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For Nick, always my inspiration


The true mystery of the world is the visible, not the invisible.

—Oscar Wilde

Stars, too, were time travelers. How many of those ancient points of light were the last echoes of suns now dead? How many had been born but their light not yet come this far? If all the suns but ours collapsed tonight, how many lifetimes would it take us to realize we were alone? I had always known the sky was full of mysteries—but not until now had I realized how full of them the earth was.

—Miss Peregrine’s Home for Peculiar Children

The presence of ghosts is only as close as your belief. The existence of aliens is only as far as your rejection.

—Toba Beta, My Ancestor Was an Ancient Astronaut

A philosopher once asked, “Are we human because we gaze at the stars, or do we gaze at them because we are human?” Pointless, really.

“Do the stars gaze back?” Now, that’s a question.

—Neil Gaiman, Stardust


Part One: 1997


Chapter One

After they made love, they were polar opposites in how they reacted.

Cole, barely minutes after coming, would be asleep, mouth open and snoring, body lax. A baby who’d just been fed. Rory looked down on him as he sat perched with his back against the headboard. Despite—or maybe because of—the spittle that ran out of one side of Cole’s mouth, he felt a shock of warmth go through him as he gazed at Cole, wondering how he’d gotten so lucky. Although Rory was a few years younger, he was a nerd with glasses. He wasn’t bad-looking; he just wasn’t all that noticeable in a crowd. How had he snared a guy like Cole, with his perfect runner’s build, his dark brown wavy hair, and the perpetual five-o’clock shadow that accentuated, rather than hid, the angular planes of his face and his sharp jawline. Rory snickered in the darkness at Cole as a snore erupted from him, almost loud enough to shake the glass in their bedroom window.

It was always like this—maniac in the sack until he came, and then it was lights-out for Cole, as though he’d been drugged.

Rory, on the other hand, always felt energized, pumped up, alive, as if he should hop from the bed, go outside, and run a mile or three. Or make a meal. Or write the great American novel. Or catalog his collection of books alphabetically, and then by genre.

Tonight was no different. They’d just moved into the one-bedroom apartment in Chicago’s Rogers Park neighborhood. The neighborhood, the Windy City’s farthest east and north before heading into suburbia, afforded them a chance to live by Lake Michigan without the higher rents they’d encounter closer to downtown.

They were young and in love, and cohabitating was a first for both of them. Rory felt they were already having their happy-ever-after moment.

The apartment was a find—a vintage courtyard building east of Sheridan Road on Fargo Avenue. Their unit’s bedroom faced Lake Michigan, which was only a few steps away from their front door. A lake view, high ceilings, crown molding, formal dining room with a built-in hutch, huge living room with working fireplace, and an original bathroom with an enormous claw-foot tub were just a few of the amenities they were delighted to find—all for the “steal” monthly rent of only five hundred dollars.

The apartment, which would eventually be filled to bursting with a hodgepodge of furniture and belongings, ranging from family antiques supplied by Cole to Lost in Space action figures from Rory, was now a scene of chaos with moving boxes everywhere, almost none of them unpacked.

They’d spent the whole day moving and were exhausted when they were finished. Even though it was August, by the time they were done dragging the boxes out of their U-Haul truck, through their building’s courtyard, and then up to the tenth floor via the rickety but thank-heaven-reliable elevator, the skies above the lake had gone dark. They ordered stuffed spinach pizza from Giordano’s, just south of them on Sheridan, and feasted on it, melted mozzarella on their chins, on a couple of beach towels they found at the top of one of the boxes.

And of course, Rory being twenty-three and Cole twenty-six, with their blossoming love all of six months old, they did find the time and the energy to make love, once on the beach towels and once in their bed. Rory knew there’d be more of the same come morning’s first light.

Ah, sweet youth.

But getting back to postcoital bliss, Rory now found himself feeling restless as he lay beside the snoring Cole. The moon was nearly full and they’d yet to put up blinds, so it shined in the bedroom window, casting the room in a kind of silvery opalescence. Rory thought the boxes and the furniture—Cole’s oak sleigh bed and Rory’s pair of maple tallboy dressers, plus an overstuffed chair they’d found in an alley just before moving—all had a kind of grayish aspect to them, almost unreal, as if he were observing his own bedroom as a scene from a black-and-white movie. Maybe something noir…with Barbara Stanwyck and Fred MacMurray. Rory smiled and turned away from Cole. Just a half hour or so earlier, with the overhead light fixture shining down on them, Rory thought the movie would have been a porno, with himself cast as the insatiable bottom.

He chuckled to himself.

He tried to relax, doing an old exercise he’d learned from his mom. Starting with his feet, he’d wiggle, tense, and then allow that body part to go slack to relax. He worked his way up his whole body, wiggling, tensing, and relaxing as he went, until he reached his head.

And—sigh—he was still wide-awake.

Behind him, though, as if he had eyes in the back of his head, he noticed something odd.

It was like there was suddenly a waxing and waning of light.

Rory turned and looked toward the uncovered window. He couldn’t quite see the moon, but it seemed like it was brightening and darkening, brightening, then darkening…

But the whole of this August day, it had been clear, with nary a cloud in the sky. Rory wondered if a cloud bank had moved in, obscuring the moon and then revealing it as the wind pushed it away. He could see this in his mind’s eye but couldn’t quite believe it.

The light was simply too brilliant. At its brightest, the whole room lit up, as though he’d switched on the overhead fixture. Rory was surprised Cole didn’t awaken. Or maybe he wasn’t so surprised after all. Rory had spent enough nights with his “great dark man” to know his slumber habits. When Cole drifted off, which he did effortlessly and with amazing speed, there was little that would wake him. Rory thought they could have a New Orleans jazz band march through their bedroom and all Cole would do, at most, was maybe turn over…or snort a little.

He lightly kissed Cole’s cheek, undeterred by the scratch of Cole’s scruff, and slid from the bed to peer out the window.

The lake was a great black expanse. The sky was only a few shades lighter than the water below it, with a slight yellowish tinge due to all the city lights. And the moon, just shy of full, shimmered, a lovely yellow-gold, completely unobscured by clouds. If Rory squinted just right, he thought he could just about make out a face on the surface of that moon…

The sky simply had no clouds to offer that night.

Rory stepped back from the window and glanced back at his slumbering man. So why was the light getting brighter and then darker? He turned to the window and peered outside again. If not for the city’s light pollution, he was certain he’d see entire constellations of stars. He allowed his eyes to adjust a bit and saw more detail below, along Fargo beach. The water was not exactly black, after all. The waves, small and unimpressive due to the lack of wind, still managed to toss up a few whitecaps, especially near the shore, which looked grayer in the darkness. The beach, and the island of boulders just a few laps beyond it, took on more definition, enough that it made Rory come to a decision.

If he couldn’t sleep, he might as well take the opportunity to go outside, enjoy the warm breezes and what appeared to be a deserted beachfront.

He dressed quickly and silently—even though he knew he needn’t have bothered since Cole was beyond waking—in a pair of cutoffs and a Doctor Who T-shirt. He slid his feet into flip-flops, grabbed his keys off the dresser, and headed for the front door.

Other than the steady whoosh of traffic on Sheridan Road to the west, the night was quiet. Rory wished he’d checked the time before heading out, but judging from the silence all around him, he’d guess it was the wee small hours of the morning, maybe 2:00 or 3:00 a.m. This was Chicago, after all. There was usually someone stumbling around, even in blackest night.

But his street was empty. The tree branches and their leaves cast shadows on the silvery pavement beneath his feet because of the moon’s brightness. His footsteps, even in flip-flops, sounded extra loud as he headed east, toward the beach.

At the end of the street, there was a cul-de-sac where cars could turn around, and beyond that, a set of stone steps that led down to the sand. Rory stood at the top of the steps, looking out at the sand and water, the pile of boulders just offshore that Cole promised he’d swim out to the next day with Rory. A white lifeguard chair, empty, sat crookedly in the sand, leaning as it sunk to the left. The moon shone brilliantly on the water, laying a swath of golden light upon its gently undulating surface. If Rory looked at this light just right, perhaps squinting a bit behind his glasses, he could almost imagine the light rising up, like an illuminated fountain, from the water’s surface.

He took the steps quickly and was on the sand in seconds. He kicked off his flip-flops and sighed when he felt the cool sand squishing up between his toes. He looked around once more, paying particular attention to the concrete that bordered the beach, to assure himself he had the gift of a city beach all to himself.

And he did. He did!

He tore off his shirt, set it down, and then removed his glasses, placing them on top of the T-shirt. With a little cry, he dashed toward the water, a small laugh escaping his lips. He stopped briefly at its edge, gasping at the icy cold of the waves, even this late in the summer, as they ran up to meet him, lapping and biting at his toes. And then he took a deep breath, waded in up to his knees, and paused to consider if he really wanted to go whole hog.

What the hell.

He waded in a little farther, until the bottom dropped out from under him suddenly and instead of the water reaching to the top of his thighs, hit him just above his belly button. It was freezing! And Rory knew there was only one solution: get full immersion finished as quickly as possible.

He raised his hands over his head and dove as a wave rolled in toward him. The world went silent as he went under, the murky depths of the water almost black. He held his breath as long as he could, swimming outward. His mother’s voice erupted in his head, scolding, telling him to go back to shore because it was late and there was no one around. What if he, God forbid, got a cramp?

Rory shushed his mother and continued to swim toward Michigan or whatever was directly opposite, hundreds of miles away. He swam until he felt his lungs would burst.

And then he surfaced, shaking the water from his hair. The first thing he noticed was how full immersion had done the trick—he wasn’t exactly warm, but the water temperature was at least bearable.

The second was the light on the water. It had changed to a strange pale radiance, a shifting, silvery opalescence that, in addition to his recent underwater swimming, left him nearly breathless.

He tread water and hazarded a glimpse up at the sky, expecting to see the moon and perhaps that bank of clouds that had managed to elude him earlier.

But the moon was gone. Or at least hidden.

Is this real?

Rory couldn’t believe what he was seeing. He actually slipped under for a helpless moment because both his arms and feet stopped moving. He came back up quickly, sputtering and spitting out lake water, gaze fixed on the sky.

“What the fuck?” he whispered.

Was what he saw natural? Like, as in a natural phenomenon? What was above him appeared like some membrane, formed from smoky gray clouds, but alive. It rose up, mountainous, into the night sky. As he peered closer at the form, it seemed to almost breathe, to expand in and out. And within the gray smoke or fog, figures seemed to be spinning. They were black and amorphous, like shadows brought to life. The fact that the cloud—or whatever it was—cast an otherworldly silvery light from below didn’t make the figures any more distinctive.

This can’t be real. I’m back at the apartment right now, sound asleep next to Cole. That pizza really did a number on me. Rory knew his notions were simply wishful thinking.

The membrane or cloud or whatever one wanted to call it was as real as the moon had been above him.

The black figures, spinning, began, one by one, to drop. They were too far distant for Rory to hear any splashes, but he could plainly see that some of them were disconnecting from the membrane or cloud or whatever one wanted to call it and plopping down into the placid surface of Lake Michigan.

Because of its immensity, Rory was unable to determine if the thing above him was close by or distant. It could have been hovering directly overhead. Or it might have been as far away as downtown or even the western edge of Indiana. Perhaps it was some industrial disaster thrown up by the city of Gary? Perhaps it was a military experiment, a new kind of aircraft?

And of course Rory, ever the science fiction geek, came to the last supposition almost reluctantly, because it terrified him—perhaps it was some sort of alien vessel, a UFO in everyday parlance. The kind of thing Rory had both dreaded and hoped to bear witness to almost all of his young life.

He stared at it in wonder, lost for a moment in time. He hoped he’d gain more clarity on what the thing was, but the longer he stared, the more confusing it became. Was it some freak of nature? Some hitherto unseen cloud formation? Was it really a spaceship beyond his or anyone’s wildest imagination?

Whatever it was, he was certain it was warming the water around him, which led him to the conclusion that it must have some powerful energy to heat up a body of water as large as Lake Michigan. What had been cold, now felt almost as warm as bathwater.

And that scared Rory just as much as this monstrously huge thing in the sky above him. What if the water continued to heat up? What if it reached the boiling point and he was poached alive in it?

What if the black, shadowy beings he witnessed spinning within the mist meant him harm as they dropped from the cloud? What if they were, right now, swimming toward him, all bulbous heads and soulless gray eyes?

He shuddered in spite of the warmth of the water around him. He leveled himself out, lowered his face to the water, and began the fastest crawl he could manage toward shore, which suddenly seemed impossibly far away.

And a new fear seized him as he paddled, panting, through the dark water—what if something as prosaic as drowning claimed him? Would they ever find him?

What would Cole do when he woke at last, to find himself in bed and alone? What would he do as the sun rose, lighting up their little love nest, and there was no Rory?

Rory didn’t want to see the thing anymore. Just looking at it induced in him a feeling of dread so powerful, it nauseated him. So he kept his face in the water, only turning his head to the side every few strokes to grab a breath of air, until he neared the shore. He squatted low, panting hard, in the shallows and at last hazarded a glance up at the sky.

It was empty.

Save for a muted orange glow from light pollution and the moon, now distant, there was nothing in the sky. Rory crawled from the water and plopped down on the damp sand at the lake’s edge.

Had it simply been a hallucination? Or maybe there had been a cloud bank, a thunderhead maybe, and his sci-fi geek’s mind had transformed it into something much more wondrous? And much more threatening?

He shivered and rubbed his hands up and down his bare arms to warm himself. After a while, when he felt he was ready, he stood on shaky legs, the comparison to a newly born colt not lost on him, and staggered over to where he’d left his T-shirt and glasses. He yanked the tee over his head and put the glasses—chunky horn-rims—onto his face. He’d been wearing glasses since he was five years old. It felt more natural with them on than without.

It crossed his mind for half a second that his blurry vision had been a contributor to what he’d seen—or not seen; he was already doubting himself—but even with the glasses restoring his vision to twenty-twenty, the view of the sky above remained placid, dark, unremarkable.

He scanned the horizon for a while, still looking for something he’d lost, but saw nothing new other than an industrial ship way out there, at the very edge of what Rory imagined was the world.

Perhaps the ship would topple off the edge and into the mouth of a waiting giant membrane that looked something like a cloud with lights and spinning figures inside?

Rory thought he should laugh at the notion but couldn’t quite bring himself to. He walked slowly across the sand. It wasn’t until he got halfway up the steps to the street that he realized he’d left his flip-flops on the beach.

He hurried back to claim them. As he was stooping over to grab them, he noticed a dog running toward him. It was a black Labrador, or something like it, because it appeared as if it was some kind of charging shadow.

It rushed by him without slowing to sniff or in any way regard him. “Hey!” Rory called after the animal, which ignored him. Rory looked around to see if there was a frazzled owner, leash in hand, running after the dog, but the beach was empty.

When he looked back, the dog was gone.

Could it have been one of the dark figures that dropped from the cloud?

Rory froze at the middle of the stairs. The thought chilled him. The whole idea of his sanity suddenly came into question.

He hurried up the rest of the stairs and headed back toward his apartment. He hoped Cole hadn’t awakened and gone looking for him.

As he neared the courtyard of the building, he decided, unless he couldn’t avoid it, he would keep this whole weird episode to himself.

As he headed for his front door, he thought things would look better, more rational, in the light of day.

Right?


Chapter Two

And they did—look better. Or at least things looked more like a dream, something weird that could only happen alone very late at night, having none of the earmarks of reality.

Not really.

When Rory got back to the apartment, he undressed quickly and slid into bed beside Cole, who was snoring like a truck driver after a long haul. His snores were almost musical, rhythmic, punctuated every so often by a gasp. As Rory slid in beside him, Cole mumbled something in his sleep that sounded like “What’s the frequency?” but Rory knew that couldn’t have been what he said. Rory’s mind was playing weird tricks on him.

He lay still for a long while, knowing he wouldn’t sleep. Gray light started to seep into the room, and the sounds outside—birds singing, more traffic on Sheridan—also began to filter in.

Rory thought he could never fall back asleep, not after what happened at the beach, but he did.

When he awoke, bright sunlight streamed into the room, making dust motes dance in the beams. He looked over to see Cole, on one elbow, staring down at him. “We have to get something to throw over that window, or else we’ll never be able to sleep in on the weekends.”

“What?” Rory rubbed his eyes, got up on his own elbows.

“Curtains, blinds, a sheet, something. It’s only a little after six, for Christ’s sake.” Cole lay back, huffing. “I’m still tired, but I feel like I’m being interrogated or something.” He laughed, but there was a sense of bitterness behind it.

“Want me to do something?” Rory cast his gaze around the bedroom. The beach towels they’d picnicked on the night before were in a ball in a corner of the room. Maybe he could jury-rig a way to cover the window with them?

“Yeah. Take care of this.” And Cole flung back the sheet to reveal his erection standing proudly, a steel girder pointing up at his belly button.

The sight, with the butter-yellow sunlight streaming in on it, made Rory gasp with delight. He’d never seen anything more beautiful. He got immediately to his knees, positioning his lips just above Cole’s dick and went down on him.

Cole groaned, and Rory stopped for a moment to look up and ask, “Better?”

“Well, it doesn’t do anything about the sun, but it does tend to make one forget it.” He thrust into Rory’s mouth while at the same time gathering up a handful of Rory’s hair. It wasn’t long before Rory was enjoying his first protein-packed smoothie of the day.

It went a long way toward making him forget the weirdness of the night before.

After they’d both come, and in spite of the bright sunlight, they fell asleep again in each other’s arms, come on Rory’s chest sealing them together.

Rory didn’t wake until well after noon. He was alone in bed but smiled anyway. The smells of coffee and frying bacon wafted in from the kitchen. Were there two more heavenly morning scents?

How had he gotten so lucky? Not only had Cole obviously begun unpacking the kitchen, he was cooking, something he did very, very well. At the start of their relationship, Cole had told him he could be good in either one room or the other—the kitchen or the bedroom. But not both.

Rory was torn and had never voiced a preference. He didn’t have to. His man was equally good in each. How could Rory not love him like there was no tomorrow?

He sat up, back against the headboard, and peered out at the glaring brilliance of the sun. It looked like they were in for another day of blue skies and high temperatures. “Hot enough to fry an egg on the sidewalk” was what his grandma used to say.

A perfect day for the beach.

The last thought chilled him as an image of the cloud thing popped into his imagination, unbidden.

Cole must have pulled out his portable radio from one of the boxes, because suddenly the Spice Girls started singing, “2 Become 1.” It was kind of sweet—and timely. Rory lay back a bit on the pillows, throwing the sheet off him. At least it wasn’t Will Smith’s “Men in Black,” which seemed to be playing everywhere this summer. That would just be too weird.

He yawned and got up. He slid into his shorts from the previous night, knowing they’d continue to get sand everywhere, and padded toward the kitchen, making a brief detour at the bathroom to relieve himself.

When he got to the kitchen, he paused at the sight of chaos and loveliness that greeted him. Boxes were open everywhere on the small kitchen’s black-and-white tile floor. Strewn about that same floor and crowding the countertops were a toaster, measuring cups, mixing bowls, tea towels, an apron proclaiming “Kiss the Cock,” and, weirdly, Rory’s black interview suit, thrown over the back of a chair.

The window over the sink was open, and the smell of lake-scented air, with a slight fishy tang, wafted in, beneath the more wonderful aromas of Cole’s cooking.

Cole himself was at the stove, totally unaware of being watched. He wore only a pair of tighty-whities. His broad well-muscled back, dusted with brown freckles at the shoulders, and his powerful legs were causing Rory’s mouth to water as much as the bacon and coffee.

“When did you find the time to do all this?” Rory asked, by way of announcing his presence.

Cole jumped a little and turned to him, fork in hand. “You were out, buddy. Like a log!” He chuckled. “I was hungry when I woke up, so thought there was no time like the present to do a little unpacking.” He turned back to the stove, and Rory could discern from his movements he was flipping the sizzling bacon. Over his shoulder Cole asked, “How do you want your eggs? Scrambled would be easiest. But I can do anything at all for you, my love. Even over easy if I’m in the right mood.”

Rory snickered. “I have a funny feeling you’re not talking about eggs.”

“Ah, you’re just saying that to get in my shorts.”

“Nah, I don’t have to work that hard. Scrambled it is. You make the best.”

Rory laughed as Cole moved to the refrigerator and pulled out a carton of eggs, along with a pitcher of orange juice. “Wow,” Rory marveled. “You have been busy. Go to the store too?”

“Yeah, there’s a little convenience store around the corner on Sheridan. Prices are outrageous, but it’ll come in handy, I’m sure. You know, when we have midnight Brown Sugar Cinnamon Pop-Tarts attacks.”

“Right.” Rory plucked his suit off the back of one of the two ladder-back chairs and took it into the bedroom, where he hung it in the closet. When he returned, he sat on the same chair as Cole whisked.

“I was hoping they’d have some chives or something, but no such luck,” Cole said.

“Oh, don’t worry about it. This is way more than I expected anyway. I’m surprised I didn’t wake up with all you had going on.”

“As I said, you were zonked.”

Just as Rory spied a loaf of wheat bread on the counter, Cole asked if he wanted toast. “Sure. Can I do anything?”

“You can just stay put and keep me company. We have a lot to do today, mister! You’re gonna need your energy. Besides, I want to squeeze in at least a little time to get out to the beach.”

Mention of the beach sent a little chill through Rory, despite the heat of the kitchen. The morning routine seemed so normal, it had almost made him forget what occurred out there the night before.

He wondered if he ever could forget it.

*

A couple of weeks passed, and August morphed into September. It was still hot, and the promise of autumn, right then, anyway, appeared to be much the same as a promise a crooked politician would make—sounding good, sounding possible, but never to be delivered on.

Rory had just come in from his job downtown, where he worked in the IT department of a large insurance company. The work was mind-numbingly boring, involving installing and maintaining software on the company’s hundreds of computers. There was no challenge and no excitement. Still, the job had good benefits, paid him a decent salary, and he never had to work overtime. And he was right in the heart of the Loop, on Wabash, and his L train commute was easy.

Someday he’d find something more interesting. But right then, life at home with Cole was all he needed.

He threw down his messenger bag by the secretary desk at the front door and surveyed their home. Rory’s almost obsessive-compulsive personality had ensured the place was now completely unpacked and truly looking as though the two of them had lived there for two years instead of a mere two weeks.

Rugs were laid. Pictures were hung. Books and CDs were shelved and, at least for the moment, alphabetized. The television and stereo system were all set up, the audio patched in by Rory to the TV so they had stereo sound. In the kitchen, everything was in order.

Place mats on the dining room table. Cole’s mom’s good china in the built-in hutch. In the bedroom, the dark blue comforter was a nice contrast to the quilted gold throw at the foot of the bed. Cole’s boyhood stuffed monkey, Charlie, even lounged among the throw pillows at the head of the bed.

There was really nothing for Rory to do until Cole got home.

Well, that wasn’t quite true. Guiltily, he thought he could go into the kitchen and rattle some pots and pans, at least make an effort to come up with something edible for dinner, but he sorely lacked any talents in that department.

He scolded himself and knew he was just making excuses. Cole always told him there was nothing to cooking, not if you kept it simple, and that people who said they were hopeless at it, like Rory, simply didn’t like doing it.

He did make a quick tour of their small kitchen, opening and closing the fridge, peering into the pantry and a couple of cupboards, before deciding he had no idea what he could manage to make out of what they had on hand.

He ignored the voice that told him there were dozens of possibilities—spaghetti and meatballs, roast chicken, pork chops, a big salad, even a frozen pizza from Jewel—so he could do what he really wanted: sit at the dining room table, where their desktop computer was set up, and pick up on his game of Warcraft. He could get lost in it, which was exactly what he wanted—it made the time pass so much more quickly while he waited for Cole to come home from his job in the suburb just north of them, Evanston, where he worked at the Pier One store downtown as a clerk. Rory tried not to think what he always did about Cole and suitable employment—that he could do better.

Rory lost himself in his game, and before he knew it, two hours had gone by. He leaned back in his chair so he could see the wall clock on the soffit above the kitchen sink. It was already six thirty. It was Monday, so that meant Cole would work until seven. Maybe Rory should show the guy some mercy and at least order a pizza—for the second night in a row.

He shook his head and went back to his game, lost once more until the wall phone in the kitchen rang. He paused the game and hurried to answer.

“Hey.” It was Cole.

“Hey. Everything okay? I was just thinking about ordering some pizza, or maybe Italian from Leona’s?”

Cole sighed. “Do whatever you want for dinner.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah. I forgot they want me to stay late for inventory tonight.”

“I don’t even know what that means,” Rory, who’d never worked retail, said.

“And you don’t want to.” Cole said nothing for a minute and then, “I probably won’t be getting home until after ten, maybe not even until eleven. So feel free to order in, play your games, watch something on TV I wouldn’t like, like Doctor Who…” he trailed off as he laughed. When it came to entertainment, Cole was an out-and-proud chick-flick movie lover—he’d never met a romantic comedy he didn’t like and could tear up at the drop of a hat.

“I’ll miss you,” Rory said. And he really would. They were still so new to one another that time apart truly was agony. The prospect of spending the evening alone wasn’t a welcome one. Maybe he should pay a long overdue visit to his mom and dad in Wilmette tonight? He shrugged. At least they’d feed him and he wouldn’t be by himself.

“I’ll miss you too, buddy. But it won’t be long and I’ll be sliding under the sheets next to you.” He whispered the word “Naked,” and Rory immediately got hard.

“Okay, okay. I guess I have that to look forward to. I might hop on the train and go see Mom and Dad. They’ve been bugging me to visit. I think the last time I saw them was when we went to their house for that Fourth of July cookout. My mom’s going through withdrawal.” Rory laughed.

“That sounds like a good idea. Give me a buzz when you leave there. Maybe you can meet me on the platform at Davis Street and we can ride home together.”

“That would be great. If I go, I’ll definitely do that.”

“Listen, they’re calling me, so I gotta cut this short. I’ll see you in a little while. Try not to miss me too much.”

“Impossible.” Rory wanted to tell Cole that he loved him, but he’d already hung up.

While he had the phone in his hand, Rory punched in the number he knew by heart—that of his parents.

His mom answered on the second ring.

“Hey, Mom!”

“Um, who is this?”

“Oh, cut it out,” Rory said. His mother had the worst cornball sense of humor ever. “What are you and Dad up to?”

“Right now?”

“No, in the year 2016.”

“Oh, sweetie, we’ll probably both be dead by then. Cancer. It’s all the rage.”

“You’re not gonna get cancer,” Rory chided. “So, are you guys doing anything special tonight? Cole has to work overtime at the store, and I thought I might come up and pay the parental units a visit.”

“You mean see if you could cadge a free meal?”

“Well, yeah, that too. Especially if you’re making your famous meatloaf.” Rory wasn’t kidding. His mom made the best meatloaf in the world—she said the secret was in the finely chopped mushrooms she used.

“Oh, honey, I hate to say this, but your father and I won’t be here tonight.”

“Come on! It’s a Monday night. Where would you be?” Rory laughed. Sometimes his mom’s sense of humor didn’t even make sense.

“You know, we do have a life….”

“Since when?”

“Rory, my dear, you’re bordering on the disrespectful.”

This time Rory was smart enough to know his mom wasn’t kidding around, and it was true—he had crossed a line. “Sorry, Mom. What are you guys up to?”

As if to prove the truth, his dad called in the background for her to “Get a move on.”

“Your father and I have a little date night on Mondays. We’ve been doing it for a while, which you’d know if you were ever around anymore. Tonight we’re going to dinner in Evanston at the Lucky Platter and then going to see The Full Monty.”

Rory had to laugh, and then grimace at the thought of his mother seeing such a film. He knew at heart he was a worse prude than his own parents. “You know what the full monty is, don’t you, Mom?”

“Not sure, but I’m looking forward to finding out!” She giggled and sounded a lot younger than her years. Rory was certain she knew exactly what it was and shuddered to think maybe his dad was taking her to see the full monty in a movie theater so he could show her his own when they got home. “I need to go, sweetie. Maybe you could come by tomorrow night?”

Rory couldn’t help but feel disappointed. Tomorrow was Cole’s night off, and they’d planned their own date night—at home, just the way Rory liked it. “I’ll talk to Cole. He’s off tomorrow.”

He wished he hadn’t admitted that.

“Well then, perfect!” his mother chirped. “I’ll expect you two at six. And yes, I will make my meatloaf, with mashed potatoes and creamed corn.”

Rory pictured himself at the parental table, wearing a bib.

“Okay, can we bring anything?”

His mother thought for a moment and then said, “See if you can get Cole to make us a batch of his chocolate chip cookies. You know how much your father loves them. I do too!”

His father yelled, “Greta!”

“I’ve got to go.” And without even a goodbye, his mom hung up.

Rory sat on the little stepstool they’d positioned under the kitchen wall phone and wondered what to do with himself for the night. He knew he could easily play Warcraft until the wee hours of the morning. Cole was amazed at how Rory lost himself in what he referred to as a “stupid video game.”

In a way, he knew Cole was right. His gaming could sometimes border on the obsessive-compulsive.

Maybe see what was on TV? He went into the living room, grabbed the remote off the coffee table. Sprawled on the couch, he aimed it at the TV and powered it up. He sighed. America’s Funniest Home Videos (lame), Suddenly Susan (lamer), or Melrose Place (Cole loved it; he should tape it for him). He switched the TV off within minutes of looking at the onscreen cable guide. He could pull out one of their videos and watch something. But he shook his head. He didn’t really feel like being so passive—and he knew it.

He got up from the couch and looked out the window. The sky was getting darker, a mix of smoky gray and violet at the moment. He knew other gay men his age would probably use this free time as an opportunity to go out, to head down to the bars on Halsted, even if it were just to innocently watch videos at Sidetrack. And he knew Cole wouldn’t mind if he did that, but Rory had never had much interest in bars. He’d met Cole at the gym. And Rory didn’t much like the taste of alcohol anyway. Cole called him a lightweight. And Cole was right.

Rory preferred his own company. Whenever he was dragged to a gay bar, he felt like he didn’t fit in, as though it were peopled with exclusive club members who all knew some secret word he wasn’t privy to. Despite sharing the same sexual orientation, Rory could never be one of them.

Alone was good. He really didn’t mind it. Really.

So solitude would be just what he would treat himself to for the night.

He’d take a walk along the lakefront, appreciating the relatively clean air and the soothing sound of the waves, and head south—see where it brought him. When the mood struck, probably somewhere around the Edgewater neighborhood, he’d head west, find a place to eat dinner on Clark or Broadway. Rory had never minded eating alone, especially if he had a book.

Which reminded him. He got up and went into the bedroom, where he snatched his current read, Stephen King’s Desperation, off the nightstand. He was finally getting around to reading it.

After checking his back pocket for his wallet and his front pocket for his keys, Rory headed out for his own little night on the town. Maybe there’d be cheeseburgers involved. Moody’s Pub on Broadway?

Once outside, Rory headed toward the beach. The nice thing about where they lived was that he could walk practically all the way downtown if he chose to without ever losing sight of the changing waters of Lake Michigan.

Sheridan Road, behind him, was still alive with late rush-hour traffic. Buses spewed exhaust into the air, the hiss of their pneumatic doors a constant. Horns blared. A siren did its Doppler thing as it raced north or south on the busy thoroughfare. Distant conversations rose up as pedestrians made their way home from work.

Rory felt grateful he was headed toward the lakefront. He felt a sense of liberation. As he descended the steps to the beach, he noticed an immediate lowering of the urban soundtrack just a couple of blocks west of him. Here, on the sand, it was quieter, peaceful. Lazily, the surf rushed to shore.

Rory sat on the bottom step and watched as the last of dusk’s tepid light faded into complete darkness. Tonight there was no moon. There were a few clouds in the sky—cirrus, stretched out like long strands of cotton candy, gray against the inky dark of the sky.

He remembered what he’d borne witness to here a couple of weeks ago. He kicked at some sand. Had he really seen anything? Wasn’t it just a bank of clouds his overactive imagination had transformed into something more? Rory shrugged, looking south as the sound of laughter came from that direction. There was a young couple, a boy and a girl, kicking their way through the water at the shore’s edge, holding hands.

His imagination played tricks—that’s what he told himself—and he’d told himself enough times that at this point he pretty much believed his own self-delusion. Except not really. In his mind, maybe, he could fall for the lie. But in his heart, he knew he’d seen something strange and otherworldly.

He got up and began walking south, a part of him on the lookout for the thing he’d seen in the sky that night. But all he saw were fellow travelers on the lakefront paths—people with dogs, people running, guys rollerblading despite the dark, a group of high-school-age kids smoking a joint on some boulders and giggling as Rory passed by. Somewhere distant, perhaps out of someone’s open apartment window, the sound of Oscar Peterson’s piano.

As he entered the campus of Loyola University, he started to feel a couple of things. The first was simple—he was hungry. All he’d had for lunch was what he’d brought: a tuna salad sandwich Cole had made for him and an apple, which had been a little too soft. He hadn’t finished it.

The second thing was that he felt oddly alone—and maybe just a tad lonely. As comfortable as he imagined himself in his own skin, Rory realized he longed for Cole’s company or, if he couldn’t have that, the company of his parents.

Someone. Anyone.

He walked south until he came to Thorndale and then headed west over to Broadway and made his way to Moody’s Pub. The place had been there forever. Rory could remember his parents taking him there as a kid for their most excellent cheeseburgers. Which was exactly what he craved right now.

It was Monday night, so the place wasn’t busy, and Rory had his choice of tables outside on the patio. His waitress was a woman about his own age, with long blonde hair parted in the middle. She had a very 1960s vibe, right down to her peasant blouse and cutoff jean shorts. He supposed if he were wired differently, he might have found her attractive.
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