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“It can’t be done!”


It was the same response you heard from just about everybody. “It can’t be done.” Basic common sense. The betting was very heavy, and all of it was against George. Again, no surprise, just common sense.


But he insisted. “I can be in Jacksonville before you.”


Not a chance. I have a Firebird, George has no car. My family is rich, George lives with a somewhat poor foster family. I like to move, to rush, to hurry around, while George is generally the last to get anything done. To tell you the truth, most of my friends think he is kind of slow.


I know differently. He’s not slow, he’s quite intelligent. But he doesn’t look at the world in quite the same way the rest of us do. I can’t really explain it, but things just happen when George is around. Nothing mystical, nothing frightening, nothing impossible, but its like the laws of chance just alter slightly when he’s involved.


It was all a bit of a joke to me, at first. I figured George was razzing me. But he wouldn’t let it go, and then everybody else started getting involved. Soon they started making wagers, and something just told me this wasn’t the time to bet against him, though everything would seem to be on my side.


But I’m not explaining this very well, am I? If you really want to understand the whole situation, I guess I’d better start from the beginning. (Trust me, this is too weird to understand, any other way.)


I’d just been visiting my grandpa in Jacksonville, and was a little grumpy after almost five hours on the road. (After all, its over 400 miles from Jacksonville in North Florida to our Miami home in South Florida, and even with a Firebird and a small, yet fairly reasonable disregard for staying right at the speed limit, it’s a long trip. Add in traffic around the major cities on I-98, and it can turn into a big hassle.)


“I love seeing Gramps,” I was telling my friends as we grabbed some food at McDonalds. “But I wish my folks would let me take a plane or something.” Most of my friends chimed in agreement. We’re almost all from the wealthy families, and private planes are almost as common as fancy cars to our families. But there are some risks with smaller planes which you don’t experience with the big jets, so we don’t get to fly quite as often as we might prefer.


“It would probably cut the travel time down from five hours to under two,” I added, “and avoid a lot of the traffic.” True, much of Interstate 98 was somewhat lightly traveled, but around Jacksonville, St. Augustine, Daytona and Miami, the traffic could be pretty nasty.


“You just don’t travel right,” George said. “If I were going to Jacksonville, I’d make much better time.”


“How?” Asked Paul Henson. “Are you going to trade in those shoes for Hermes’ winged feet?” We all laughed.


“Or just hire the Concord for an afternoon?” Queried Frank Bishop.


“Maybe he’s just going to blink his eyes and teleport,” Jose Martinez added.


Now, don’t get me wrong. We all get along with George, but he’s only a part of our group because of me. We became friends early on, and he’s managed to make a place for himself, even though he doesn’t quite fit in. I think he’s the only one of us whose father isn’t pulling in at least 200 grand a year. George is the only one who doesn’t have a car, and when we’re meeting somewhere close to home, he usually walks.


“Laugh all you want,” George said, “But I’d do it in less than five hours.”


“You might shave a few minutes off it, at that.”


“But then we’d have to cover your speeding ticket.” The laughter started again. George doesn’t have a car, but he’d gotten his license (my father took him down to the DMV and let him take the test in on of our cars). But without much time behind the wheel, George drives like an old lady. I don’t think any of us have ever seen him drive faster than five miles under the speed limit.


“We ought to have a race,” Frank said. “Roberto and George leave here at the same time and see who makes it to Jacksonville first! I’ve got a hundred on Roberto.”


“I’m in for fifty!”


“Two hundred.”


“I’ve got a grand.”


We were all cracking up. There would be no race. George would have no way to even reach Jacksonville, much less reach it quickly. And he never has any money, so he couldn’t cover any wagers even if a race could be arranged.


“Are you trying to get him in debtors’ prison?” I asked. We’d been reading Dickens in English. “Or do you just want him to sell himself?” More laughter, but we must have touched a nerve somewhere.


“I can only cover a hundred dollars,” he said, a bit piqued. “Its all I’ve been able to save up toward the prom. But I’ll wager that against whatever you all want to put up.”


“George, don’t be stupid,” I told him. “Even if you know somebody who will loan you a car, you don’t want to risk your money on the chance you might be able to outrun me on the freeway. What if a cop stops you?”


“I’ll make the bet if you will,” he told me. “And I won’t be using a car.” Before we could comment on his chances of taking a plane, he added, “I’ll only use public transportation and my feet.”


“For that, I’ll give 50 – 1 odds,” Jose said, as the rest of us laughed.


“I don’t want 50 – 1,” George said. “But I’ll wager my hundred against you. If you win, you get my money. If I win, you all split all the costs for my date and I to go to the prom. Limo, tux rental, flowers … you do me up nice and make sure I can show my girl a good time. Probably won’t run you more than fifty or sixty dollars each.”


A joke is a joke, but George had taken it too far. I tried to talk them out of it, but you don’t get that specific and detailed with our group, and then waive it off. Besides, for some reason, he was serious about it.


“Hey, thanks for worrying,” he told me, “but don’t. I know what I’m doing.” And so we started working on all the details.


So two Saturdays later, most of us met back at the McDonalds. I had my car, George had on his tennis shoes, and Ralph and Frank were just hanging around. Ralph had just put away his cel phone after verifying that Paul & Jose were in Jacksonville and approaching the hotel we’d made the finish line. They’d rent a room for the day, and we’d all have a small party once we got there, compliments of George’s hundred bucks … or so we thought.


Ralph served as the starter, and sent us both off when his Gucci watch read ten, and I already had my air conditioning running full blast against the heat and humidity of the Florida morning. I started off at a good clip, heading right for the Interstate, and Ralph and Frank started toward Frank’s car for their own drive. George just walked down the street.


I didn’t get to hear the first couple of wild phone calls, of course. I was still stuck in traffic on I-98, exiting Miami when Paul made his frantic call to Ralph’s cel phone at 11:27. But I heard about it pretty soon afterward, so I can pass on the gist of what was said.


Paul tells me he was pretty agitated when he answered the door to the just-rented hotel room and found George standing there. He and Jose had been getting into trunks for a swim, figuring they had another three or four hours before either of us would show up. And instead he figured the entire bet had been blown on a mix-up.


“I thought you said George was in Miami when I talked to you,” he screamed at Ralph over the cellulars. “You can’t have a race if your contestants don’t start at the same time!”


“They did start at the same time, you idiot,” Ralph had shot back. “Just relax, and let us know when Roberto shows up, and we can announce him the winner and have some fun.”


“That’s a little difficult to do,” Paul said, “when George is already here, and Rob isn’t going to show up for several more hours. What are you guys playing at? Was this a serious wager, or what?”


“George can’t be there,” Ralph insisted. “He only left Miami 75 minutes ago, and even if he had a private jet waiting for him, it would have taken him longer than that to get to the airport, fly the plane to Jacksonville, and then get to the hotel. Quit playing games and wait.”


I can imagine his shock when George got on Paul’s cel and said hello, because I got nearly the same shock a few minutes later, when they called up my cel phone to tell me I’d lost the race. All three of us who’d been with George in Miami at the start of the race were convinced it was some kind of joke George, Paul and Jose were playing on us, but they had witnesses in the hotel who could swear that Paul and Jose had rented the room, in person, at 10:30 that morning, and that George had joined them about 45 minutes later.


It takes a while to believe in the impossible. That’s just the way it is. Ralph, Frank and I kept trying to find a way to prove Paul and Jose had been in on a joke against us, and they were still trying to do the same to us. But eventually we came to the conclusion that we could either let our friendship end over this, or we could tentatively accept the fact that somehow George had traveled over 400 miles in 75 minutes, and start trying to figure out how.


He didn’t want to tell us, at first, which is understandable. We didn’t believe him, anyway. It was impossible. Absolutely impossible. No way to do it. And yet it seemed he had. Finally he broke down and told us how.


“Have you ever been walking down the street,” he said, “and come to a corner and changed the direction you were traveling? As you turned that corner, did it ever seem like, for just a moment, you were looking down a different street than the one you expected? Just for a split second? Like for just a moment you were somewhere else?”


We nodded. It wasn’t that unusual of a feeling.


“Well, for that split second, you are somewhere else,” he told us. “For just that moment, you’re on a different version of the same street, in a different location.” We laughed at him, but he insisted. “You turn from Cramden Avenue onto High Street, and for a split second things look odd because for that split second you aren’t on High Street in Miami, you’re on High Street in Los Angeles.”


“Have you ever glanced at an intersection and seen it clear, then glanced again a moment later, and seen a car turning that you could swear wasn’t there a moment before? Maybe it wasn’t. Maybe it started its turn in another city, and only finished it where you saw it. I don’t know, but it might be. I can’t prove that anybody else can do this, but I know I can. And I know others have had that sense of strangeness that I get right before I move.”


“Travel from Miami to Jacksonville can be very quick,” he told us firmly, though we didn’t yet believe him. “I made that part of the trip in less than two minutes. The time consuming part is traveling within Miami or Jacksonville, when you don’t know just where you are going. I got my Jacksonville map from a large-scale atlas, and it wasn’t all that detailed, only the major streets were listed.”


“To get here, I had to take a bus over to Church Street, then turn on to the Jacksonville Church Street, but that meant I had to take a bus back to this hotel. Now that I’m here, I can get a much more detailed map, and it will be easier to find good streets to make the turn on. If we did this again, I’d be here in 15 or 20 minutes, tops.”


We couldn’t accept it, of course. Impossible. But he insisted, and we set up a more difficult test, and he completed it. You know the McDonalds we started from, that morning? It was at 16th and Balboa. We got a good Jacksonville map, found a Balboa there, and drove over to it, then we all watched as George walked around the corner. Maybe 10 seconds later, we rounded the same corner, and he was nowhere in sight. We returned to the cars.


Five minutes later, he walked back around that same corner, a bag full of hamburgers in his hands. Of course we were a little doubtful, but he had a receipt from our Miami McDonalds, and it was dated to that afternoon, to within five minutes of when he’d walked around that corner.


It still took a little while for us to completely believe him, but in time we all did. Not that that comes as any surprise to anybody reading this. I was the first one to believe whole-heartedly, because I’d decided to give George a ride home. He asked to drive, and I let him, still amazed at what he’d been telling me, and then suddenly he spoke.


“Hey, we’re turning on Elm. You know, we have an Elm Street right by our school.” And within five minutes of leaving the others in Jacksonville, we were driving past our high school in Miami, which left me no room to disbelieve. At the moment, I was rather frightened. Turns out he was, too. He’d never tried it with a car, and didn’t know for sure if he could bring the car with him. As it was, he said it was much harder to do with the car.


We discussed it as a group, and came to the conclusion we couldn’t tell anybody else about George’s amazing ability. He’d have been locked up and experimented on. But we had to look into this further. George told us how he would kind of accept that brief flash of a different location, and then he would be there, and we all tried it ourselves over and over again, but only Jose ever managed to do it, and as far as I know, he only managed it twice in his life. None of the rest of us had any sort of knack for it at all.


But if George could do it, and Jose could do it (even just once), maybe others could, and if they could, we were on to something big. We all decided to stick together, and we all went to the same college. We hadn’t been planning on it originally, but we wanted to stick together. Paul was a psychology major, so as far as the people on campus were concerned, he was our leader, as he arranged for the studies that brought others to us. They thought they were just helping out with the typical college studies, but our money, George’s original experiments, and those experiments were the earliest basis of Travelers Incorporated.


Until now, nobody outside the company knew more than the briefest of details about how Travelers Incorporated got its start … after all, nobody had even heard of us until we started offering half-hour service from New York to Los Angeles using our patented systems, specially designed vehicles, and trained personnel, and even then, we were looked at as more of a danger than a legitimate transportation option for many years.


But at least we’d found that about 75 percent of the population had those ‘different’ moments, and that about one in 20 could manage a very small travel, once or twice in their life, even if it was more like one in a thousand that could do it on George’s level, so by the time he was known, he wasn’t rare enough to be in that much danger.


And then the Sartons arrived in their huge ships, and started in to monopolize all of our goods and resources as they did on a thousand other worlds throughout the galaxy, what with having the fastest, most efficient method of space travel yet discovered, and we wondered if this unique human psionic ability could be translated to space travel.


The rest is, of course, history, and Travelers Incorporated is one of the most respected companies throughout the galaxy, but until now, few new it all started from a simple wager. Imagine how different the galaxy might have been without that bet? (And yes, for anybody who wonders, we did spring for a wonderful prom night for George and his girl. It was the least we could do, with the possibilities he opened up for us.)

#   #   #

