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Hulu’s ‘11/22/63’ tells us the harmof dwelling in the past
BY HANK STUEVER
THE WASHINGTON POST

Such is the inanity of pres-
ent-day life that it includes
asking your buddies (and
even your GOP presidential
con tenders )
whether or not
they would, if
possible, travel back in time
and snuff out the infant Adolf
Hitler.

It’s a question that pre-
tends to be philosophical by
probing the limits of one’s
ability to discern between
moral impulse and heroic
urge. As an intellectual exer-
cise, the question is barely
complex enough to fill the
time it takes to wait for a
pizza to be delivered to the
dorm.

OK, then, here’s another:
What about thwarting the as-
sassination of John F. Ken-
nedy? American society still
cannot shake the what-ifs
that loop endlessly around
that particular tragedy, imag-
ining a world in which Lee
Harvey Oswald (and whoever
was working with him, if
your opinions lean that way)
missed his target on Nov. 22,
1963. From there we imagine
that JFK went on to win a
second term in 1964 and then
… well, we’re never quite
sure what happens next, are
we?

This obsession will proba-
bly die off with the last of the
baby boomers, but one of that
generation’s most popular
novelists, Stephen King, gave
the scenario new life in 2011
with his well-received and
ambitious 849-page novel
“11/22/63,” about a man who
steps through a time portal in
the present with a plan to
prevent the assassination.

King’s work doesn’t always
happily travel through the
portal connecting the page to
the TV screen, but Hulu
scores with an impressively
stout-hearted, eight-episode
adaptation of “11/22/63” that
begins streaming on Monday.
It’s a fun and easily absorbing
thriller wrapped inside a cau-
tionary tale about indulging
in nostalgia â “ and best of all,
it has a definite and emotion-
ally satisfying conclusion.
That’s saying something in
this era of “limited” series

(“event series” is Hulu’s term
here) that get automatically
renewed at the first whiff of
viewer or critical interest.

With J.J. Abrams as an ex-
ecutive producer (riding high
after “Star Wars: The Force
Awakens,” the sight of
Abrams’ name on a TV show
is not necessarily the warn-
ing label it recently has been),
series developer and co-writ-
er Bridget Carpenter (a “Fri-
day Night Lights” alum) has
excised some of the bloat in
King’s novel while retaining
the natural shagginess and
strange detours that make it a
wild ride.

James Franco, always zig-
ging where Hollywood agents
might suggest that he zag,
stars as Jake Epping, a newly
divorced high school English
teacher in Lisbon, Maine,
who learns a secret from Al
Templeton (Chris Cooper),
the owner of a local diner:
The closet behind Al’s kitch-
en pantry is, inexplicably, a
portal to October 1960. (In the
novel, it was 1958.)

A disbelieving Jake takes
a couple of trips there and
back, learning from Al that
no matter how long he stays
in 1960, when he comes back
to the spot where the closet
exists in 2016 and returns
the present, whatever hap-
pened while he was in the
past will “reset” to the way
it was. And no matter how
long he stays in the past,
whether it’s for a few sec-
onds or three years (or lon-
ger), only a couple of min-
utes will have elapsed back
in 2016.

Got that? It’s admittedly
hokey and a little too conve-
nient, but “11/22/63” isn’t en-
visioned as a work of sci-fi
that’s preoccupied with rela-
tivity, paradoxes and other
restrictions pop culture im-
poses on a make-believe phe-
nomenon. As a literary de-
vice, time travel is older than
what H.G. Wells envisioned
in 1895; it’s a narrative device
that goes back centuries and
crosses different cultures, in-
dicating that magically visit-
ing the past is so inherent to
our nature (much like explor-
ing, whether across the
oceans or the galaxy) that we
find it irresistibly possible —
and perhaps one day it will

be.
There are distinct differ-

ences, you see, between plau-
sibility and believability. In
its writing, visualization and
performances, “11/22/63” is
remarkably easy to buy into.
Perhaps that is why Franco’s
Jake listens attentively as Al
tells him, at length, about his
own efforts to travel back and
forth between the 1960s and
2010s to get a fix on the plot (if
there indeed ever was one) to
assassinate Kennedy.

Al has spent so much time
in the past — erasing his
work each time he returns to
the present, but still enduring
the toll of time spent — that
he’s come down with cancer.
It’s up to Jake to take over the
mission.

Arriving in October 1960
with expertly forged identifi-
cation and contemporary
cash provided by Al (who also
kept a notebook filled with
future professional sports
outcomes, enabling Jake to
earn a living off bets), Jake
gets a car and drives from
Maine to Texas.

JFK scholars and conspira-
cy buffs might find some de-
light in Jake’s initial investi-
gation of Oswald’s Marxist
leanings, his friendship with
George de Mohrenschildt and
the assassination attempt on
conservative Dallas politician
Edwin Walker in April 1963.
The show isn’t an extreme
dive into the lore and docu-
ments, but it has done a re-
spectful amount of homework.

That doesn’t intrigue me as
much as how seamlessly —
and in many scenes extrava-
gantly — “11/22/63” portrays
the look and feel of mid-centu-
ry American life. (It’s another
example of the “Mad Men”
effect; the era of junky period
pieces is gone, and once again
we see just how big the bud-
gets can get as various online
and cable networks duke it
out for high-quality content.)
The series may well approach
high-class pornography for
vintage car and truck aficio-
nados, especially in chase
scenes that involve whole
streets and highways filled
with shining examples of our

automotive glory days.
An early, disastrous set-

back convinces Jake that he
should return through the
portal, reset things and start
over. But he changes his mind
and acquires a young accom-
plice, Bill Turcotte (George
MacKay); the two move to a
small town between Dallas
and Fort Worth and prepare
for the imminent return from
Moscow of their man Oswald
(unhingingly played by Daniel
Webber) and his new bride,
Marina (Lucy Fry). Jake gets a
job at the local high school
teaching English, where he
falls in love with the school li-
brarian, Sadie Dunhill (Sarah
Gadon).

By this point, “11/22/63”
has revealed itself to be so
much more than a tangle of
what-ifs. It has an eloquent
soulfulness and is sprinkled
with smart and lovely refer-
ences to literature and popu-
lar culture. (When an elderly
war veteran cross-examines
Jake’s claim of Korean War
service, Jake describes his
timewiththe4077thM*A*S*H

unit.) Throughout each epi-
sode Franco reminds us of his
range as an actor, from goofy
to tearful in a flash.

Without spoiling the out-
come,Icansaythat“11/22/63”
bears a stern warning — not
just about time travel and al-
tering the past, but also about
dwelling in it, literally or fig-
uratively. Al warns Jake that
“the past pushes back” when-
ever the future feels threat-
ened, which manifests itself
in King’s usual affection for
the supernatural unseen. As
Jake gets closer and closer to
his goal, the past tries to kill
him — or those he loves.

There’s a lesson in here for
all of us, obsessed as we are
with milestone anniversa-
ries, retro reflections, throw-
back Thursdays, and our
manic revivifying of old TV
and movie favorites so that
we can have them around
again, like it used to be. Along
with its meticulous treatment
of the past, “11/22/63” pres-
ents forceful evidence that
what we really need these
days is to move on.
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James Franco and Sarah Gadon in “11.22.63.”

Emergency dispatchers face cellphone 911 challenges
BY ALISON KNEZEVICH
AND PAMELA WOOD
THE BALTIMORE SUN

BALTIMORE — Kate
Bergstrom was home alone
with her toddler when the
allergic reaction began.

Her throat started to swell.
It became difficult to breathe.
There was no one else to help
her.

As precious seconds ticked
by, the Baltimore County
woman reached for her cell-
phone and tapped 911.

But when the call connect-
ed, she got a dispatcher in
Baltimore City — the wrong
jurisdiction.

It’s a problem that has
grown increasingly common
across the country: As more
people rely on cellphones to
communicate with the wider
world, more emergency calls
are going to dispatch centers
in other towns, counties,
even states.

When a caller dials 911 on
a landline, the telephone grid
routes the call to the correct
dispatch center, and the 911
system tells the dispatcher
the caller’s address, which
helps emergency responders
get to the scene.

But a cellphone tries to
connect to the nearest cell
tower, which might or might
not be in the caller’s jurisdic-
tion. And cellphone technol-
ogy does not always provide
a caller’s precise location to
a 911 system.

Dispatchers who are able
to figure out that a caller is
in another jurisdiction can
forward the call to the right
center.

But in an emergency, a
delay can be fatal.

A newspaper delivery
woman who drove into a
pond in suburban Atlanta
early one dark morning in
December 2014 had time to
dial 911. But the call went to
another county, and dis-
patchers were unable to de-
termine the woman’s loca-
tion.

The car sank. The woman
was trapped and later died.

In an emergency, former
Federal Communications
Commission official Jamie
Barnett said, minutes “can

literally be a lifetime for
somebody.”

Barnett, former chief of
the FCC’s Public Safety and
Homeland Security Bureau,
led Find Me 911, a coalition
that lobbied to improve the
accuracy of 911 location in-
formation.

“Is the person going to re-
main conscious?” asked Bar-
nett, a retired Navy admiral.
“Is the cellphone going to
drop the signal?

“There are any number of
things that can go wrong.”

The problem is as old as
cellphones. But as Ameri-
cans abandon their land-
lines, it’s growing.

In 2003, 96 percent of U.S.
households had landlines. A
decade later, the proportion
had fallen to 53 percent.
Today, more than 70 percent
of 911 calls nationwide are
made on cellphones.

Now federal and state offi-
cials are trying to catch up.

New federal rules re-
quire the wireless indus-
try to improve the technol-
ogy for locating cellphones
used to dial 911. A federal
work group convened by
the FCC is studying how to
prevent emergency cell-
phone calls from being
misrouted. Technical ad-
vances such as 911 texting

are becoming more acces-
sible.

There is also a federal
push for dispatch centers to
move toward an Internet-
based system called Next
Generation 911. The system
would not only help prevent
misrouting and improve lo-
cation accuracy, but would
eventually also let callers
send videos and other multi-
media messages to dispatch-
ers.

In Maryland, as in other
states, officials are still in the
planning stages for Next
Generation 911. The state
Emergency Number Systems
Board has been funding proj-
ects intended to help local
call centers make the transi-
tion to the new system. Leg-
islation introduced in the
General Assembly this year
would allow the state to use
money from its 911 Trust
Fund to help plan for it.

The FCC has estimated
that the transition to Next
Generation 911 nationwide
could cost up to $2.68 billion
over a decade. State officials
say they’re still trying to esti-
mate the cost of the move in
Maryland.

Technology exists to track
cellphones. But it’s not yet
precise enough to always
pinpoint exactly where a per-

son is located.
“What is wrong and where

— those are the two key
things that we have to
know,” said Ross Coates,
public safety manager for
Harford County.

Of the 210 cellphone calls
the Harford center receives
daily, about eight come from
another jurisdiction — most-
ly Baltimore and Cecil coun-
ties, but also Baltimore City,
and occasionally Pennsylva-
nia.

Harford County dispatch-
ers work out of the Depart-
ment of Emergency Services
building in Forest Hill. The
dispatch center has high ceil-
ings and large windows.
Each dispatcher has five
computer screens at his or
her station.

When a cellphone call
comes in, the center receives
the GPS coordinates.

But those coordinates are
not always exact. Current
federal law requires wireless
carriers to provide location
accuracy to within 50 to 300
meters, depending upon the
type of technology used.

Coates said it isn’t enough.
“If you’re on the edge of

the cornfield or in the middle
of the cornfield, chances are
we can find you,” he said.
“But when you’re in a heavi-

ly wooded area or you’re in a
downtown metropolitan
area, that can still add to
some complications of locat-
ing our callers.”

Dispatchers have tested
accuracy with their own
phones. Some have called
from inside the center,
Coates said, to see their
screens showing that they
are located up the road.

If a call comes in from an-
other county, dispatchers
can pull up a screen with
buttons that allow them to
transfer the call. In Harford,
they’ve sent calls to Lancast-
er and York counties in
Pennsylvania.

Last year, more than 1,300
calls to Baltimore’s 911 line
had to be redirected to Balti-
more County, according to
city fire officials. Another 58
were sent to Anne Arundel
County.

Numbers or estimates of
redirected calls statewide
were not available.

For callers, getting the
wrong jurisdiction can still
be disturbing.

In one highly publicized
case, 31-year-old Shanell An-
derson of Sandy Springs,
Georgia, was trapped in her
vehicle, which was sinking
into a pond, in Cherokee
County at 4 a.m. when she
called 911. The call was rout-
ed to a dispatcher in neigh-
boring Alpharetta.

“We could not plot where
her location was,” said
George Gordon, spokesman
for the Alpharetta Depart-
ment of Public Safety.

Rescuers found Anderson
more than 20 minutes after
her call. She died at a hospi-
tal days later.

The FCC is pushing the
wireless industry to increase
location accuracy for mobile
emergency calls.

In 1996, when the FCC first
adopted rules for wireless 911
calls, it required carriers to
determine the location of the
caller. But back then, most 911
calls originated outdoors,
from motorists on the road.
The technology wasn’t ideal
for determining the location of
a caller inside a building —
where a growing number of
calls now originate.

New rules adopted in 2015
require carriers to be able to
provide a caller’s location with-
in 50 meters for 80 percent of all
wireless 911 calls by 2021.

They also require develop-
ment of technology that will
determine how high up a
caller is in a multistory
building.

Barnett, of the Find Me 911
coalition, said the group was
disappointed in the final
rules. The coalition, which
included 911 operators, first
responders and professional
organizations, received fund-
ing from True Position, a
company that develops loca-
tion-finding technologies.

Barnett said earlier pro-
posals were stronger and had
shorter timelines.

The wireless industry —
which helped develop the
rules the FCC ultimately ad-
opted — contended that it
was impossible to meet the
previously proposed bench-
marks and timetable.

The new rules will “assure
widespread improvements for
first responders,” Meredith
Attwell Baker, president and
CEO of cellphone industry
group CTIA-The Wireless As-
sociation, said when the rules
were adopted in January 2015.

One component of Next
Generation 911 is the ability
to text 911 — a technology of-
ficials say will help people
with hearing disabilities,
and those in situations
where calling 911 would en-
danger the caller.

Smartphone apps often
seem more accurate at locat-
ing phones and giving driv-
ing directions.

That’s because the commu-
nication system between car-
riers and 911 dispatch centers
doesn’t yet use the same tech-
nologies as those apps, said
Matthew Gerst, director of
regulatory affairs for CTIA-
The Wireless Association.

Often the apps determine
a phone’s location by seeing
how the phone is searching
for nearby wireless hot spots.
The technology is particu-
larly useful technology in
urban areas, where tall
buildings can block satellite
signals, making GPS less ac-
curate, Gerst said.
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Public safety dispatchers in Harford County’s dispatch emergency call center in Forest
Hill, Maryland.
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