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Aurelian Jamie, a fifty-five years old engineering professor was limping up the gray hallway. The fingers of his left hand were clenching on the hard handle of a wooden cane. The fingers of his right hand were clenching on a significantly more fragile bunch of short, green stems. His eyes narrowed and a nervous smile appeared on his lips as he looked down at the flimsy petals.

Yellow and black. Purple and orange. A few  white ones, too. They weren’t roses. Or even tulips. They were pansies. This was the best he could find at the florist’s in that small valley town.

Aurelian was no botanist, and while he did spend his commute and at least fifteen minutes before bed reading each day, he was even less of a poet. He had no idea what these particular flowers meant. In and of themselves, or with their colors taken into account. Only now did it dawn on him that he might be about to send a message he did not mean. Just because it did not cross his mind to pull out his phone and check. 

Not because he couldn’t. Because he didn’t think. He didn’t think, and now he didn’t know. And since he didn’t know the right answer... How could he ever do the right thing?

Not-knowing and not-doing seemed to be a recurring theme in his life. Aurelian Jamie didn’t know a lot of things. He did know a lot of things, too. With a PhD to his name, a tenure at a university, and no debt while putting two children through college, he liked to think he couldn’t be dumber than the average Joe. But he also couldn’t forget that this did not necessarily mean he was objectively smart.

His breath shallow, maybe due to physical exertion, or maybe simply due to stress, Aurelian stopped and leaned on his cane. He was a tall, slim man. His outfit, a light gray, long-sleeved shirt, very dark red (or maybe brown? This color probably did have a name, but Aurelian did not know it), loose, corduroy pants, and brown leather shoes, did not deviate from the way he’d been dressing for the past two decades, maybe more. With a deep sigh, his gaze fell down upon the dark tiles.

I shouldn’t be here, he thought. Not here as in ‘in this building’ or even ‘in this valley’, but ‘here’ as in... right here. He should have been more hesitant. This could... well, this could not end well. Maybe not “escalate to HR” level of not well, but it could certainly jeopardize if not his job back home, then at least his position on this project. Or at the very least brand him as a... man of alternative preferences in the eyes of everyone around him.

In and of itself, in this day and age, especially in the academia, it would not have been a problem. But Aurelian was straight. And, for the same reason a homosexual person can find the suggestion of him- or herself engaging with the opposite sex nauseating or insulting, Aurelian did not want to come across as a gay man.

Because he wasn’t gay. He did not share the experience and the perception of other men or of the world in general he assumed most gay men shared, and, to be perfectly honest... Even in this day and age, being perceived as gay still came with its own set of struggles on top of what you had to face in life by default. And Aurelian had more than enough to struggle with as it was.

There was that. And there was also the fact that his sexual orientation or how it played into his overall identity was not something he had to consider on daily basis. The subject came up so rarely, in fact, that, in his own head, Aurelian Jamie wasn’t straight, gay, bi or asexual. He just was. He had sired and proudly raised two children. There was nearly twenty-five years of a mostly happy, straight marriage on his record. He did have a few crushes, and a short relationship before that, too. On women, and with a woman, of course. And his ring finger was longer than his index one. On both hands.

All of this, the straight life, that is, came to him naturally. In and of itself. He had to put in some effort and make conscious decisions to ensure he had a good straight life, of course. But it all felt right. Natural. Like breathing. He had to think about how to do it sometimes, but he almost never needed to think what to do. Just like when it came to the way he dressed.

No tight-fitting shirts or pants were worn by him on the regular. No unusual patterns or loud colors. In other words, he did not act or dress in a way that would indicate he was anything other than a plain straight man. Even the things he couldn’t change or control, like his bone structure or his facial features, played right into this image.

His face and his body, while they both tended towards the delicate end of the spectrum for a man, with his fine nose and his narrow waist, were not effeminate. There was no lisp to his voice, for whatever that was worth. His voice itself, while definitely not the deepest in existence, was unmistakably male. Even when it got whiny or breathy, like when he got excited or nervous. Aurelian did not exactly like, but he did not dislike this feature of his, either. What he did dislike these days, however, was that his voice was, unmistakably, middle-aged.

He felt silly whenever he went into such great detail on his own looks in his own head. Silly, and...  ungrateful. Overall, he had a nice body. Relatively healthy, and objectively slim. His hands still looked nice, too. Not-middle-aged, that is. So did his neck. And his face. For the most part. His hair was something he could always be proud of. With his hairline retaining that mature yet not overly receded shape even now, halfway through his fifties. Sure, his hair was thinner than twenty years ago. Or even just ten years ago. And it was completely gray now, too. But it still looked good enough.

Or did it? Aurelian took one confident step forward, only to stop once again. He was only twenty feet away from that office. That office he’d never been to before. In this building he had never seen until today. Among these majestic, gray mountains. Hidden among the coniferous, fragrant forests. And, according to what one of the security guards said to those two women from the research institute at the Capital, not that far from a pretty big lake.

Aurelian took a deep breath. He did not know what to expect. He dared not look that man up on the internet. The file of memories with that name had been pushed off the desk of his memory. Off the desk, and straight into the shredder. The shredded remains, in turn, went straight into the fire that kept swallowing more and more with each passing year, whether Aurelian fed it or not. But, somehow, a few strips of that once beloved, then hated, and now sought after paper had narrowly escaped the embrace of the flames.

Aurelian could see these strips in his head. He could almost feel them between his fingers. They were mere strips of paper, quite narrow, and quite short. Each one with no more than a single line, a single sentence that meant nothing to anyone other than him. These were shreds of Aurelian’s memories. Memories for which there was no place in his head.

Between the file cabinet stuffed with all the things too painful to remember and too dear to destroy at the very same time, and the cork board with his children’s birthdays, the anniversary of his failed marriage, and all the other things he had to do at work... There simply was no time and no space for such nonsense.

Nonsense. Because that’s what these strips were. These singular, isolated lines. Ripped out of the page, and out of context. They almost looked like... verses from the Bible. And whenever Aurelian read them, he always remembered a line or two that used to come before. Or after. Like, for example...

“This Christmas break, I want to forget anything and everything related to this place in any way-Oh...! Maybe not everything,” the younger man quickly backpedaled and did all the damage control he possibly could with a closed-lipped, apologetic smile on his face as Aurelian flinched.

...or...

“So you’re... forty-two years old, professor??? Wow...! You look... amazing!” he said with genuine awe, with those piercing blue eyes shining brighter than the brightest of stars.

...and, finally...

“When you said that... Nothing has ever hurt me this much.”

That last one. It still stung. It really, really stung. Even now. And, even now, Aurelian couldn’t help but silently argue.

He was only trying to help. You only get one family. You have to appreciate them while you still got them! With his own mother gone now, too, Aurelian knew what he was talking about.

He had snubbed that man. That impertinent wastrel. A weirdo who kept crossing his path around the campus for three bloody YEARS after Aurelian had wished him to find a new object to “love”. He was even nice enough not to enunciate these quotes. Not to mention not drawing them in the air. That’s how generous he was, despite his strained nerves.

Still, that blonde, gaunt thing even had the gall to try and talk to him. Right before it disappeared. As if they were taking a walk together. After repeatedly raising his blood pressure week by week. Because, allegedly, it just “happened” to be taking exams in the same building Aurelian has been working in.

And it just had to walk those ten feet to open that glass door for Aurelian. That very same, heavy glass door Aurelian had been struggling with for the past three weeks. Refusing to let his recovering leg and still faintly bruised body keep him home. Or even just make him use the elevator.

The younger man was so obvious. So painfully, annoyingly, infuriatingly... amusingly obvious. Just like that first time. During their first real conversation. In Aurelian’s office. Had the youth gone home after Aurelian had already been ten minutes late, who knows what would have happened next?

Would the blonde man had found himself somebody else? Would he have fallen apart just like Aurelian had seen him fall? Except, a bit sooner? And, without even starting to come together in the first place? Or was it... whatever “it” was... truly something special? Something that would not have happened between anyone else?

Aurelian was about to find out. Or at least try to. And if he did not get the answer he was hoping for...

Well. He had accepted he had only himself to blame for most things in his life. And this, in hindsight, was no different.

The middle-aged man swallowed nervously. His throat was feeling tight. He shifted his weight from one foot onto the other in front of that dark, oak door. The hallway smelled of fresh wood and perhaps a high-quality cleaning detergent. He adjusted the loose collar of his shirt. He was about to knock on that door. But his hand froze just two inches away from the dark, glistening wood.

He saw his own reflection. In that perfectly smooth, polished surface. Aurelian touched his hair, and moved a few strands back into place. He tried smiling at himself. And he winced as soon as his reflection smiled back at him.

No. No! Bad idea. He looked like a grimacing monkey. With that wide grin of a fool, and those... how did Clotilde put it? “Asian caricature” squinty eyes.

He knew he wasn’t hideous. But if a person who had chosen to spend over two decades of her life with him, to have two of his children, and to raise them with him did not find him to be... maybe not beautiful, but at least more so easy on the eyes than not... then who could?
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Well, at least Aurelian was the one to notice his own lack of appeal first this time around. He doubted the pansies in his hand would sway the other man in his favor. Even a woman would not have been impressed with the painfully plain, laughably small bouquet.

Especially after Aurelian had given the stems a hearty squeeze. He genuinely hoped he hadn’t damaged the poor things. What the hell was he even thinking? Oh, that’s right. He wasn’t.

He needed to brace himself and face his past. He took a deep breath. He began an ever-insufficient mental preparation for the upcoming rejection. He needed to come up with a justification for the predicted negative outcome. Because he knew that’s what was coming his way.

He deserved it now because of what he did back then. For, you see, Aurelian... had not acted in the best of ways. It was going to be either confusing or outright painful for the blonde to see him. Confusing if the blonde had forgotten him and moved on to better things. Painful if he did not forget. After all, “humans are mostly grief”. The blonde had told Aurelian so himself.

Alright. One more breath. First, a memory of the good times. Next, a memory of why, at the end, Aurelian did not fight for them to continue. Then, a memory of when and for how long he did fight for it. A memory of the moment he decided this bridge was better off burned. And finally, the memory of an offering of peace landing at his feet just after he had started the fire.

Back then, Aurelian stood there. He just stood there. Staring down at the unexpected, undeserved, non-metaphorical sugary offering. First in silence. Then, with what he had meant to be words of genuine concern and care. But what came across only as yet another insult.

Thus, the charred bridge, or whatever little was left of it, went down. Not even with an angry kick. With a single, accidental nudge.

Aurelian did not know if the charred remains of their relationship would have been strong enough to build upon. Or even to hold the weight of either one of them as he conceded and risked it all to try and get to the other’s side. The fact was, the bridge was gone. And when the calling came from the other side again, Aurelian, he... he had had enough.

He had bridged enough gaps. Taken enough risks. And endured enough cold shoulders and compromises throughout his life. He was sick of it all. So, so sick... And, to add insult to the injury, he was no better than his wife now.

She may have had her fun. In that supply closet. With that young, allegedly handsome medic. Aurelian couldn’t know for sure, he’d never met him. But she did not try and plan to run away with him. Even if said “running away” would have taken place at least a decade down the road since their first meeting. Like Aurelian’s was supposed to.

And even if she did make such plans, too... At least she did not choose a side piece who tried to actually go through with it all. To stick around. To prod, ask, and beg. To linger on that station until the very last train... Only to get on that train alone and disappear in the end.

Not that Aurelian wasn’t relieved to finally be rid of his wannabe suitor and, for the first year and a half of their relationship, would-have-been mentee. He absolutely was.

It was glorious to finally not see that name pop up whenever he typed an “L” or a “D” into the recipient box. Not to see that man mingle with Aurelian’s own peers at last, all of them blissfully unaware of how much trouble he could be. Or have to witness him cozy up to someone oddly similar to Aurelian, and yet, so, so much different...

No. Not “different”. Better. So. Much. Better.

This man’s disappearance was a huge relief. No more “hellos” that made the middle-aged man start. No more doors opening on their own. No more infuriatingly hopeful, lingering looks, sticking to Aurelian like that sticky hand toy his kids once played with used to stick to the wall. Finally peace. Finally safety.

It was marvelous! It really was. So... why wasn’t Aurelian happy?

Aurelian knew why. His problem... All 
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