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Eden Lovejoy, a fifty-five years old engineering professor, was, once again, deprived of the bliss of getting lost in his own little world. The offending party was a phone call this time. The noise wasn’t coming from his pocket, though, but from his desk.

Hence, it had to be work-related. Hence, there was a slim chance it was something important. And not just someone he wanted nothing to do with trying to get him to do something he did not have to do.

Too indifferent to even sigh or roll his eyes, Eden picked up the phone. It was the secretary. Well, she’s always been nice to hear from. Even if whatever she had to relay to him wasn’t nice at all.

“Professor Lovejoy, doctor Woods is here to see you.” that single word made Eden’s heart drop. “With flowers.”

Woods? Woods... It was a common enough last name. Eden tried to remember a face or a name to go along with it, but he couldn’t remember a single “Woods” in his class or in a faculty meeting. Nothing. Eden did not know any “Woods”.

And even if he did, it would not be close enough of a relationship for anyone with such a name to come asking for him. Much less with flowers- Wait. Flowers. Who in the bloody hell would bring him, an old, standoffish, asocial man- Oh, god. Now he remembered. It was all coming back. It was coming back like cancer.

Woods. Let it not be “Michael Woods”. Let it not be “Michael”, Eden thought, rubbing his eyes.

“In a moment,” Eden put the phone back down with a sigh. And with too much force even for his own liking.

Oh, god. It couldn’t be Michael Woods. The Michael Woods. Not that... self-centered pest of a youth. The man who invited himself into Eden’s life. Who made him feel like he mattered for a few weeks. Who kept him in that weird oxytocin limbo for about two years... Only to make Eden his sounding board and berate him for his “mistakes” in the end.

Not the Michael Woods who kept crossing Eden’s path on campus even after that. Who was too dense to realize that Eden not showing any enthusiasm at his sight was him telling Michael, *once again*, to stay away. To stay away and out of his life.

Not the Michael Woods who was so selfish, so foolish, as to have the gall to confess his love to Eden... While the mere act of doing so was an act of the exact opposite. Given Eden’s circumstances at that time, that is.

There was more to it, of course. More than Eden could recall in about a minute or two whilst he was running down the stairs. 

Eden Lovejoy did not like to think about that chapter of his life. He disliked it so much, he actively avoided thinking about it. Just like he once used to not think about his now ex-wife having cheated on him with that young, and, according to her, “dreamy” doctor. In that hospital closet, of all places... But it was all water under the bridge now.

All of her deeds, that is. For all those years Eden tried to make it work between them... And he still failed. And as for Michael’s deeds... It was a different story.

Michael Woods’s mistakes weren’t water under the bridge. They were the fire that tried to devour it. And eventually succeeded in doing so. He... It... It was all so wrong. It was all so wrong, suppressing all those memories was the only way Eden could keep on working in this building without being haunted by the shadows of the past. The past of the future that never came.

The tiled steps of the steep stairs looked all the same under Eden’s feet. His back felt stiff. His heart was beating faster. But his hands remained cold. He looked up from the floor only once he was at the heavy glass door to the admin’s office.

First came the relief. Then came the disappointment. Then, both of these feelings were replaced by confusion.

Blonde hair. Short, longer on top but still short overall. Swept to the side, in what Eden could best describe as a textbook propaganda poster haircut. Maybe the rectangular face with a strong jaw, straight nose, and high cheekbones made him think of that “propaganda” part. Well, the pale skin, and the bright, piercing blue eyes did not help.

These were the things he could recognize. The rest, however... Michael Woods was on the shorter side. Not a runt or a dwarf. 5’6 is not a desirable height for a man, but not a disability, either. Eden himself was tall, but not extremely so. And the man in front of him was definitely two or three inches taller than him.

And well-built, to boot. Broad, square shoulders. Wide chest, but also a pleasantly slim waist. Narrow hips, too. Long legs. Formal, black, leather shoes. They matched the suit. Red tie. White shirt. Not alarming in and of itself, but that’s exactly what Michael considered to be his best attire...

Eden’s fingers were wrapped around the doorhandle already. It was too late to back out. He’d been standing there for at least two seconds too long. And, all this time, those piercing blue eyes had been glued to him. Drawn to Eden’s svelte figure like a moth to the flame.

The blonde man’s hopeful smile faltered. He looked Eden up and down while taking a small step back. Eden bit his lip. His own smile had to remain nonexistent. Too often his nervousness had been mistaken for joy, and too often his joy had been mistaken for a white flag.

“...Good morning, professor,” the younger man, now in his early thirties from what Eden could vaguely recall, was the one to break the silence.

“How may I help you?” straight to the point, Eden’s words came down onto the silence like an icicle and pierced right through it.

With no pleasantries. Without a greeting. Or even addressing the secretary herself first.

Not what Eden would have done in any other circumstances. For anyone else. He wanted this to be casual. He wanted this to not matter. But he couldn’t act casual. He couldn’t act “normal”. Not in these circumstances.

Because this was not normal. That man wasn’t normal. It, or him, had never been normal. It wasn’t back then, and it wasn’t now. And it, whatever that man thought there once was between him and Eden, was never, ever going to be. To be normal. Or to be at all.

Eden could’ve acted with more grace. Feigned a smile. Reintroduced himself. Made the other man feel like he actually did not recognize him. Like it... Like he did not matter. As if Eden had truly moved past that “crossover episode” of both their lives. But Eden had already pretended far too much, for far too long, for far too many people.

It was tempting to make a scene. To act outright cold. To be brusque, and to cut the other man off one last time as he tried to plead his case. But Eden did not want to say or do anything in front of anyone who was not privy to that transgression of his. The transgression that now manifested itself in that hopeful, longing gaze searing Eden’s flesh and soul.

Eden did not want to speak with the embodiment of his own failures one on one, either. His lips pressed into a thin line, his eyes focused on the potential threat. He needed to handle this quickly and effectively.

“...I’d like you to have these, professor,” once again, even while looking at the world from a point elevated by nearly a decade of experience and over half a foot of height, the man in front of him was that meek-turned-impertinent youth.

The youth who used to grovel for Eden’s attention and approval. To grovel, after all the other avenues had failed.

“I’m afraid I can’t accept these,” Eden said coldly, the simmering satisfaction filling his body as his mind assessed the lush bouquet and the golden gift bag, made of that smooth, shiny paper.

Not because he was interested in the items themselves. Anyone else would have been happy to have them, of course. But Eden could buy gifts for himself if it were simply about having something fancy or treating himself for no reason.

It was about the thought behind them. As much as Eden did not want this particular man around. As nervous and uncomfortable as it made him to have this man try and explore yet another way of barging into his life. To have him try again, after seemingly having given it a rest for nearly a decade... 

It was still soothing for Eden to know that someone had actually grown this attached to him. To a version of him. To an afterimage. To an idea. To a memory... To a part of him Eden himself wasn’t quite sure was ever even real. But whilst the object of attachment could have been fake... The attachment itself was real.

This meant someone saw something good in him. And Eden tried to be good. He’d been trying to be good his whole life. He did not always succeed, of course. But, all in all, Eden Lovejoy would’ve liked to think himself a decent person. He was a good father, and a good employee. He was not a bad person... 

But, by now, his own heart felt more like a shard of broken glass than a polished precious gem. You couldn’t pick it up without getting hurt. It wasn’t precious. And no matter how much you polished it, it wasn’t going to become anything other than what it already was.

Cold. Hurtful. With no value. Eden knew his heart was not meant to be held close. Or to be held at all. Maybe not anymore. Maybe not at all.

“Professor. Please,” the younger man’s voice, smooth and pleasantly deep until that point, grew faint. “I beg you. Do this one more thing for me, and I’ll be gone. No more reaching out. No more flickers in the background. Just take these, do with them what you will, and I will finally disappear.”

Eden bit his lip. The secretary was watching him with a concerned face. She had no way to know what this actually was. Eden took a deep breath. And he gave her a light shake of his head.

“Believe me,” the thin, pale lips, once drawn to Eden’s own lips like a magnet and yet, still as capable of reaching them as the graph of a function is capable of reaching a vertical asymptote, spoke again. “By now, we both want it to end.”
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The bouquet was too big. That’s all Eden could think of as he stared down at the neatly tied up bunch of flowers on his desk.

As inconvenient as they were, he couldn’t deny they smelled nice. Maybe if he got his wife flowers like these on the regular, she wouldn’t have been forced to look for love somewhere else?

Eden let out another sigh. Yet another upside of being alone. He could sigh as much and as loudly as he pleased.

The stems slid smoothly into the vase. He was no florist, but he knew these flowers wouldn’t last forever. Nothing did. He put the vase onto the window sill and took a step back. Hm. No. Maybe on the table? He placed the vase in the middle of the square table. That was more like it. So on the table it was.

Ironically, even though Eden would spend more time at his desk, right next to the window sill, he’d rarely if ever look at it. With the blinds drawn, and the window behind them looking out at the concrete wall twenty or thirty feet away, there was little to admire or gaze upon pensively.

At the table, however... He filed his documents there sometimes. Whenever one of his colleagues or, on quite rare occasions, a student came to pay him a visit, this was where they would both sit.

People would notice these flowers. And Eden hated unnecessary attention. But he wasn’t worried. They would think. They would admire. Perhaps a few words of gossip would circulate through the facility this week. But no one would ask Eden about them. No one would ask him anything.

Some would assume he had bought them for his wife. Eden did not hide that he was recently divorced, but most people have not asked him if he had been married in the first place. And since it did not come up organically in conversations, Eden wasn’t going to go out of his way to bring it up himself.

He had never really worn his wedding ring. At work, or anywhere else. And it would have been hard for most to notice a change in his behavior, since they did not pay attention to how he acted in the first place. No one could tell the difference. And if no one could tell the difference... Was there a difference at all?

Eden gazed at the vase in the middle of the table. He scratched his chin, tilted his head to the right, and pushed the vase back a bit. To make place for any papers he would have to go through in the upcoming week.

He was about to go back to his desk. Back to his computer. But he stopped. He pulled out a chair. And he sat down at the table, instead.

His long, slim legs crossed, he looked at the flowers. They still looked so fresh. So alive. Michael must’ve bought them today. To waste so much money on him, to waste so much money on an old man who wants nothing to do with you... Well, Michael had always seemed like a genius in some ways, and an absolute imbecile in others.

Eden closed his eyes and exhaled loudly. He could smell the sweet scent of the flowers from where he was sitting. He couldn’t say he had a favorite flower. He did not mind lilies, tulips, and roses, of course. He liked them. But he hardly had an actual favorite. Not just among these three, but in general.

The scent of these flowers was as indistinguishable as it was sweet and soothing. And that’s all that mattered. It made Eden think of a lush, quiet flower garden. With a quiet brook. Whispering its shimmering song. Running through the middle of the greenery and flowery pastels like a shiny ribbon. A stream of liquid silver...

Silver. Gold. The bag.

About as excited as he would have been to handle another pile of exams, Eden opened his eyes. He reached for the golden bag. The tips of his long, slim yet not fragile fingers caressed the thin, smooth edge.

He felt like he was about to reach into another dimension. An alternate timeline of sorts. A pocket dimension. To reach in, and pull a part of it out into this world. It wasn’t a pleasant sensation. But... he did not have anything better to do for now, did he?

Not that he did not have anything to do in general. Quite the opposite! There was always something to do. Even on the few rare occasions he wished there was not. He just... he needed a small break. Not just today, or just right now specifically. In general. He needed small but entertaining breaks. It was a part of his routine. Of his workflow.

A break to think about something else. For about twenty to thirty minutes at most. Something completely unrelated to models, formulas, simulations, and other things he loved so much but couldn’t indulge in for more than three hours in a row. And this was... just as good as anything else, he supposed.

The pale, manly yet rather smooth hand delved into the pocket dimension of the golden giftbag. The eyes of clouded skies avoided gazing down into the abyss. The skin, however, still perceived whatever lay in the little pile of the past.

Something felt cold. Smooth. A bottle. A small one. Relenting to the pressure, so made of plastic. Heavy, so also full. Sealed. Full of liquid. A drink. Eden looked down at the label. Non-alcoholic... That’s good, this meant he could drink it. It was milk tea.

Milk tea. Eden still remembered when he first got one of these from Michael. It was the first time in Eden’s life he had tried milk tea. Michael put it onto this very table. Then, he stepped away immediately, as if he was afraid of what would happen.

As if he was trying to give Eden space, to approach it safely. Or as if he was leaving an offering on an altar. With the divine entity and its worshipper being able to see each other, but forbidden from sharing coordinates too close in spacetime.

*** IN THE PAST ***

“W-why?” Eden looked down at the other man in confusion.

“I... I was out, it’s hot outside, and I thought you’d enjoy a cold drink, professor?” Michael’s voice was high, higher than usual.

“Oh, al-alright... Thank you...?” Eden did not have the time to stay and talk that week.

He did not have the time that week. And the next week was no different.

“W-why are you doing this, Mr. Woods?” Eden’s brows furrowed, his eyes narrowed as the situation repeated itself seven days later.

“Well, I...” Michael smiled nervously and scratched the back of his head. “I thought I’d do it like in those movies. I bought you a drink, so now you can tell me, where are you from...?”

Eden’s lips bent into a slightly less nervous smile. But he did not laugh. He did not say anything, either.

Michael accompanied him out of the office. They walked down the short hallway together. Eden needed to freshen up, so Michael continued down the stairs on his own after bidding him a quiet farewell.

The older man knew Michael was lying when he said he was “out and
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