks, semicircular in shape. Behind each is a set of two doors, labeled PASSENGERS and LUGGAGE, respective. At present only one of the desks is manned—by a thin, middle-aged woman I’ve never seen here at NeuroStor. She smiles as Batista ushers me toward her.

“Cheryl,” he says, “this is Mr. Cameron Fisher.”

“Pleased to meet you,” she beams. “Thank you so much for coming.”

I look like an idiot in this hospital gown. I might as well be wearing pajamas.

“We have fashioned this room to resemble what we think the first transmission terminals will look like,” Batista explains. “Of course, when the technology is in wide use, there will be more portals in a single terminal, so this should be considered a scaled-down version of the real thing.”

I stand there looking at him as if this tidbit of information actually matters to me.

“Your transmission will begin whenever you are ready,” Batista says, and somehow hearing it spoken aloud weakens me further. My knees feel as if they might fail me. “The scan will last approximately ten minutes, transmission between fifteen and twenty. You should arrive at the Phoenix station by four o’clock Mountain Time, where reassimilation will cover another fifteen minutes or so. So we’re looking at about forty-five minutes total transmission time.”

“Just like you explained to me about three times already,” I add.

“Right. We’re sure that one of the initial misconceptions about transmission will be that it’s instantaneous. After all, it’s in our nature as human beings to be drawn to the sensational, confrontational, and romantic. Star Trek, I’m sure people will say, because a five-second ‘Beam me up, Scotty,’ is certainly more fantastic than the forty-five-minute process it actually is.”

I’m astonished that he thinks I might have forgotten any of the details he has been hammering into me over the past few weeks.

“Do you have any questions before we get started?” he asks me.

I look around the room, wondering rhetorically just how I came to be in this situation, how I went from being a middle-class pencil pusher to a near-millionaire about to risk his life in the name of corporate science. And just as I am ready to tell him to get
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