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So there was K. He stood outside the kiosk, staring with little purpose at the digital display about the economic gloom of 2067. 

He’d just lost contact with Oi-yee, his wife. He was dead sure it was she, and she could have saved him from the winter morning nightmare in their trip to this queer resort city. A nightmare of having plunged into a strange worm hole of time more than six decades ahead. But she had disappeared, failing to recognise him and jogging away. And he became stranded.

K walked in broken circles for a while. He then decided to go into the sky-high building which to him should be the Oriental Palace Hotel, where Oi-yee and he checked into the night before, on 29 December 2001. 

The lobby was huge, and dreadfully quiet. Nobody seemed to be around. At the far end, there was a person who must be a receptionist. 

As he approached, she smiled. “Sir, we are closed for lunch now.” “You close for lunch? Why? What building is this?” K asked, like a fool, totally dejected.

The receptionist, who was preparing to leave, was surprised by his questions. “This is the Unitex Headquarters, Sir,” she chose to answer only the last one.

“Uni-Tex? It should be the Oriental Palace Hotel,” K, glancing around, had nothing to say other than that. 

“What?” The receptionist looked more than surprised. “This is not.”
She was a very young lady, probably eighteen or nineteen in age. Unlike those people outside, she wore an office lady’s dress that K felt at ease with; and it was not shiny.  

“Do you know where the Oriental Palace Hotel is?” K asked, without hoping for anything. “I am not sure. I’m new here.” She smiled again. He detected something familiar.

“Oh, let me check,” she said. Working on the computer for about half a minute, she then responded, “Yes, it’s three blocks from here on the left, Sir.” 

Such a polite young woman, in such a desperate time for him, K thought. He was overwhelmed with gratefulness, particularly as she confirmed that the Oriental Palace Hotel still existed!

Ah! So I just bumped into strange people all morning, who didn’t know where they were and what they were talking about. I must be having hallucinations of all sorts. Well, these phenomena are possible. K assured himself as an associate professor of psychology. 

But wait. Is she not Oi-yee? K stared at the receptionist. Yes and no. She looked somewhat like Oi-yee when he met her the first time. She was an applicant for a university scholarship, and K was in the selection panel. He remembered that she performed almost flawlessly. He was impressed in other aspects as well.

“Sir, is there anything else you need?” The receptionist asked him. 

“Oh, no. Thank you so much.” 

“Every young woman looks like Oi-yee now!” K cursed himself as he left the building. “And what happened to my ability to recognise places, even between a few blocks?”
The environment outside the building had however changed. To K’s agony, he could not find the kiosk. “Where’s it? And the father and the son? They were not kind to me. But I want to ask them questions!” The open space in front was smaller than he had seen before he went inside the building. 

Opposite, he could see the Mekka Temple a few hundred meters away. “Why, it’s not like that.” He meant what he saw a few hours ago, not what he learnt from the guide books. In fact, it now looked more like the photos in the guide books.

He walked further on. There were the normal traffic lights. “Good grief! It’s the Oriental Palace Hotel!” K shouted to himself. What a fool am I? An ageing academic, with all the psychological problems that I’m supposed to analyse, and having no geographical sense! Well, when I go back to the university, I’ll write a report about this episode using rigourous theories. This sort of intertemporal slippage has been studied by some scholars. Shannon? Or Sherone? K couldn’t remember exactly.

“Anyway, I’ll make amends later,” K was in much, much better shape. The environment surrounding him appeared less unfriendly. People’s dresses were no longer shiny, although the designs were still a bit strange.  

“Oriental Palace Hotel,” K finally arrived there. 

K went to the hotel receptionist, who was in her thirties. “Hi, can I have the key for 1209? I’m sorry I lost it in my trip up the old town.” 

“Room 1209. Your name Sir?” The receptionist was very busy, partially responding to him while addressing other electronic inputs. 

K provided the name. “Sorry Sir, the room of 1209 is not occupied by that name. Can I see your identification please?” The receptionist looked at K, with a weird expression.

K reached to his pockets. Alas, although he was wearing a jacket, there was not much inside, certainly no proofs of his identity. “Can you try the name of Oi-yee K---?” “Yes, I’ll.” Came a courteous, but rather formal, answer.

“Sorry, Sir. It’s not the correct identification either.” The receptionist replied apologetically, then busy punching the computer again. A hotel employee came to her and she got submerged in another problem.

OK, said K. OK, and he walked away. He was hopeful that Oi-yee would come back any moment to sort out the mess. He’d had enough of all these. I don’t deserve them. Hallucinations and imaginations and what not! Just let me get back to my wife.

Having nothing to do, K went to the seats near the entrance to the hotel. He was so exhausted.

***

K couldn’t remember for how long he had sat by the window near the hotel’s entrance. He might have had a nap. He rubbed his eyes and looked around. Some works of interior re-designing were going on in the hotel. The bar at the other end did not appear like what he remembered, much whiter in décor. “Well, Oi-yee and I arrived late last night. And I rushed in just then.” K said to himself.

The lobby was brighter than he could recognise. There were glass walls on three sides, except the outward window. Everyone could look at himself or herself in the glass mirrors. That gave a false sense of spaciousness. 

K saw a newspaper hanger nearby. He was not in a mood to read anything. He waited, hoping to see Oi-yee entering the hotel. People came in and went out, but there were no signs of her.

Finally, K walked to hanger. It was harder than he thought, and he breathed with a strange rhythm. He chose the supposedly major newspaper. The headline news was that the European Union and China had formed a new military alliance. He took off the pile, returned to his seat, and read the front page, immediately derailed. A military alliance between China and Europe? And the President of China, by the name of Wang! He didn’t know what he was reading!

K shifted to the upper right corner of the newspaper. There it was stated: 30 December 2018. 

“Oh no! I’ll never, never get out of this bad dream!” K almost choked. “Why? What has gone wrong? What have I done to deserve this?”
He glanced around the lobby. Everybody was so busy, walking here and there. No one cared about him. What should I do now? Having no shelters, and no identification in this eerie world! Damn! K felt totally helpless. Outside, dark clouds were gathering rapidly from the harbour.

K just sat there. His mind was disintegrating: the receptionist inside the building, the jogger who must be Oi-yee, the horrifying muddy zone, the bang, the uphill walk to the old town, the dog and the boys, the kiosk with the father and the son, the Pavilion, the shiny clothes…
***

“Where have you been?” K suddenly heard a question for him from behind. 

In response, he had to struggle with his own body and mind, which were sluggish. Eventually, he managed to turn his head. Yes, someone was standing there. 

“Where have I been?” K attempted to focus his eyes, because his eyesight was very blurred. “I really wish I knew!”
“You’re supposed to be here at Two O’clock.” Then came a long pause. “What time is it now?”  

K tried hard to regain his full consciousness. He moved his eyes to the clock at the far side of the lobby, but couldn’t clearly register a time. It might be half past three or something. “Am I supposed to be here?” He didn’t quite know how to react to those imposing questions. 

“Yes, you are,” said the person who was behind him. 

K finally succeeded in focusing his eyes and turning his whole body around. There was a woman, apparently the source of all the questions and comments. She then coughed, and sneezed, quite heavily several times. 
“Who’s this woman?” K watched outside the window of the lobby. A heavy shower was storming across, and passer-bys were running for shelters in all directions.

In any case, K felt slightly offended to be interrogated like that, by this woman who must be forty something.

He looked at the woman again. She was petite, and dressed in a dark suit. She appeared annoyed, as her wrinkles showed, but with an expression of understanding that would easily disarm an adversary. 

Staring at K for a few seconds, the woman shifted into a vague smile. Despite the signs of age on her, well, relatively pretty face, she began to look recognisable to him. K’s heart beats quickened.   

“I, I…..” K was lost for words. “I what? You’re just getting old. I know.” Came an expression that K found commanding.

“OK. Let’s go up to the room and take a rest first.” The woman sneezed again, as the shower outside appeared to have become even heavier. But her voice was rather soothing to K.

“Why not?” K heard himself say. He was driven by her words and moves, for reasons that he was still trying to come to grip with.

As they walked towards the receptionist, K saw himself in the glass walls. He was shocked. “Is that me, with all the white hair?” And a very pale face! His bent figure appeared so frail. His legs almost failed by the edge of a large carpet, but the woman held him firm.

“Room 806 please, with club number EF3021,” said the woman to the receptionist, whom K couldn’t recognise. He recalled that she was not very helpful not too long ago. This receptionist looked much younger and cheerful. 

“I told you not to wander too far, but you insisted to have your own free time. Well, you’re late, very …... Anyway, fine, it’s OK now,” K heard the woman, who was apparently in a more accommodating mood.

“We’ll have a rest, and later take a taxi to the outer rim, walk around the beach and have dinner at the Banyan Restaurant,” the woman told K. “Banyan Restaurant?” K was a bit puzzled. 

“You didn’t know that restaurant, which I actually planned to go with you in the winter of 2001, the first time we were here together. But……. That was 17 or 18 years ago.” The woman continued to lecture K with such charming authority, as the receptionist sorted out the codes. 

“Yes, thank you, Madam. Here you’re. By the way, are you firm about your check-out date, 3 January 2019, Mrs. K?” Asked the receptionist.

“Positive,” replied Mrs. K, confidently. She then turned to him with a full smile, which had finally become totally familiar. “Agreed, dear?” What a comforting voice! 

Oh, Yes! She’s Oi-yee. And she smiled like the best sunshine that K ever, ever remembered.
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