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A Bridge in Glass

 

By Derek Sowers

 

Aaron Hayes and Drummer Foss have been happily together for ten years when they discover a mysterious device in a San Francisco alley. It unexpectedly sends Drummer back in time twenty years. He takes the opportunity to stop the abusive relationship that’s haunted Aaron before it can start. But what consequences will his interference have on future events?

Trapped in the past, Drummer begins a relationship with the younger Aaron as the scientist tries to decipher the enigmatic “needle” and send Drummer back to his own time. Lines begin to blur between the men as they are now versus their counterparts in the future, and events make them question destiny and free will. Drummer is convinced that drastic steps are the only way to preserve the integrity of their timeline and salvage their future love, while Aaron is no longer sure which Drummer holds his heart. Can he bring their two futures together before everything unravels?

A Bridge in Glass is a story of fate and purpose, loss and discovery, the real and the intangible, the abstract and the absolute.


For Miguel and Cirrus and all the bridges we’ve built


PART 1

ENTROPY


Prologue

THE LOOP

 

 

THERE CAME a time when Aaron Hayes realized that there’d been no loop at all, even though on dozens of occasions it had appeared as if there were. He’d seen signs of a loop with his own eyes, but he’d also seen evidence to the contrary. And although this contrary evidence had presented itself only once, he believed that even a solitary exception disproved a rule. He held firm to this even when his scientific mind conjured doubt, for everything he was about to do depended on it—the nonexistence of fate, the preeminence of free will, the assured absence of a loop.

Behind him stood eighty years of a long life, much of it spent in solitude. Ahead of him: his last and greatest endeavor. Success would retroactively change his life and, with luck, erase its most tragic consequences, bringing health to sickness, knowledge to ignorance, and justice to wickedness. It would change everything.

He recalled a day from his past—the only time he’d ever felt real doubt about a decision. In that moment, he’d imagined proverbial signposts all around him, pointing in countless directions, toward a myriad of possibilities and outcomes. But as he’d looked upon those signs, he’d found only one that was decipherable. Readable. Only one he could have followed at the time.

He thought it a sign of fate.

Now, he saw how he’d been wrong.

And how his doubt had been right.

Aaron chased away the memory and looked around. He sat alone in a tidy room near the back of his home. Beside him, through a large floor-to-ceiling window, he could see the dark, gentle curve of a nearby hillside. Above glittered a clear starry night and a crescent moon, bright but waning.

He then caught his own reflection in the glass. Though he had aged, time had been kind. It had taken his youth, but it hadn’t blurred his focus or dulled his acuity. His graying features betrayed his years, but at his core and in his character still lived the soul of a man half his age.

He offered his reflection a kind smile.

“You’ve done it, Methuselah,” he said, using a playful epithet for himself that had been given to him in jest when he was young. He’d often laughed at that moniker. But it was an undeniable truth now, not just the echo of the coy flirtation of the man who’d given it to him.

Dozens of etched glass data cubes, each the size and shape of a six-sided die, lay scattered on the polished wooden desk in front of him. Above the table hung a wide computer monitor—a thin pane of opaque, shatterproof glass with polished edges, but no notable design features. The room was otherwise unembellished, for it had long served only one purpose: the study of a small, enigmatic device that Aaron called “the needle.”

The needle had been the source of his angst, the leading antagonist of his life, but tonight it would be his salvation. It sat before him, resting on a compact computer tablet similar in style to the monitor, an opaque glass panel the size of his hand. The needle itself was a cylindrical object, the length and thickness of a small pen and finely tapered at both ends. It had a seamless, satiny blue skin that appeared to undulate as if a stellar nebula swirled within. Embedded on one side of the device were two small gold lights, set three centimeters apart. Flanking them were two series of numbers, broken by decimal points. The needle had an electric quality overall, its features apparently projected on its glossy surface like images on a screen, but so fine and detailed that the shapes themselves seemed real and material.

Aaron hovered over the needle with an air of victory. It had been a mystery for too long. Mastering its power had been his purpose. He’d always known its function, but how to make it work had eluded him. Now, after years of experimentation and revelation, he understood. All that remained was to power it up one last time and set his plan into motion.

“Embed the coordinate list, please,” he said finally, breaking the silence with a measured tone.

The glass tablet, programmed as an interface, activated in response. Several rows of numerical sequences appeared on its surface in crisp white text, each series conforming to the pattern of digits and decimal points showing on the needle itself. Beneath the list appeared the words:

COORDINATES EMBEDDED.

The needle’s swirling blue surface luminesced. The gold lights fluttered to life like erratic, spinning pulsars. The numbers changed to match the first row of those displayed on the tablet.

Three new messages appeared:

LATTICE MOD COMPLETE.

SERIES IN QUEUE.

GATEWAY READY.

Aaron stared at the beautiful, shimmering device and subconsciously ran a finger along the thin, rounded corner of the tablet. He felt a wave of pride, but also reticence. He’d used the needle for experiments and amusements great and small for quite some time, and with each activation he’d grown more adept and confident with the technology. But as it flickered before him now, he hesitated. His next maneuvers would be his last. They’d be transformative, compounding. And there’d be no undoing them.

He nodded to himself and nudged his whispering doubts aside. He took three of the glass data cubes—each filled with his notes and research and the experiences of this life—and pocketed them. From a small desk drawer, he also took a forty-year-old SD data storage card. Last, he collected the needle and the tablet and left the workroom. The ambient lights dimmed as he exited.

The adjacent space—his living room—reflected a comfortable home life. He lived and worked in Clarendon Heights above the Castro district, in one of the few “Eichler” homes to be found in San Francisco. It had an open architectural style featuring glass walls and post-and-beam construction, which made for a spacious living room. The entire home was warmly lit and comfortably furnished.

Mounted on the wall above a long gray couch were more than a dozen framed photographs depicting images of friends and family and treasured moments now decades past. He glanced at the well-ordered gallery, then hastily looked away with a pang of remorse.

At the far end of the room, at the back of the house, were two grand sliding glass doors, identical in size to the framed glass walls on either side. Beyond was a wide wooden deck, and in the distance, the tall, glittering skyline of the city of San Francisco.

Aaron had lived in this house since late 2001—almost sixty years now, most of his life. He’d never tired of the city view, but he ignored it this time as he crossed the room. He came to a tall bookshelf. It held numerous imposing tomes but also dozens more mementos from his past. He moved from one item to the next, fondly giving each a quiet farewell. He stopped at a large framed photograph depicting two men—one in his early fifties with slightly receding short brown hair, standing beside Aaron in his mid-twenties, with his blond locks swept back. The two men were dressed in matching black tuxedos, standing on the deck of a cruise ship, leaning toward one another with warm smiles. Their shared affection was clear. Behind them, a soft twilight horizon emerged from the open ocean, expanding into a brilliant starlit sky.

Aaron lingered on the photograph and the image of his young self. His life had possessed a manifest duality. Joy had walked with grief, age with youth, and love with loss. This one photo contained each of these contradictions, mostly unseen by anyone but him.

His emotions came upon him unexpectedly. Tears threatened to break through. He hadn’t anticipated losing control so readily. He clenched his hands in an attempt to brace himself, then turned away from the photograph, the bookshelf, and his memories.

Determined to linger no further, he moved to the center of the room and at last peered out at the tall towers of the city. He thought of all the ways San Francisco had changed since his youth. The city was restless, constantly redefining itself and its values, shifting from one extreme to the next in rapid succession—rich to poor, vibrant to stagnant, lauded to maligned—then back again. In many ways Aaron’s life and the city itself were kindred spirits.

“Cirrus?” he asked into the room.

“Yes, Aaron,” came a soothing male voice, the disembodied manifestation of the home’s embedded General Intellectual Companion. The G.I.C., while technically a form of artificial intelligence, was more than just a resource. Cirrus was a colleague, a protector—even a friend. He had aided Aaron in his work for years, becoming increasingly intuitive, learning to joke and laugh with him, and on Aaron’s darkest days, offering counsel and comfort.

“Thank you for being so good to me,” Aaron said with genuine warmth.

“It’s all part of the job,” Cirrus replied with a blend of sadness and satisfaction in his tone—a tone perhaps more cultivated by his years of interaction with Aaron than by any code programmed into him, but very human all the same.

Aaron nodded. He often reminded himself that Cirrus wasn’t truly alive, but it didn’t matter. Saying goodbye was painful.

Aaron stood pensively for a moment, then positioned the needle in his bare left hand so it felt balanced in his light grip. He then rolled it forward with his thumb until the two gold lights made contact with the pads of his middle and ring fingers.

The small, beautiful object fused to his fingertips. A dark sound filled his mind, like a tuning orchestra settling on a single, sustained note. He could hear it, just barely, even feel it coursing through every nerve in his body.

Then it stopped.

There was silence.

The needle’s grip on his fingers loosened.

It was done.

Daylight had replaced the starry night, and the room had changed. Aaron now wore a black leather glove on his right hand, which he removed and tossed into a nearby wastepaper basket. He wiped a trace of blood from his cheek. In what seemed like the blink of an eye, half of the work had been done. His first moves were complete.

He put the weight of them from his mind and looked around.

His home was now bright with the midday sun. Some familiar items were no longer present. Others were in different places. The house even smelled different, with hints of flowers and coffee hanging in the air. This was his home as it had been fifty years earlier, and as it was now, again, in 2010.

Aaron went through the other rooms one by one, savoring the differences but touching nothing. He found a vase of tulips on the kitchen counter and a single black tuxedo hanging in an empty bedroom closet.

He returned to the living room where the photo of himself on the cruise ship now stood on a side table near the couch. In front of the photo he found a man’s gold wedding band, placed atop a handwritten note. It read:

SEE YOU IN 10 YEARS.

Aaron smiled sadly as he read it, fidgeting with an identical ring on his own left hand. He took the ring from the table and slipped it into his pocket along with the needle. He left the tablet, the SD card, and the three data cubes in the ring’s place, then exited the house.

Outside, he was greeted by blue skies and a brilliant sun. He took in the air, letting the world around him trigger memories and dreams—some cherished, others forgotten. He glanced back at his home, indulging his sentimentality one last time, then set off down the hill.

As he walked, he kept his attention inward and his gaze ahead, averting his eyes from passersby. Though he’d once occupied this world alongside these people, they were no longer his kin. He felt a need to avoid their glances and prevent anyone from recognizing him as their contemporary. He feared that mutual awareness—fleeting and anonymous though it might be—would pose a distraction he could not afford.

At the bottom of the hill at Castro and Market Streets, he descended into the subway and boarded a train heading downtown. He stood near the front of the car, where he had a clear view through the operator’s cabin and out the front window. The dark subway tunnel extended straight ahead, softly illuminated by white lights spaced equidistant along the north wall. As the train raced forward, Aaron imagined it following not the track but those lights, connecting the dots toward his inevitable destination.

He disembarked at Powell Street and continued on foot, south into SOMA. He soon arrived at a large multi-level movie theater of modern design. Unexpected anxiety rose within him as he neared the familiar building’s pristine glass doors. He knew what awaited him inside, and he was prepared to face it, but his readiness provided no relief to his mounting disquiet. Stepping over this confluence of emotion, he pulled the doors open and entered a wide, bright lobby.

Brilliant overhead lights flickered in his watering eyes.

His heart raced.

His pace slowed.

Directly ahead of him sat a man, hunched over, alone on a long bench. He had his head down, his hands loosely covering his face.

Aaron knew him and knew his grief. He knew his life and every contradiction of its own distinct duality.

He knew the choices he’d made,

The choices that had been made for him,

And the tragic course of action he was contemplating now.

He knew everything that had led him to this moment,

To his place on the bench,

And this silent, mournful despair.

 

But now, Aaron also knew how to save him,

To change his direction,

To turn him left where he’d once turned right.

And in so doing, save them both.

 

This place, this time, formed the great crossroads of Aaron’s life.

This was the point to which all pasts had led and from which all futures had sprung,

Where everything he loved had come and gone,

And everything he knew started and ended—and began again.

 

In his mind’s eye, he could see the signposts around him once more,

Pointing in every conceivable direction.

The last time he was here, he could read only one.

Now, he could read them all.


Chapter 1

2020

 

 

HE FELT the arm around his neck, the pressure behind his eyes, and the veins in his face blazing hot as the chokehold took him down to his knees. He felt the cold barrel of the gun pushed hard against his temple, so hard he thought the pressure itself might kill him.

And he felt the rage bearing down on him. It assaulted him as a wailing voice, hammering his ears at point-blank range, words stacking upon one other in tone and temper to form an avalanche of deafening, paralyzing fury—a threat to his life, should you ever try to fucking leave me.

He felt the hollow void of unconsciousness coming for him. Desperate, he strained to speak, to find the strength to reply to that voice and defuse its wrath. He forced out a small, pathetic gurgle.

“… please….”

It was enough.

He was released.

He dropped to the floor.

Aaron woke from the nightmare with only a meek cry and a subconsciously restrained shudder. It was early morning. The room was dark. The disorientation came first, but when he finally realized where he was—home and safe—relief washed over him, as well as the shame.

His tears came in a torrent. The dream had not merely been the bitter product of his imagination but the memory of a real event, fifteen years in the past. The man in that dream—his former boyfriend, Grant—was gone, dead for a decade now. But the dream had come anyway, as it had many times before. And now, like then, it felt real. Even after fifteen years, it had never fully left him alone.

Aaron’s current partner, Drummer, was not a light sleeper, but he still woke at Aaron’s shudder. Almost by instinct, Drummer put his arms around him and held him as he cried. This was not new either. Nightmares of this magnitude had been a regular occurrence for Aaron. They’d begun tapering off in 2018, but the ominous and tragic state of the world in 2020 had proved to be a ferocious trigger.

Aaron relaxed in Drummer’s arms. He wiped his eyes and took a heavy breath. He found Drummer’s hand in the dark and held it tight.

“Thank you, baby,” Aaron said, his voice trembling. “It’ll never go away, will it?”

“It will,” Drummer answered, with a note of quiet confidence in his sturdy voice. “It’s already August. The last nightmare was two months ago. And you were way more bothered by that one.”

“I s’pose,” Aaron said, uncertain. “His voice was so loud this time, though. I know it’s not really him, but….”

“I know.”

Aaron took another breath and sighed. “I can still hear him screaming,” he said in a whisper. “Telling me I’m a failure. That all my successes have just been luck. Saying that every time I lose something I love….”

“That voice is wrong,” Drummer insisted. “Listen to me, not him.”

Aaron nodded but said nothing more.

The two men remained in each other’s arms as they drifted back into a light sleep. An hour later Aaron’s phone alarm popped on, playing a soft, classical tune—one he had chosen with the express hope that it would gently wake him from any slumber, troubled or otherwise.

Aaron lifted himself from Drummer’s embrace and stopped the music. Then he sat up fully and dropped his feet off the edge of the bed.

Drummer rose with him. “You okay?” he asked.

“Yeah,” Aaron answered somewhat truthfully. “Happy birthday to me, huh?”

Drummer sat up and kissed him on the back of the neck.

Aaron let out a soft sigh and looked over his shoulder. “What would I do without you, D?”

“You’ll never have to worry about that.”

Aaron held Drummer’s loving gaze for a moment, then stood and rounded the bed to the bathroom. As he entered, he averted his eyes from the mirror, for he knew what he would see. It was Friday, August 7, 2020, and he was one day away from turning forty. Though Aaron had experienced good times, he had certainly seen hard times as well, and this internal conflict had begun to reveal itself in the lines around his eyes.

Drummer entered the bathroom behind him, soft concern in his smile. He was shirtless, exposing two neo-traditional full sleeve tattoos that extended from his wrists to his neck. Other tattoos of various sizes and complexity were scattered across his toned torso and back.

“Well look at that,” he said, studying Aaron’s reflection. He wrapped his tattooed arms around him. “Forty really is the new thirty.”

Aaron permitted a small grin at the clichéd joke, though his demeanor remained subdued. “Thanks, D,” he said. “It’s all genetics, I guess. And maybe the gym.”

“And a touch of body dysmorphia,” Drummer added with a smirk. He made a small pinching motion in the air, as if tossing a bit of something into a bowl.

“Maybe,” Aaron conceded. “I never saw myself facing down forty, though.”

“Careful, Methuselah. I turned forty-five last week, remember? And you don’t technically turn forty until tomorrow.” Drummer kissed him on the cheek, then motioned to Aaron’s reflection and added, “I’ll leave the two of you alone. Don’t be too hard on him.”

Drummer left, and Aaron peered directly at his reflection, this time seeing himself the way he imagined Drummer did. Through this lens he saw a youthful gaze and even glints of the face he remembered from his early twenties, though much had changed since then.

He showered then returned to the bedroom. Drummer had already made the bed and raised the shades, allowing morning light to stream through a large picture window. Beyond it stood the tall buildings of San Francisco’s SOMA district and a clear view of the Mission, the Castro, and Twin Peaks to the west.

Aaron and Drummer shared a corner condominium on the twenty-fifth floor of a high-rise, south of downtown, on the five-hundred block of Mission Street. They led a comfortable life but kept it a humble one. The master bedroom was lightly furnished, containing only a king-size bed, two side tables, and a dresser. Against one wall was a full-length mirror, and above the headboard hung a textured canvas reproduction of Van Gogh’s The Starry Night.

Aaron sat on the bed, pausing to look at a framed photograph on the side table. It was a selfie Drummer had taken of the two of them ten years earlier, on the day they’d met. In the picture Aaron wore a blue Star Wars logo T-shirt. Drummer wore a tight white “A-shirt” tank top. A movie theater ticket counter could be seen behind them. Wedged into the corner of the picture frame were their ticket stubs from the film they’d seen that day, the 2010 science fiction movie Inception.

Aaron found Drummer in the living room, reclined on the couch. Drummer’s attention was on his phone. On the wall above him was a well-ordered gallery of a dozen framed photographs, most of which had been taken during their ten years together. In one of the larger pictures, Aaron and Drummer stood on the deck of a cruise ship, dressed in matching maroon tuxedo jackets with subtle but stylish embroidery. Other photos included candid shots of friends, coworkers, and events like camping trips and vacations abroad. A second large picture had been hung central to the gallery. It was a long horizontal group portrait of Drummer, Aaron, and Aaron’s family—a dozen people standing around a bench at the edge of Stow Lake in Golden Gate Park. Everyone was smiling in the photo except for Aaron, who had a preoccupied look about him. Aaron loved what the photo represented—his family, proud of him and happy to know that he was with someone like Drummer rather than the man who had harmed him years earlier. But his melancholy expression indicated what he’d been thinking about at the time—that this moment of love with his family could’ve come sooner if only he’d made a different choice in his youth. He deemed the positive elements of the photo more important than the negative, however, which was why it was placed so prominently on the wall.

Beside the gallery, and mounted like a trophy from some safari, was Aaron’s old skateboard, lightly scuffed, with bright red wheels and an underside custom-painted with black and white geometric patterns. Beside the board was a trio of smaller pictures of Aaron’s friends from back in the day. The largest was of Aaron and his former best friend, Willis, leaning against a red 1993 Acura Integra.

Aaron’s gaze lingered on the skateboard. It was more important than it seemed, and not only because it was his favorite of the many boards he’d owned. Like the small photographs beside it, the board represented an important part of his past, his free-spirited youth—a youth cut short. Skateboarding had been a big part of his life until he’d started dating Grant, an experience that had brought Aaron’s jovial youth to an inauspicious end.

“Jesus, the news is so panicked and apocalyptic,” Drummer said with obvious frustration, sliding his phone onto the coffee table beside him. Aaron understood his disappointment. Every morning brought another manic front page, portentous headlines and indignant op-eds spewing divisive bile, and clickbait articles fighting with each other over both the coming US presidential election and the Covid-19 global pandemic.

“Triggering headlines get clicks,” Aaron said. A frequent reminder. He went to the kitchen, the space separated from the living room by a long countertop. He poured himself a cup of coffee. “Why do you torture yourself with that so early?”

Drummer grumbled. “I dunno. Habit.”

“It’s a bad habit.”

“I hear ya.”

“Still going to work?” Aaron asked.

“Yeah, I’m just a little slow today. It’s just me and Brian. Everyone else is home for the long haul. You’re going in too, right?”

“No choice. California now considers me an ‘essential worker.’”

“How about just ‘essential’? That company would be dead without you.”

Aaron smiled with modesty.

Drummer joined him in the kitchen. “I know you’re not big on birthdays,” he said, “but your coworkers care about you. Give them the chance to show it.”

“I said I’m going in,” Aaron protested lightly. “I could’ve taken the day off and hid under the bed.”

“You wouldn’t do that,” said Drummer. “You love the attention.”

“Pppth,” Aaron scoffed with a grin he couldn’t hide.

“They’re going to kiss your smooth forty-year-old ass, and you’ll love every second of it.”

“Oh, stop,” Aaron said with a laugh.

“And you’ll love our lunch tomorrow,” Drummer went on with an over-the-top dramatic tone. “And when it’s all over you’ll say, ‘Drummer, you were right. Everyone loves me, and you’re the best boyfriend in the whole world. Let me buy you a vintage 1965 Cadillac convertible, just like you always wanted.’”

“You don’t know me,” Aaron said, pushing back with that persistent grin.

Drummer laughed at him. “Mark my words.” He took a sip of Aaron’s coffee, winced at its lack of sweetness, then left for the bathroom to shower.

By 8:00 a.m., both men were dressed and ready to go. They left the building together before splitting off toward their respective workplaces.

Aaron was a division director for a biotech company that developed chemical reagents, many of which were used in the production of vaccines. As the coronavirus had spread, his company had come under increasing pressure to adapt. He felt great stress in his job, but to his relief and surprise, that burden felt lighter today, as he was inundated via email, text, and in person with sincere proclamations of “happy birthday” and more than a few sarcastic barbs about his age.

He was standing in the doorway of his office shortly after noon when a loud, deep voice came from behind him. “So, you’re forty, huh? Fuck you, looking like that at forty.”

Aaron turned to see the grinning face of his employee and friend, Martin. Though Aaron was Martin’s superior, the two men shared a casual working relationship, often trading spirited insults and cursing like junior-high-school kids.

“What the fuck are you talkin’ about?” Aaron retorted, drawing on his younger days for the right tone and terms.

“I’m talkin’ about you, being five years older than me but looking five years younger. You, looking like that, and me, looking like a tub.”

“Bitch, you don’t look like a tub.”

“Standing next to you I do.”

“Then why are you standing next to me?” Aaron waved him off. “Go stand over there. Six feet at least. Social distance.”

Aaron entered his office and sat at his desk, while Martin remained at the door.

“I suppose you’re about to tell me age is just a number?” Martin asked with a goading smirk.

“I’ll do you one better,” Aaron said. “Do you think when I’m eighty and you’re seventy-five, people are gonna to look at us and say, ‘That one looks so much younger’? Or are they just going to see two tired old men?”

Martin raised a single brow. “Sarcasm. Nice. And point taken.”

“You should get back to work,” Aaron said, “but let’s circle back in forty years. Maybe by then you’ll have found a gym and you’ll look younger than me.”

Martin grinned. “Shady bitch.”

“Hey, you’re the one who started the conversation with ‘fuck you.’”

Martin laughed and walked away.

A moment later, there was a quick knock on Aaron’s open door. Taraji, one of the other division directors—a tall, slender Black woman—walked in with a large vase of colorful tulips.

“I got these for your birthday, sweetheart,” she said with a fabricated southern accent, the kind one would expect to hear in an old Hollywood movie. She set the flowers on Aaron’s desk, blocking his view of his computer monitor, then backed up and stood in the doorway. “I know tulips aren’t the most romantic flowers, but I also know they’re your favorite.”

Aaron looked at the oversized vase bursting with color. He pulled the attached card toward him and read it aloud with an intentionally flat expression. “Happy birthday to my beautiful man, love, Drummer.”

Taraji grunted and threw Aaron a sideways grin. She continued without the accent, “Anyone ever tell you you’re no fun?”

“For thirty-nine years, no one,” Aaron said. “But I’m turning forty tomorrow, so I gotta practice my old man grumble.”

“Old man? What does that say about me?”

“Well, if at fifty you feel old,” Aaron started in reply, “you can always take solace in the fact that you have such a young, peppy friend.”

“I’m not sure ‘peppy’ is the word I’d choose for you.”

“And I wouldn’t say you’re old,” Aaron said.

Taraji smiled warmly. “Now that’s more like it. Hardly matters anyway. To the new kids in this place, the two of us are vampires.”

“Do you mean we’re ancient and immortal, or just blood suckers?”

She laughed. “I guess they might see both. Two thirsty elders surrounded by so much sweet young blood.”

“I dunno, Taraji. These young upstarts are surprisingly bitter.”

She smiled broadly. “I’ll make sure none of them learn your true tastes.” She winked at him, then left the office.

Aaron looked at the tulips and thought about Drummer, then about Martin and Taraji. His two coworkers had notably different personalities, but they both held Aaron in high regard. To Martin, Aaron was a foul-mouthed friend as well as a coworker. To Taraji, he was a trusted colleague and fellow director who understood the pressures of their positions. To others in the office, he was in turn a serious scientist, a committed colleague, even an empathetic confidant. He was something different to each person he knew, but he was always himself and always genuine, even if he knew he wasn’t perfect. He was proud to be that sort of man—appreciated, valued, and youthful—but it wasn’t until that moment that he’d recognized how much he was loved.

 

 

TWO BLOCKS away and several floors down, Drummer sat at his own desk in his third-floor office. The space was not as large or as modern as Aaron’s, but it was his own. A wide window behind him gave him a view of the newer, taller buildings that had gone up in the neighborhood in recent years. San Francisco had been in the middle of a construction boom before the coronavirus had sent everyone scrambling for cover. Now, who knew what would become of all those lofty, empty, skyscraping ambitions?

Drummer’s coworker Brian leaned in to catch his attention. Brian was a muscled thirty-something former wrestler, who always came to work dressed in a button-down shirt buttoned all the way up. He’d been Drummer’s close friend for most of nine years, following him from one job to the next before they’d finally landed in their current gigs. Due to pandemic concerns, Brian and Drummer were the only employees in the office at present.

“You fix Laine’s VPN?” Brian asked. “She’s ready to get back on the server.”

“She’s good to go,” Drummer answered with a long sigh.

Brian nodded, the dark circles under his eyes betraying his exhaustion. “Listen,” he said, “if there’s nothing else, I’m going to head out. I know it’s early, I’m just tired.”

“Fine with me.” Drummer glanced at the time on his laptop. It was precisely 2:00 p.m. “Oh shit!” He jumped up from his seat and went to a long telescope standing by the window. He trained it at one of the new buildings outside, then zoomed all the way in. Most of the floors beyond appeared empty, save for one.

“Are you guys still doing that?” Brian asked, watching him.

“Don’t be jealous,” said Drummer, focusing the eyepiece. Through the far, semi-mirrored windows of the building in his scope, he could see Aaron’s silhouette, peering back at him through his own telescope. Their mutual views were not clear, but they were distinctive.

They waved to each other.

Aaron’s silhouette did a goofy little jig.

“Ugh,” Brian said in feigned disgust.

“Jealous,” Drummer repeated, holding his index finger out as if to scold him. He waved at Aaron, then returned to his desk.

“He’s going to be forty tomorrow, right?” Brian asked.

“Yep, at exactly two ten in the morning.”

“Two ten? His poor mom.”

“I know, can you imagine? She was probably having a nice Swanson’s TV dinner, sipping a glass of boxed wine on her aluminum wood-grain TV tray, watching JR get shot. Then in the middle of her suburban bliss, this slimy pink gremlin suddenly starts clawing its way out of her. She misses the finale and never finds out who pulled the trigger.”

“You’re weird.”

“I’m a wordsmith,” Drummer corrected him lightheartedly. “I got a B-plus in my college creative writing class, you know.”

“And a master’s degree in run-on sentences,” Brian added. “I’m sure Aaron’s mom caught that show in reruns.”

“Nah, she loves a cliffhanger,” Drummer answered. “She never finishes a series. She probably thinks Jean-Luc Picard is still a Borg.”

Brian shook his head. “You’re such a dork.”

“The proper term is ‘geek,’” Drummer said. “Don’t make me tell you again. Now get out of here. I’ll lock up.”

 

 

AARON AND Drummer returned home at roughly the same time that evening. Aaron was already in the lobby as Drummer came in, leaning against the black granite front desk, chatting with the security attendant.

“Hey, guys,” Drummer said, approaching. “How’s it going, Marco?”

“Hey, Drummer,” Marco replied. He was a handsome man of Hispanic background, about thirty-five years old. He wore a dark blue suit jacket, part of his official uniform. “Aaron was just telling me he’s an old man,” he added wryly.

Drummer nodded. “Yeah, I can’t tell you how many times I’ve caught Grampa Hayes here holding up the line at the grocery store trying to write a check.”

Aaron punched him lightly in the shoulder. “Scandalous lies! And don’t ever call me Grampa Hayes again.”

“Hey, I’m not the one sitting at the stop sign waiting for the light to change.”

Aaron chuckled. He couldn’t deny that he found Drummer’s mocking observations amusing.

“You guys are too much,” said Marco, also laughing at their exchange.

Drummer pressed the elevator button, then poked Aaron in the shoulder. “Let’s go, Methuselah.”

The elevator doors opened, and the two of them stepped inside.

As they ascended, Drummer leaned in. “So?” he asked, leading. “How’d it go?”

Aaron felt surprisingly calm. He was sure Drummer could sense it. “Actually,” he said, “it was the best day at work I’ve ever had… even with the apocalypse.”

Drummer was visibly relieved. “Me too. This guy I like did a little dance for me in my telescope.”

“Oh?” Aaron asked, following his lead. “A secret admirer sent me flowers.”

“Really? Must’ve been Taraji.” Drummer leaned over and kissed him. “Happy birthday.”

That night, they ordered dinner in. They sat on the floor of their living room with a large pizza and a bottle of sauvignon blanc and shared an indica pre-roll. And they forgot, for a time, that a pandemic raged outside their door.

“Thanks for the flowers,” Aaron said, as their conversation reached a lull.

“Always,” Drummer answered. “But I do it every year.”

“This year, though… it was more important.”

Aaron was still riding high from the events of the day and not presently bothered by his age, but a lingering concern dwelt behind his eyes.

Drummer looked at him curiously.

“What?” Aaron asked.

“I was just about to ask you the same thing.”

Aaron shook his head as if it were nothing, though he knew it wasn’t.

“That dream this morning,” he finally said. “D, this whole week I’ve been feeling good. Very good. Like things are finally going the way they should. Even with the pandemic and turning forty, I feel like you and I are about to leap into a whole new life together. But that dream… and Grant… he’s still in my head. Therapy’s been great, but he’s still there.”

Drummer took Aaron’s hand. “I sometimes wonder if maybe he isn’t.”

Aaron wasn’t sure what Drummer meant.

Drummer continued, “I sometimes wonder if maybe you’re just afraid he is, so he keeps getting pulled back in.”

Aaron knew Drummer was at least partially right. Grant existed in his mind as more than just a violent former boyfriend; he was a core component of Aaron’s post-traumatic stress, and on more than one occasion Aaron’s fear of the nightmares had itself been responsible for bringing them on.

“Good observation,” Aaron said.

“You’ll get past it.”

“I’d like to believe that.”

“Then do.”

Aaron smiled at Drummer’s plain-spoken optimism. He looked up at the skateboard mounted on the wall and thought about how long it had been since he’d used it.

“God, D, I wish I’d met you first.”

“I think we met at just the right time,” said Drummer. He followed Aaron’s eyes to the board. “You know, you can take that thing down and go for a ride whenever you want.”

“At forty I might be pushing it.”

“Age is just a number,” Drummer said. “And I think you’re right; we are about to start a whole new life… of sorts.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, I look at it like this: we have four lives. The first is from birth to twenty, the second goes from twenty to forty, the third from forty to sixty, and the fourth from sixty to eighty. The first one hardly counts, since it’s all learning and fucking up—like falling off the skateboard doing a shuvit. And the beginning of every life lets you start over.”

“What happens at eighty?”

Drummer shrugged. “Free-play? The point is, you’ve got two whole lives ahead of you at least, and you can do anything you want with them. You can even get back on that skateboard—or buy a new one.”

“I might make it down Second Street for a block or two,” Aaron envisioned aloud, “but probably no Laser Flips on Lombard.”

“How do you know till you try? Besides, if you screw up, I know 911 by heart. It’s ‘9-1-1.’”

Aaron chuckled. “You’re so weird, D. I love you.”

“I love you too.”

Aaron looked into Drummer’s pale green eyes and felt a wellspring of joyful adoration. The events of the day and the general feeling of calm gifted Aaron with a sense of near bliss, despite the lingering ghost of Grant.

“I have a question for you,” Aaron asked, breaking the silence that had filled the room. The feeling of love expanded in his heart as he mused over his query.

“A question? Shoot.”

“Not yet,” Aaron said. He wanted to blurt it out, but he also wanted to savor the suspense. “Tomorrow. Maybe at lunch.”

Drummer smiled broadly. “Are you teasing me?” He sat back and took a sip from his glass.

“Maybe a bit,” Aaron said. “Like a movie teaser. Or a trailer.”

Drummer nodded. “Have you ever wondered why they call it a trailer, since it actually comes before the movie?”

“Well, my question comes after us being together for ten years, so calling it a trailer still works.”

The two men retired soon thereafter. The number forty remained on Aaron’s mind as he drifted into sleep, but now he was imagining it as the beginning of a new life instead of the end of his old one.

He slept soundly that night, free of the worldly worries that burdened him and the phantoms of the past that had haunted him. In his dreams, he sailed upon his skateboard through the lost avenues of his youth, over smooth-rolling surfaces, with the wind at his back and the sun in his eyes. With a single jump, he set himself free of gravity, like a bird taking flight.

Grant’s voice would not find him tonight.


Chapter 2

A TURN ON DASHIELL HAMMETT

 

 

THE NEXT day, Aaron turned forty. To Drummer, he seemed content. Aaron had slept through the night, and even woken up before his alarm. He appeared in good spirits, and though Drummer could not say for sure that Aaron’s upbeat attitude would last for long, it was enough for him to hope that it might last the day.

“Hey, D?” Aaron called, stepping out of the shower. “What time are we leaving?”

Drummer leaned into the bathroom. He looked Aaron up and down and gave him a cartoonish growl. “Shaved off the scruff, I see.”

Aaron patted his freshly shorn face with his towel. “Yeah, it was itchy, especially with the mask.”

Drummer rubbed his own smooth jaw, glad that he had decided to shave a few weeks earlier for the same reason. “I’d like to get to Huntington Park by two,” he answered.

“Got it.”

Drummer showered soon after. When he was finished, he found Aaron lying on the bed, poking at his phone. Drummer teased Aaron about his choice of clothing—torn gray shorts and a black Mötley Crüe T-shirt. He’d dubbed the look Aaron’s “teen delinquent style,” which he not-so-secretly found arousing. Drummer threw on a pair of dark jeans and a fitted baby blue polo shirt, snug around the arms.

“Ready?” Drummer asked, finally clothed.

Aaron responded with an effortless wolf whistle.

“Yeah, I know you like the light blue,” Drummer said with a coy grin.

Aaron raised his eyebrows exaggeratedly. “There’s something about the snug, collared shirt paired with the tattoos that really turns me on.”

“Lucky for you I have a ton of these shirts. But I can buy more.”

“Or get more tattoos.”

Drummer lifted his arms, looking down at himself. “Not sure there’s any more room.”

They stepped into a warm, sunny afternoon. The streets were busy. They walked through the downtown core, zigzagging from block to block toward their destination—a park in the center of Nob Hill, a neighborhood rich with history and built up with some of the city’s most exclusive housing. It was a leisurely stroll, though it gradually got steeper as they went. They climbed the final slope by way of the tree-lined Joice Street steps, intersecting Pine Street. Landscapers were busy putting the finishing touches on the shrubbery, pruning the trees and bushes that decorated each side of the stairway. The smell of fresh clippings wafted through the area.

Two blocks farther, Aaron and Drummer arrived at Huntington Park, a picturesque retreat at the top of the hill itself, surrounded by pricey condominiums and old-world hotels. Drummer spread out a blanket on the grass and emptied the backpack he had brought with him, putting out sandwiches, cheese, and wine—the latter contained in innocuous plastic bottles.

They ate, drank, and celebrated. Drummer had his phone out much of the time, taking pictures of Aaron, despite his protestations. At one point, Aaron grabbed the phone from him and shot a few of Drummer, then some of them together.

Lastly, Drummer made a video.

“Happy birthday, Methuselah.” He grinned, training the lens on Aaron.

“Careful what you say, old man,” Aaron retorted. “You turned forty-five last week, you know.” He peered at Drummer over the top of the phone. “But thank you. You’re so good to me.”

“And you to me.”

Drummer turned off his phone and set it on the blanket, then looked at Aaron quizzically. “I think you have something on your shirt, babe. Stand up for a second.”

“What, really?” Aaron climbed to his feet and looked down at himself, brushing at whatever crumbs or splashes of wine might be there.

At the same time, Drummer leaned forward and pulled a small box from his coat, which had been resting beside him on the blanket. He lifted himself up onto one knee.

Aaron stopped and stared at him.

“Aaron,” Drummer began seriously. “We’ve been together a long time… ten years… the best years of my life. I know it feels like the world’s falling apart around us sometimes, and the future can look bleak, but you’ve shown me that even in the middle of all this, there’s still so much happiness to be had.”

Drummer handed him the velvety little box. Aaron took it, held it in his hand for a moment, then opened it. Inside was a polished gold engagement ring. Inside the band was an engraving. “To our next life,” Aaron read aloud, clearly touched.

“Remember how young you are,” Drummer continued, holding back a host of emotions dominated by nervousness and giddiness. “That crazy kid is still in you. I see him every day, trying new things, dragging me along, and insisting I’ll love every minute. And that kid’ll be with you in every life ahead. I love who you are, Aaron, and who I am because of you. Will you marry me?”

Aaron looked down at the ring, then back into Drummer’s pale green eyes. He answered. “Oh, D, you know I will.”

Drummer slid the ring onto Aaron’s shaking finger, then stood, kissed him, and held him close.

A few casual observers around them burst into applause, causing the two men to laugh through their pressing tears.

When the commotion settled, they sat back down.

Aaron twisted the ring around his finger.

Drummer could sense that Aaron was more than just surprised.

“It’s okay to feel confused,” he said in response to that turbulent ripple. “I know Grant made commitment feel like a trap. But remember, when he said, ‘I love you,’ he meant, ‘I own you.’ When I say it, I mean, ‘you own me.’”

Aaron smiled again, and in that smile, Drummer could see a rush of relief.

“You think you can make it home in one piece?” Drummer added.

Aaron laughed. He looked at the ring on his hand. “You’re really hammering home this ‘new life’ thing, D.”

“I like to think I’m full of surprises.”

Soon after, they collected their things and started home. They walked in contented silence until they came to the corner of Dashiell Hammett Street, a quaint residential alley named after the early twentieth century author who had once lived there. Drummer suggested they cut through.

“I feel like a debutante,” Aaron said, fidgeting with the ring as they made the turn down the hill, “wanting to show all my girlfriends this big rock you gave me.”

“I didn’t give you a rock.”

“Same thing to me. You have one for yourself?”

“A ring? Not yet. I wanted to make sure you didn’t run off screaming first.”

Drummer’s attention was caught by a glimmer on the sidewalk a few doors from the end of the alley. “Hey, check this out,” he said, moving ahead to investigate. Resting on the concrete was a small cylindrical object about the length and thickness of a short pen, each end tapered to a point. He picked it up and brought it back to Aaron. They studied it together.

The object appeared to be either metallic or glass, but even once Drummer had it in his hand, he couldn’t figure out what it was made of; it seemed heavier than it ought to have been. Two series of numbers—each broken into five groups separated by decimal points—ran along one side, the series separated by a pair of glowing gold lights. The surface of the object was especially intriguing, electric blue and swirling with a liquid-like quality.

“Is it a pen?” asked Aaron.

“I don’t think so. There’s no ink tip. Maybe it’s a stylus.” Drummer rolled it over his fingers. It was impossibly smooth. He heard a deep, unusual sound, which he subconsciously interpreted as a large vehicle rolling by in the distance. At the same time, a mild electric shock stung his fingertips, causing him to jump. He laughed at his own reaction.

“The damn thing shocked me.” He looked up at Aaron.

But Aaron wasn’t there.

Drummer spun around, but still Aaron was nowhere to be found. He had to be hiding between a couple of parked cars, pulling a prank.

“Very funny,” Drummer called out.

He waited, but Aaron did not present himself.

Drummer checked the object in his hand. The gold lights were now dim, the numbers had grown cold, and the swirling blue surface was notably duller and barely moving. He slipped it into his pocket.

“Aaron, come on,” he said louder, feeling a bit foolish. He walked the remaining length of the alley, expecting to find his fiancé hiding at the corner, but he wasn’t there either.

As Drummer scanned his surroundings, he had the strangest feeling that things were somehow… not right. Was it the smell in the air? The sound of traffic? The angle of the sun? He couldn’t put his finger on it. There was a French restaurant on the corner he’d never seen before; he’d thought the place had been a sports bar. And a cool breeze was blowing, cooler than it had been at the top of the hill. Microclimates, he thought.

He retraced his steps back up the alley, checking between cars as he went. He soon noticed that none of the vehicles were newer models. He was no auto aficionado, but he knew older cars when he saw them, and these were all at least twenty years old. Even more peculiar, they looked new. Beside him was a mint condition Pontiac Grand Am—it even had paper plates. But Pontiac had folded years earlier, a casualty of the Great Recession of 2008.

At first Drummer attributed this to coincidence, but at the same time it struck him with a peculiar sense of displacement. He’d experienced a similar phenomenon a few years ago, sitting outside an old Dairy Queen restaurant in San Jose. A late-1970s Camaro had pulled into the parking lot, while Foreigner’s song Urgent played on the radio. At the same time, a man and a woman in vintage clothes had been seated at the table opposite him. In that moment—in that isolated bubble of déjà vu—Drummer had imagined it could’ve been the early 80s. Lulled by that comforting reflection of a bygone age, at the time he’d allowed himself to enjoy the feeling. But what he was experiencing now was not the same. This didn’t feel like déjà vu, and it was not isolated to one car and a cute couple in dated clothes.

He reached the mouth of the alley across from the Joice Street steps. The trees and shrubbery were all overgrown, and some branches hung all the way down to the concrete. This seemed odd to him as well, but he couldn’t place why.

He took out his phone to text Aaron. A series of notifications popped onto the screen.

NO CONNECTION.

NETWORK NOT FOUND.

LOCATION SERVICES UNAVAILABLE.

He restarted the device, hoping the errors would correct themselves, but they promptly returned.

He reexamined the Joice Street steps and immediately understood the problem. The trees and bushes had been pruned earlier in the day—he was sure of it. They’d passed the landscapers at work. But now they looked like they hadn’t been touched in months.

A group of five or six people approached, chatting and carrying on. They passed him, closely enough to bump him. Not one of them was wearing a face mask or made any attempt to socially distance themselves—from him or from one another. They walked off, oblivious, leaving Drummer flummoxed.

He felt an uneasy sinking in his gut. Still, he told himself not to overreact, that the anomalies could all be explained by coincidence or misperception. He just needed to find Aaron and get home.

He walked back down Dashiell Hammett, telling himself that the strange feeling of displacement would correct itself. He recalled his experience at the Dairy Queen; the illusion had ended when a contemporary song replaced Foreigner on the radio and a newer car had pulled into the lot. Drummer was certain the same thing would happen now. He would pass someone in a face mask, he would find the sports bar on the corner of a different alley, or he’d run into Aaron. He could then chalk up the entire series of events to coincidence.

But the feeling of being out of sync persisted long after he left the alley. And when he reached Union Square, the feeling left the realm of imagination and blossomed into tangible reality.

Nothing was as it should have been. The stores were different, the billboards were different, even the streets themselves were different. Union Square had undergone an extensive, years-long remodel around 2010, but none of that work was evident now. Stockton Street had been recently repaved and its lanes redrawn, but vehicles here drove over choppy asphalt and broken lane markers. A large billboard advertisement for the movie Meet the Parents loomed over a Border’s Bookstore on the northwest corner. And people were packed on the sidewalk, shoulder to shoulder and without masks, as if no pandemic were at play. The cool breeze had become a cold wind, and the sun had already set behind the Westin St. Francis Hotel across the square.

Drummer’s heart raced as he took in his surroundings with an increasing sense of dread. Was he hallucinating? Was he having a stroke? He removed the strange object from his pocket and studied it. What the hell was it? Had it drugged him? Had the electric shock done something to his brain? Or was he simply misremembering things? None of these possibilities seemed plausible. He didn’t feel mentally compromised, and to imagine whole changes to a neighborhood was exceptionally unlikely.

His anxiety grew. Whatever was happening to him, he told himself he needed to lock it down and get home as quickly as possible. He directed his gaze to the pavement and pressed on, trying not to look up at the storefronts or the signage. He hastily crossed Market Street into SOMA, turned on Mission, and walked several more blocks. He stopped at a red light to catch his breath.

Beside him, in a corner building he’d thought was vacant, was a convenience store. A magazine rack stood inside the door. On each glossy cover were the faces of famous people he hadn’t seen in years, and topics that had long been retired from casual conversation. At the top of the rack was a Time magazine with a simple black cover, framed in red, emblazoned with the words, “The ABORTION Pill.”

Confused but curious, Drummer went inside.

“Excuse me,” he said to the man at the counter. He gestured toward the magazines. “Are these new?”

The man looked at him askance. “Are you kidding?”

Drummer felt stupid. Checking the rack again, he searched for a better query. “I’m just disoriented. Can you… tell me the date?”

Visibly annoyed, the man answered, “October fourteenth. Are you using? ’Cause I’m gonna ask you to get out of my store.”

“No…,” said Drummer, his voice trailing off. “I’m not using, but…. October? Are you sure?”

“I’m sure.” The man rapped his fingers against a cheap paper calendar on the wall behind him.

Drummer read it aloud to himself in a subdued voice. “October 2000.”

He looked back at the magazines, each of them spilling over with announcements of old events and the younger faces of older people. The dates on every cover matched the calendar.

“You sure you’re okay?” the man asked.

Drummer looked at him but could say nothing. He truly didn’t have an answer. He left the store.

Late afternoon was morphing into early evening. Despite Drummer’s desire to keep his gaze on the sidewalk, he started studying his surroundings for inconsistencies. He began wandering mindlessly, taking side streets off Mission and back again, crossing intersections against traffic. He made one last turn and found himself standing before a chain-link fence. On the other side was a pile of construction equipment sitting on a vacant dirt lot. Above him, a sign read: COMING IN 2005. Beneath the words was an artist’s rendering of the tower where he and Aaron had lived for the past nine years.
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