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Have you ever met someone who felt perfect for you? Not just “good enough” or “good”. Perfect.

You looked into their eyes, and the whole world stopped. They could have been standing in the middle of the most colorful crowd, and yet, to you, everyone but them would have been black and white, monochrome at most.

You saw them. You felt it. You wanted to do something. You wanted to do a million things about it. But you couldn’t.

You just kept looking. Every now and then. Finally, you spoke to them. Or rather, they spoke to you. Because you were too worn out.

Too tired. Too tired to speak to them. Or to speak at all. Too tired to speak when you didn’t have to. But even if you weren’t tired, you couldn’t reach out to them. You couldn’t reach out to anyone. Not like this.

You couldn’t have them. But it wasn’t just them you couldn’t have. You couldn’t have anyone. Because you had someone already. Someone waiting for you back home. As much as you dreaded going back “home” these days.

You were perfectly aware of what a despicable, irresponsible excuse of a human being you’d be to mess with that. Not just because you’d hurt the person you once brought into your life. Or because you’d most likely wreck your own life, too. That last part would have been the least of anyone’s concern, including yours. Because you’d also wreck the lives of the people you brought not only into your life, but into this world.

You did not choose to feel the way you did. And you did not act upon it. But you still felt it. And you did not stop them from letting you feel it.

Each and every time they asked you a question your spouse never had. Each and every time they looked at you as if you were the embodiment of perfection. Each and every time they drank every single word from your lips as if it was the nectar from the goblet of gods. Each and every time their fingers brushed against yours, each and every time their hand lingered...

You felt it. You felt all of it. You enjoyed it. And, one day, you thought... Just that. “One day”.

One day, your children were going to have lives of their own. One day, their wellbeing wouldn’t hinge on you deluding yourself. Deluding yourself into surviving another day with a person who made you feel like an unwelcome guest at best, and an intruder and a waste of oxygen at worst. One day, you’d be able to look your parents in the eyes, and not feel like you’ve just disappointed them by throwing away the life they watched and helped you build.

One day. This was your hope. One day. One day, you would do it. One day, you wouldn’t be a homewrecker, a cheat, or a selfish deadbeat for doing so.

You’d be your own person. You’d be yourself again. Just like when you were young. Moving on with your own life. Making decisions for yourself. Chasing after your own happiness. One day.

One day, you’d look back into those adoring eyes. And they would say... 

“You must have been so many, many things to others. Now, I will be all of those things, and more, to you.”

And they’d accept you. And introduce you to their family. Perhaps to their parents. They’d welcome you with open arms. You’d help them smooth over whatever it was between them and your spouse, if need be. You’d become a part of another family while also keeping the most important part of your own. You’d relive all the good parts of a relationship while being able to recognize and avoid so many, many of the worst ones. Because, god knows, you’ve seen A LOT of those.

That’s what you wanted to happen. That’s what was supposed to happen. That’s how things were supposed to go. But they didn’t.

Defiantly, the same lips you once wanted to kiss told you that you were the cause of the greatest pain in their life. Because you tried to help them. To help them patch things up. So they’d experience their own family just like you had once experienced yours. You meant well. You only wanted to help. You risked so much for them. And that’s how they repaid you.

So you ended things. Your heart still broke sometimes when, after freezing them out on a good day of yours, you saw them shutting down around you when you were having a bad day and could use what you once had with them again. And then, they were chipperly chatting up someone else on this bad day of yours. Right in front of you. Chatting someone up like they used to chat with you. Except... they seemed to actually enjoy it now.

So you opened up again. Just for a moment. You cracked the door open. But, around you, they reverted to that person you have rejected. So you rejected them again.

But not before giving them one final pity talk. A pity talk. Not a chance. You were doing this out of pity. Not out of hope. Or, as much as you hate to admit this sometimes, out of care. That’s when you got told you are loved...

And then you got told you were grief. Not directly. But, apparently, “humans are mostly grief”. And you are human. They could have given you another non-apology right after. But you aren’t stupid. You can put two and two together. It’s not that difficult to figure it out.

So you told them “good luck”. You told them you hoped they find someone else to “love”. You were merciful enough not to draw those quotes in the air as you expressed your wishes for them. God help the next person this thing might befall, you thought. And you still showed them enough grace not to say that last part out loud.

You see them around a few more times. Sometimes, you don’t care. Sometimes, it’s stressful. Or annoying. Not because they’re doing anything, as far as you can tell. You’re just... too anxious. In general.

A time or two, it’s flattering. Then it starts being just stressful. And then, as they remain passive and just stare at you longingly... It makes you angry.

A year or two later, they try to chat you up. You listen. But you don’t engage. And you walk away briskly. They leave you with an apology or two, for things you barely remember but still feel. Maybe you heard an acknowledgement or words of admiration for something you yourself don’t remember doing anymore, too.

They don’t follow you around. Or come where you spend your days. You receive a few emails over those years. At first, they are wordy. Not deep. Rambling. Not inappropriate or threatening, thank goodness. You don’t respond to those.

The next two or three emails get short. They ask you to cooperate with them once more... so, to get back together. For you to once again burden yourself with them. Maybe they’re not as smart as they thought they were, and can’t make it out there without you, after all. Or maybe no one out there, wherever there is, is as stupid as you were.

It doesn’t matter. You send a CC of your last reply to your superior. In a way such that they can see. And... it stops. Not just the emails. All of it. Gradually, but still.

They go out of their way for you a few times. To open the door for you when you cross paths. Even though they weren’t going the same way. Or going anywhere at that time, for that matter. They try to speak to you again. Just one time. In person. And you just... raise an open hand. But not to hit. Not over your head. Just halfway up, with the tips of your fingers stopping at the height of your own shoulder. To say “stop”.

That’s when the flickers in the background stop completely. Your signal stops being intercepted. You can still find their name in the system for some time. You know who they hang out with now. Their official schedule is always a few clicks away. Just like your own, or anyone else’s. But you never check. You don’t want this new person. This caricature of the person you once fell for. And you see them just one more time.

You’re both stuck at those lights. And they notice you first. They keep looking at you. You don’t smile. They eventually do. You look away. They keep looking at you. At last, they nod. You give half a nod back.

You don’t know how to feel about them still staring at you. You picked this route to avoid them, to not walk into them ever again... They didn’t approach you. And you were relieved. Relieved to see them go in the opposite direction once they got to the other side of the street before you did.

As the time goes on, you forget that you... loved them? This very thought feels so utterly ridiculous now. You hate them. You hate the situation their mere presence puts you into. You hate seeing them. You hate having them try to speak to you again. You hate seeing them. You took all the precautions necessary to never see them again. And you never do.

You never see them. You never ask about them. You don’t know if they ask about you. For the sake of the life you chose not to flip upside down for them in the end, you hope they do not. You don’t know if you will ever meet them again. But you hope you won’t.

But, the crisis that made you feel like it was you and your spouse, the spouse you chose to stay with, when it was just the two of you against the world, comes to an end. The dust settles. And, once again, it’s the two of you against each other.

Even worse, the crisis might have been not a real crisis at all. At least not in the way you thought it to be. So... what was it all for?

If you could go back in time, you’d act... different. You’d never say this out loud. But you would. If you could go back in time. But... you can’t.

Asking yourself these “what ifs” is just as futile as it is comforting. Like, for example... If you could meet those adoring eyes again. What would you tell them?
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Would you tell them how your schedule is all out of whack right now? And how, somehow, you got a whole week off in the middle of October? Would you tell them how empty your apartment feels these days?

Especially now. Now that both of your kids have moved out. To a different city. To the same city their mother lives in. With her new husband.

You could tell them about all your doubts. Your doubts regarding how long has she actually known him. And how you find it hard to believe that a marriage after less than six months of knowing each other can be this happy.

About how all of this reminds you of the first time she found someone better than you. And how it still seems as if she thought even less than you had before you... well, you did nothing and something at the very same time.

About how the only reason you found out was a typo. That’s the only reason that message was sent to you, and not to her. The message with all the pictures attached. The pictures she asked him to send her, secrecy be damned... Because she wanted to “remember the happiest moments of her life”. And he thought it was “so sweet”. Bleh!

Or maybe not “bleh”. Maybe, if you were a bit more sappy, a bit more loving, and much more appreciative... Maybe then, she wouldn’t have had to seek love somewhere else?

You can’t blame her. You can’t even correct your own colleague when he repeatedly calls the student you’re supposedly close with by the wrong name... In front of said student. The name you know this student hates and is currently legally changing.

And that’s just one example. And it’s not about being at home, at work, or anywhere in between. Or about confronting your spouse. Or a stranger. Or a coworker. Or even your boss. You just don’t have it in you. You don’t have it in you to stand up. For someone else. Or for yourself. Or for anything at all.

And why? Because that’s how you survived. You tolerated the jabs. About your deer-in-headlight eyes, and your “deer brain to match”. About how you’ve only ever acted “like a man” two times in your life. When you sired your two children. About how your children are the only reason she doesn’t look back upon all of her times with you with disgust and disbelief.

And so on. There’s a lot of it. And there’s only one thing it all has in common. One common denominator. You.

You don’t learn. You don’t listen. You can’t do things right. No matter how much you try. If you try, that is. You’ve been told you don’t so many times by now, it’s not completely implausible you actually don’t.

So, as things stand, you can’t change the past. It seems you can’t control your future, either. So you focus on the present. You can’t blame yourself for things not going your way in this very moment, can you?

So you don’t look back. Not really. You’re too swamped with work for that. You barely even remember to set the reminders to set reminders to do what needs to be done.

Sometimes, you look at that door. On a certain day of the week. At a certain hour. And you wait for a few moments. With anticipation. With reluctance. With disgust. With longing. And with excitement. You’re not quite sure why. And for what. And... nothing happens.

But you aren’t relieved. Not anymore. Nowadays, you’re just... disappointed.

The dark blue tiles move beneath your feet. Or maybe it’s your feet that are moving? What is the true frame of reference in this universe? You have a PhD in these things, and yet, you still don’t know. Odds are, you never will. But... that’s fine. You are fine with it.

Well, not fine. You aren’t happy about it. What you mean by “fine” these days is, you’ve learned to live with it. You’ll never take care of it, deal with it, or know it. It, and many, many other things. Because your time is no longer running out. Your time is over.

At fifty-five years of age, professor Auren Stonelake had known all of this. He had also accepted that his life was, effectively, over. He did not know if it had effectively ended that year, or, maybe, a decade or more before that, and he just hadn’t noticed. All he knew for sure was, he was no longer living.

He existed. He existed as a father. He used to exist as a husband, until not that long ago. As a son, until a few years back. He still existed as a coworker. As an employee. As a superior, and as a teacher, too. But he, Auren Stonelake... he was no more.

No one saw him outside of a role of some sort. No one listened to him just for the sake of hearing what he had to say. And no one who did still truly care about him had the luxury of choosing him in the first place. No one perceived him. So he could’ve as well not existed at all.

“Are you sure you’re alright, dad?” a sweet, feminine voice on the other end of the line.

“Yes, I’m perfectly fine,” Auren laughed his breathy, breaking laugh. “Why don’t you tell me how you are doing, Erica? How are you finding the campus this year? Are you getting along with your brother? I hope the apartment isn’t too small for the two of you...”

“I’m... perfectly fine, too, dad,” the shrug and the raised eyebrows on the other end were almost audible. “Gilbert does my laundry, so I’d be a fool to complain,” his daughter’s voice was so similar to her mother’s when she laughed. Like tiny, silver bells ringing in a palace ballroom. “We take care of the meal prep together on the weekends. And the apartment is fine, it’s... great, actually. Sure, it’s kind of awkward sometimes that only I have my own bedroom and Gil sleeps on the couch, but there isn’t much to clean. Thanks again for renting it for us, by the way, dad. It’s so much more peaceful in here than in the dorms.”

“No need to thank me, princess,” Auren smiled as he closed the suitcase. “I want you to make the most out of all the time you have... How’s Ava, by the way? You mentioned the dorms, so I take it you’ve paid her a visit?”

“Yeah, she’s doing well, dad! She told me to thank you for buying her the bus pass this year, too,” his already lively daughter immediately sounded even more energized. “As for her major, textile engineering is not something she thought she’d study while we were both still in high school. But she’s liking it so far. She says that, in the worst case, she’ll just look into what she calls ‘generic office jobs’ for the first few years after college, and if it does not feel right, she’ll try to put her degree to use. Oh
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