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A man sits alone in a cave.


His hair is long. His beard reaches his knees. He holds his chin in the cup of his hands.


He closes his eyes.


He is listening to something. Voices. Endless voices. They rise from a pool in the corner of the cave.


They are the voices of people on Earth.


They want one thing only.


Time.


Sarah Lemon is one of those voices.


A teenager in our day, she sprawls on a bed and studies a photo on her cell phone: a good-looking boy with coffee-colored hair.


Tonight she will see him. Tonight at eight-thirty. She recites it excitedly—Eight-thirty, eight-thirty!—and she wonders what to wear. The black jeans? The sleeveless top? No. She hates her arms. Not the sleeveless.


“I need more time,” she says.


Victor Delamonte is one of those voices.


A wealthy man in his mid-eighties, he sits in a doctor’s office. His wife sits beside him. White paper covers an exam table.


The doctor speaks softly. “There’s not much we can do,” he says. Months of treatment have not worked. The tumors. The kidneys.


Victor’s wife tries to speak, but the words catch. As if sharing the same larynx, Victor clears his throat.


“What Grace wants to ask is … how much time do I have left?”


His words—and Sarah’s words—drift up to the faraway cave, and the lonesome, bearded man sitting inside it. This man is Father Time.


You might think him a myth, a cartoon from a New Year’s card—ancient, haggard, clutching an hourglass, older than anyone on the planet.


But Father Time is real. And, in truth, he cannot age. Beneath the unruly beard and cascading hair—signs of life, not death—his body is lean, his skin unwrinkled, immune to the very thing he lords over.


Once, before he angered God, he was just another man, fated to die when his days were done.


Now he has a different fate: Banished to this cave, he must listen to the world’s every plea—for more minutes, more hours, more years, more time.


He has been here an eternity. He has given up hope. But a clock ticks for all of us, silently, somewhere. And one is ticking even for him.


Soon Father Time will be free.


To return to Earth.


And finish what he started.
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This is a story about the meaning of time


and it begins long ago, at the dawn of man’s history, with a barefoot boy running up a hillside. Ahead of him is a barefoot girl. He is trying to catch her. This is often the way it is between girls and boys.


For these two, it is the way it will always be.


The boy’s name is Dor. The girl is Alli.


At this age, they are nearly the same size, with high-pitched voices and thick, dark hair, their faces splashed with mud.


As Alli runs, she looks back at Dor and grins. What she feels are the first stirrings of love. She scoops a small rock and tosses it high in his direction.


“Dor!” she yells.


Dor, as he runs, is counting his breaths.


He is the first person on Earth to attempt this—counting, making numbers. He began by matching one finger to another, giving each pairing a sound and a value. Soon he was counting anything he could.


Dor is gentle, an obedient child, but his mind goes deeper than those around him. He is different.


And on this early page of man’s story, one different child can change the world.


Which is why God is watching him.


“Dor!” Alli yells.


He looks up and smiles—he always smiles at Alli—and the stone falls at his feet. He cocks his head and forms a thought.


“Throw another!”


Alli throws it high. Dor counts his fingers, a sound for one, a sound for two—


“Ahrrgunph!”


He is tackled from behind by a third child, Nim, a boy much larger and stronger. Nim crows as he puts a knee in Dor’s back.


“I am king!”


All three children laugh.


They resume their running.


Try to imagine a life without timekeeping.


You probably can’t. You know the month, the year, the day of the week. There is a clock on your wall or the dashboard of your car. You have a schedule, a calendar, a time for dinner or a movie.


Yet all around you, timekeeping is ignored. Birds are not late. A dog does not check its watch. Deer do not fret over passing birthdays.


Man alone measures time.


Man alone chimes the hour.


And, because of this, man alone suffers a paralyzing fear that no other creature endures.


A fear of time running out.
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Sarah Lemon fears time is running out.


She steps from the shower and calculates. Twenty minutes to blow-dry her hair, half hour for makeup, half hour to dress, fifteen minutes to get there. Eight-thirty, eight-thirty!


The bedroom door opens. Her mother, Lorraine.


“Honey?”


“Knock, Mom!”


“OK. Knock-knock.”


Lorraine eyes the bed. She sees options laid out: two pairs of jeans, three T-shirts, a white sweater.


“Where are you going?”


“Nowhere.”


“Are you meeting someone?”


“No.”


“You look good in the white—”


“Mom!”


Lorraine sighs. She lifts a wet towel from the floor and leaves.


Sarah returns to the mirror. She thinks about the boy. She pinches the fat around her waist. Ugh.


Eight-thirty, eight-thirty!


She is definitely not wearing the white.


Victor Delamonte fears time is running out.


He and Grace step from the elevator into their penthouse. “Give me your coat,” Grace says. She hangs it in the closet.


It is quiet. Victor uses a cane to move down the hallway, past the large oil painting by a French master. His abdomen is throbbing. He should take a pill. He enters his study, filled with books and plaques and a huge mahogany desk.


Victor thinks about the doctor. There’s not much we can do. What does that mean? Months? Weeks? Is this the end of him? This can’t be the end of him.


He hears Grace’s heels pacing on the tile floor. He hears her dial the phone. “Ruth, it’s me,” she says. Ruth, her sister.


Grace lowers her voice. “We just came from the doctor …”


Alone in his chair, Victor does the math of his dwindling life. He feels a breath shoot from his chest, as if someone choked it out. His face contorts. His eyes moisten.
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As children grow, they gravitate to their fates.


So did Dor, Nim, and Alli, the three children on that hillside.


Nim became tall and broad-shouldered.


He carried mud bricks for his father, a builder. He liked that he was stronger than other boys. Power became Nim’s fascination.


Alli grew more beautiful


and her mother warned her to keep her dark hair braided and her eyes lowered, lest her fairness encourage the bad desires of men. Humility became Alli’s cocoon.


Dor?


Well. Dor became a measurer of things. He marked stones, he notched sticks, he laid out twigs, pebbles, anything he could count. He often fell into a dreamy state, thinking about numbers, and his older brothers left him behind when they went hunting.


Instead, Dor ran up the hills with Alli, and his mind raced ahead of him, beckoning him to follow.


And then, one hot morning, a strange thing happened.


Dor, now a teen by our years, sat in the dirt and wedged a stick in the ground. The sun was strong and he noticed the stick’s shadow.


He placed a stone at the shadow’s tip. He sang to himself. He thought about Alli. They had been friends since they were children, but now he was taller and she was softer and he felt a weakness when her lowered eyes lifted up to meet his. He felt as if he were being tipped over.


A fly buzzed past, interrupting his daydream. “Ahhhh,” he said, swatting it away. When he glanced back at the stick, its shadow no longer reached the stone.


Dor waited, but the shadow grew even smaller, because the sun was moving up in the sky. He decided to leave everything in place and return tomorrow. And tomorrow, when the sun cast a shadow exactly to the stone, that moment would be … the same moment as today.


In fact, he reasoned, wouldn’t every day contain one such moment? When the shadow, stick, and stone aligned?


He would call it Alli’s moment, and he would think of her each day at that juncture.


He tapped his forehead, proud of himself.


And thus did man begin to mark time.


The fly returned.


Dor swatted it again. Only this time it stretched into a long, black strip, which opened into a pocket of darkness.


Out stepped an old man in a draped white robe.


Dor’s eyes widened in fear. He tried to run, to scream, but nothing in his body responded.


The old man held a staff of golden wood. He poked Dor’s sun stick and it rose from the dirt and turned into a string of wasps. The wasps created a new line of darkness, which opened like a pulled curtain.


The old man stepped through it.


And he was gone.


Dor ran away.


He never told anyone about that visit.


Not even Alli.


Not until the end.
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Sarah finds time in a drawer.


She opens it looking for her black jeans and instead discovers, buried near the back, her first watch—a purple Swatch model with a plastic band. Her parents gave it to her for her twelfth birthday.


Two months later, they divorced.


“Sarah!” her mother yells from downstairs.


“What?” she yells back.


After the split, Sarah stayed with Lorraine, who would blame Tom, her absent ex, for every wrong thing in their lives. Sarah would nod sympathetically. But each of them, in a way, was still waiting on the man; Lorraine to admit he was wrong, Sarah to have him rescue her. Neither thing happened.


“What, Mom?” Sarah yells again.


“Do you need the car?”


“I don’t need the car.”


“What?”


“I don’t need the car!”


“Where are you going?”


“Nowhere!”


Sarah checks the purple watch, which still runs: it is 6:59 P.M.


Eight-thirty, eight-thirty!


She closes the drawer and yells, “Focus!”


Where are her black jeans?


Victor finds time in a drawer.


He takes out his calendar book. He sees the next day’s itinerary, which includes a 10 A.M. board meeting, a 2 P.M. conference call with analysts, and an 8 P.M. dinner with a Brazilian CEO whose company Victor is buying. The way he feels, he’ll be lucky to get through one of those.


He swallows a pill. He hears a buzzer. Who is coming at this hour? He hears Grace walking down the hall. He sees their wedding picture on his desk, the two of them so young, so healthy, no tumors, no failing kidneys.


“Victor?”


She is at the study door with a man from a service company, who pushes a large electric wheelchair.


“What’s this?” Victor says.


Grace forces a smile. “We decided, remember?”


“I don’t need it yet.”


“Victor.”


“I don’t need it!”


Grace looks to the ceiling.


“Just leave it,” she tells the service man.


“In the hallway,” Victor instructs.


“In the hallway,” Grace repeats.


She follows the man out.


Victor closes the calendar and rubs his abdomen. He thinks about what the doctor said.


There’s not much we can do.


He has to do something.
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Dor and Alli were married.


They stood at an altar on a warm autumn night. Gifts were exchanged. Alli wore a veil. Dor poured perfume over her head and declared, “She is my wife. I will fill her lap with silver and gold.” This was how it was done in their day.


Dor felt a warm, calming feeling when he said those words—She is my wife—because ever since they were children she was like the sky to him, forever around. Only Alli could distract him from his counting. Only Alli could bring him water from the great river and sit beside him and hum a sweet melody, and he would sip from the cup and not even realize how long he had been staring.


Now they were married. It made him happy. That night he observed a quarter moon through the clouds, and he used it to mark the moment, the light of the night they were wed.


Dor and Alli had three children.


A son, then a daughter, then another daughter. They lived with Dor’s family in his father’s house, near three other houses made of wattle and daub. Families lived together in their time—parents, children, and grandchildren—all under one roof. Only if a son acquired wealth would he move to a house of his own.


Dor would never acquire wealth.


He would never fill Alli’s lap with silver and gold. All the goats, sheep, and oxen belonged to his brothers or his father, who often swatted Dor for wasting his time with silly measures. His mother cried when she saw him hunched over his work. She felt the gods had left him feeble.


“Why could you not be more like Nim?” she asked.


Nim had become a powerful king.


He had great riches and many slaves. He’d begun construction of a massive tower, and on certain mornings, Dor and Alli would walk past it with their children.


“Did you really play with him when you were a boy?” his son asked.


Dor nodded. Alli took her husband’s arm. “Your father was a faster runner and a better climber.”


Dor smiled. “Your mother was faster than us all.”


The children laughed and pulled at her legs. “If your father says it, it must be true,” she said.


Dor counted the slaves working on Nim’s tower, counted them until he ran out of numbers. He thought about how differently his life and Nim’s life had turned out.


Later that day, Dor carved notches on a clay tablet to mark the sun’s path across the sky. When the children reached to play with his tools, Alli gently moved their hands away and kissed their fingers.


History does not show it,


but as Dor grew older, he dabbled in every form of time measurement that science would later credit to others.


Long before the Egyptian obelisks, Dor was catching shadows. Long before the Greek clepsydras, Dor was measuring water.


He would invent the first sundial. He would create the first clock, even the first calendar.


“Ahead of his time.” That’s a phrase we use.


Dor was ahead of everyone.


Consider the word “time.”


We use so many phrases with it. Pass time. Waste time. Kill time. Lose time.


In good time. About time. Take your time. Save time.


A long time. Right on time. Out of time. Mind the time. Be on time. Spare time. Keep time. Stall for time.


There are as many expressions with “time” as there are minutes in a day.


But once, there was no word for it at all. Because no one was counting.


Then Dor began.


And everything changed.
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One day, when his children were old enough to run hillsides on their own, Dor had a visit from King Nim, his childhood friend.


“What is this?” Nim asked.


He was holding a bowl. There was a small hole near the bottom.


“A measure,” Dor answered.


“No, Dor.” Nim laughed. “It is a useless bowl. Look at this hole. Any water you pour in will drip out.”


Dor did not challenge him. How could he? While Dor spent his days with bones and sticks, Nim led attacks on neighboring villages, took people’s possessions, declared that they must follow him.


This visit was unusual, the first in many moons. Nim wore an impressive wool robe, dyed purple, a color of wealth.


“You know of the tower we build?” Nim asked.


“It is unlike anything I have ever seen,” Dor said.


“That is just the start, friend. It will take us to the heavens.”


“Why?”


“To defeat the gods.”


“Defeat them?”


“Yes.”


“And then?”


Nim puffed out his chest. “Then I shall rule from above.” Dor looked away.


“Join me,” Nim said.


“Me?”


“You are clever, I know from our days as children. You are not mad as the others say. Your knowledge and these … things …”


He pointed to the instruments.


“They could make my tower stronger, yes?”


Dor shrugged.


“Show me how they work.”


For the rest of the afternoon, Dor explained his ideas.


He showed Nim how the shadow from the sun stick lined up with his markings, and how pointers on the stick broke the day into parts. He laid out his collection of stones that charted the stages of the moon.


Nim did not understand most of what Dor said. He shook his head and insisted the sun god and the moon god were in constant battle; that accounted for their rise and fall. Power was what mattered. And power was what awaited him once the tower was complete.


Dor listened, but he could not see Nim storming the clouds. What chance would he have?


When their conversation finished, Nim grabbed one of the sun sticks.


“I will take this with me,” he said.


“Wait—”


Nim pulled it to his chest. “Make another. Bring it when you come to help with the tower.”


Dor looked down. “I cannot help you.”


Nim ground his jaw back and forth.


“Why not?”


“I have my work.”


Nim laughed. “Putting holes in bowls?”


“It is more than that.”


“I will not ask again.”


Dor said nothing.


“As you wish.” Nim exhaled. He stepped to the doorway. “But you must leave the city.”


“Leave?”


“Yes.”


“Where?”


“That does not concern me.” Nim examined the carvings on the sun stick. “But go far. If you do not, my men will force you onto the tower—as they will the others.”


He moved past the bowls and lifted the one with the small hole in it, turned it over, then shook his head.


“I will never forget our childhood,” Nim said. “But we will not see each other again.”
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Sarah Lemon is running out of time.


It is 7:25 P.M. and her black jeans—which she finally found in the washing machine—are now tumbling in the dryer, on the highest heat, and her hair is so unruly she wants to cut it off. Her mother has twice returned to her room, the last time holding a glass of wine, and offered an opinion on Sarah’s makeup. (“OK, Mom, I got it,” she said, dismissing her.) She has chosen a raspberry T-shirt, the black jeans—if they ever dry!—and the black boots with the heels. Heels will make her look thinner.


She is to meet her boy outside a convenience store—Eight-thirty, eight-thirty!—and maybe they will eat something or go somewhere. Whatever he wants. Until now, they have only seen each other on Saturday mornings at a shelter where they work. But Sarah hinted several times about getting together and last week he finally said, “Yeah, OK, maybe Friday.”


Now it is Friday and she feels goose bumps on her skin. A boy like this—popular, good-looking—has never paid attention to Sarah before. When she is with him, she wants the minutes to go slower, yet until she sees him, they cannot pass quickly enough.


She looks in the mirror.


“Ahgg, this hair!”


Victor Delamonte is running out of time.


It is 7:25 P.M. The East Coast offices will be closed but the West Coast will not.


He picks up the phone. He dials a different time zone. He asks for Research. While he waits, he eyes the books on his shelves and does a mental inventory. Read it. Never read it. Never read it …


If he used every minute the doctor said he had left, he still wouldn’t finish all these volumes. And this is one room. In one house. Unacceptable. He is rich. He must do something.


“Research,” a female voice says.


“Yeah, it’s Victor.”


“Mr. Delamonte?” She sounds nervous. “How can I help?”


He thinks about Grace and the wheelchair she ordered. He will not give up so easily.


“I want you to get on something right away. Send me whatever you find.”


“Certainly.” The researcher taps her keys. “What’s the topic?”


“Immortality.”
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That night, after Nim’s visit, Dor and Alli climbed a hillside to watch the sun set.


They did this almost every evening, recalling the days they chased each other as children. But this time, Dor was quiet. He carried several bowls and a jug of water. When they sat, he told Alli about Nim’s visit. She began to cry.


“But where are we to go?” she said. “This is our home, our family. How will we survive?”


Dor looked down.


“Do you want me enslaved on that tower?”


“No.”


“Then we have no choice.”


He touched her tears and wiped them away.


“I am afraid,” she whispered.


She hugged her arms around his chest and leaned her head into his shoulder. She did this every night, and like most small demonstrations of love, it had a large impact. Dor felt a surge of calm whenever she held him, like being wrapped in a blanket, and he knew no one else would ever love or understand him the way she did. He nestled his face into her long dark hair, and he breathed a way he never breathed except when he was with her.


“I will protect you,” he promised.


They sat for a long while, watching the horizon.


“Look,” Alli whispered. She loved the sunset colors—the oranges, the soft pinks, the cranberry reds.


Dor stood up.


“Where are you going?” Alli asked.


“I must try something.”


“Stay with me.”


But Dor moved to the rocks. He poured water into a small bowl, then placed a larger one beneath it. He removed a piece of clay plugged inside a hole in the upper bowl—the one Nim had mocked—and the water began to drip through, one silent splash after another.


“Dor?” Alli whispered.


He did not look up.


“Dor?”


She pulled her arms around her knees. What would become of them? she thought. Where would they go? She lowered her head and squeezed her eyes shut.


If one were recording history, one might write that at the moment man invented the world’s first clock, his wife was alone, softly crying, while he was consumed by the count.


Dor and Alli stayed on the hillside that night.


She slept. But he fought his weariness to be awake when the sun rose. He watched the sky change from night black to deep purple to a melting blue. Then a burst of rays seemed to whiten everything, as the dome of the sun poked over the horizon, like the golden pupil of an opening eye.
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