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Chapter 1






I flew from New York to Los Angeles, then nonstop to Seoul. I had a few hours before my flight to Bangkok, and I rode a shuttle bus into downtown Seoul, walked around, snacked on fried shrimp, drank a beer, and caught a bus back to the airport. Nothing looked remotely familiar, but then it had been quite a while since Id been in Korea. I hadnt spent much time in Seoul, but this time around it was noisy and bustling and furiously modern, a far cry from the Korean cities and villages I remembered.


This time around, too, nobody was shooting at me. There were no Chinese soldiers blowing bugles, no artillery rounds whistling overhead.


I have to say it makes a change.





Id reset my watch in L.A. and in Seoul, and I reset it again a few hours later in Bangkok. By then Id lost track of what time it was in New York, and, since there was nobody I wanted to phone, I didnt much care. It was three in the afternoon in Bangkok, and that was all I had to know. It was a half hour earlier in Rangoon, if I remembered correctly, but I would cross that time zone when I came to it.


My only luggage was the day pack Id carried aboard the plane with me, and all it held was a clean shirt and a change of socks and underwear. My toothbrush and razor and such rode in the Kangaroo pouch clasped around my waist, along with my Swiss Army knife. I had some cash in a money belt under my Gap khakis, and once Id cleared Customs and Immigration I ducked into a mens room and slipped my passport in there as well. Then I ran a gauntlet of overeager cab drivers, took a train to a spot where I could catch a water taxi, and floated on into Bangkok.


Id been there before, and more recently than Id been to Seoul. Late sixties, say. Thirty years ago, according to the calendar. Less than a fifth as long by the clock in my head.


Overhead, the sun burned in the afternoon sky. I welcomed it. A breeze off the water had a cooling effect, and of course I had the deep internal chill that was always with me. The sun might give me a burnI really should have put on sunscreenbut in the meantime it felt good.


Other boats kept pulling up alongside my water taxi, full of people who wanted to sell me something. They all spoke some sort of English, though not one of them was ready to hire on as an announcer for the BBC. I got tired of saying noto opium weights and ivory carvings, to pictures on rice paper, to rubies that were probably cut glass and lapis that was probably dyed, to bright-eyed offers of male and female companionship. Very young, I was assured. Very clean.


No, I kept saying, in English. No, thank you. I am not interested. No, thanks all the same, but no.


Maybe you like better to watch, one thoughtful young man suggested, leaning forward and gripping the side of my water taxi. Two girls together? Boy and girl? Two boys?


No, thank you, but


Girl and a dog together. Very popular show, all the tourists like very much. Japanese businessmen, very wealthy, they all love this show.


Good for them, I said.


Oh, yes, he said. Is very good for them. Is good for you, too. Girl is seven, eight years old, has never been with a man.



Just with dogs.


You like, after show is over, you can have the girl.


Suppose Id rather have the dog?


Girl, dog, whatever you want. Both, if you want.


In Thai I said, All I want is for you to fuck off and leave me alone.


His eyes widened. My Thai is reasonably fluent, although I have a little trouble with the written language, which comes with an alphabet that makes my eyes cross. Thais never expect you to speak their language. (Nobody does, really, except the French, who expect you to speak it badly.) More to the point, they dont expect you to understand their language, and I have often acquired useful information as a result. Ive thus learned to keep my linguistic ability a secret, and here Id gone and tipped my hand to a floating pimp.


No harm in that, I decided. Who was he going to tell? He drifted off to plague someone else, and an old woman selling horoscopes and teak carvings took his place, and I defended myself once more in English. No, I said. Not today. I dont want any. Thank you. No.





The teahouse was where it was supposed to be, just across the street from the Swan Hotel and a stones throw from the Grand Palace. There was a skanky-looking tobbo shop to its right, a store overflowing with electronic gear to its left.


I walked into the teahouse, and at first I thought it was empty save for the tired waitress leaning against the counter. Then my eyes adjusted to the dim lighting, and I saw the sole customer seated at a table against the back wall. He was smoking a cigarette and drinking a Kloster beer, and he raised his eyes at my approach but kept his seat.


I said, Mr. Sukhumvit?


Yes?



In Thai I said, Today the Chao Phraya swarms with crocodiles.


In Thai he replied, Elephants on the highway, crocodiles in the river.


We both smiled, and he got to his feet. He was on the tall side for a Thai, around five-nine, and lean as a sapling. He wore black pants and a shortsleeve khaki shirt, and his forearms were wiry and muscular. He had a mustache and goatee, the latter consisting of a half-inch band running down the center of his chin.


Tanner, he said. Welcome to Bangkok. We shook hands. Recognition signals are ridiculous, arent they? Crocodiles and elephants. Schoolboy nonsense.


My sentiments exactly.


And inadequate in the bargain. Suppose you show me your passport so that I can be confident you are truly yourself.


I went to the mens room, retrieved the passport from my money belt. When I got back to Sukhumvits table there were two fresh bottles of beer on it, and a bowl of peanuts. I gave him my passport and poured myself some beer while he squinted at it, looking at my photo and at me, reading everything the passport had to say about me. Then, with a quick smile, he folded it and handed it back to me.


You are enjoying Bangkok, Tanner?


I just got here.


You speak the language well.


Thank you, I said. Im pretty good with languages.


Hows your Burmese?


Not as good as my Thai.


Youve been to Burma?


No.


Fascinating country. Cut off from the world all these years. Youll find Rangoon very different from Bangkok.



I can imagine.


Of course, its Yangon now. And the whole country is Myanmar. But no one outside the government calls it that.


So I understand.


He helped himself to a handful of peanuts, chewed thoughtfully, drank beer. He said, Youve been to Bangkok before.


Not recently.


No, not since that passport was issued. Do you find it changed much?


A lot of new construction, from the looks of things.


Yes.


And it seems to me the traffic is worse.


It is worse each year than the year before.


And there was a war going on the last time I was here, I said, and thats over with.


Not a war in Thailand.


No, of course not.


In Vietnam, you must mean.


Yes.


He frowned. But how can that be? It says on your passport that you were born in 1958. Americans were not drafted until the age of eighteen, is that not so? And the last American troops left Vietnam well before your eighteenth birthday.


I lied about my age, I said.


Ah. And volunteered for service.


Yes.


And fought boys younger than yourself, he said. In the Vietcong, an eighteen-year-old was a grizzled veteran. If he was still alive. And in the hill tribes of Burma, the children fight alongside their parents. The Shan, the Kachins. The Kareni.


Yes.


But childhood itself is a Western invention, dont you think? Childhood as a time of innocence. Only the fortunate get to have such a childhood in this part of the world. The rest are not so innocent. He lit a cigarette, pursed his lips, blew smoke at the ceiling. You know how a Thai girl celebrates her eighteenth birthday?


How?


She puts her daughter on the street.


I drank some more beer. Id had Thai beer in New York, a brand called Singha, but Id never even heard of Kloster, which tasted like a German beerBecks, saybut lighter. It wasnt bad.


I said, On the river I was offered the opportunity to watch a seven-year-old girl have sex with a dog.


And you passed it up, eh?


So that I could meet with you.


I am honored, he said. But it is upsetting to many people, this business of child prostitution. For myself, I would not want a partner of such an age. I prefer a woman who knows what to do. Although some of these children learn quickly.


I imagine they do.


But for most of their customers they are best advised to appear ignorant and inexperienced. We get whole planeloads of men on organized sex tours, you know. Americans and Europeans and Japanese. Some want boys and some want girls and some dont seem to care. It is curious, isnt it?


Yes.


Of course, the U.N. wants to put a stop to it. And now I suppose the SPCA will stick its nose in as well, saying it is cruel to the dogs. You want another beer?


Not just now.


You go to Rangoon first thing in the morning, dont you? Do you have a hotel yet?


I didnt have one because I wouldnt need one, but he didnt have to know that. Out at the airport, I said.



The Amari? A good choice. Will you want to have an early night? Bangkoks twelve hours different from New York, so I dont know how you stand on jet lag.


Im all right.


You were able to sleep on the plane?


Off and on, I said.


He stroked his vertical stripe of a beard. Forgive me for saying so, he said, but you look a little peaked.


Probably jet lag.


You feel all right?


Well, Im a little chilled, I said, but other than that


Chilled?


A little, but


But its a hot afternoon. The temperature is well over thirty degrees. That would make it close to ninety degrees Fahrenheit.


That sounds about right.


As a matter of fact, he said, youre perspiring. So how can you be feeling a chill?


Im sure its part of the jet lag, I said. And youre right, it does feel warm in here, and I am perspiring. Its more an internal sort of a chill.


Internal.


And its no big deal, I said. I can live with it.


What you need, he said, is spicy food. That is exactly what you need.


Youre probably right.


We will go to a place I know, he said, and we will drink beer and eat dog. How does that sound?


Uh, I said.


And then we will drink whiskey, he said, and then we will have some girls. But not children!


Certainly not, I said.


I know just the place, he said. The girls are twelve years old, possibly as much as fourteen. We wont be robbing the cradle, and we wont have the U.N. on our backs.


What about the SPCA?


He laughed, got to his feet, left some baht on the table to cover the bill. An inner chill, he said. My friend, after a plate of dog, a glass of scotch, and an hour with a pretty girl, youll be as warm inside as out.


I wouldnt bet on it.














Chapter 2






It all startedwell, who knows when it started? When I was born, maybe, or when I was conceived, or somewhere in the dim dark past when my great-great-grandfather met my great-great-grandmother and decided he liked the way she combed her hair. Maybe it started on a numbered hill in Korea, where a shard of shrapnel from an incoming artillery round embedded itself in my skull, forever relieving me of the need to sleep. (No one knows exactly how the sleep center works, or why we need to sleep, but mine doesnt, and I dont.)


Maybe it started when I got home from Korea and started to make a life for myself. I found a way to earn a living, supplementing the monthly disability check I got from the government. And I found a way to fill up twenty-four wide-awake hours a day, and learned, too, to live out the fantasies other people use up in dreams. I studied languages, and I joined political movements, and I supported lost causes. I had adventures. Somewhere along the way I stonewalled my jailers in Washington by insisting I worked for a government agency and refusing to tell them which one. Then a guy showed up to claim me, evidently believing I worked for him. And, as the years went by, maybe I did. Its not always easy to tell.


Enough. It all started on a Tuesday afternoon in October, in the pine-paneled basement recreation room of a house in Union City, New Jersey, where a man named Harald Engstrom poured me a glass of brandy.





The trouble with Scandinavia, Harald Engstrom said, is were too bloody civilized. We used to be Vikings, for Gods sake! We were the scourge of Europe, more to be feared than the Black Death. Wed raid your coastal villages. Wed butcher your cattle and rape your daughtersor was it the other way around?


Well, either way, I said.


Exactly. We were a dangerous lot, Evan. And now we never go to war. We are peaceable and prosperous. All our citizens get medical care and education and a government that takes care of them from the cradle to the grave. Even the downtrodden, even those of us in southern Sweden, live a life the rest of the world would envy.


We were speaking Danish. Harald was from Lund, in southern Sweden, but he did not consider himself a Swede, nor did he consider his homeland to be a part of Sweden. It had once been Danishmost of each of the Scandinavian countries had once belonged to or been a part of one or more of the othersand, as far as Harald was concerned, he and his neighbors and kinsmen were Danes still, and all that remained was for them to wrest control of their benighted province from the damnable (if benevolent) Stockholm government.


It is difficult to stir up a rebellion against a welfare state, he said with a sigh. If we are successful, what happens to our pensions? Evan, I ask you. Would a Viking ask such a question?


Its a problem, I agreed. Youve got to get people to realize theyre oppressed before you can get them to revolt.


But you have some ideas.


I did, and I began to run through them for him. For several years Id been a member of SKOAL, an acronymic organization committed to restoring lost areas of Sweden and Norway to Danish control. (A fraction of SKOAL claimed Danish hegemony for all of Sweden and Norway, and for part of Finland as well, but I felt their claims were unjustified, and not terribly realistic.) Id had some correspondence with members in Denmark and Sweden, but Harald was the first SKOALer Id met face to face.


He nodded as I spoke. You are truly committed, he said.


Absolutely.


And you believe you can get assistance from these other groups? The Internal Macedonian Revolutionary Organization? The League for the Restoration of Cilician Armenia? The Pan-Hellenic Friendship Society?


He named some other outfits of which Im proud to be a member, including one or two I couldnt recall having mentioned to him. That might have made me suspicious, but who would be suspicious of a Danish Swede (or a Swedish Dane) in the basement of a suburban house in Union City, New Jersey?


Evan, he said, theres some better brandy, and I insist you try a glass.


Id had enough for that hour of the day, but it would have been impolite to refuse. Harald, a blond giant with guileless blue eyes, lumbered into the other room and came back with two glasses of a liquid a little darker than amber. He very deliberately set one in front of me and raised the other in a toast.


To necessity, he said.


Necessity?


He nodded. To it we must always bend our will. Skoal!


Skoal, I agreed, although I wasnt all that sure about the rest of it. But I drank, all the same.



We talked of other things, though I cant say I remember what they were. What I do remember is that a curious drowsiness began to come over me. My mind wandered. I yawned, and apologized for it.


You must be tired, Harald said. Would you care to lie down for a few minutes, Evan?


No, thank you. Its not necessary.


Just for a little while. A nap, eh? I think its a good idea. Look at you, you cant keep your eyes open!


He was right. I couldnt keep my eyes open. But that didnt make sense. If there was one thing I could always do, it was keep my eyes open. I did close them now and thento rest them, to go into a yogic relaxation modebut it was always entirely voluntary. I closed them because I decided to, not because they decided to close of their own accord.


But thats what they were doing. Closing, all by themselves. And I couldnt seem to do anything about it. I couldnt even remember to try.





The next thing I knew, I was lying flat on my back. I had the sense of coming up from some cold dark place far beneath the earths surface. That was true, I realized, only in a symbolic sense. I hadnt actually gone anywhere, let alone some dungeon in the bowels of the earth. I was still in Harald Engstroms house in Union City. I might be in the basement, which was technically below the earths surface, though probably not below sea level. And I might not be in the basement after all, because I seemed to be lying on a bed, and I didnt recall seeing any beds in his basement.


Id evidently passed out, I thought, and maybe Harald had carried me upstairs to a bedroom. The brandy, I thoughtand at once it occurred to me (as it will long since have occurred to you) that there was something in that brandy more to be reckoned with than mere ethyl alcohol.



For Gods sake, hed slipped me a mickey! Id been drugged!


Coming out of it, someone was saying. Not in Danish, or Swedish either. In English.


He almost surfaced the last time, a second voice said, this one female. I noted this, and noted in retrospect that the first voice had been a mans. Maybe hell make it this time, she said.


Dont say any more, the man said. He can hear you.


Indeed I could, but from that point on there was nothing more to hear.


No words, anyway. I could hear them breathing, if I put my mind to it, and distantly I could hear the hum of machinery and the muted sounds of human activity. I was beginning to get the feeling that I was not in Harald Engstroms house after all, but I couldnt think how or where I might have been moved. I certainly didnt remember any movement, though I probably wouldnt if Id been deeply comatose as a result of whatever had been in that last glass of brandy.


How long had I been out? I was lying on my back with my arms at my sides, and I hadnt moved a muscle except to breathe, but I moved now, lifting a hand and bringing it to my face.


A sharp intake of breath from one or both of them greeted this move of mine. So they were watching me closely, whoever they were. And they were impressed that I could move.


What was going on here?


I touched my chin, ran my hand up along my cheek. I had shaved that morning, I remembered. Sometimes I skip a day, if all Im going to do is stay home and write somebodys thesis and answer my mail, but Id definitely shaved before my visit to Haralds house, and my beard had scarcely grown since then. There was a little stubble against the grain, but at worst Id look like Richard Nixon ten minutes after he left the barbers chair. So I couldnt have been unconscious for more than a dozen hours, a whole day at the absolute outside.


They still hadnt said anything. Theyd seen me move, and theyd since watched me trying to tell time by my five oclock shadow, but they hadnt been willing to comment.


Up to me, evidently.


First I took a quick inventory. I wiggled my toes to make sure I still had them. I tensed muscles here and there, just to assure myself that everything still worked.


Then I opened my eyes.


There were two of them, the man a stocky fellow about my age, the woman a sallow blonde a good deal younger. They were both dressed in white, and the room I was in looked to be a hospital room, and what the hell was I doing there?


I decided to ask them. Where am I? I said. And what am I doing here?


They exchanged glances. The manthe doctor, I supposeignored my question and asked one of his own. What was my name?


I hesitated, not because I didnt know it but because I wondered if there was any reason to keep it to myself. None I could think of, I decided.


Evan Tanner, I said.


Good, he said. Not that my name was Evan Tanner, I gathered, but that I was able to supply it. For Gods sake, what did they think was wrong with me?


How do you feel, Mr. Tanner?


I feel fine, I said.


Any pain? Dizziness? Anything of the sort?


No, Im fine, I said. I was still lying flat on my back, and it somehow had not occurred to me to sit up. It did now. I sat up a little creakilyyoud have thought Id been lying down foreverand the womans eyes widened. Im just sitting up in bed, I wanted to tell her. Dont act like Im Lazarus, takething up his bed and walkething.


Still no dizziness, Mr. Tanner?


No.


Thats good.


Yeah, its great, I agreed. But Ive got a few questions of my own, and if you dont mind


Im sure you do, he said. But lets take mine first, shall we? He brandished a clipboard. Forms to fill out, you know. And once thats out of the way Ill be better able to answer your questions.


I nodded.


Can you tell me the date?


Todays date?


Yes.


Well, I said. The last I knew it was Tuesday, October fifth. I drank a glass of brandy. It wasnt enough to get me drunk, so my guess is there was something in it to knock me out. And it feels as though it all happened an hour or two ago, but in that case I wouldnt be here and you wouldnt be making a fuss over me. Id have to guess that Ive been unconscious for several days, sodo you want me to take a wild guess? Im going to say its Friday, Friday the eighth of October.


And the year?


The year?


If you dont mind.


Thats the sort of thing they ask people whove been hit over the head, to find out just how scrambled their brains are. Mine arent scrambled at all, or even shirred or poached, as far as I can tell. Its 1972.


1972.


Uh-huh. Next I suppose youre going to ask me whos president.



And what would your answer be?


The trickster himself, I said.


The woman looked puzzled. The trickster?


God, were they Republicans? But even a Republican would have had to have heard that sobriquet applied to our Gallant Leader. Tricky Dick, I said. Richard M. Nixon. Onlywait a minute.


Yes, Mr. Tanner?


Theres an election coming up next month, I said, although the result looks like a foregone conclusion. But have I been out of it for a full month?


Does that seem possible to you?


No, I said, but neither does having a quiet drink with a friendI almost said comrade, but how would that go over with a pair of Republicans?and waking up here. Did they have the election already? And did McGovern somehow put it all together and come out on top?


They looked at each other again.


Just a few more questions, the doctor began, but I wasnt having any.


No, I said, you answer a question for a change. Did they have the election?


Yes.


Jesus God. Did McGovern win?


No. Nixon carried every state but one.


Which one?


Massachusetts.


God bless Massachusetts, I said.


The woman said, Do you feel all right, Mr. Tanner?


You people keep asking me that. I feel fine.


Youre holding yourself, she said, as if somethings wrong.


I hadnt noticed, but she was right. I had my arms folded, with each hand fastened on the opposite upper arm. For warmth, I realized.


Now that you mention it, I said, Im a little chilly.


The rooms quite warm, she said.


The rooms warm, I allowed, but Im not. I feel chilled on the inside.


On the inside?


My bones feel cold, I said. The rest of me feels warm enough.


Have you ever felt like that before?


Not that I remember, I said, but then I dont remember the presidential election, so whos to say what else might have slipped my mind? Hes still president, is he? Dick Nixon?


They hesitated, and that was answer enough. My God, I said, hes not, is he? Dont tell me theres been another assassination.


No.


Then what happened to Nixon?


He resigned.


He resigned? Presidents dont resign. Ohmigod. If he resigned, that means Spiro T. Agnew is the president of the United States.


They exchanged significant glances again. I was really beginning to wish they wouldnt do that.


Agnew resigned as well, the doctor told me.


They both resigned? Hand in hand, they kicked up their heels and quit?


Actually, Agnew resigned first. Gerald Ford was appointed to replace him.


The congressman from Michigan?


Thats right. Then Nixon resigned, and Ford took over, and he pardoned Nixon.


Pardoned him?



Yes.


For what?


For Watergate.


Watergate, I said. You mean that burglary? That blew up into something big enough to make Nixon and Agnew resign?


Agnew resigned because of something else. Some scandal, payoffs and kickbacks while he was governor of Maryland. Nixon resigned because he was about to be impeached, and that was because of Watergate.


I dont know how you can remember all that, the nurse said admiringly. They taught us all that, but I can never keep it straight.


They taught you? I said. Who taught you?


You know. In school.


But why would they have had to teach her? Wouldnt she have lived through it?


Wait a minute


Wait a minute, I said. Fords not still the president, is he?


No, Im afraid hes not.


Who came after Ford?


Carter.


Carter? Who was that? Aside from the fact that he was now president of the United States


And Reagan followed Carter, and


Reagan? You dont mean Ronald Reagan.


Yes, thats right.


The actor? Hes the president?


He was.


Was? Whos president now?


Clinton.


Clinton? DeWitt Clinton was governor of New York State back in the nineteenth century. He dug the Erie Canal. Well, not personally, but you know what I mean. They were exchanging glances again, and I began to wonder if this place was in fact a mental hospital. If so, maybe it was where I belonged.


And there was a George Clinton, I said. I think he was a vice-president, but I cant remember who he served under. Has this Clinton got a first name?


Bill.


Bill Clinton, I said. Never heard of him.


He was governor of Arkansas, the woman said, before he was elected president.


And he succeeded Reagan?


First there was Bush, the man said.


Bush?


George Bush.


The name was familiar, though I couldnt think why.


Bush followed Reagan, I said, and Clinton followed Bush.


Yes.


And Clintons in there now.


Thats correct.


Nixon, Ford, Carter, Reagan, Bush, and Clinton. What did that add up to, twenty years? And any or all of them could have had more than a single four-year term, and


I looked at the backs of my hands. They looked just as I remembered them. No liver spots, no signs of age since I had looked at them last. I looked down at the rest of me and saw that I was wearing a hospital gown. I had somehow failed to notice this until now, but it didnt come as a great shock. I was, by the looks of things, in a hospital. What else should I be wearing?


I said, I want a mirror.


Mr. Tanner, if youll just


No, dammit, I wont just. Bring me a mirror. They looked at each other again, damn them. The hell with it, I said, and swung my legs over the side of the bed. The doctor moved to support me if I fell, but I waved him aside. There was a bathroom, and I walked to it, and there was a mirror over the sink, and, not without trepidation, I looked into it.


And there was my own face staring back at me, looking none the worse for wear. No older, and certainly no wiser.


No dizziness, the doctor was saying, even in an upright position. No problem with motor skills.


We noticed his muscle tone was excellent.


True, he said. Still and all, its quite miraculous. Theory is one thing, but when you see it right before your eyes


I turned on him. All right, I said savagely, whos the president?


Mr. Tanner, I believe I told you


I know what you told me, and I know what the mirrors telling me, and the two dont go together.


No, he said. I dont suppose they do.


Whos the president?


William Jefferson Clinton.


And whats the date?


March fourteenth.


Well, thats good. I havent missed St. Patricks Day. What year?


Mr. Tanner


What year?


1997, he said.


1997.


Yes.


March 14, 1997.


Yes. Its a Friday.


I drank a glass of brandy on Tuesday and woke up on a Friday. That would be remarkable enough, but this particular Friday happens to be twenty-five years later. Well, twenty-four and a half, anyway. Its like Rip Van Winkle, isnt it?



Sort of, he said. She looked puzzled, and I wondered if she knew who Rip Van Winkle was. She was young enough to have trouble remembering who Nixon and Agnew were, so how could you expect her to cope with Washington Irving?


Except its not, I said. He slept for twenty years, and he woke up with a long white beard. I dont even need a shave. Or have you people been shaving me?


No, we havent.


So presidents have come and gone, and my beard hasnt grown at all. Thats hard to believe. As far as I can tell, Im not a day older than I was when I drank that brandy. I gather there must have been a drug in it, but was there also an eyedroppers worth of water from the fountain of youth?


Not exactly.


Not exactly, I echoed. Is this all some mind-control experiment? Its not really 1997, is it?


Im afraid it is.


I was born in 1933, I said, so if its really 1997, I ought to be sixty-four years old. Do I look sixty-four years old?


No, he said without hesitation. You look about thirty-nine.


I am about thirty-nine. And its 1972, isnt it?


No, its 1997.


Its 1997 and Im thirty-nine.


According to the calendar, youre sixty-four. But yes, Im going to agree with your last statement. It is indeed 1997, and you are indeed thirty-nine years old.


I looked at him. He looked at me. I said, I give up. How can that be possible?


Mr. Tanner, he said, have you ever heard of cryonics?





Well, of course I had. Based on the notion that biological processes ground to a halt at a lower temperature, cryonics postulated that dead people might be frozen for years on end, then thawed when science had advanced to the point of finding a cure for whatever it was that had killed them. Todays incurable illness might be a mere nuisance twenty or fifty or a hundred years from now, when a pill or a shot or a surgical procedure could make you fit as a fiddle again.


There had been rumors, I remembered, that various prominent persons had had themselves frozen after death. It seemed to me Id heard it said about Walt Disney, though I couldnt be sure whether he was ultimately going to be thawed or simply animated.


It sounded nice in theory. It was a new wrinkle in the hopeless war against mortality, and while it might not extend the normal life span, it might serve as a weapon against early death. If your heart failed, well, well just freeze you until artificial hearts have been perfected. Same with the liver and lungs. Whatevers wrong with you, sooner or later medical science will work out a way to fix it, and when that happens well warm you up and set you straight.


The trouble was that it was still highly theoretical. While various cryonic facilities around the country had various deceased citizens as clientsMany are cold and a few are frozen was the phrase which leapt unbidden to mindno one had as yet been thawed out to see if it was possible to restart his engine. (Some of the frozen ones were disembodied brains, the doctor told me. It seemed that it was considerably less expensive to have your brain frozen than to have them do your whole body. It struck me as a false economy. How could you go about reviving a frozen brain, and what on earth would you do with it? You needed a body for it, and where would you go for a volunteer? I suppose you could transplant it into the body of a horse, say, but would you really want to return to life as Mister Ed?)


And it was still as theoretical as ever, the fact notwithstanding that I had a pulse once again after a quarter-century in the deep freeze. All my pulse proved was that you could successfully freeze and thaw the living, something theyd long since established through experiments with fish, frogs, and the occasional mammal, including at least a few human volunteers. Such volunteers had never spent more than a day or two frozen stiff, but, if time essentially stopped for one when the body temperature got low enough, then a few days and a couple of dozen years were all one.


That was the theory, anyway, and I looked to be the living proof of it. Dramatic proof at that, if I said so myself. Twenty-five years at zero degreesIm guessing at that, nobody was ever able to tell me the precise temperature at which I was maintainedtwenty-five years, by God, and I didnt even need a shave.


How had this happened to me? Thats what I wanted to know, and Dr. Fischbinder wasnt much help on that point. (That was his name, Warner Fischbinder, and he was an M.D. and a specialist in heroic procedures. At first I thought that meant he saved people trapped in burning buildings, but it turned out his specialty involved treating patients brought back from the very brink of death. His associate, the sallow blonde, was Laura Westerley, and she was a doctor as well, specializing in internal medicine, which, if you think about it, ought to take in just about everything but dermatology. Id assumed she was a nurse, because most women in white had been nurses when I was frozen. That was just one of the things that were not the same anymore.)


You were found, Fischbinder told me, in a frozen-food locker in the sub-basement of a house in Union City, New Jersey.


At 673 Parkside Avenue, I said.


You remember the address after all these years?


As if it were yesterday. As far as Im concerned, it was yesterday.



Yes, of course. For years the house was owned and occupied by a family named Akesson.


Swedish Danes, I said. Or Danish Swedes.


You know them?


I shook my head. I knew a man named Harald Engstrom, and the last thing I remember was drinking a drink he poured for me. He was staying at a friends house, and Akesson must have been the friend. And I wound up in the family freezer, next to the cans of Birdseye frozen orange juice.


Not the family freezer.


Well, I didnt exactly mean


I doubt the family could have known about it, he explained. This was a special hi-tech unit, state-of-the-art in 1972 and still impressive all these years later. And it was installed in a sub-basement of the Akesson house, a small one-room affair reached through a trapdoor in the floor of the furnace room. Someone had run an electrical line to the chamber, and that supplied the power to keep the thing running and you well frozen. And there was also a backup system, a battery-operated generator that would kick in and power the chamber if the power lines were down in a storm. Whoever did this wasnt taking any chances that you would thaw prematurely.


Then how come Im not still there?


The family sold the house, he said. It changed hands a couple of times, as a matter of fact. The most recent tenant was doing some remodeling, and had reason to take up the tile floor in the basement instead of just laying new tile on top of it. And in the course of it they discovered the trapdoor, and went to see where it led.


They were probably expecting buried treasure, I said, and found me instead. But how did they know to call someone who would know what to do?


There was a notice posted, he said. Hand lettered in block capitals. I dont recall the wording, but the point of it was that the unit contained a living human being in a frozen state, and that it should not be opened or the power shut off except under the supervision of qualified medical personnel.


And thats where the two of you come in.


Not immediately, but soon enough.


And you brought me here, or someone did, anyway. Wheres here, anyway? Where are we?


New York University Medical Center.


On First Avenue?


Yes.


And you thawed me out. I suppose it took awhile.


It was a very gradual process.


When you asked me my name, I said, it was the same as asking me who was the president. You already knew the answer.


Your name is Evan Michael Tanner. And there is a government file on you. Ive seen parts of it, but only parts of it.


How was I identified? Fingerprints?


He shook his head. There was a small suitcase found next to the chamber in which you were frozen. In it were clothes, which I presume were yours.


I was wearing a striped shirt with a button-down collar, I said, and a pair of khaki pants, and a tweed jacket with elbow patches. And dont look so surprised, Doctor. Cant you remember what you were wearing yesterday?


I cant, he said, but I know that most people can. Those are in fact the clothes that were in the suitcase, along with shoes and socks and underwear. There were also a watch and wallet, and the wallet held identification, along with membership cards in a variety of organizations. Are you really a member of the Flat Earth Society?


Well, I was for many years, I said, but if I havent paid my dues in twenty-five years they may have dropped me from the rolls.


Then there really is such an organization?


There was, I said. I can only hope there still is.


And they believe


That man should trust the evidence of his senses, I said, which make it very clear that the earth is flat.


How can you possibly believe that?


And how can you possibly believe otherwise? Oh, I know how entrenched the globularist heresy has become, but


But to believe as you do now, after men have walked on the moon. Or was that


After my time? I shook my head. The moon walk happened three years ago. Well, more like twenty-eight years ago, come to think of it. I could explain it in Planoterrestrial terms, but I dont expect it would convince you. Anyway, the real point of the Flat Earthers hasnt got that much to do with the shape of the planet. Its philosophical, and its about trusting ones own interpretation of evidence and not


And not what?


And not swallowing everything the Establishment tells you. The only reason you believe the world is roundor spherical, reallyis thats what they told you in school. And the only reason I believe I spent twenty-five years colder than a welldiggers ass in the Klondike is because you told me so. Now I cant imagine why youd want to lie to me, and I dont think thats whats happening, but Id feel a lot more in tune with my Flat Earth principles if you could show me some supporting evidence.


He started to say something, then decided to humor me and slipped out of the room. The woman asked if I really thought they were making this up to fool me. I didnt, and told her so. But if I see something concrete, I said, itll help me believe it.



Fischbinder came back with a copy of the New York Times. The date was rightMarch 14, 1997and there was a front-page story about the president, who did indeed seem to be named Clinton. There was turmoil in the Middle East, for a change, and there was trouble as well in Zaire and Bosnia. There was a map, and Bosnia seemed to be a country, and not just a province of Yugoslavia. In fact they all seemed to be countries, Bosnia and Croatia and Macedonia and Serbia and Slovenia.


Could I be dreaming? Because I had dreamed of the day when all the parts of Yugoslavia would be sovereign nations, I and my brothers in a handful of disparate groups. If the newspaper was to be believed, the day had come while I lay frozen and unknowing. And now, from the looks of things, the citizens of all these new republics were busy killing one another. Not quite the heaven on earth Id had in mind, but still


I dont suppose it would be that difficult, I said, to have a newspaper printed.


They exchanged glances again. Neither of them actually said the word paranoia, but I could almost hear it just the same. And I guess I knew I was being unrealistic. They might have dummied up the front page of a newspaper, with some imaginative headlines over blocks of jumbled type. They do that all the time in the movies. But this was a whole copy of the New York Times, pages and pages of it, with ads and photos and stories all the way through.


And it cost sixty cents, I noticed. The last time I bought it, all it set me back was a quarter.


Im being silly, I admitted. I think I believed you from the beginning, and the papers a convincer, even if it does raise two questions for every one it answers. But, see, I look the same. You both probably look a lot older than you did in 1972, but I didnt know you then, so you couldnt prove it to me. You know what they say, seeing is believing, and if I could just see something that would cut through this inner skepticism of mine


Wordless, Fischbinder took me by the arm and led me to a window. We were evidently on a high floor, facing south and west, and we had a good view of the city. And it was New York
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