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New knowledge often makes it hard to apply old rules…

   

Robert Witten grabbed his towel and, for the hundredth
time, wiped his face. But after a full day of fencing, the towel merely
redistributed rather than absorbed the moisture. He saluted the director, the
fencers watching the finals from the sidelines, and his opponent. Then he
pulled his mask over his face and stood on guard. Down 4-3, the next touch was
critical. He sized up his adversary, Vincent Rapelli. The guy was huge. Robert
had fenced him at a meet six months ago and had won. But back then, Vincent
hadn’t looked like King Kong on steroids. Too bad we don’t test for drugs at
these circuit events.

“Fencers ready?” said the director.

Robert and Vincent nodded.

“Fence!”

Robert made a feint to the wrist. Vincent, as expected,
took the blade in sixth and executed an attack to the shoulder. Robert did a
counter-sixth, seized Vincent’s blade—but couldn’t deflect it. Vincent won the
touch—and the match. And that meant unless, by a miracle, he managed to beat
his next opponent, Lars Nielson, he’d come in third behind Vincent and Lars.
That would lower his national ranking, making his selection to the Olympic
squad iffy at best. He tried not to think about it. Making the Olympic squad
was a lifelong dream, and he couldn’t bear the thought that it would remain a
dream.

With a forced smile in answer to Vincent’s smug grin,
Robert stepped forward to shake hands.

Ten minutes later, Robert took his position on the strip
for his bout with Lars, the last bout of the tournament. In less than a minute,
Robert found himself losing by 4-2. One touch from defeat. Hopeless!

“Fencers ready? Fence!”

Robert hardly saw Lars move. The scoring machine buzzed,
indicating a touch. Only that sound told Robert he’d been hit.

Robert bounded forward to shake hands, then, after Lars
left the strip, Robert went to talk to the director. “About that last touch.”

The director stiffened.

Robert moved a hand to his chest. “Oh, I was hit”—the
director relaxed—”but I really don’t know how—or even exactly where. It seemed
as if Lars attacked using a quadruple disengage on the extension. But nobody
is that fast.”

“I’ve got to admit,” said the director, “that it was too
fast for me to follow. Thank God for the scoring machine.” Robert walked with
the director toward the bout committee. The director, in his fifties but still
moving with the quickness of a fencer, shook his head. “It seems to get faster
every year,” he said wearily. “No one can really watch the sport anymore. It’s
no wonder that fencing is in danger of losing its Olympic status.”

“Given the bulk of the work done in my lab,” said Robert, “performance-enhancing
drugs come to mind—not for Lars, of course.”

“Your department does the testing for the Olympic squad,
doesn’t it?”

Robert nodded. “My own research is on biochem methods of
life extension. But most of our funding does come from drug testing.”

“For some fencers, drugs might well be suspected.” The
director threw a knowing glance across the gym where Vincent was packing his
gear. “But I agree. Not for Lars. In his case, I think it’s more a case of
performance enhancing genes.”

Robert chuckled.

“I’m serious. Steroids can make you stronger and faster,
but not that fast.” The director dropped the scoring sheets on the
bout-committee table. “Fencing does run in families. I’m sure most of the
reason is cultural. But I’d be willing to bet there’s a genetic component—a
selection for fast reflexes.” He glanced up, meeting Robert’s eyes. “And you
epee fencers are tall. Wouldn’t be surprised if there was a gene for it.”

“There is, actually,” said Robert, in a distant voice. He’d
never considered his height in that light. “A variant of the HMGA2 gene.”

“Well, there you go, then. It’s not much different from
performance-enhancing drugs.” The director paused. “Except that instead of the
fencer choosing to take the drugs, his parents chose to impart the genes.”

After the awards ceremony, looking for an excuse to avoid
the locker room and Vincent’s gloating, Robert stayed to listen to Lars talking
to the press.

Robert’s stratagem failed; Vincent came up to him on the
gym floor to expound on his victory—and to pontificate. The man was an
instructor in philosophy at a local community college and seemed to like
arguing for argument’s sake.

Vincent allowed that Robert had fenced “not all that
badly,” and then said, “Are you still working on increasing the time a person
spends on Earth?”

Even though knowing the question was just an opening
gambit for a disputation, Robert said, “Yes. Actually, I am.”

Vincent gave a harsh laugh. “How can you talk about living
a longer time when you don’t even know what time is?”

“Perhaps you’re right,” said Robert, choosing not to
engage.

“Scientists!” Vincent spoke the word as an expletive. “Study
philosophy! Then your science might have some validity.”

Refusing to be baited, Robert nodded toward Lars. “Now
there’s a really good fencer.”

Vincent stared at the man. Robert couldn’t tell if the
look was one of contempt or envy.

“I wonder what class of steroids he’s taking,” said
Vincent.

“Lars Nielson taking steroids? Don’t be ridiculous.”

“Ridiculous?” said Vincent, looking haughtily down his
nose. “Don’t be naive.” He turned and strode toward the locker room.

Robert blew out a breath and turned his attention to Lars
and the reporter. Robert had no hard feelings about losing to Lars. The guy was
sure to make the Olympics. He was tall, easygoing, intelligent, had superb
technique, and moved like a ferret.

“Why do you fence?” asked the reporter.

Lars uttered a good-natured laugh. “For love of the sport,
and … as a break from boredom.”

Robert gazed in surprise. He knew Lars was a theoretical
physicist and that sounded far from boring. Only in fencing, Robert thought
with a smile, could you find three academics with good shots at the
Olympics. Robert pursed his lips. He might not be an academic much longer.
His research group had run out of ideas and that meant that soon the group
would run out of money.

Robert snapped alert when he heard the reporter ask Lars
about drugs.

“No. Fencing is still pure,” Lars said firmly. “No money
in it. Not a spectator sport. Too fast for that.” He balled a fist at his side.
“Athletes taking drugs is disgusting.”

As this was familiar territory and his endorphin high had
given way to exhaustion, Robert hefted his fencing bag to his shoulder and
headed for the locker room.

A few minutes later, as he relaxed on a bench in front of
his locker, Lars came in.

“Interesting interview,” said Robert as Lars opened the
adjacent locker. “I wouldn’t have thought physics to be boring.”

Lars paused. “I suppose that overall, it isn’t. But moment
by moment, it can be.”

“I still find it hard to believe.”

“It’s not just physics.” Lars sighed. “It’s life as a
whole. Most people seem slow to me—not dumb or anything, but just slow-moving
and slow to react.” He nodded. “It’s me, of course. I can’t even enjoy movies
unless I run the DVDs on my computer at 1.2 times normal speed.”

“It sounds as if time moves more slowly for you than for
most people.”

“Never quite thought of it that way,” said Lars. “But I
should have.” He gave a good-natured laugh. “The speed of time. Very much in
the spirit of relativity theory.” He looked away, a distant expression on his
face. “It could be that time is just a parameter to sequence events. Yes. Time
as a parameterization of the order and flow of events.” He smiled sheepishly. “Sorry.
Woolgathering.” He seemed to refocus on the here and now. “By the way,” he
said. “I’m sorry about your loss to Rapelli. He won by sheer force, not
technique. Ugly fencing.”

“Thanks.” Robert tried to hide his disappointment at the
loss. “I appreciate you saying that.”

“No, really. And you still have a really good shot at
making the squad. There are two spots yet to be decided.” He headed toward the
showers. “The Martini tournament is important, yes. But it’ll really be decided
at the Nationals.”

   

Driving home, Robert pondered Lars’s words. The National
Championship competition in three months would be crucial. If he trained like a
fiend, he might well be able to beat Vincent. But that would take a toll on his
job—while he still had it. His thoughts turned toward trying to come up with the
big idea—a life-extension concept that would assure his department’s continued
NIH funding.

Robert focused on the problem, dwelling on it as he drove
home. He carried his fencing gear into his apartment. Then, unpacking his soggy
fencing whites, he noticed that the towel was not his. He’d probably switched
towels with Lars in the locker room. Thoughts of his life-extension work
blended with his recollection of Lars’s comments, and Robert felt the germ of
an idea. He dropped the still wet towel on a chair and turned his full
attention to the nascent inspiration. Maybe instead of trying to enable people
to live more calendar years, one could effectively increase lifespan by
enabling people to live life faster, so that they could do more things per unit
of clock-time—the way kids seem to do.

Gazing at the towel as one might a museum artifact, he
wondered if fencers, as a group, actually do live faster than
non-fencers. Does time run more slowly for them? Does the idea of a variable
rate of time make sense? He thought of insects. Short-lived creatures, to be
sure, but did their flitting and darting imply more events for them per unit of
conventional time? Maybe the adage that children live life faster could be
justified by biology. Robert recalled to mind the kids he knew. They all seemed
bright and precocious. For that matter, so did Lars. Maybe quicker equates
to smarter.

Robert contemplated human intelligence. What is an IQ
test actually measuring? Maybe, at least partially, it’s the bus-speed of
people—how fast they live. Robert felt he now had enough of an idea to
draft a grant proposal. Not lifespan. Lifespeed!

Gazing absently now at the towel, Robert had a dark
thought: Vincent’s assertion that Lars’s performance was enhanced by drugs. Could
it possibly be true? “Hey!” he said aloud, taken with a sudden idea: The
towel was soggy with Lars’s body chemistry. He’d have his department run a
chemical analysis of the molecules trapped in the towel—a thorough analysis
testing for the full gamut of forbidden drugs. He would prove to himself
that Lars was clean.

Then he had another thought. A big-time spectrophotometry
analysis might also find an indication of a genetic basis of faster reaction
time—an indication of “lifespeed.” Robert smiled. He’d spend quite a lot of time
with that towel. But he’d not tell his colleagues about his lifespeed idea
until he had some evidence, hopefully garnered from Lars’s sweat.

Robert woke to the sound of knocking at his office door.
He’d fallen asleep at his desk. Having trained every day since the Martini
tournament two weeks ago, the exertion was taking its toll. He sat upright in
his seat and called out, “Come in!”

Paul Webster from the athletic testing group walked in and
dropped a folder on the desk. “The results for your ‘Fencer X.’”

“Clean, I hope,” said Robert.

“No sign of illegal drugs,” said Paul with a smile. “You’re
as clean as a baby’s mind.”

“No. It’s not me,” said Robert. “And I can’t name him for
ethics reasons.”

“Then I won’t ask.”

Robert responded with a chuckle, then said, “You’re sure
about the drugs?”

“Absolutely! The towel sweat was as good as any urine
test.”

“Did you find any neurotransmitters?” Robert indicated a
chair and Paul sat.

“Funny you should mention that.” Paul pointed to the
folder. “Compared to the acetylcholine levels, the towel exhibits an enhanced
concentration of norepinephrine, dopamine, and 5-hydoxytryptamine.”

“Interesting.” Robert picked up and opened the folder.

“That’s not the half of it. Those three chemicals are
enantiomers of the naturally occurring molecules.”

“What?” Robert dropped the folder. “Mirror images? Really?”

“Strange, isn’t it?” said Paul. “And only those
three neurotransmitters are enantiomeric.”

“I’m surprised the neurotransmitter receptors respond to
them.”

“Surprised?” said Paul. “It’s almost beyond belief! But
some receptors must respond. Otherwise he’d be dead.” He took off his glasses,
exposing the nibbled-on earpieces. “I wonder if it’s naturally occurring, or is
there a drug development we don’t know about yet?”

“What do you think?” said Robert.

Paul toyed with his glasses for a few seconds. “I’m
inclined to think it’s natural. Drug news tends to travel fast.”

Robert leaned back and stared at the closed folder. “By
chance,” he said after a few seconds, “could you synthesize those enantiomers?”

“I think so,” said Paul. “Why?”

“I have a notion they might explain X’s fantastic
reflexes—his reaction time, his genetics.”

“Really!” With a quick motion, Paul put on his glasses. He
peered at Robert. “A gene for time?”

“Why not?”

After a pause, Paul said, “You want to try it on rats?”

“You bet!”

   

“Look at ‘em move,” said Paul, peering into the cage. “They’re
more like fruit flies than rats.” He stepped back from the cage. “I’d be willing
to bet that kids start life with a supply of these enantiomers—my kids, anyway.”

“Could be.” Robert switched his glance from the cage to
the maze. “Especially now that we know rats have enantiomeric receptors.”

In the intervening month and a half, Paul had both
synthesized the neurotransmitters and injected a colony of research rats with
them.

Robert moved a rat from the maze back to the cage. “Well,
here’s another Einstein rodent. One point three times smarter than your average
rat.”

“Is it that mechanical?” Paul opened the cage for
the rat. “When we measure the intelligence of rats, or of humans for that
matter, is it really just a measurement of speed?”

Robert smiled. “Until we can engage the rats in deep
discussions of philosophy, speed of learning a task is the best measure we
have—at least for rats.”

Paul glanced at his watch. “Well, I’m afraid I’m scheduled
for a … a deep discussion of philosophy with our department chairman about
now.” He grabbed his laptop computer and headed for the door. “See you Monday.
Have fun with the rodents.”

Alone in the lab—except for the rats—Robert stared at the
cage. The creatures moved as if in fast-forward. But, in other respects, they
displayed no unratlike behaviors. They’d been injected with the chemicals and
the morning after, they simply became super-rats. His gaze shifted to the rack
of hypodermic needles in the chemicals cabinet. The rats had been given very
low doses—and only one dose apiece. And the effect had persisted. It’s
funny. The neurotransmitters seem to have no difficulty passing from the
bloodstream through the brain barrier. But the barrier seems to prevent most of
the chemicals from passing from the brain back into the bloodstream. He
wondered just how long the effect would persist.

Robert was glad the rats only needed one injection. He
hated needles. Robert walked to the chemicals cabinet. He withdrew a hypodermic
and a membrane topped dose bottle. Then, grimacing, he rolled up his sleeve.

   

Saturday morning, Robert woke feeling he’d already had a
mammoth mug of strong coffee—maybe a half dozen mugs. And he woke ravenous. He
devoured a large breakfast and since he was still hungry, tried to control his
appetite by downing a couple of additional cups of coffee. Although he felt he
was truly living life faster, he wasn’t sure. It might just be wish
fulfillment. He’d be able to tell later at fencing practice by calibrating his
performance against the club’s stronger fencers. But the club didn’t open until
one in the afternoon.

With a forefinger on his wrist and his eyes on the second
hand of his watch, he took his pulse. Forty-eight: Resting-normal for him. Then
he sprinted to a cupboard to fetch the blood-pressure meter he’d bought when he’d
last experimented on himself. That had been a failed foray into the world of
herbal extracts.

Reading the dial, he found that his blood pressure was
normal, 124 over 82. Smiling, he removed the cuff. As he’d hoped, the effect of
the enantiomeric neurotransmitters seemed restricted to brain chemistry. It
seemed safe therefore, to assume he’d not increased his lifespeed at the
expense of his life expectancy.

He looked again at his watch. He had hours to kill
before one P.M. He swapped his bathrobe for shorts and running shoes and did
five high-speed miles on his treadmill. Following that, he did a half hour of
stretching and isotonic exercises. He showered, read a few online newspapers
and then went through the latest issue of Neuroscience. When he’d
finished, he mentally kicked himself for not noting when he’d started. It would
have been instructive to see if his reading speed had increased. But he had
time. He laughed. Now he had plenty of time. He loaded his gear into his car
and drove off to the fencing club. On the way, he was pulled over for
speeding—his first moving violation.

At the club, he easily beat people who often gave him
trouble. At the end of the day, there was no longer any doubt; his lifespeed
was much faster than most. I wonder how much faster. He thought of his
bouts. Relatively easy wins, but they gave him little satisfaction. They were
hollow victories resulting from speed rather than improved technique. He had
the distinct feeling he’d cheated and his mood soured.

In an attempt to cheer himself up, he went out to
dinner—to an all-you-can-eat buffet. And it did improve his mood. There was
much to be happy about; he’d effectively increased his lifespan, and he’d
certainly gotten his money’s worth at the buffet. Turning his thoughts toward
the Nationals a mere month away, he had a happy vision of beating Vincent, and
beating him badly. It was his sacred duty to beat Vincent.

At home that night, Robert felt worn, and he had a slight
case of the sniffles. He realized that his neurobiology might well be faster,
but the rest of his biology wasn’t. Having forced himself to move faster, his
body was telling him it needed recuperation time—probably even more time than
usual since he’d worked it so hard.

Sunday, he woke to aching muscles and his sniffles had
progressed to a runny nose. He hoped he wasn’t coming down with a cold. No
doubt a cold would last as long as it usually did, but it would seem
much longer. He decided to take it easy for the day and go to a movie he’d been
looking forward to seeing. But despite its good reviews, he found it tedious.

As he walked slowly home, he realized that weekends were,
in effect, longer and he’d have to prepare for them. With a tight-lipped smile,
he realized that a quickened lifespeed wasn’t an unalloyed joy. Slow weekends.
Slow movies. Slow people. It would be good if he could somehow switch from
overdrive back into normal. Alcohol! Maybe a few stiff drinks would do it.
He gave a silent laugh. A dangerous thought. But maybe I could accomplish it
by using lower injection doses. I’ll have to experiment when the effect starts
to wear down.

He noticed that although he was walking “slowly,” he was
still passing all the other pedestrians—and he felt horrible. He had caught a
cold, and that meant two days stuck at home in bed—and due to his lifespeed, a long
two days, and then another long two days back at work infecting others. He
shivered with a sudden concern. Maybe it wasn’t a cold, but an effect of the
chemicals. I’m an idiot. What ever possessed me to inject myself?

Cold or not, Robert found that his appetite was still
healthy. He didn’t feel like it, but before taking to bed, he knew he’d better
do some grocery shopping. And then he’d be able to spend the next couple of
days not thinking about lifespeed or anything else. He could just concentrate
on being miserable—and hope it was indeed just a cold.

Over the next forty-eight hours, as his cold intensified,
Robert felt increasingly sluggish. At first, he thought it was merely the
normal action of his cold. But then he decided that his slowness was more
likely due to the loss of lifespeed neurotransmitters. His lifespeed was
slowing to normal—and yes, it was just a common cold. Thank God!

   

Back at his desk Wednesday, Robert still felt slow, his
nose was still stuffed up, and he had a headache. As usual, he’d returned to
work earlier than he should have. He glanced at the chemicals cabinet and shook
his head at his own recklessness. Regardless of the benefits of a faster clock
speed, he’d wait until he could control it before he’d take another lifespeed
injection.

Across the desk from him sat Paul, his chair farther back
than usual—out of contagion range. Paul glanced at the burger and donut
wrappers that littered the desk. “Feed a cold and starve a fever?”

“I guess.” Robert moved the detritus to the trash. “Anything
interesting happen while I’ve been out?”

“The rats are producing their own enantiomers now.”

“What? That’s wild!”

Paul laughed. “Yes. That’s how I felt.” He removed his
glasses and played with them. “I wondered why the rats didn’t slow down, so I
ran some tests.”

“Are you saying the rats won’t return to normal?” Robert
shivered. Maybe his sluggishness was just an effect of his cold.

“I don’t think they will.” Paul paused, then said, “Apparently,
the enantiomers act like a template for the natural production of the
neurotransmitters.” He looked absently away at the window. “But I don’t
understand it. If it’s so easy to speed up their neural clocks, why isn’t it
the biological default? What is the evolutionary advantage of being slow?”

“Needing less food,” Robert shot back.

Paul swiveled his gaze back from the window. “Yeah. The
rats do eat a heck of a lot more food than they used to. In fact…” He
replaced his glasses and glanced at the food-wrapper laden trash basket. Then
he turned sharply toward Robert.

Robert looked down at his hands, avoiding Paul’s gaze.

“You didn’t!” said Paul.

“Isn’t there any way to turn off the effect?”

“Nothing obvious,” said Paul in a stunned voice. “Why did
you do it?”

“I was curious.” Robert clenched a fist. “And I assumed
the effect would be temporary.”

“I’d be curious, too,” said Paul, staring wide eyed. “But
there’s no way I’d have taken that risk.”

“I had more incentive than you, maybe.”

“It’s about fencing isn’t it?” Paul’s expression turned
accusatory. “The Olympics.” He let out a breath. “This really isn’t much
different than taking steroids.”

Robert slapped his desk. “This isn’t about performance
enhancing drugs. It’s about research.”

“Sure it is,” said Paul.

“It is!” Robert snapped to his feet, a motion he’d
executed a lot lately. “And anyway, the enantiomers aren’t banned substances.”

“They should be.”

“Why?” Robert, suddenly aware of his persistent cold,
leaned against his desk. “I’ve just used … used gene therapy to acquire what
I imagine Fencer X had obtained naturally. What’s wrong with that?”

“You injected substances. That’s not gene therapy.”

“But it could have been.”

Paul paused. “This puts me in an awkward position. If you
make the Olympic squad, my lab’ll be doing the drug testing on you.”

“Probably not,” said Robert. “Conflict of interest. The
committee would probably find another testing lab.”

“That’s not the point.” Paul’s eyes blazed. “But what if
they do keep using my lab? What’ll I report?”

“Report whether I’m using banned substances.”

“The letter of the regulations.” Paul stood to face
Robert. “Hardly the spirit of them.”

Robert felt himself deflate. He sat on the corner of the
desk. “Yeah. I know.” He shook his head sadly. “I’ve got to say I don’t feel
comfortable either. I’ve always fenced clean. I’ve always hated the idea of
cheating with drugs.”

“What are you going to do?” Paul’s eyes lost their anger,
and he sounded sympathetic. “I mean about the Nationals—and the Olympics.”

“I don’t know.”

   *

Over the next month, Robert came to accept his enhanced
lifespeed. He now preferred faster music; presto over adagio, and fast food
rather than gourmet cuisine, watching ping-pong instead of tennis, sprints in
lieu of marathons. And, as did Lars, he played his DVDs on a computer at 1.2
times normal speed. The big downside was that he began to feel out of synch
with just about everyone. Now, he could appreciate the saying that “no man is
an island”; life extension via lifespeed was only a boon if a lot of people
were infected with it. He could see why fencers so often married other fencers.

By the time of the Nationals, Robert had learned how to
use his fast lifespeed without making unreasonable demands on his body. At the
tournament, he fenced hard, but just hard enough to get into the final round.
He’d just beaten Szabo, and now Vincent Rapelli stood before him on the strip.
This time, Robert would not hold back.

“Fencers ready?”

“Fence!”

Vincent took the blade in sixth—Robert let him—and advanced
with a bind. At the last possible moment, Robert jumped backward, did a
low-line disengage, and executed a stop thrust to the wrist just under the
guard.

Behind his mask, Vincent’s all but perpetual sneer
vanished, to be replaced with a look of shock. Robert smiled sweetly.

Robert won the match by five touches to one. And he knew
that Vincent’s loss would drop him not to third place, but to fourth on
indicators behind Szabo. He was out of Olympic contention. By his stare of
hate, Robert could tell that Vincent knew it as well. Without even shaking
hands, Vincent turned and stalked away.

As it had been at the Martini tournament three months ago,
Robert’s last match was with Lars Nielson. Because of going all out in his
match with Vincent, Robert had little in reserve for this final bout. It would
be extremely difficult to beat Lars. Robert entertained self-defeating
thoughts: Lars was a superb athlete with fantastic technique. And it didn’t
seem fair to beat the guy using lifespeed. Except, Robert reminded
himself, that, by his genetics, Lars is using lifespeed also.

Robert lost the bout, 5-4. But as he walked to the locker
room to clean up before the awards ceremony, he nonetheless felt pleased with
the result; it was close. No cigar, but close.

In the locker room, Lars came up to him and sat. “Good
bout,” he said as he kicked off his fencing shoes. “I didn’t think your
technique was quite as good as last time, but boy, were you fast.”

“Yeah,” said Robert, feeling a rising sense of guilt. “Due
entirely to enantiomers, I’m afraid.”

“Due to what?”

“Enantiomers.”

Lars’s face showed puzzlement.

“Stereoisomers?” Robert tried.

Lars still displayed lack of comprehension.

“Isomers?”

Lars shook his head.

“Geez!” said Robert. “Don’t you physicists take any chemistry
courses in college?”

“Not many. Why should we? Chemistry is just applied
physics.”

Robert threw a glance at the ceiling. “Isomers,” he
explained, “are molecules with the same chemical formula but different atomic
arrangements and possibly connectivity. Stereoisomers are isomers with the same
connectivity, and enantiomers are mirror images.”

“Well, I thank you for filling this gaping hole in my
chemistry knowledge,” Lars said with a smile. “But what does this have to do
with the price of bratwurst in Bratislava?”

Paul let out a long sigh. “I’m ashamed to say this, but I’ve
sort of violated your privacy.”

Lars canted his head and narrowed his eyes.

“I wondered if your terrific speed was perhaps genetic.”
Robert’s tone was one of remorse. “So I’m afraid I analyzed your sweat in my
lab—your DNA.” He spread his hands. “I’m really sorry.”

Lars stiffened and his face showed a flicker of anger. But
then he smiled. “You have laid bare my genes,” he said. “Sounds naughty, doesn’t
it.”

“Look. I apologize. I don’t know what I was thinking. My
curiosity just—”

“What did you find?”

“What?” said Robert.

“I’m a physicist. I know what it means for curiosity to
trump everything else. What did you find?”

Robert told, then explained how he’d used the knowledge.

Lars seemed momentarily bewildered. Then, almost at a
whisper, he said, “So that’s how come you were so blazing fast on the strip.”

Robert nodded. “You can see why I have qualms about
competing in the Olympics.”

Lars pursed his lips. “I think,” he said after a moment, “it’s
like the case when Ivan Pushkin had the sex change operation and competed in
women’s saber.”

Robert pulled off his sweaty fencing jacket. “A lot of
people didn’t think Ivanna should have been allowed to compete.”

Lars nodded. “As I said, I think yours is a lot like that
case.”

Robert swiveled to stare at Lars. “So you don’t think I
should compete in the Olympics, then?”

“I’m not saying that.” Lars unzipped his fencing jacket. “And
I’m not not saying that either. It’s complicated.”

Robert nodded. “In any case,” he said, “I’m going to
withdraw my name from Olympic consideration.” Robert heard himself say it, but
he couldn’t believe he had done so. How could he so casually give up his dream?
He felt himself shaking.

“Are you okay?” said Lars.

Robert fought for self-control and concentrated on
stuffing his jacket into his fencing bag. “For this Olympics, at any rate. You’re
right. I do need to work on my technique.”

“No,” Lars protested. “I didn’t mean that you should—”

“It’s okay.” Robert worked to justify his decision to
himself. “The enantiomers could be considered a performance-enhancing drug.” He
stepped into his shower-room slippers and stood. “If they were in my system
naturally because of good genes, then fine. But taking the treatment sort of
puts me in the same league as baseball steroid users—the slimy bastards.” Not
wanting Lars to see his face, he leaned into his locker for a soap dish. “Fencing
is pure, and I don’t want that to change.” He rubbed a hand across his eyes. “Maybe
in a few years,” he said, his voice filled with sadness, “this will all be a
nonissue.”

Lars stood as well. “You’ve got to remember, fencing is
just a hobby.” He spoke in a consoling voice. “Your work, though, sounds as if
it’s going great. Your speed-of-time idea seems to have borne real fruit.”

“The speed of time bears bitter fruit,” said Robert with a
sigh. “Boredom.” He shook his head slowly. “I’ve paid for my longer life,” he
said softly, as if to himself. “What good is a longer life if it’s filled with
tedium?”

Lars clapped him on the shoulder. “Welcome to the club.”

Robert grabbed a towel and headed toward the showers. Then
he stopped. He reached into his fencing bag. “By the way,” he said as he
withdrew another towel and extended it toward Lars. “This is yours.”
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