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PROLOGUE
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FRESH PUDDLES HAD GATHERED across the sidewalk, catching the early light, reflecting the patchy post-rain sky. The streets stirred, awakening with all varieties of travelers, each making their way to the first appointments of the day. In this part of town, only the successful, invested, and willing members are welcome. Believing is the tax; inclusion is the benefit. Advertisement firms, tech companies, monitoring agencies, and, of course, banks dominated the commercial landscape.

He was nothing other than ordinary in the unfolding morning scene—a man in a suit, furtive glances at his timepiece, walking into a bank. Unknown to most, this was a scene unfolding within hundreds of banks at precisely the same moment.  

As the man approached the counter, with all hints of the lie he concealed hidden, his intention, the false calm being projected from his placid face, was all the teller could see.

Calmly, directly, he addressed the young-looking bank associate in front of him.

“I would like to make a withdrawal.”

As familiar as such a request is, her response was just as quick and automatic.

“From which account, sir? Your primary?” 

“From all accounts. I would like to withdraw everything.“

His response quickly dispensed with the usual familiarity of a typical exchange, leaving the woman hurriedly attempting to recall the script in such unfamiliar territory.

“Everything?” she asked.

The reply, still calm and direct, albeit with his piercing black eyes enhancing the magnitude of urgency hidden beneath his tone, “Yes, everything.”

Realizing this was now truly beyond her level of clearance, she conceded. 

“Yes, of course. I believe there are some extra forms to complete. This is, well, highly uncommon. I must admit I don’t know the full procedure. Please allow me to speak to the branch manager.” 

The teller then thought she saw something. What was it, she wondered? The subtlest crack surfaced in his facade—a brief curl of his lip—a smile, she questioned? But he suppressed it as quickly as it had shone.

“Please make it quick. There is a bit of a time element I’m working against.”

“Of course, sir. I see you are very skilled at managing it. Time.”

“That is the issue now, isn’t it?”
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PART 1  
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“One of the saddest lessons of history is this: If we’ve been bamboozled long enough, we tend to reject any evidence of the bamboozle. We’re no longer interested in finding out the truth. The bamboozle has captured us. It’s simply too painful to acknowledge, even to ourselves, that we’ve been taken. Once you give a charlatan power over you, you almost never get it back.” 
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- Carl Sagan
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CHAPTER 1.
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KLAXONS BLARED ACROSS the courtyard, echoing off the concrete walls and traveling through the dank hallways, and woke any resident sleeping in the cell-lined corridor. The wake-up call cycled through various cacophonous rhythms and tones for its hour-long life. 

This upending lullaby greeted residents of Detention Facility 24 every morning between 2 and 4 am, the scheduling randomly generated to disturb any semblance of a normal sleep cycle. 

The system always played the alarm in full. 

Following the harsh wake-up is an hour of light labor that would typically resemble Sunday morning chores, mundane and tedious. Residents are then treated to breakfast back in their cells—always the same—oat-based porridge, cups half-filled with muddy water attempting to pass for coffee, and isolation. 

Meaningless yet laborious work fills the next half-day.

Moving blocks of concrete from one retaining wall to another two-dozen steps away has been Evan’s midday chore since arriving. 

His existence in DF 24 thus far has been one of seclusion and isolation. He has not seen another resident, nor have they seen him. He can’t be certain there are others, but the overflow of the latrines each morning leads him to believe he’s not alone. 

He guesses it’s been nearly a year since he woke up in his cell. 

That first day, upon first coming around, he was greeted by the cold dampness soiling his jeans, stagnant and unwelcome. He couldn’t remember pissing himself, but there was a lot he couldn’t remember, so he was unsurprised.

The darkness of his cell consumed him for the entire first day; he had no sense of time or duration. He would have removed his soiled clothing had it not been for the cold and the insistent pinching of insects on his skin.

Wishing it was a nightmare, Evan knew it was too real for him to be that fortunate.

Throughout that first day, and several since, Evan had slipped into cycles of panic and rage that invariably ended in broken sobs, his body folded against the moldy wall of his cell as he searched for mental purchase in a reality that refused to hold.
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ON THE SECOND DAY, he experienced the morning alarm, and it has been the same every day since.

Evan had assumed he either arrived after the morning alarm on his first day or was so severely sedated that the hour-long noise wasn’t enough to cause arousal. He’s been leaning toward the latter explanation, but his ongoing mental debates are notorious for flip-flopping. He’s found far less pertinent points to argue with himself across his course of solitude. 

Awakening on the second day, he was thankful to find a tattered pair of beige coveralls, a bowl of porridge, and a mug of sludge-coffee at the entrance of his cell once the klaxons had stopped. Although he had to fight back the bile in the back of his throat, the meager offerings had helped nurture him out of his stupor. Dark stains marred the knees, elbows, and seat patches of the coveralls, but fresh laundering had removed all traces of the previous owner.

Starving and afraid, he’d devoured the food and quickly changed clothes. At that moment, he received his first, and the only instructions he’s received to date..

The speaker above the cell entrance had come to life. 

In the darkness, Evan hadn't been able to discern it from a smear of crud before the electronic voice called out to him. 


“Resident. Today is the only day that you will receive your earnings before you finish your morning work assignments. At the end of this message, you will perform your morning work assignments. The resident must complete those assignments immediately following the commencement signal. The residents will find their daily assignments posted on the wall beyond their sleeping quarters.”


The computer-generated voice then abruptly halted. Evan had waited a few minutes after that initial message, anticipating another would follow with further instructions. But one never did.

He had tentatively made his way out of the cell only to find a faintly lit and empty corridor. 

A sign affixed to the wall had greeted him at eye level. It read:


Morning: 

Empty latrines. Scrub corridor floor. Empty waste in Guards’ quarters. Consume morning earnings.

Day: 

Relocate building blocks of the west retaining wall to the boundary of the south retaining wall. Consume daytime earnings. 

Evening:

Empty latrines. Scrub cell floor. Consume daily earnings.”  


Evan had found himself staring in disbelief. The sign appeared to have been there for twenty cycles or more. 

At that moment his fear and anger had welled up inside of him to the point of breathlessness; the thought that this would become his everyday reality was suffocating. His anxiety was impossible to ignore. 

He’d looked to the left—nothing other than a dark hallway for as far as he could make out—to the right had been no different. He sighed, oh fuck, and started down the right side of the corridor.

A minute into the journey, he’d started counting his steps, afraid he would end up lost in an endless labyrinth. 

Three hundred and twelve steps after he’d begun counting, he arrived at the next cell. 

My neighbor. 

Peering into the empty cell, he saw it was identical to his, but there’d been no signs of recent use. 

Evan had continued down the stretch of hallway for close to two thousand steps, just under one mile, he’d guessed. He had found a cell roughly every four hundred steps, all on his right side, all empty. He couldn’t tell if the path went in a straight line, but there’d been no sharp turns, so he hadn’t thought he’d get lost making his way back as long as he kept the cells on his left. 

The terminus of the hallway was a large cavern with better lighting. So this is the light at the end of the tunnel? He’d thought.

He’d found three doors, each located an equal distance from one another. Including the hallway from which Evan had just previously emerged, the openings split the room into equal quarters of a pie. 

Aside from better lighting, this room had appeared to be nothing more than a junction. And Evan had yet to encounter anything resembling guards’ quarters or a latrine, but he’d imagined something existed on the other side of the three doors.

Starting with the door on the left, Evan had systematically explored each gateway in a clockwise fashion.

He’d approached the steel door, half expecting just another desolate hallway of a nightmarish reality waiting for him on the other side. 

What he’d found was worse.

Greeted by a concrete wall, he’d stepped back and released a desperate laugh, and wondered why he had allowed himself any possibility of a sign of hope. It shouldn’t have surprised him. It was unlikely he would have found any other than a blocked passage. 

His chest stiffened, heart raced, and his anxiety had escalated once again. Without warning, a not-so-distant memory of his wife, Holly, had grabbed him.
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THE MEMORY WAS CRISP and clear. It was roughly a year ago—a moment that occurred in the days following her accident.

He was standing in the doorway of Holly’s hospital room. She was unconscious near the window, her roommate closer to the door. She was lying motionless in her hospital bed, an electronically adjustable cot with a soil-resistant plastic mattress. Fluid lines and feeding tubes traversed her arms and nose, monitors on her fingers and chest, adhered with cheap paper tape, a drainage tube was extending from her chest to assist her lungs in remaining clear, and a catheter bag was hanging from the lower rung of the bed frame, all playing a role in keeping her alive. 

He could smell the cleaning solution used on the floors. He could hear the nurses’ conversations at the station ten steps behind him. And he could see the sun breaking through the clouds outside the window across the room.

This was the first time he had seen her since the emergency crews had ported her from the beach. It was two days after that.

Isolated and not allowed visitors following the surgeries, the standard procedure to prevent infection and errors during such a delicate period of recovery. More commonly, people spend those first few days in a shared time-hack with a private nurse, but Evan had refused. He needed to be near her, to know she was there. 

In those two days, he had not left the hospital. The thought of leaving had felt as impossible as walking to the moon. A life without her seemed just as incomprehensible.  

As he’d gazed upon the concrete wall, Evan had felt the isolation return—familiar, yet different. In one of those moments, the desperation had been far heavier, though at first he couldn’t grasp which. 

He had feared for a life without Holly if she had not survived. That felt worse to him than what he was facing at that moment, with his nose inches from the concrete. Strangely, it felt more terminal. Like he’d be walking uphill in loose sand for the rest of his life without the hope of reprieve. As he stood there his circumstances were undoubtedly bleak, yet somehow the end had felt within grasp, and that had somehow comforted him. Perhaps, it was simply in the perception of control over one’s actions versus those of another. 
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AS HE HAD WALKED TO the second door, the one in the middle, he had almost felt lighter, relieved. Somehow, that little epiphany had made him less afraid. Maybe it was just the simple act of thinking of Holly that had put his nerves at ease.

Evan approached the second door without hope, without expectations, but ready to face whatever was put forth before him. Thankfully, that second door did open to reveal the first buds of hope. 

Sunshine. 

He’d stood paralyzed in the open doorway and allowed the warmth to wash over his face, and the flood of new, raw smells to saturate his nose. It was not the fresh herbs of spring that Holly would bring home from work, or the salty breeze of the ocean before suiting up in the lighthouse; it had smelled more of concrete dust and particulate, but at that moment it was welcomed.  

Evan had wanted nothing more than to follow the fresh air and explore what lay outside of the concrete walls, but decided he’d needed to investigate the final unopened door. 

He’d been amazed at how much the slightest glimpse of sunlight altered his viewpoint on the current situation, how much it had changed his mood and outlook. It had woke him from an unacknowledged hypnosis, and energized him enough to break out of the lingering fog. 

Evan had then realized he had everything needed to begin to develop mental schematics of the territory he’d covered so far. 

A vision of the structure formed in his mind. 

If the facility had only included the 1-mile long corridor from the point of his cell to the cavernous room in which he’d been standing, which resembled a half-sphere, it would take the shape of a lollipop. But if the blocked door actually connected to another hallway, as opposed to open air, the half-sphere would truly represent a junction of multiple paths, which increased the likelihood of the remaining door leading to yet another connecting corridor. And the simple fact that while starting his journey, he could have turned left instead of right, which had led him to this junction, also strengthened the likelihood of yet another connecting corridor. 

With the multiple possible structural layouts in his mind, he’d approached the last door, ready to discover what lay beyond. 

Grasping the cold metal lever, he’d pulled. The door had barely budged. 

Shit.

It still maintained some play, so with more muscle behind his force, the second pull had set the door free. Swinging slowly on the stiff hinges, the familiar dank smell of mold and isolation seeped out through the widening opening, and another dark corridor stared back at him. 

Confirmation. 

This junction appeared to be a corner point in a larger structure. 

With the constriction of his chest muscles releasing just a fraction, he’d allowed a sigh of relief to escape. 

It was morning. The sun was shining through the middle door, and he’d realized this must be the east corner of the structure. 

The simple act of establishing the first point in a coordinate system had made him feel connected again. It felt tangible.  

As a reward, Evan had turned back to the middle door and headed for the sunshine. 

He had forgotten about needing to find the latrines to clean, or the guards’ quarters to empty; he’d only been interested in breathing fresh air and allowing the sun to warm his face. Feeling like he won a minor victory for himself, he had not been ready to allow the towering concrete walls to dampen his spirits. 

––––––––
[image: ]


SURVEYING THE GROUNDS from the east exit, there had not been much to see. A handful of trees dotted the landscape of the mostly barren quarry. It had taken him close to an hour to walk the perimeter. And he had been right. The blocked door was another section of the fortress. A retaining wall extended from its location and met the taller perimeter wall, forming what Evan realized was the southern boundary of this above-ground section. The same was true of the other door, which formed the northern boundary. 

Evan now suspected that beyond each inner retaining wall there likely existed another open-air section, with the entire structure likely resembling something of a cogwheel from a bird’s-eye view, with his cell located potentially in the center of the east-west running divide. And if that were the case, Evan reasoned, each section held the capacity to be sectioned off from the others, like a pie chart or compass. It could explain the isolation.

As Evan had walked the perimeter, he’d discovered an imposing pile of concrete blocks in a pile, arranged with clear intention. He had little doubt he’d found his daytime assignment—to move the slabs to the far end of the yard. As he pictured the anonymous figure who had hauled those blocks from that very spot, it struck him that the figure was now him. The intent was unmistakable. Pointless tasks to break a man’s will. 

Evan had used every remaining second of his second day exploring the accessible areas of the detention facility. And with each new section discovered, he’d realized his initial mental schematic of a cogwheel oriented like a compass was more and more likely correct, with the four above ground sections positioned in each of the north, west, south, and east sections. However, there were several hallways off limits, and the other outdoor sections were inaccessible. 

He had eventually found the latrines. They were located four hundred steps down a connector hallway in the north section of the facility. While the guards’ quarters were in roughly the same corresponding location in the south section. Both areas had been empty. The west section was completely closed off. He was certain the other detainees were there, even if he could not confirm it.

On that first day of exploration, one last discovery had caused an uneasy surprise to Evan. It was more of a lack of discovery. He’d been unable to find any trace of modern technology present. Aside from the computer-generated voice he’d heard in the morning, he had not come across anything else that resembled modern technology. How are they actually watching? But just as instructed, without having performed any work duties, he had not received food or water again that day.  
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IN THE NEARLY ONE YEAR that's passed since the day Evan had heard that voice in his cell, he’s completed his work assignments. He’s needed the food to survive, and the work to keep his mind occupied. But after months of solitude, he’s found his mind and strength of will faltering. Shadows have begun to appear where there should have been none, and he’s hearing conversations he is certain didn’t exist. He wishes he could blame it on the wind, but none ever passes through the complex.

Conditioned to a life of constant motion—leaves blowing, birds flying, people rushing past—he’s found the stillness profoundly disorienting. 

The morning alarm finished. Evan no longer tried to guess whether it was an early or late start, as it made no difference anymore. Alternating which chore he started with in the morning broke the monotony. Yesterday was the guards’ quarters, so today would be the floors.

Starting where the corridor met the closed-off western section, he once again heard voices. With each step down the hallway, the hair on his arms lifted higher. 

Something was wrong. He couldn’t place it, only felt it—an unease creeping beneath his skin. 

The corridor seemed altered somehow. Wider, maybe. 

It was the voices. Were they different? These didn’t blur together or fade when he focused on them. They overlapped. One voice rose while another fell.

He slowed, forcing himself to listen. His breath caught as the truth settled in, heavy and undeniable. These weren’t echoes. They weren’t in the shadows. These weren’t in his head. Evan was hearing a real conversation—living people, speaking to one another. The realization sent a surge through him, and despite himself, his steps quickened, urgency pulling him forward.

Evan came around the corner to find two men in matching beige coveralls standing before the door to the West.

It was open.

––––––––
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THE WEST SECTION WAS not at all what Evan had pictured. Aside from the general layout of the complex, which he now understood to be Detention Facility 24, he was way off the mark. Based on what he had seen during that first year, he assumed the entire complex was dark, isolated, and lacking in any modern technology. The west section was the opposite. It was full of life. Bright electronic lights left nothing hidden, and nano-particle display messages littered the open air. And there were people. Evan could never have imagined so many people living just beyond that one blocked gateway.

Sam was the first of the two men he had run into at the entrance. Short, bald, and with an abrasive attitude, Evan liked him immediately. Sam reminded him of so many of the cooks he’d worked with over the years when he was coming up as a chef in the lesser-known restaurants of the early days of his career.

The introduction was not one of his finest moments. 

Evan had come around the corner to see the two men and stopped dead in his tracks. Still unsure if he’d been imagining the sight, he just stood frozen, staring.

Sam had called over from the few steps that separated them, his accent unfamiliar to Evan. “Oi, what the fuck ya staring at?”

Evan slowly approached, trying to remain calm, but failed. With each step, the pressure in his throat grew. Once he was a step away, he could no longer hold it back, and the tears started. Without a word, he reached out toward Sam to confirm his reality.

Sam stepped back to avoid the contact and let out a guttural laugh. “They must’ve had ya hidden-away shit-long time, eh! Ha, ya look fuckin mad! Ha! Don’t he, Winds?”

The man standing next to Sam glanced at Evan and nodded slowly, until finally replying, “Well, he certainly does.”

“Don’t ya worry, Mad-Sad-man, you’ll be fuckin fine now. Just stay your distance—ya smell like pig shit. You can call me Sam; that big fella over there’s Winslow.”

Pulling himself together, Evan mumbled, “So, you’re real? I mean, I’m not alone here? Are you, uh, stuck in here also?”

Sam looked at Winslow and back, sharing a knowing look, and said, “Well, that there’s a fine question, eh? I don’t think that much about it that way anymore. The 24’s my home, sure right Winds, eh? Can a guy like me be leaving? No, don’t think so much that’d be the case. But I’ve been here longer than Winds, ain’t that right, Winds?” 

Winslow barely showed any recognition that he was being spoken to. 

“What’s that, ‘The 24’?” asked Evan. 

Sam laughed again and waved his arms around like a magician revealing an attractive assistant sitting in a cloud of abracadabra smoke. “This here’s the 24. Every stone block of this dust.”

“How long have you been here, Sam? Are there others? I thought maybe I was actually alone this whole time. I think it’s been a year, maybe more. Why am I just finding you guys now?” 

Again, Sam looked over at Winslow and shared something unsaid. “Ya sure look that way. Here’s the deal, Mad-Sad-Man, ya not be alone, there’s a whole lot of us. More than Winds probably be counting, ain’t that right Winds, eh? But ya probably have been away a good long time. If I want to think deeply about it, probably the entire time while me and Winds were standing right here having our little chat.”

The light went off. The dreamlike quality of each day had felt strange, but the whole situation was strange. It would explain the way I was being monitored. And certainly, the isolation. But can they do that? Imprison a person in frozen-time? 

He couldn’t believe he had not put it together. Not even once had he thought about it. Sure, with the idea now planted, its roots took hold. 

Evan returned his focus to Sam and Winslow. “Is this how everyone arrives? Into the 24?”

“One way or another. You’ve been the twentieth I found myself, could be more. Winds was the first, sure right Winds, eh? He just follows me like a lost flea-bag since then, ain’t that right, Winds, eh?”

“What happens next? Are you guys like, uh, shepherds?” 

“Na. Me and Winds were just having quiet words away from the crowd. But this is the truth, lots of new faces recently. Getting a bit crowded, ain’t that right, Winds?” 

This time, Winslow spoke up. “Yeah, that’s very true. I reckon a bunch of new folks popping up, and more usually follow. Some folks have been waiting in the dungeons longer than you, some shorter. Some folks say people still in there who ain’t ever getting out.”

“How’s that possible? Who decides?” Evan asked himself as much as the others.

“Doesn’t matter, does it? You’re here now—that’s the real truth—just like the others. The Bosses make it happen. If ya know how or why, it doesn’t matter, eh?” 

Glancing over each shoulder, quickly giving his surroundings more attention, Sam gruffly continued, “Me and Winds here think the time is now ya come inside with us, Mad-Sad-Man.”
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SAM SERVED AS EVAN’S unwilling guide around Detention Facility 24 those first few days. He put on a show when others were around, frequently going on about how he didn’t need two stray cats following him around, “looking for a taste of the teat,” he would say. Evan was pretty sure Sam liked the leading role. Especially with the attention it drew from other residents. 

Most of the others kept to themselves, but Sam and Winslow had been right. The facility was crowded, and felt even more so to Evan following his “introduction”, as he learned most called the isolation period. Since his arrival, finding time or space alone has been nearly impossible. 

Despite all the people crowded into the facility, there was a surprising absence of guards. That is not to say the residents were unmonitored. The presence of authority was unavoidable. The relentless barrage of display messages and digital instructions ensured everyone remained acutely aware of their captivity. Stories of punishments already incurred circulated constantly among the residents. And, more frequently still, there were rumors of other, more severe punishments suffered over the life of the facility.

But aside from those stories, by all accounts the facility was completely run and maintained remotely.  Evan couldn’t understand how, but the technology employed allowed unfaltering and constant monitoring of every resident, as well as the ability to send them into frozen-time at will. Many of the long-term residents have lost all sense of age and chronology because of repeated time-freezes and punishments during their confinement. 

There was another aspect of how authority used The Invention inside the facility that made Evan uneasy. The guard —or “Bosses,” as Sam called them—seemed able to traverse punishment periods as if invisible doors existed throughout the complex, doors they could step through at will. They could bring items in, like the food Evan received during his introduction, and remove others, such as the makeshift calendars residents created to track the duration of their sentences.

Losing one’s grasp on time was often the quickest path to madness. It was one of the primary ways the guards used time-freezing to assert control and dominance. That, combined with prolonged isolation, wore down every detainee eventually, shaping them into the obedient residents the system required.

He knew he had to get out before he followed suit. The long-term detainees may have lost their desire to find a way out, or worse, their grip on what “out” means. But Evan was not ready. Most of the residents he talked to didn’t believe there was a way to get out.

Others have stories of some who have tried never to be seen again. While Evan mostly takes those claims as warnings, the occasional tone hints at a successful outcome. 

Most of the time, Evan simply believes the long-term detainees have become too comfortable, too institutionalized, and have likely forgotten what it’s like to be out in the world holding their loved ones. 

It had become clear to Evan that he would need to work with the newer groups of residents to find a hole in the system. The complacency of most of the older detainees presented too great a barrier to overcome. Even his friends, Sam and Winslow, showed little interest in searching for a way out. He would have to rely on the fresh eyes, the greater knowledge of recent technological advances, and, most importantly, the willingness to fight, of those more recently interred.  
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CHAPTER 2. 
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THERE WAS A HUMIDITY hanging in the air, strange for the time of year. It caused an uneasy transition from the crisp overnight fog to the warm mist that was now floating just above the surface of the water. Sitting alone with only the slate-colored sky above, and the oil-slick calm of black water surrounding them, Holly and Evan floated in the early morning low-tide. 

The moisture trapped between the neoprene and Holly’s skin gradually warmed from her body heat while she sat in her wetsuit waiting between sets. She scanned the horizon to see the second and third patches of blue breaking through the overcast sky, beginning to give life to the ocean. The swell lines in the distance climbed the gradient from black to blue with each passing interval.

Holly’s toes, dangling free below her body and board, were the first to intercept the fore-running signs of the building energy. Next, a familiar flutter deep in her stomach, not far off from the feeling of walking to the front of a classroom to deliver a speech, gave way to the instinctive repositioning in the lineup just a touch to the south. Never to compete or claim the right of way, just a simple intuitive action that came with time and knowing her break. She has not shared the ocean with another person aside from Evan for as long as she can remember. Occasionally Holly will go completely alone, but only if she and Evan have had a fight, or Evan’s account was overdrawn again. To Holly, this moment was perfect, and perfect mornings like these are all she wants out of life. 
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HOLLY USES ALL OF HER time in the water. Nothing else in her life demands a second more than she already gives. Maybe when she and Evan have their first child, things will change, she often considers. They talk about it, having a child, but it waxes and wanes like the moon and tide. She’s noticed it comes up more frequently these days than before, but that’s probably because things are feeling more normal again. She has healed. 

The routine between her and Evan has found its stride again, and the intimate moments have reached a new peak, both with the frequency of sex and the honest feeling behind other gestures of affection. She feels a strange sense of pride glowing inside when she thinks about it. Yet, a child still feels far in the distance. And these days, splitting time between the garden shop during the day, the bar at night, and the late nights with Evan when he gets home from the restaurant, she feels close to complete. Add the standard dawn surf session this time of the year and she has a hard time imagining what else she could want in the world, let alone find in a world of frozen-time.

Fall is predictably the best season of the year for her. Normally, by this time each year, she has successfully saved a surplus of time into her accounts. Spring keeps her busy in the garden shop, and the fresh blooms keep her mind off the onshore winds and absence of swell. Her accounts steadily gain. Summer arrives with warm breezes coming out of the Further Reaches, the bar gets busy, and tipping in time instead of money became the standard a few cycles back, so now Holly plays the role of an excited, flirty bartender with award-winning precision. If any of the regulars knew her true personality was anything but the show she put on for them, let alone any of the summer crowd, she would leave each evening with close to nothing. 

That’s not to say she’s not interesting. But as an introvert by nature, she has always had to try a little harder to appease the groups at the bar. It drains her. Friendships stay at a distance. The lilacs know her better than her coworkers. But then again, they do miss the show she puts on for her customers.  
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WHEN SHE DROPPED HER head and dug each hand deep below the surface, and the approaching wave drew her in just like any of the other simple molecules of water sucked off of the sandbar, she welcomed the familiar mix of fear and excitement. 

This section of the beach only works with the right direction of swell and particular period, and can be as fickle as she and Evan’s cat, Soap Dish. But when working, it provided perfect, head-high A-frames that can wrap wide-open faces down the beach for an eternity. In the wrong conditions, like when the period is just a few seconds too long, it only serves double over-head, fast walls more equipped for a Niagara Falls barrel than a freckled-face, blonde surfer. 

The only thing that causes Holly some uneasiness with time-hacking surf sessions is the inability to seek medical attention. Normally not one of her primary concerns, unless she finds herself with a ruptured spleen because of surfing this spot in conditions such as those. Thankfully, Evan was with her on that day and able to get her to safety. Two cycles later, she’s back to her full self in the water.

Holly remembered dropping into the wave and instantly knowing it was all wrong. Up to that point in the session, she had been making every late-drop, most of which she should not have. The elements had been stacking up in her favor and giving her free pass after free pass as she walked the tightrope. A gust of offshore wind would hold up the lip an extra fraction of a second to allow her to make it before the bottom could drop out from beneath her and suck her over the falls. Or a boil would develop on the face of the wave just as she dropped in and force her to drive a higher line to keep the speed she otherwise would have lost on her bottom turn, allowing her to clear the section before it closed out and took off her head. Her confidence was soaring, and everything was going right until it wasn’t. She had felt the weightlessness as the wave pitched, and recognized there was nowhere to go but down.

The 7-foot custom mini-gun, complete with a hand-painted logo of an hourglass sitting nestled among a field of wildflowers, went fluttering down into the wind and crashing-lip of the wave below her. The instant she hit the rail of the board, the wind vacated her lungs like air into the vacuum of space, and a searing pain thrust into the left side of her chest. In the half-second between crashing onto her board and the mass of water above driving her down to the ocean floor, a vivid image of a grey storm cloud, on the verge of black, igniting into a tangled circuitry of electrical impulses overcame her. It hung in the sky for a moment that felt like hours, and then was gone as fast as it had appeared, leaving only darkness. Total and complete darkness. 

After that, she found herself in a hospital bed, sharing a room with another pleasantly unconscious individual. Another half-cycle, and countless hours of recovery later, she found herself back in the water. She didn’t care much for the scar on her abdomen where the hemorrhaging remnants of her spleen had been removed, but Evan was the only one who ever saw it. It was another one and a half cycles before she reached a fall season in which she felt physically and emotionally ready. 
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AS SHE DUG HER BACKSIDE rail into the water for her bottom turn, her attention snapped back to the wave in front of her. She completed the turn and positioned herself back up on the face, stalling briefly to allow the hollowing section of the breaking wave to catch up to her. Like an old sluggish Labrador coming for a scratch behind the ears, she teased the wave in close.

As she pivoted her back foot and dropped her knee, the vacuum of sound enveloped her as the barrel hugged her in tight. The two to three seconds of immersion felt like a lifetime. She was acutely aware of her heartbeat as it echoed in her ears, the cold mist sprinkling on her face, and the line of foam bubbles being sucked up the wall of water to her left. Then, with the flip of a switch, her speed fell out of balance with that of the wave, accelerating her smiling face forward into the open ocean air and the hooting of Evan from a few meters down the shoulder.  

“That was so perfect! Wow, you were deep! Wave of the day without a doubt! It’s going to be days before that grin comes off your face. I feel like a child out here compared to that,” Evan said as he paddled over to Holly. 

“Yeah, I got lucky for sure. It seemed to stand up just right though,” Holly said with heavy breathing as she tried to catch her breath. A humble grin was showing between breaths.  

“Holly, that’s the best wave either of us has had in two cycles, maybe longer,” Evan goaded as he splashed a handful of water toward Holly. “You can down-play it, but I’m going to celebrate it!”

“Thanks. I guess I still get a bit freaked out. I don’t want it to be taken away, you know?” Holly paused, searching for the words. “Like if I’m too confident, or too comfortable, or lose my respect for the power behind it all, it will all come crashing down again. And what if next time you’re not here?” she said as her voice trailed off.

After a second, she came back around and continued, “I know. I do. That wave was the best I’ve had, possibly ever, but I’ve got to hold that in. Call it superstitious, or ridiculous, but I think if I play things right, you and I can be out here forever without something bad happening again. But only if I do things right. Do you have any idea what I’m saying? Or trying to say at least?”

“Hol, I will be here every time. Especially to see you catch waves like that. But don’t worry. I will be here in case anything else ever happens.” Evan paused in a way that Holly knew he was going to follow up with something joking, as is always the case when he flashes a moment of sincerity. He then went on, “Think of me as your shadow, your wave-shadow. You’re extremely good-looking, jealous of your surfing but confident in his manhood, extra-funny, husband-shadow.” 

“Okay, I get it. I’m lucky... and now I know it,” she said as she splashed water back at him. “Is that how you talk to the guys in the kitchen, by the way?”

“Only Marco. He’s pretty sensitive and needs a bit of love every once in a while.”  

“I bet. I don’t imagine he is a Casanova at the Rose and Thistle.”

“Ha. Not even the Casanova of the kitchen, let alone the whole restaurant!”

“Yeah? Who is? You? Mr. ‘I can’t sleep when you’re not next to me in bed’?” she mocked him teasingly.

“Me? No way,” he scoffed. “I’m more of the ‘ask Uncle Evan, he’s got that extra-hot, strangely quiet, spends a lot of time with plants, surfer-wife’ guy.”  

“Wave’s coming,” Holly called over her shoulder, paddling for the outside. “It’s all yours, ‘Uncle Evan’.”
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OUT OF HABIT, HOLLY and Evan restart the clock once back on dry land. They each peeled off the neoprene and doused themselves with warm water to rinse the salt and sea from their skin. The ritual signaled that it was time to transition back to a normal life, including the pace of a normal day. But neither of them was eager to rush through the process. They both usually try to hold on to the little joys they had in the water as long as possible, but like the fading memories of a dream in the first moments of the morning, those vivid feelings wash away with the brightening sun. All that’s left is moving forward into the day.

After locking away their wetsuits, surfboards, and water jugs in the filing cabinets of storage units now occupying the old lighthouse on the jetty at the north edge of the beach, and changing into their respective work attire, Holly and Evan walked to the train station at the sand’s edge.

The train station sits at the base of the jetty among the tapering sand dunes, an intersection of the timeless elements of the planet and the ever-changing aesthetic of progressive human development. As they approached the cavernous entrance of the station to join the queuing morning commuters, Holly felt an impending sense of dread. She knew she must relinquish the remaining tendrils of connection to the uncorrupted ocean in order to move forward with her day. It’s not the first time she has felt this way. Really, next to the love she feels when she lies down with Evan, it’s the most familiar feeling she can think of. She is thankful for the ability to escape into the surf and leave the world behind, but she mourns its loss each time she leaves. She has lived in a world without the possibility of that escape, and never wants to return to that prison. 

Evan looked at Holly and tried to snap her back into the moment. “Holly, hey. Are you still with me?”

Surprised, Holly replied, “I’m sorry. I guess I was just spacing out a bit.”

“Are you feeling okay?” asked Evan.

Still halfway between worlds of thought, Holly gave the same superficial response she usually did. “Yeah. I think the change from the bright sun to the darkness of the tunnel got to me.”

Evan knows when to play along and not go much deeper. “I know what you mean. It usually takes me some time for my eyes to adjust. Just give it a minute, and it will mellow out.”

Holly, inevitably pulled back into those deeper emotions she had initially kept from Evan, asked, “Do you ever wonder what it would be like if we couldn’t have these little surf breaks? I don’t mean just the surfing part. The escape. Could we cope if we had to live all parts of our life in this...?” Nodding her head toward the lines of people being scanned through the digital turnstiles, alluding to the rote movements and actions of those joylessly moving through to the next unimportant expectation. 

Evan recognized it was probably hopeless now, but he still tried to diffuse the situation and change the emotional course their
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