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  In Memoriam Reginald Fessenden, Radio Pioneer




  The small sun rose cold and red over the massive grey brick terminal building. The purple sky was clear. No clouds marred the curving horizon. None ever did.




  Franklin’s tiny truck trudged along the bumpy road, slowing almost to a stop before each mercury-mud filled pothole. The cargo was precious; five hundred freshly laid eggs from Eleanor’s farm, snuggled warmly in thermofoam. Enough to cook breakfast for the entire town. The hens were generous this summer.




  The truck entered the town’s limits, passing under a gate of colorful lights and pendants of metallic foil. The preparations for the Landing Festival — the greatest event of the decade — were in full swing, even though there were still a few days left.




  He stopped by the Church of Star Bogart. Franklin liked that small building, with its white-washed walls, titanium-plated roof and the old fifty-inch screen altarpiece inside. His grandfather had helped build it not long after the founding of the colony and Franklin and Eleanor were both given their names in the church. Even now, with the new larger church built in the town center, this was still his preferred place of worship.




  He stopped at the back and honked twice. The vicar’s plump, smiling face appeared on the chat screen.




  “Do you have something for me today, Franklin?” the intercom screeched.




  “A dozen blue ones, Betty, just as you asked.”




  He flicked a switch and the conveyor tube rolled out from his truck, linking it to the kitchen receptacle. A hiss of quickly dissipating steam confirmed the package had been received.




  “Oh, they’re lovely!” The vicar rejoiced. “Thank you. How is your sister doing?”




  “She’s fine. It’s shearing time now so she’s even busier right now. She might not be coming for the regular Show this week.”




  “I understand. I will send her a recording later.”




  “She’ll appreciate that.”




  “I do hope she’s not planning to miss the Landing?”




  “Oh, of course not. She’s looking forward to it greatly. We all are.”




  “That’s good to hear. Give my regards to Shirley and the boys.”




  “Sure. See you tomorrow, Betty.”




  The airlock light turned to green and the round door clicked open. Franklin took off the helmet and entered the house.




  Shirley’s face, framed by a storm of golden hair he so loved, was sad and tired. He guessed immediately what had happened.




  “What did he do this time?” he asked, taking her hands in his. A cup of cold tea remained untouched on the table.




  “He cut his hair,” she said, holding back the sobs. “I… I don’t know what to do anymore.”




  “I’ll go talk to him.”




  “You’ve talked to him a hundred times!”




  “This time I’ll really talk to him.”




  She looked at him, frightened.




  “Don’t hurt him!”




  “Of course I won’t!” he scoffed, “that would be out of character. Why don’t you make us a new pot of tea, dear.”




  He knocked on the door of his firstborn son’s room.




  “Elvis? Can I come in?”




  There was no answer.




  “I’m coming in anyway. You have thirty seconds.”




  He counted to thirty and pressed his master key to the lock. The door slid open. The room was dark. Elvis was lying on the bed, motionless, wearing headphones. Franklin sighed and flicked the stereo off.




  “What’re you listening to, son?” he asked when Elvis grumpily raised himself to sit, “Hendrix? The Doors?”




  He knew the answer would not make him happy. His son’s hair was cut short and his clothes were dark and plain — a grey shirt and black trousers.




  “Stanton’s Fourth Movement.”




  “The Absence of New,” Franklin read out the tag. “Got it from a warp-ship?”




  His son nodded.




  Franklin sighed again and sat down on the bed next to the boy.




  “I don’t understand you, son,” he started, “why don’t you want to follow the Great Circle? I would have thought you’d love it in this period. The Summer of Love was all about the young people. Free love, rock, drugs… you haven’t even touched your stash in a week.”




  “I don’t need artificial stimulation. It numbs the senses.”




  “All right, I respect that. Not everyone has to take them, it’s not the obligatory part of the character. But what about all the rest? The music, the clothes? Can’t you at least wear the jeans when you’re at home? Trousers are trousers.”




  “They’re not even real jeans, dad. They’re plastic. And they chafe.”




  “Their symbolic meaning counts more than what they’re made of. And the discomfort helps us reflect on how the Stars suffered.”




  “I like these clothes better.”




  “Your mother made you those jeans. Do you really want to make her sad?”




  Elvis shrugged in silence. Franklin lost his patience.




  “Dammit young man, this is my home and you will obey my rules!”




  “You’re slipping into the wrong decade,” Elvis reminded him with a mocking smile, “why don’t you whip out your leather belt while you’re at it?”




  Franklin grit his teeth in helpless anger. He stood up and headed outside. Suddenly he got an idea and turned around.




  “We’ll be having a proper Observance tonight, after supper. It’s been too long since we had one.”




  “Daaad…not today,” moaned Elvis, “I’ve got homework to do…”




  “No discussion. I expect you to wear proper clothes and behave as befits the character. We can’t do anything about the hair, but… I guess you can be a Vietnam recruit.”




  A flick of the stereo’s switch was the boy’s only response.




  The small, 14-inch home altar was decorated with plastic flowers and family photos. A bowl of quinoa gruel stood in front of it as an offering to the Stars that were about to grace the screen.




  “Hurry, dear, we’re almost ready,” Franklin shouted towards the kitchen.




  “I’ll be right there,” answered Shirley.




  A little boy in pink pajamas sat down before the screen. John Fitzgerald, Franklin’s younger son, was only six and did not need to conform to the character yet.




  Franklin fiddled with some knobs of the recorder, adjusted the photos, touched the flowers. Everything seemed ready.




  “I wish he’d hurry up,” he said, with his eyes raised towards the ceiling.




  “He didn’t come down for supper,” said Shirley, “are you sure he’ll want to come for this?”




  “He did say he had lots of homework. Let’s give him a few minutes more. He wouldn’t dare miss the Observance.”




  They sat in silence in front of the screen. Franklin recited Fessenden’s Prayer in his head one last time. It was his favorite passage from the Early Recordings.




   




  One, two, three, four




  Is it snowing where you are, Mister Thiessen?




  If it is,




  Telegraph back and let me know.




   




  Such simple words and yet so much meaning. First, counting to four calmed the mind. Then came the poignant question: is it snowing where you are? Are you in trouble? Do you need help? And at last, the promise of contact. The Transmission brought hope to the scattered, stranded remnants of humanity. We may all be snowed under, separated from each other by a measureless expanse of time and space, but as long as the Transmission lasts, we are all bound together. Telegraph back and let me know.




  “Daddy?” John Fitzgerald’s voice snapped him out of contemplation. “Why is that red light blinking?”




  Franklin opened his eyes and followed his son’s pointing finger. The alarm light was, indeed, blinking repeatedly, but somebody had turned the volume slider down to zero so that the danger was not noticed immediately. The red light indicated loss of pressure and temperature somewhere in the house. He knew exactly what it meant.




  Elvis had left the building.




  The register showed that the roof airlock had been breached almost half an hour before John Fitzgerald spotted the alarm. The boy could be anywhere by now.




  Franklin cursed climbing into the truck. He was more worried than angry. Being outside at this time of night was dangerous, even for someone wearing a suit. And he wasn’t sure if the boy had managed to suit up properly before running away. It may have been the middle of July according to the Transmission Calendar, but this remote planet knew only eternal winter. If something went wrong with Elvis’s suit, the boy would freeze within minutes…




  Franklin dared not think about such things. The boy was not stupid. He would probably just hide at one of his friends for a while. The nearest of his school colleagues lived half a mile away and Franklin decided to check there first.




  In a way, his son’s behavior made him proud. Being a rebel teenager who runs away from home to meet his friends was, after all, part of the character, whether Elvis realized it or not. There was simply no escaping the Great Circle. The boy must have realized it at last.




  “Hi there, Jesse,” Franklin spoke to the intercom. A dark, sleepy face appeared on the screen. “You wouldn’t happen to have seen my son around your place tonight?”




  “Oh, it’s you, Frank. I’ll check with the kids, hold on a moment.”




  Jesse returned a minute later.




  “Sorry, they haven’t seen him. Anything the matter?”




  “No, it’s all right, don’t worry.”




  “Take care.”




  One, two, three four. Is it snowing where you are? Franklin repeated the prayer.




  You bet it is, Mister Fessenden, he answered, tapping his fingers nervously on the steering wheel.




  The hills glinted scarlet in the light of the sun. The truck climbed to the top of the highest peak and stopped. Franklin opened the cabin and climbed out. He raised the binoculars to his eyes, surveying the valley.




  Three days had passed since his son had gone missing. Elvis must have been hungry and tired now, hiding away for so long. His suit was still reporting life signs, so at least Franklin didn’t have to worry about his son’s health. But the suit’s location beacon had been hacked or broken. How long had the boy been preparing this escape?
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