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            God is our refuge and strength, an ever-present help in trouble. Therefore we will not fear, though the earth give way and the mountains fall into the heart of the sea, though its waters roar and foam and the mountains quake with their surging. —Psalm 46:1–3
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PART 1

Present Day
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Chapter 1: The Apartment


[image: ]




Ray winced with each impact as his body bounced off and through multiple pine and hemlock branches. The air hissed as he accelerated toward the ground. His torso smacked into the pine-needle-covered slope and he continued rolling to the creek at its bottom. Movement ended as Ray’s head struck a wet rock. All went black.
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A few moments later . . .
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Ray worried about the never-ending pain inside his head while squinting through the salt-spattered windowpane of the first-floor apartment. A breeze spread over the waterfront beyond, loosening the early-morning fog’s grip. A colorless harbor and pier took shape. Both had seen better days. Rotting beams and boards hung precariously, as if reaching toward the sea and shore. The pier had been constructed during a more hopeful time, but there were no moored boats bobbing with the waves. Ray swore at the pigeons perching under the salt- and wind-battered beams. Another day began much like the days before. Dread mixed with anxiety and fear, reminding him of what he would have to do.

His sinewy arms worked above the stove. Eggs over easy with two slices of white toast would be breakfast today. “Not dog food, but probably will come to that,” Ray said, chuckling to no one. He glanced toward the sea again, but he still couldn’t see farther than the pier. He knew very well what stirred beyond the pier. The vision had been burned into his occipital lobes a long time ago. He tightened his eyelids and recalled what was beyond.

The harbor began twenty-five yards from the three-story apartment building. Its teardrop shape began with the mouth between two islands and ended at the quarter-mile-wide shore. A vast and deep sea stretched out beyond the islands.

Many years earlier, a hurricane had wreaked havoc on the bottom of the harbor. Sand had settled in the harbor entrance, preventing boats from entering. After the storm, plans were made to dredge. But politics and money scrapped the plan, leaving the sea floor to collect more sand. Now the shallow floor of the channel had become worthless for working vessels and future enterprise. It was not all fruitless. The shape of the bottom and the direction of the wind, tide, and swell together created a surfer’s dream wave.

Beautiful waves formed during certain conditions, peeling both right and left. Offshore winds formed tubes, or barrels, that surfers searched for and dreamed of. The harbor was mostly ignored due to the inconsistency of the waves and the winter nor’easter needed for swell height. Ray had stumbled on the spot when he was younger and had spent many winters surfing the fun swell.

The egg yolks had overcooked and were ready to be eaten. The odds and patience needed to keep the yolks intact forced a delay in flipping them. He couldn’t help but think upon the coming madness the day would likely bring. It consumed Ray’s mind as he used a butter knife to hurriedly smear the blackened toast with butter and grape jelly. Some people were particular about food preparation. For example, the butter should have a certain depth, spread out to the crust edges with the same amount of jelly on both slices. Ray did not like to wait, and the overly particular gene had passed him by, leaving him with the difficulty of comprehending people who were.

* * *
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THE FIRST TIME HE DISCOVERED the harbor was on a November day much like today—no sun, just low dark stratus clouds creating a slate-gray sea. He was twenty-two and full of youth, desiring to fully partake in life. New England was a hidden gem for surfers who detested crowds, a place where one could be alone with head-high and overhead waves. “No self-entitled locals dropping in and taking your wave, just because they grew up a block from the beach,” Ray muttered aloud as the dark thought leaked into his mind.

Traveling up the coast in an old Nissan compact, Ray had seen a perfect wave form and break out in the harbor. He skidded to a stop on the side of the road to watch. He wiggled into a four-millimeter wetsuit and unfastened his surfboard from the roof. The beach consisted of fist-sized and smaller rocks that were polished and round. Ray staggered down the beach as his webbed neoprene booties skidded between the stones. The paddle was about a half mile, but he didn’t mind. Ray was in love with the ocean, its smell, taste, and sound. He spent five hours surfing an incoming tide with an offshore wind that first day, and he visited the break consistently for years in the fall, winter, and spring on the day of or after a big ocean storm.

* * *
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THE PLATE CLANKED AS it hit the sink’s side. The kitchen matched the rest of the apartment; it was sparse with no pictures or decorations. One room contained a single bed, chair, and table. A tear-off calendar stating “Today is 18, Saturday, September” hung over the table. The table supported a few books and a notepad. Ray didn’t remember how they got there. They were not his usual books, by authors such as William Goldman, Stephen King, or Clive Cussler. The corner supported a blue ten-foot longboard.

It was 7:00 a.m., and the tide was still moving out to sea. The routine began at 7:30 low tide. He visualized the last visit, and a shiver ran from his core and ended with the flushing of his face. It pushed the anxiety and loneliness to the forefront of his mind, creating a renewed longing for his family.

Ray donned a blue and black 3 mm spring wetsuit, grabbed his board, and maneuvered it through the door and down the steps. The street was empty. Both hands hauled the board onto his head, he wobbled a few steps with the weight, and then he proceeded across the pebble-infused paved road. Five minutes later, his knees sensed the salt water next to a cement pylon wrapped around a massive timber that helped support the pier. The water was milky from swirling sand, small shells, and stone. Ray slid onto the longboard, adjusted his center of gravity, and began paddling.

The neck of the harbor between the two islands would come swiftly. Small waves rolled in and were easily paddled over. Ray then passed a rusted and faded green buoy on his right, and the swells increased from one foot to four feet. He stayed within the safety of the channel and pushed toward deeper water over a half mile away.

He felt, and was, totally alone. Strangely, since entering the apartment he had never met or seen a living soul. Ray tended to remember his solitude after passing the red and green buoys. Both shoulders began to burn as lactic acid built up in his muscles. The man and board passed over the last set of waves and entered the deep open water. The two islands and channel shrank away at an unworldly speed.

“Here it comes!” Ray screamed. The surfboard sped up as a current pulled toward a deeper blue-gray sea. He began to hyperventilate as his body and board raced toward a swirling mass of darkening water. If one had a seagull’s perspective, Ray teetered on the edge of a whirlpool that reached approximately a mile in diameter. It was monstrous and the hue darkened until it became black at the center. He tried to keep his board parallel to the current by dragging his hands and legs from one side to the other. Ray drifted with the revolving circle for five minutes. He and his board accelerated as the distance to the center of the whirlpool decreased. Soon he was spinning out of control, hugging the blue board and spitting out salt water as the air became saturated with a violent spray. He started to tumble while being dragged downward into the massive hole in the sea. One deep breath and he willed the oceanic tornado to take him into its darkness and deafening-roaring mouth. Everything went black, then silence.

Ray lost all track of time as his body was whirled around the black hole of tossing water. He fell into a wet cocoon of desolation and darkness as the sensation of current and speed dissipated. His eyes opened and closed, seeing streaks of lightning in the blackness. Ray’s mind drifted into an incomprehensible state of being in many places simultaneously and not being able to focus on any of them. Ray likened it to a younger man trying to learn or comprehend and failing due to a veil or membrane covering certain areas of the mind. It felt as thin as cellophane, and he thought if he could push through the barrier, he would be able to understand, recall everything, and think about anything with clarity.

Time stopped or rushed on. He never knew which. It was during these moments that he talked with someone. At first, he surmised that it was some sort of mystic dreamlike guide in the whirlpool. Later, he began to hypothesize that maybe he was talking to himself. Ray gave up on the struggle, accepting the inevitable and relaxing into the discussion that began in his mind. He had learned that succumbing would mute the terror of falling through the incredible darkness.

Ray’s upper and lower eyelids separated. What will I see this time? Always deja vu, not a fleeting sense of it, but an actual manifestation. One he drove. This current manifestation was of himself looking at his younger self though a veil of clear crystalline fluid. Once again the whirlpool, that was apparently at least two dimensional, had brought him to another point in his past life. He had been back and forth from the whirlpool to the apartment several times that he remembered. The last time, he had witnessed himself as a youngster at the Jersey Shore, sitting and reveling in his newness and special powers. Ray could recall every word of each conversation and felt as if he were living it all over again. He relived everything—the wind, the ocean’s smell, and all the original emotions. He watched his younger self—Darby, the name he never liked. A name he changed to his middle name after leaving home for college. He refocused on the confusion of what was happening. Being consciously in two places at the same time without linear thought forced his mind to try and claw through his brain’s membrane-like barrier. Comprehension improved with each visit, unlike the first encounter when he had spent most the time vomiting and fighting the unearthly sensations.

Ray watched as the veil revealed twelve-year-old Darby and thirteen-year-old Tony tiptoeing between two rows of small cottages at the Jersey Shore.

. . . turn . . .

Ray shivered with fascination at the scene of his young life. His mind remembering as he relived the memory through a bizarre movie theatre.

“Shhh . . . this one over here looks promising,” Tony whispered.

“You’re nuts!” Darby giggled. “What happens if we get caught?”

“They’ll probably kill us,” Tony announced in a louder-than-usual voice.

“You’re crazy!”

The boys sprinted toward a temporarily abandoned renter-owned hibachi grill and grabbed a drumstick each. The meat seared their hands, producing uncontrollable laughter and swearing as they juggled the drumsticks from hand to hand. The running did not end until they were safely under the deck of a large oceanfront home.

Both boys looked at each other, smiled, and in unison yelled, “Beats macaroni and cheese again!” They laughed and cursed from burned mouths while gnawing on their illegal fare. The days of summer felt like they would go on forever. Each day they spent swimming, body surfing, surfing, fishing, crabbing, and biking all over the sliver of land pancaked between ocean and bay. One thing Ray remembered dreading was swimming lessons in the crab-infested bay beach and lagoon. The skill of swimming developed swiftly. There wasn’t a choice unless one enjoyed having toes pinched. Ray also remembered dreading the meager chores required of himself and his siblings. The patches of parking spaces and the front of their grandmother’s bungalow had yellow pebbles, the same as every other house. Darby’s parents did not have the money that the neighbors had to continually add stone, so weeding was a weekly and painful occurrence. A bigger annoyance was church on Sunday. It always felt like the sunniest days and best waves developed during Sunday school and service. For a young boy, church felt like endless hours of boredom.

“You going to church tomorrow, Darb?”

“What do you think, moron?”

Both boys threw their bones against the cinder block foundation, licked their fingers, and crawled out from under the deck and onto the boardwalk. It was seven o’clock and the high tide waves were still beating and clawing at the sand. The waves’ action had created a five-foot wall of sand that both boys skied down and climbed up as they meandered down the coast.

They had no plans, except looking for the trouble enjoyed by boys all over the world, such as starting a fight or walking behind a couple of shapely girls dressed in tight jeans. They both knew what to do during a fight . . . but were flabbergasted on what to do with girls. All of this was fun, but chasing girls, due to their young age, took a back seat to mischief and adventure.

A quarter mile over from their local turf, the boys walked away from the sea and toward a boardwalk lined with benches. They had seen older boys burying Schlitz beer earlier, and they planned on digging the beer up and reburying them four or so feet away. Darby and Tony were already laughing at the future and the desperate digging of the older boys. They hoped to be nearby to watch the extravaganza. Before they reached the buried treasure, however, a blonde boy approached them.

The boy looked back at a bench holding two adults, then down at the ground. He asked, “How do I start a fight?”

Tony’s eyes lit up with some bewilderment, but mostly with pure glee. “Hit him,” Tony said, pointing at Darby.

Stunned, Darby started to ask why he would want to do such a thing. But before he could, a punch glanced on his cheekbone. All rational thought fled his mind, and Darby hit the blond boy several times in the mouth and jaw. Blood introduced itself as the boy’s lip cracked open. A couple more hits sent the boy’s head backward, extending his neck. The boy’s feet retreated after every blow. The boy did not counter, and as fast as it had started, it was over. Awareness returned, and Darby watched in confusion as the boy half-ran, half-staggered back to a bench where his two parents looked on. Apparently, the parents had decided to toughen up their son during a week’s vacation at the Jersey Shore.

“Crazy stupid renters!” Tony spat in disgust. “Kinda wish that huge battle lasted longer. What about those beers?”

“What about that kid, ya’ jerk! How’d ya’ know he wanted to fight me and not you?”

“Cause I’m pretty sure he said he wanted to fight a fairy,” Tony snickered.

Darby didn’t join in this time. He felt remorse and guilt about hurting the other boy, but he schooled his face into passivity, hoping Tony wouldn’t notice. Darby looked at his feet, then to the family on the bench and said, “Okay, whatever. Let’s find the Schlitz.”

. . . turn . . .

As Ray looked on, he was yanked from the scene and brought to another. Disappointment flared to life. There was enjoyment in reliving the grand days of his youth and he didn’t want to leave. His inward smile began to fade as he recognized a new scene of his life, still by the shore, but in his grandmother’s house. The bungalow consisted of three small rooms that housed the kitchen and tiny living room along with two tiny bedrooms. It had wood paneling with a nautical-themed decor. The boys slammed the door and ran up the street to the boardwalk, skipping over the scorching white sand to the water’s edge.

. . . turn . . .

Breathing hard, Tony asked, “So Darb, how’d the steeple treat ya today?”

Ray followed close behind as the boys hunted for sea glass along the shoreline. Both searched for the rare and coveted blue-colored glass.

“Great, my Sunday school teacher taught us guys about girls. They split us up and the girls went with some chick and we went with some dude.”

There was silence between the boys as they searched, picking up glass and shells and throwing them into a dwindling surf.

“Well, let’s have it! What did he say?”

“He told us to keep away from their curvy bodies,” Darby said, smiling sheepishly.

“Awkward, but maybe I should come with you next week.”

“Tony, you’re such an idiot. I’m bored, and it’s flat. Let’s go crabbing,” Darby stated, looking toward the ocean. They turned and walked in the direction of the bungalows and the bay beyond.

Tony agreed and the boys met near the highway, crossing it together. Darby had two square crab traps, and Tony had brought four on his bike. They stopped at the bait and tackle shack and bought some frozen snappers, which were placed in a brown paper bag and then shoved into one of the traps. It took them fifteen minutes to get to a public lagoon, and another ten minutes to bait and fling the traps into the brownish-green water.

Darby had not told Tony what he really heard in the church that morning. It was nothing new, but it scared him half to death the way it was explained. The preacher had said that if he didn’t become a Christian, he would burn in a lake of fire forever. The preacher told everyone to bow their heads and close their eyes and just think—think how long eternity would be. Think about how it would feel to be burned for just one second from a hot stove—and then multiply that by forever. The preacher then told everyone to pray for salvation in order to sidestep such a fate. He then explained that if you prayed that certain prayer, you’d now be a Christian and should feel different and not sin anymore. This got some “amens” and lots of “praise the Lords” from the congregation.

Darby prayed those words. It wasn’t the first time nor would it be the last. A few years earlier, he had prayed that same prayer for the first time while on top of a tree, and he had felt something, but this time he had felt nothing. He had felt absolutely the same as before the prayer. So, he had done it again. Nothing. Instead, he had given up, gone to Sunday school, pretended to listen, and contemplated the curves on girls. He knew it was wrong, and he felt guilty. But at the same time, he couldn’t help but wonder where the Sears and Roebuck sales catalog was at home, so he could revisit the lingerie pages.

. . . turn . . .

Ray recovered from the emotional tsunami the vision created within him by laughing to himself about the awkwardness and confusion of youth. Wondering why certain scenes were revealed and others were not. Ray guessed that the last one had something to do with the beginning of his spiritual questions. As quickly as the scene unfolded, another took its place.

. . . turn . . .

Ray felt warmth from another body.

Her name was Pam, and he was kissing her in their high school’s hallway before the buses returned all the students home. His heart ached and he wanted more time with her but understood that he would have to wait another day.

“Okay, enough big boy, I’ll see you tomorrow,” Pam said as she pushed Darby backward.

“Already have enough of me, huh?” Darby asked with a subdued laugh.

Her eyes rolled. Darby’s brain melted as her eyes moved. He became confused and his brain leapt every time she gestured a certain way. Ray had met Pam in anatomy and physiology class as a sophomore. New to his school, she had sat beside him. Beautiful, with strawberry blonde hair, she was about five-foot-two and even had some freckles left from her childhood. She smelled like flowers as she passed him and then came back to sit in a seat across the aisle. She had smiled and said, “Hi.”

Darby had stammered “Hi” in return. It was all he could come up with. Her eyes danced, which had doomed Darby into an even greater stupor. He didn’t know it at the time, but he found out later that she knew exactly what she was doing.

Matched up as lab partners, they were comfortable at once, and their conversation flowed with ease. The teacher told them to stop talking and threatened to assign different lab partners if they did not concede. The two were again warned after five minutes or more of shared punch-drunk laughter that they couldn’t quite stifle, laughter that was a result of Ray offering Pam a test tube of vitreous humor wine from a dissected cow’s eye. The classroom conversations became time together at lunch, then long walks after school, then out to a movie. Frankly, Darby thought about Pam most of the time. She was not like the other girls he knew. She liked adventure and even tried skiing on their second outing after the movies. He taught her how to make a pizza with her skis and they laughed when the wedge crumbled and she could only stop the momentum by falling on her butt and sliding halfway down the slope. It was when he was helping her up that she tilted her head back so their lips would touch. He felt an adrenaline rush greater than that of fighting or of playing sports. It made his arms go limp, causing her to fall again into a heap holding on to his legs. He was horrified, but only for a split second as Pam giggled, simultaneously showing her blazing white perfect teeth.

. . . turn . . .

Ray remembered and felt the old bitterness rise in his jaw, his eyes, his chest, and then finally his fists. Ray felt her hand touch his and lead him and the young Darby from the hall locker to the parking lot.

. . . turn . . .

He released her hand. She smiled and said, “See ya tomorrow” before walking on. Darby watched, unable to act as a pickup truck spitting gravel approached. A split-second later her body was flung into the silent air—a memory he did not desire to live over again. Pam’s crumbled body bleeding on the pebbled lot was all he saw. Hatred filled him again.

. . . turn . . .

Ray joined his younger self and embraced the rage. Darby’s mind devoured the loathing to survive Pam’s death. Ray observed the darkness as it surrounded the traumatized Darby.

Furious, Ray thrust his fist toward God as he witnessed once more the devastation of a young, beautiful life. Fingers extended from clenched fists, and his eyes stung from burning tears and lack of blinking. His head rocked with pressure from lack of oxygen and pure exhaustion from anger and sorrow. He welcomed the sensation of drifting between insanity and hatred. The up-and-down sensation progressed into a rhythm. Time gave the rhythm definition. The definition became the flow of water under a blue board. Salt built up under his eyelids, and he began blinking rapidly to replace the salt with soothing tears.

Ray began the long paddle back toward the pier, exhausted and emotionally spent. It was growing dark, and he caught a rolling swell that did not break but had enough of a wall that he could stand and point his board toward shore. He was weary beyond exhaustion and gave up figuring out what this latest episode in the veil meant. He ran through the visions again in his mind, trying to understand what they meant. Familiar emotions well up inside. They were the theme of his existence and the decision-making process that followed him throughout life. He loved the darkness and the comfort it brought. He enjoyed the rage while being aware of the danger. He prayed quietly. “Please hear me. Lead me out of here.”

Ray felt the energy of the wave wane. He got onto both knees and paddled the rest of the distance toward the pier. The board teetered with the chop and directional chaos of combative water near the shoreline as it fought against the dual momentums pulling toward both sea and land. Ray’s big toe found an uneven part of a cement step leading to the apartment. He swore, staggered through the door, and headed directly to the refrigerator. He grabbed a beer from the refrigerator, opened it, and lifted the bottle toward his lips. His eyes stared into nothingness, seeing only his past. Old memories of Pam triggered the need for his friend Tony. He dialed and got a busy signal. It seemed strange that he always got a busy signal. He threw the phone down and thought about his growing hunger and what he was going to do about it. Suddenly, his head pounded with severe pain. The apartment room began to spin and fade as Ray stumbled to the bed.

* * *
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COOL WATER CLEARED away Ray’s unconsciousness. His head lay half on the rock he had just landed on and half in the creek. He moaned as his head moved back onto the rock. He felt a sharp blow to his leg.

A man’s voice whispered, “Stop moving, or I will kill you.”

A distant voice from somewhere above yelled, “Is he dead?”

“Yeah!” the man next to Ray shouted.

“He better be! Now hurry up. Let’s get out of here,” the distant voice commanded.

Ray heard the man’s boots crunch over the stream’s pebbles and then small twigs snapped in the distance. His head came off the rock to look. Both of his eyes shook back and forth. Blackness and unconsciousness took over again.

Ray looked around the small room, with no recollection of falling asleep or eating. Multiple beer cans were strewn around the apartment. His pounding head confirmed who had consumed them. Dread followed with the realization that nothing had changed since the day before. He was still in the apartment. A place he could not recall moving into. He moaned as he repeated the exact routine of the day before. He made a cellphone call, grabbed the board, walked to the shore, and paddled out of the harbor. Before he knew it, he was in the deep darkness of the whirlpool, and then the veil opened once again.

. . . turn . . .

It was a green and bluish planet. That’s the only way he could explain it. It was reminiscent of a young earth depicted in geology books. The veil made Ray sense that many lifetimes had passed since he had been on earth residing in the apartment. Time was morphing his perception into a dreamlike existence.

“Now how did I get here?” a being yelled. Ray felt the being’s panic, which morphed into a noncommittal type of peace. The peace was pure, produced by no consideration or practiced inner mantra. The being contemplated what it should do and where it should go. Its legs started moving through wind-driven green grass and giant plants. The valley it strolled upon was rolling and surrounded by immense mountains covered with tall jungle-like trees. The trees reached to the top of each mountain.

A massive bird streaked across the sky from the right. It was purplish on top and green on the bottom. No feathers were visible, just hair or bee-like protuberances. The rest of the bird looked earth-like except for its one-hundred-pound weight. It veered toward the humanlike being, who took a fighter’s stance without apprehension. The flying meat eater dove at the being’s head at a terrifying speed. Just as collision was imminent, the being side-somersaulted its nearly six-foot frame to the left and landed solidly on both feet. The flying creature screamed and continued its flight toward the mountains.

The being was surprised with its ability to avoid the predator even though it had practiced hard and was told that it was ready for what it was created to do. Shrugging its shoulders, it continued toward the mountains, reminiscing about another life. A vision flashed in its memory, extending from teen to adult to having a family. The being remembered that it had become a good citizen along with all that was required to hold that title. For a second, the memory faded, and it wondered how far away the mountains ahead were. Reaching them quickly was imperative for some reason. The being’s stride lengthened and quickened. It knew that this planet was the final test after so many others and would require the greatest physical, mental, and spiritual abilities that the being possessed. Success in the end would bring closure and the reward of a new name. The desire of seeing home and being reunited with precious family filled its mind.

The mountains to the left grew larger. Its stride changed. Its humanlike eyes went from a ruby red to a glowing orange-yellow as it jumped at least a mile at a time. This is new, the humanlike being surmised. It had never jumped that far or felt so strong. An enormous tyrannosaurus rex–looking reptile shocked its peripheral, then entire, vision. Screams from both vibrated across the mountain range. The dinosaur—or whatever it was—approached at full speed from about a mile away. The being’s eyes turned to lightning white. At the same time, its right arm pointed toward the top of a mountain. It closed its eyes, murmured something, and opened its eyes again. With another scream that pierced the wind, the arm flashed and pointed to the bloodthirsty monster. The mountain quaked, shook, and the top sheared off. The huge chunk of mountain followed the arc of the being’s arm. A second was all it took. After the dirt and dust settled, there was nothing but tiny pieces scattered upon the plain where the huge meat eater had been. The being smiled, fell to its knees, wept, laughed, and then Ray watched it disappear.
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Chapter 2: Friends
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Tony thrust himself to the surface of his pool. He had stayed under the water as long as possible, with his eyes closed, enjoying the liquid’s touch. His athletic frame slipped up and out, enjoying the last bit of coolness before another hot day in the desert. “Unknown Caller” appeared on Tony’s cell, which lay beside a glass of orange juice. The phone had rung twice every day for the last three days. At first, he discounted the calls as marketing trash and called the appropriate do-not-call numbers to be removed from any lists, but the calls continued. Tony recognized a pattern and decided to give it more thought, since that’s what he did for a living. He had acquired a PhD in cosmology at a rather young age and he worked for an emerging private space travel company. He was barely hanging on there and felt that his intellect was not being challenged. He would prefer a research position where he could design exciting experiments or grapple with the math concerning neutrinos or the origin of the universe.

The phone calls were about six hours apart. He jotted down the times for a few days. More precisely, it was six hours and twelve minutes between calls. The calls came only during the day hours and began fifty minutes or so later each day. Tony knew immediately that the number patterns corresponded with moon position, but not what they meant. He followed the pattern and tried to predict when his phone would ring. His conjectures were close, but he needed more information to improve their accuracy. He later found that the times corresponded with East Coast tides, both the beginning of high tide and the beginning of low tide. After some digging on the NOAA tide predictions website, he narrowed the timing down to correspond with tides somewhere in New England. He also began answering his phone, but all that registered was a rhythmic static on the other end.

* * *
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TONY INCHED BACK INTO his pool’s lounge chair. The pool was his reprieve or man’s cave after a dull day at work. He sipped on a second Macallan 12 scotch and stared at the pool, which was surrounded by a mahogany fence and a cactus landscape. He rubbed the sweating glass that encircled diminishing cubes of ice and alcohol. He swirled the glass and had another sip. It was past five, so his wife’s Tesla would have already pulled out of the Enviro Corp parking lot and headed home, purring through the ninety-degree heat of Yuma, Arizona. The environmental company Rebecca worked at was basically a think tank, dependent on wealthy naturalists’ donations that were also divided up among their lobbyists and special interest groups in Washington, DC.

They both lived a busy life split between their careers and occasional world travel. Both of them also usually got home late, so dinner was sort of a mystery. They usually ended up running to a restaurant or ordering takeout. Tony was surprised she was home so early when he heard her car door shut in the driveway of their sprawling Spanish architecture–themed ranch house. After three drinks, he wasn’t motivated to greet her or make dinner. His mood had traveled downhill as the temperature outside failed to cool.

The glass patio door slid open, which made Tony’s head turn from his drink. He watched his wife’s toned, long legs approach him. The hot desert breeze blew her auburn shoulder-length hair into her face. She readjusted some strands of hair around her ear. He returned to staring into nothingness.

“Earth to Tony! How was work?” Her pretty face dipped in front of his as she waved.

Tony’s hazel eyes focused and then blinked. “Fine, and you?” He hadn’t meant it to sound mean, but he knew she would ignore the short answer.

Rebecca kissed his cheek. “Great! We’re much closer to stopping the expansion of the Canadian bitumen digging. We have also made some headway with the tidal energy that NexTides has proposed in Washington—so altogether a rather good day. So what’s for dinner, honey?”

His eyes turned away from Rebecca. “I was thinking of lopping the cactus tops off and throwing them in the pool to boil, and then maybe washing it down with bourbon instead of scotch.”

“Okay, I get it, I see you are your usual sulky bitter self!” she said, chuckling. She kneeled by the chair and rubbed her hand over an old scar on his thigh. “If you don’t like your job, you should quit.”

Tony looked at nothing. “Okay, let’s move then.”

Tony heard Rebecca swear under her breath. She stood and strode back toward the house. He watched her leave. He always enjoyed watching her leave. He felt lucky to land a beautiful, intelligent, and successful woman. Maybe she is fortunate as well. I’m no slouch. He knew she would not be shaken by his short temper. His frustrations were becoming more commonplace, but they did not perseverate on spats, arguments, or disagreements. This one would soon be forgotten. He knew she was aware of his distaste for Arizona. It was beautiful, but not for someone who grew up near the ocean. He didn’t think she blamed him, but she showed no willingness to move away from her present job or friends. Sometimes he resented her, but he rarely let it get out of hand.

* * *
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“REALLY HONEY, WHAT is bothering you?” Rebecca asked during a late dinner at their favorite Italian restaurant. They sat tucked away in a corner. The table was for two, illuminated by a single candle, providing just enough light to break the darkness. He put another forkful of chicken parmigiana into his mouth and shrugged.

She shook her head and leaned forward. “Okay, then please tell me again why you don’t try anything new on the menu?”

He stopped chewing. “Oh? Like you?” Tony smirked. “I know what I like, but you don’t. When you try something new, you end up not liking it and eating my food.”

Rebecca’s eyes rolled toward the ceiling temporarily and then zeroed back in on him while she took another sip of wine. She waited patiently for the sarcasm to grow.

Tony plowed on. “We have been through this and my answer is still the same, but kudos on trying to sway me to your apparent better way.” He drank from a tall glass of Heineken. Tony’s voice rose as he continued explaining, “And like the food answer, it is still the same with what’s bothering me. It’s my boredom with my job. I am more interested in my phone ringing during high and low tides—at least it’s more exciting than the mundane calculations I do for this self-absorbed company that changes directions depending on which trust fund baby on the board is calling the shots.”

A few couples at nearby tables looked over. Tony stared back at them with contempt in his eyes.

“Please stop being so negative and loud. It’s not helping the situation.” She leaned forward as she glanced around the room.

“Can I finish my thought?” Tony asked with the same volume he had just used.

“Go ahead,” Rebecca whispered and shrugged.

“For instance, this week Charles Finnegan the Third, who is the grandson of a Texas oil-drilling magnate and a big sponsor, wants to call our maiden voyage Ava Maria Air, after the Virgin Mary. And it may happen. Even though 70 percent of the people working at this company are most likely atheists or plain nonreligious.”

“Well, which percentage do you fall into?” Rebecca said with a giggle, trying to stop the chicken Florentine from flying out of her mouth with one hand. She started to shake from her own joke and finally got ahold of herself, wiped her lips, and swallowed some cabernet sauvignon. She smeared the lipstick from the glass and looked at Tony’s eyes, still smiling. He smiled back and laughed, his first of the day, and he remembered why he loved her.

“You know I am a non-Bible-carrying atheist. You know I believe that the big bang theory’s singularity problem will be mathematically solved, and the crazy Christians and their Bible will ultimately be discounted.”

The waitress sidled up to the table with a carafe of water and filled their glasses. Tony and Rebecca paused and nodded as she finished.

“Not to bring back your morose self, but people have always tried to discount the Bible. You know it has been tried for centuries. It is the most examined and authentic book ever written. And many of those crazy Christians believe in the big bang theory.”

“Thanks for your support. You always know what to say,” Tony replied wearily. “I just don’t want those mindless, brainwashed idiots to be right.”

“But Ray is one of them. What’s your take on that?”

“I give Ray a pass and you know why. He just grew up with it and became brainwashed by his parents and their church. It’s tough to shake something that’s implanted while your brain is developing. I suppose they did a number on Ray, and his brain’s plasticity was injured.” Tony chuckled as he finished the last bite of chicken. “Oh, sorry, did you want any of my chicken, knowing that my meal is better than yours?”

“Funny, I’m laughing on the inside,” Rebecca smirked.

Tony leaned back, placing his hands behind his head and continued, “I’m also very patient with my old friend Ray. No one I know struggles more with his spirituality or Christian beliefs. I’ve always held out that he would turn his back on God and the hold that his God has on the world.”

“Wow, you have never before really opened up about Ray this much,” Rebecca said. “I’ve always wondered how you and he remain friends with such different beliefs.”
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