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Prologue – The Clause

The flat was quiet except for the rain—soft, persistent, a whisper against the windowpanes. It was the kind of rain that felt less like weather and more like a soundscape, sealing them in, blurring the city into smudges of gold and grey beyond the glass. Iris moved about the kitchen with slow purpose, the kind of half-attention that came at the end of a long week. Her bare feet padded over cool tiles, body dressed in the familiar softness of Rowan’s T-shirt and a pair of faded pyjama shorts, hair twisted up and pinned haphazardly.

The kitchen was cluttered in a way that spoke of life, not neglect. Mismatched mugs on the counter, half a loaf of seeded bread waiting to be sliced, the yellowed leaves of a spider plant cascading from the windowsill. The old radio was on low, some jazz station Rowan claimed “kept the neurons lubricated,” but Iris suspected he liked the little bits of static, the feeling of something happening somewhere else.

She poured herself a cup of tea, forgetting the bag until it was tannic and cold—her usual habit, one that Rowan never let go unremarked. Tonight he was in the living room, legs stretched out on the sofa, laptop propped against one thigh, Milo the golden retriever curled like a comma at his feet. Milo let out a heavy, satisfied sigh, tail thumping softly when Iris drifted into view.

“Let him out yet?” Rowan called, not looking up from his screen.

“Three times,” Iris replied, cradling her mug with both hands as if that might revive its warmth. “He pretended to see a fox and just sniffed the bins. You’d think he’d at least chase something if he’s going to drag me out in the rain.”

“He’s conserving his energy,” Rowan said, grinning as he snapped his laptop shut and set it on the table. “Waiting for something worth barking at. Like the postman. Or you, if you wear those socks with the cartoon sheep again.”

Iris stuck out her foot in mock affront, flashing a glimpse of fuzzy, garishly patterned ankle. “He’s just jealous he can’t pull them off. Some of us were born for sheep chic.”

Rowan laughed, the kind of unguarded, unselfconscious sound Iris always felt in her chest. He stretched, stood, and ambled into the kitchen, Milo trailing behind as if on a slack invisible leash.

The three of them had their own ecosystem, their own predictable choreography. Rowan dropped a kiss onto Iris’s shoulder, lingering for a moment as he inhaled the scent of her hair—coconut, rosemary, and something uniquely hers, a note that clung even when she’d just showered. His hands bracketed her waist, not so much to hold as to ground himself. Iris leaned into him, eyes slipping closed.

“Wine?” he asked, voice low against her ear.

“I won’t say no,” she replied, passing her cold tea to him with a sheepish smile.

He poured them each a glass, setting hers beside the stove. Iris turned back to her chopping board, dicing red onion and tomatoes for the pasta sauce. Milo flopped down by her feet, chin on paws, brown eyes tracking every motion with canine longing.

They moved around each other easily, years of practice smoothing the edges. Rowan reached over her to snag a piece of onion, Iris slapped his hand away, and he retaliated by spinning her into his chest, making her squeal and the knife clatter onto the countertop.

“Careful,” he admonished, but his smile said he loved her clumsiness almost as much as her caution.

She pressed her forehead to his collarbone, breathing in his warmth, letting her body unspool against him. “You’re in a good mood,” she murmured.

“Maybe I am,” he said, pressing a kiss into the messy knot of hair at her nape.

The world outside faded to a gentle hush. Iris finished the sauce and set it to simmer, moving to join Rowan in the living room. She curled up on the sofa, tucking her knees under herself, Milo’s head wedged against her hip. Rowan sat at the other end, feet propped on the coffee table, absently rubbing the faded scar along his forearm—a nervous habit that had become a kind of tell.

Books were stacked in messy towers on every flat surface, printouts from Iris’s latest project layered between dog-eared novels and Rowan’s financial journals. A candle burned low on the mantle, filling the air with hints of bergamot and smoke.

Rowan glanced over at her, the blue-grey of his eyes catching the flicker of candlelight. “Did you talk to your dad?”

Iris hesitated, brushing invisible crumbs from her lap. “He left a message. Just the usual—hearing from me less means he assumes I’ve joined a cult or moved to France.”

“Would you tell me if you joined a cult?” Rowan asked, not quite joking.

Iris grinned. “Only if you promised to join, too.”

“Not unless the food’s good,” he said. “Or there’s a dog.”

They fell into comfortable silence, the kind that only comes after years of loving someone through their best and worst. Milo snored, twitching in some private doggy dream. Rain slicked the city outside, making every surface shimmer.

Iris stretched her toes under the blanket, grazing Rowan’s calf. He looked at her, a question in his eyes, but she shook her head gently—a promise that nothing needed to be said.

She let herself drift, half-listening to the rain, half-watching Rowan’s hands as he scrolled through his emails. She always loved his hands—the square, capable fingers, the way he tapped out rhythms on the side of his mug when he was thinking.

He caught her watching and smiled, a little crooked. “You’re staring.”

“Can’t help it,” she said, voice soft. “You look like someone’s dad.”

He snorted. “Careful. That’s how rumors start.”

She laughed, the sound ringing out in the small room, bouncing off walls and the edges of memory.

For a moment, everything felt whole. She thought, this is it—this is the life I wanted, even with its mess and its demands and its dull, necessary chores. The warmth in Rowan’s eyes, the solid weight of Milo’s body against her leg, the simple comfort of being chosen and choosing in return.

Neither of them saw the shadow pooling in the corners, not yet. For now, they had rain, candlelight, wine, and the ritual of another ordinary night.

Dinner was eaten cross-legged on the sofa because neither of them could be bothered to clear the dining table. Iris had meant to—she always meant to—but her sketchbooks had colonised it earlier in the week and now lay open like half-finished thoughts. Rowan balanced his bowl on one knee, twirling pasta with the methodical precision he brought to everything. Milo stationed himself strategically between them, hopeful.

“You’re being judged,” Iris said, watching the dog’s mournful gaze track Rowan’s fork.

“I refuse to negotiate with terrorists,” Rowan replied solemnly, but he slipped Milo a single, illicit strand of spaghetti when he thought Iris wasn’t looking.

She narrowed her eyes. “I saw that.”

“He’s bulking.”

“He’s a golden retriever, not a bodybuilder.”

“Same difference.”

They smiled at each other, that easy, wordless rhythm clicking into place. Iris leaned her head against Rowan’s shoulder as he reached for his wine, her cheek brushing the soft cotton of his T-shirt. His skin was warm. Solid. Alive.

Outside, the rain intensified, drumming harder against the glass. The wind rattled the sash window in the bedroom—a sound they’d meant to fix for years and never quite had. It felt oddly comforting, that familiar rattle. Proof that some things remained constant.

Rowan set his bowl aside and wiped his hands on a napkin. He didn’t pick up his laptop this time. Instead, he leaned forward, elbows on knees, staring at nothing for a moment.

Iris felt the shift before he spoke. It was subtle, but she’d learned the texture of his moods the way she’d learned the floorboards—where they creaked, where they gave.

“What?” she asked softly.

He exhaled through his nose. “I was thinking about Martin.”

She stilled.

Martin had been a colleague. Mid-forties. Fit, annoyingly optimistic, the kind of man who brought homemade granola into the office and ran marathons for fun. Two weeks ago he’d collapsed on a pavement during his morning jog. Brain aneurysm. No warning. No time.

Rowan’s firm had circulated a stiff, carefully worded email. “Unexpected loss.” “Our thoughts are with his family.”

“His wife didn’t even know the passwords to their bank accounts,” Rowan continued quietly. “She couldn’t access anything for days. Everything’s frozen. She said she kept thinking—he was just here. Just here.”

Iris swallowed. “That’s awful.”

He nodded once. “It is.”

The room felt smaller somehow. The rain louder.

She shifted, tucking her legs beneath her, trying to dispel the creeping chill along her arms. “But that’s… that’s not us,” she said lightly. “You don’t even jog.”

“I cycle.”

“That’s different.”

“Is it?”

He didn’t look at her when he said it.

A small knot tightened in her stomach. Iris reached for humour, her usual shield. “If you’re about to tell me you’ve signed us up for a joint marathon, I’m leaving you.”

He huffed a faint laugh, but it didn’t fully land. “I just think… we should probably sort our own stuff out.”

“Stuff.”

“You know. The boring adult stuff. Wills. Medical directives. All of it.”

There it was.

Iris leaned back, staring at the ceiling. “We’re in our thirties.”

“Exactly.”

“That’s not how that word is supposed to be used.”

He finally looked at her then, his expression open but intent. “It’s not morbid, Iris. It’s practical.”

“Morbidly practical.”

He smiled faintly. “If something happened to me—”

“Don’t.”

“I’m serious.”

She sat up abruptly. “Rowan.”

“If something happened,” he continued, calm but firm, “I don’t want you dealing with paperwork on top of everything else.”

The way he said everything else made her throat tighten.

She pushed a hand through her hair. “Nothing is going to happen.”

“Martin thought that too.”

The words hung between them.

Iris felt her pulse in her ears. She hated this. The way the air seemed to thin when Rowan got into this mode—cool, rational, already halfway through a contingency plan she didn’t want to imagine.

He wasn’t afraid in the loud way some people were. He didn’t catastrophise. He didn’t spiral. He simply prepared. Like if he built enough scaffolding around the future, it couldn’t collapse.

She wondered, not for the first time, if he understood that sometimes preparation felt like prophecy.

“Why tonight?” she asked quietly.

He shrugged one shoulder. “Because we’re here. And it’s quiet. And I don’t want to be the guy who leaves you with a mess.”

Her chest ached unexpectedly at that.

“You wouldn’t,” she said.

“You can’t promise that.”

“I can promise I’d cope.”

“That’s not the point.” His jaw tightened slightly. “I don’t want you to have to.”

Silence fell again, thicker now.

Milo shifted at their feet, sensing the change, lifting his head and then dropping it back down with a sigh.

Iris reached for her wine and took a long sip. “You’re scaring me,” she admitted.

“I’m trying not to.”

“Well, you are.”

He leaned back into the sofa, turning slightly toward her. “I’m not planning to die, Iris.”

“Good.”

“I’m planning to make sure you’re protected if I do.”

There was that word again. Protected.

She loved that about him. The way he quietly built safety nets she didn’t even know she needed. The way he double-locked the door and memorised emergency numbers and checked the gas twice before bed.

But she also resented it sometimes. The implication that disaster was always one step away. That love needed an exit strategy.

“You think I’d fall apart?” she asked, half-teasing, half-terrified.

He frowned. “Of course not.”

“You sound like you do.”

He shook his head. “I think you’d survive. I just don’t want survival to be your only option.”

The tenderness in that almost undid her.

She slid closer, pressing her thigh against his. “You’re not allowed to die,” she murmured.

He brushed his thumb along her knee, absentminded, soothing. “I’ll do my best.”

“Promise?”

“I promise to try.”

“That’s not the same thing.”

“No,” he agreed softly. “It’s not.”

The rain battered the windows harder, wind howling briefly down the chimney. Iris felt something tighten in her chest—a flicker of irrational anger.

“Can we not,” she said suddenly. “Can we not turn a perfectly good Friday into a rehearsal for tragedy?”

Rowan studied her for a long moment. He saw it then, she knew he did—the thin seam of fear running beneath her resistance.

“I’m not rehearsing tragedy,” he said gently. “I’m rehearsing care.”

She let out a shaky breath.

“That’s the most you thing you’ve ever said,” she muttered.

A corner of his mouth lifted. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

She leaned her head back onto his shoulder again, this time not out of playfulness but because she needed the contact. His arm came around her automatically, pulling her in. He smelled faintly of rain and bergamot from the candle.

“What exactly are you suggesting?” she asked after a moment.

“Just… we talk to a solicitor. Get a will sorted. Medical power of attorney. All that.”

“And then?”

“And then we don’t have to think about it again.”

She almost laughed at that. “You really believe that?”

“Yes.”

She didn’t. But she also knew that once Rowan fixed something in place—once it was named and documented and signed—he relaxed. The anxiety left his shoulders. The world steadied.

Maybe this was that. Maybe this was just him trying to make the ground feel solid.

“Okay,” she said finally.

He went very still. “Okay?”

“Okay,” she repeated, though her stomach flipped. “We’ll talk to someone. We’ll… be responsible adults.”

Relief softened his features. He kissed the top of her head, lingering.

“Thank you,” he murmured.

“For what?”

“For trusting me.”

That word again.

She closed her eyes.

Trust.

It sounded simple when he said it. Clean. Linear.

But trust wasn’t neat. Trust was messy and heavy and full of what-ifs. Trust meant believing someone wouldn’t leave—even when the universe didn’t ask their permission.

Iris listened to the rain and let herself be held.

Neither of them noticed that something had shifted. That a door, once opened, didn’t quite close the same way again.

The paperwork would come later.

The clause would come later.

For now, there was just the two of them, the storm outside, and the quiet, creeping knowledge that love sometimes demanded preparation for the unthinkable.

They cleared the bowls eventually, stacking them with a quiet rhythm that needed no discussion. Milo trailed after Rowan, hopeful for a lick of sauce, and was rewarded for his persistence before being gently shooed to his bed. Iris rinsed dishes, the sound of running water oddly meditative. She watched Rowan out of the corner of her eye as he dried, noting the way his jaw clenched and relaxed—thinking, always thinking.

When the kitchen was tidy enough for her standards and cluttered enough for his comfort, Rowan disappeared into the spare room and returned with a battered folder. He placed it on the dining table—still scattered with Iris’s sketches and pens, a small pile of unopened post, the candle burned down to a molten pool.

He didn’t sit down straight away, instead opening the window to let in the scent of rain and wet earth, the room filling with the muted symphony of water and distant traffic. He lingered there for a moment, shoulders tense. When he finally joined her, he set two glasses of wine between them—one for her, one for him.

They sat across from each other, not adversaries, but not quite conspirators either. The folder between them was as much a boundary as an invitation.

Rowan flipped it open, producing a sheaf of printouts and a brand-new notebook. “I did some research,” he began, not quite meeting her gaze.

Iris arched a brow. “Of course you did.”

He smiled sheepishly. “I thought… we could start with the basics. There’s a template here. A few… options.”

She glanced at the pages. “Wills. Lasting power of attorney. Advance decisions.” She read aloud, making a face. “Advance decisions sounds like a euphemism for dying early.”

He chuckled, tension dissolving just a bit. “Or for getting the jump on life.”

They worked through the language together, Rowan’s neat handwriting filling in blanks while Iris riffed, joked, occasionally groaned. He was methodical; she was quick, picking out inconsistencies or ambiguities in the template, occasionally vetoing entire paragraphs.

“‘In the event of incapacity, I appoint—’” Rowan began, then trailed off, looking up.

Iris held his gaze. “You want me to be in charge.”

He nodded. “You’re my next of kin, already. But this makes it official. You’d get to make the calls. The hard ones, if it came to that.”

She stared at the paper, chewing the inside of her cheek. “That’s a hell of a lot to ask.”

He reached for her hand, their fingers threading together in the candlelight. “I trust you. If I can’t decide, I want it to be you.”

She tried to laugh, but it caught in her throat. “I suppose I’d get to choose what colour socks you wear in a coma.”

“Exactly,” he said, voice soft but sure. “Only the important things.”

They both smiled, and the mood warmed again, a pulse of humour and affection carrying them forward. But underneath, the stakes prickled.

They moved on to the medical directives. Rowan explained the difference between a living will and a lasting power of attorney, his voice gentle, factual—clearly wanting her to feel included, not bulldozed. He scribbled notes, paused to check details online, and offered her the pen to fill in parts herself.

She wrote her name, pausing after each stroke. It felt ceremonial, weighty. Like the act itself was opening a door she couldn’t close again.

They worked steadily, the rain outside still steady and unrelenting, sometimes fading to a murmur, sometimes swelling to a roar. Milo, sensing the seriousness, had curled up by the radiator, content to sleep through the adult business.

A lull came, and Iris put her pen down, staring at Rowan. “What’s really going on? Why now?”

He closed his eyes for a moment, searching for words. “I just… after Martin, I kept thinking about how much I hate the idea of you having to deal with chaos. I know it makes you anxious to plan for the worst. But I want you to feel protected, even if I can’t do it myself.”

She blinked. “You can’t protect me from everything.”

He opened his eyes, a flicker of something raw in them. “But I can try.”

For a moment, the mood shifted from legal to intimate, the kind of honesty that always left them exposed. Iris looked at him and saw the boy beneath the man—fearful, trying to be strong, desperate to build a fortress around those he loved.

She reached for his hand again, squeezing. “I don’t want to do this because I’m afraid. I want to do it because… because it’s us.”

His mouth twisted, and he squeezed back. “That’s all I want, too.”

A smile hovered between them—soft, aching. The language of the forms blurred into the language of lovers. The template on the page was about contingency, but in the low light, it became something else: a kind of confession, a secret wish written in legalese.

Rowan turned a page and found a section on personal wishes. “It says you can add anything you want. ‘Other preferences.’”

“Like what?”

“Some people specify music for their funeral. Or who gets their record collection.”

Iris grinned. “You can leave me all your spreadsheets.”

He made a face. “If you’re not careful, I’ll leave you the passwords to my fantasy football league instead.”

She laughed, and the tension eased again. But as she wrote a small note—‘I want Rowan to be remembered for his optimism, not his sock drawer’—Rowan’s hand covered hers, stilling her pen.

“Iris,” he said, very quietly, “there’s something else.”

She stilled, pen poised, body attuned to the change in him. The rain fell harder, masking the world outside.

“What is it?”

He took a slow breath. “I’ve been thinking… about children.”

She went very still.

He didn’t rush. “If something happened to me—if I couldn’t… be present, but you wanted a child—”

She stared, heart stuttering. “Rowan—”

“Just hear me out.” His hand was steady, warm over hers. “I want you to have the option. Even if I can’t make that decision with you. I want you to be able to choose. I want that to be yours.”

She looked at him, searching for any hint of flippancy, but found only sincerity and fear.

He squeezed her hand, eyes luminous in the candlelight. “I know it’s a lot. I know it’s strange. But it feels right to me. Like—if something takes me away, I don’t want it to take that chance from us. From you.”

She felt herself trembling. “You’re asking me to promise something I can’t even imagine.”

“I’m asking you to promise you’ll choose, if you want to.”

The conversation was no longer about wills or documents or even death. It was about love, and what might survive it. About faith and terror, about the kind of trust that leaves you utterly exposed.

They sat in the half-dark, the forms between them, the rest of their lives folded small inside a clause neither could fully understand.

Iris was the first to break the silence, voice barely above a whisper. “Let’s write it in. But promise me you’re not going anywhere.”

He brought her hand to his lips, kissed her knuckles. “I promise. But if I ever do, you’ll know what I wanted.”

Her eyes shone with a complicated blend of relief, dread, and longing.

The folder remained open between them—a boundary, an invitation, a quiet dare.

The silence that followed was fragile and suspended, the kind that came not from lack of things to say, but from the sheer gravity of what had just been spoken aloud. Iris sat motionless, Rowan’s hand still enfolding hers, their joined fingers cooling in the soft light. She stared at the blank space at the bottom of the form—the section for “additional wishes”—as if it might blink and spell out the right answer if she waited long enough.

Rowan drew a shaky breath. “We don’t have to write it in if you don’t want to. It’s only a clause. It’s not a sentence.”

His attempt at a joke landed softly, a tremor in the undercurrent, but it was enough to break the surface. Iris looked up, searching his face for uncertainty, for regret, for anything that might let her step back from this cliff edge. She saw only the earnest hope of a man who believed, perhaps naively, that love could be codified—witnessed and made real on a piece of paper.

“But what if it’s not what I want?” she asked, her voice so small she hardly recognised it as her own.

Rowan’s thumb stroked the back of her hand. “Then you don’t have to do it. The point isn’t to burden you. It’s to give you a choice, if you ever…” He paused, voice thickening, “if you ever needed it.”

She closed her eyes, feeling the burn behind her lids. Her mind tried to conjure the impossible—what it would be like to wake up every day with only half of what made the world make sense, to want something more from that emptiness. To want a piece of him, even if he could no longer offer it in person.

She imagined herself in some distant, sterile room, surrounded by clinical voices, a signature on a form and a vial of hope. She saw herself alone at a scan, one hand on her stomach and the other clutching a memory. The thought made her want to both weep and reach for him at the same time.

“It feels so…” She struggled for the right word. “So enormous. Like playing God. Like… if I say yes now, I’ll always be living with the weight of that choice.”

Rowan’s voice was gentle but steady. “I know. But I trust you with it. More than anyone. If I can’t be here to choose with you, I want it to be your decision. Not a court’s. Not a committee’s. Yours.”

He paused, eyes fixed on hers. “Would you ever want that? I mean—if something happened. If I wasn’t really here, but you still wanted to carry on?”

She tried to laugh, but it caught in her throat. “I don’t know. I want to say no. Because saying yes feels like tempting fate. But then—” She broke off, swiping a tear away with the back of her hand. “But then I think about not having you at all. And I want to hold onto every part of you, any way I can.”

A long beat passed. Milo shifted in his sleep, paws twitching, oblivious to the change in atmosphere.

Rowan squeezed her hand more tightly. “It doesn’t have to be decided now. We’re not making a promise, just an option. You could forget about it forever. Or never use it. I just—” His voice cracked a little, uncharacteristic. “I just like knowing that if you needed it, it would be there.”

Iris looked down at their hands, at the page, then back to Rowan. “You’re really sure?”

He nodded, resolute. “Absolutely.”

She hesitated. The pen felt heavy when she picked it up, as if the act itself required a steadier hand than she could muster. Her signature on the other sections had been brisk, even playful—half-teasing initials, quick strokes. Here, she wrote slowly, deliberately, her writing as careful as a vow.

Rowan watched in silence as she drafted the words:

“If I am incapacitated and unable to participate in reproductive decision-making, I grant Iris [surname] the sole authority to choose, at her discretion, whether to use my stored genetic material to conceive a child. I do so willingly, and out of trust and love.”

The words looked stark on the page—clinical, but pulsing with intent.

Iris put the pen down and pressed her palm over the fresh ink, as if to seal it. “There. Now you’ve made it real.”

Rowan’s expression was a tangled thing: pride, gratitude, sorrow, and the unmistakable awe of someone seeing the future reshaped before their eyes. “Thank you,” he whispered.

She met his gaze, a shaky smile on her lips. “Don’t thank me. Just… don’t make me use it, okay?”

He laughed, and the sound was both light and unbearably sad. “Deal.”

They sat for a while, the silence now filled with a different kind of electricity—the feeling that a door had been opened, and neither could see quite where it led.

After a moment, Rowan stood and pulled Iris to her feet. “Come on,” he said softly. “Let’s go to bed.”

She let herself be led, the page with its new clause left on the table behind them. The rain had eased outside, but inside, everything felt suspended, the air charged with all they’d dared to ask of each other.

The bedroom was dim, lamplight glancing off the windowpane and catching in the edges of Rowan’s watch collection on the dresser, the silver faces reflecting pinpricks of gold. The familiar scent of linen, bergamot, and the lingering bite of rain drifted through the half-open window. Iris stood for a moment at the doorway, watching Rowan pull back the covers and toss Milo’s soft toy off the bed—automatic, thoughtless gestures that grounded her.

She moved to her side, slipping under the covers and pulling her knees up, tension knotted in her shoulders and running down her spine. Rowan joined her, the mattress dipping beneath his weight. For a moment, neither spoke; they just breathed together, the rhythm a reminder of the thousand nights spent in the orbit of each other’s presence.

Rowan rolled onto his side to face her, fingers tracing invisible lines up her arm. His hand paused at her shoulder, thumb rubbing slow circles into the muscle, gentle but insistent, as if he could knead away not just the ache, but the memory of what they’d just written.

“You’re quiet,” he said, voice low, not pressing.

“I’m thinking,” Iris replied, then smiled—a half-gesture that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Trying not to think.”

“About what?”

“About how a piece of paper can feel heavier than a stone.”

He reached for her, pulling her closer so her cheek was pressed to his chest, where she could feel the steady drumbeat of his heart. “It’s just a clause. It doesn’t change anything tonight. I’m here.”

She exhaled shakily, her hand slipping beneath his shirt, fingers splaying against the warm skin of his back. She was always drawn to the anchor points—his shoulder blade, the dip above his hip, the scar on his ribcage she’d traced a hundred times.

He kissed her hair. “If you want to talk about it—”

“I don’t,” she interrupted, softer than before. “Not now.”

He nodded, reading the edges of her need. He shifted, propping himself up, and brushed her hair back, cradling her face in his palm. “You’re allowed to feel whatever you need. I just want you to feel safe.”

A tremor ran through her—not fear, exactly, but something adjacent, the aftermath of vulnerability. She let herself look at him, really look: the earnest furrow between his brows, the slight stubble on his jaw, the way his eyes never quite lost that stormy blue.

“Make me believe it,” she whispered.

He leaned in, kissing her slow and deep, no urgency—just a promise, a tether. The kiss was a question and an answer, and when he pressed his forehead to hers afterward, their breaths mingled, uneven.

Rowan’s hands were deliberate, reverent—undressing her with the care of someone handling a secret. She undressed him in turn, her fingers finding the heat of his skin, the familiar planes and hollows. Their bodies found each other easily, muscle memory forged by years of shared space, but tonight there was a new edge—an echo of the decision they’d made, the knowledge that love could outlast presence but not absence.

He rolled her beneath him, not as dominance but as reassurance—weight grounding her, his mouth trailing a line down her throat, her collarbone, the soft swell of her breast. She arched into his touch, hungry for the distraction, for the proof of now.

“Look at me,” he murmured, and she did, meeting his gaze as he entered her. It was a slow, deliberate joining, the kind that left no space for doubt or distance. Their movements were unhurried, every touch an affirmation, every moan a release of the tension that had coiled in the signing of a name.

Iris clung to him, her legs wrapping around his waist, their bodies aligned as if to prove—again and again—that choice could be a living thing. Rowan kissed her jaw, her cheek, her lips, words spilling in the space between: “You. Only you. Always you.”

Her orgasm built not in sharp spikes, but in slow, rolling waves, tears springing to her eyes as she let herself go, as if the pleasure could drown out the ache of uncertainty. Rowan held her through it, whispering her name, his own release following—less an explosion, more a surrender.

After, they lay tangled, skin to skin, the heat between them gradually cooling in the night air. Rowan stroked her hair, murmuring quiet nonsense, grounding her in the softness of the present. Iris listened to the rhythm of his breathing, let her fingers trace his scars, her heart slowing as if relearning safety.

“I love you,” she said, the words coming out cracked and soft, as if she had to relearn them every night.

He squeezed her gently, lips brushing her forehead. “I love you. No clause, no conditions.”

She let herself believe it, just for tonight.

Outside, the rain tapered to silence. The clause waited, ink drying on paper, silent in the dark. But in the bed, there was only the hush of breath and the fragile, hard-won promise that whatever storms might come, they would meet them together—at least for now.

The next morning, the flat felt washed clean by the night’s rain. Light spilled through the high windows, making everything appear sharper—edges of the kitchen table, the spines of books on the shelf, the curled leaves of the spider plant on the sill. The smell of coffee was thick in the air, mingling with the faint scent of Iris’s perfume and the familiar musk of Rowan’s aftershave.

They lingered in bed longer than usual, Iris curled against Rowan’s chest, Milo sprawled in the gap between their knees, his breath slow and rhythmic. For a few precious moments, there was only warmth and the slow, drowsy comfort of bodies at rest. But as the morning unfurled, reality edged in—emails, to-do lists, the silent weight of what still waited for them on the table.

Eventually, Iris rose, slipping into the oversized jumper Rowan always tried to steal. She padded barefoot into the kitchen, pouring two mugs of coffee. Rowan followed, hair rumpled, eyes still heavy with sleep but steadied by purpose. He placed the battered folder from last night on the table, opening it with a reverence that made Iris’s heart clench.

“Do you want to do this now?” he asked, voice gentle but determined.

Iris hesitated, cradling her mug, the ceramic warming her palms. She looked at the pages—her own handwriting in places, Rowan’s steady script beside it. The “additional wishes” section still waited, the words they’d written the night before stark against the otherwise clinical print.

She nodded. “Let’s do it.”

They sat together, knees touching under the table. The living will, with all its clauses and caveats, lay open between them. Rowan took out his favourite fountain pen, the one Iris had given him for his thirtieth birthday, and set it carefully beside the paper.

“Should we read it through?” he asked, half-smiling.

Iris nodded, and Rowan began to read the document aloud, his voice low and steady. He read through the technical language, the careful stipulations: next of kin, power of attorney, medical directives. He paused at the “additional wishes,” his voice softening as he recited the words they’d written together:

“If I am incapacitated and unable to participate in reproductive decision-making, I grant Iris [surname] the sole authority to choose, at her discretion, whether to use my stored genetic material to conceive a child. I do so willingly, and out of trust and love.”

When he finished, silence hung heavy for a beat, broken only by the clink of Milo’s collar as he rose to stretch.

Iris reached for the pen, hand trembling just a little. She signed her name in the appropriate place, her signature careful, every letter pressed with intent. Rowan took the pen after her, signing with his usual flourish—a bold R looping into the rest of his name.

They sat for a moment, eyes lingering on the paper, as if to make sure the words would stay, wouldn’t fade or be undone. It felt strangely like a wedding vow—two people binding themselves not just to each other, but to a future that might never arrive, to a trust that would outlast presence.

Rowan slid his hand over hers, their fingers interlacing atop the signed page. “We’ll need witnesses for the official filing,” he said. “But I wanted this—just us, for the first time. Our moment.”

Iris nodded, emotion catching at the back of her throat. “It’s not how I thought we’d spend a Saturday morning.”

He grinned, but there was a shadow in it. “You and me, binding ourselves in legal paperwork. Practically foreplay.”

She snorted, tension dissolving for a moment, and pressed a kiss to his knuckles. “There are easier ways to get me to sign my life away.”

He squeezed her hand, thumb tracing small circles over her skin. “Thank you. For trusting me.”

Iris let herself lean into that—the reassurance in his voice, the solidity of his touch. “I trust you, too. More than anyone.”

They sat quietly for a while, hands still joined, the weight of their decision settling into the bones of the morning. The signed will lay between them, ink drying, the clause a living thing—silent, but now part of the fabric of their life together.

After a while, Rowan stood, sliding the document into its folder, tucking it away in the bottom drawer of his desk. He pressed a lingering kiss to Iris’s forehead as he passed, a silent benediction.

Milo whined for his walk, and the spell broke. The flat filled with the sounds of Saturday: the rush of water in the shower, the rustle of clothes, the scrape of chairs. But beneath it all, something had shifted—subtle, unspoken, but irrevocable. They had chosen, together, to carry a promise neither could yet imagine, trusting that love was enough to hold it.

The day outside was bright, the storm gone, but Iris felt the echo of last night in the hush that lingered between them. She caught Rowan watching her as he laced his shoes, his gaze thoughtful, almost searching. She smiled, soft and small, and he smiled back—two people tethered now by hope, by fear, and by a clause that waited, quiet as breath, for whatever the future might bring.

That night, the flat was quieter than usual. The storm had passed, leaving the city outside fresh and gleaming, traffic sounds distant, the occasional wail of a gull slicing through the dark. Rowan and Iris moved through their routines like dancers in an old, well-rehearsed play—tidying away the dinner plates, double-checking the locked windows, Milo’s leash hung ready for the morning. And yet, underneath the familiar motions, something new had settled—a hush, a charge that neither laughter nor small talk could quite dispel.

In the bathroom, Iris lingered over brushing her teeth, watching her own reflection as if it might offer advice. She studied her face, the curve of her jaw, the uncertainty in her eyes. She wondered if she looked different now—if carrying a secret clause in her heart and on her conscience would leave some mark, some new shadow behind her eyes.

Rowan found her there, silently appearing at the doorway, a towel slung around his neck. He watched her for a moment, then reached for her waist, pulling her back gently against his chest. Their eyes met in the mirror—hers uncertain, his searching.

“You okay?” he murmured.

She nodded, but didn’t look away from their reflection. “It feels like something changed.”

He pressed a kiss to the crown of her head. “Because it did.”

A silence. Not cold, but not entirely warm.

“I keep thinking about what we just did,” she admitted. “What if… what if it’s the kind of thing you can’t undo?”

He stroked her arms, voice gentle. “That’s what makes it important. And terrifying.”

She let out a breath, fogging the mirror. “I want to believe it’s the right thing.”

Rowan turned her to face him, hands firm but soft at her hips. “It’s not about right or wrong, Iris. It’s about trust. It’s about giving you as many choices as I can, even if I’m not here to help make them.”

The words steadied her—a little. But beneath them, the weight of the future pressed in, vast and unknowable.

They moved to the bedroom without talking much, exhaustion and emotion dragging at their limbs. Iris curled up against Rowan’s side, head on his chest, letting his heartbeat calm her own. Milo took up his usual post at their feet, already half-asleep.

They lay in the dark, talking in low voices about inconsequential things: a recipe Rowan wanted to try, the possibility of a new plant for the living room, Milo’s impending vet appointment. But every pause felt pregnant with what went unsaid.

Eventually, Rowan’s breathing evened out, and Iris could tell he was drifting. She lay awake longer, tracing circles on his bare chest with the tip of her finger, listening to the rise and fall of his breath.

The moonlight crept across the ceiling, painting faint lines over the tangled duvet. Iris’s thoughts wandered—over the shape of Rowan’s signature on the will, the heavy pause when he’d read the clause aloud, the sharp little ache in her chest when she’d signed her own name.

She slipped out of bed quietly, moving back to the kitchen. The living will, neatly tucked away now, seemed to hum from the desk drawer. She pulled it out, ran her fingers over the cool, smooth paper, then returned it, closing the drawer with the softest click.

She stood for a moment, arms wrapped around herself, trying to anchor her body to the present, to this flat, this night, this fragile peace.

Back in the bedroom, Rowan murmured her name, half-asleep. She slipped beneath the covers and found his hand in the dark, their fingers locking together.

“Don’t leave,” she whispered, voice barely there.

“I’m here,” Rowan replied, not fully awake but entirely sincere. He squeezed her hand, the pressure gentle, reassuring.

Iris closed her eyes. The future was unwritten, and the clause was now part of it—a promise, a possibility, a wound, a gift.

She let herself be held, just for now, and drifted toward sleep, the echo of ink on paper following her into dreams.


Chapter 2: Shared Mornings

The world before alarm clocks always felt more precious to Iris. In the deep quiet just before dawn, the bedroom was a cocoon of stillness and warm breath, the outside world held at bay by thick curtains and the slow, steady sound of rain against the window. She surfaced from a dreamless sleep to the gentle pressure of Rowan’s arm across her waist, the solid weight of his thigh tangled with hers, the unyielding presence of Milo—heavy, loyal, and blissfully oblivious—sprawled along the bottom of the bed.

She didn’t open her eyes right away. She let herself linger, tracing small circles on Rowan’s forearm with the pad of her thumb, feeling the subtle roughness where his skin had never fully healed after a childhood fall. The air was cool, made softer by the heat of two bodies pressed close under the worn, blue-grey duvet. Rowan’s breath tickled the back of her neck, slow and even, the kind of breathing that only happened when he finally let himself rest.

Milo’s paws twitched in a doggy dream, and Iris could almost convince herself she was the only one awake in a world made for three. She angled her head just enough to watch the first pale ribbons of morning slip beneath the curtain, lighting the edges of the room in silver and shadow.

She reached for her phone on the bedside table, screen lighting up with the usual tapestry of notifications: news headlines, emails she’d delete without reading, a missed call from her dad—no voicemail, just the two-word text he always sent when something was on his mind.

Call me when you get a chance.

She let the screen go dark, setting the phone face-down again, guilt prickling at her temples. She promised herself she’d call—maybe at lunch, maybe after she’d had enough caffeine to not sound like she’d been avoiding him for weeks. She was always meaning to be better. Sometimes, in these small moments before the day truly began, she believed she could be.

She closed her eyes again, pressing her back more firmly against Rowan, breathing him in—warm skin, clean cotton, the faint ghost of bergamot from his aftershave. She let her hand drift from his arm to his hand, lacing their fingers together beneath the covers. His thumb twitched, sleep reflexes greeting her in silence, and she smiled, wishing she could bottle the feeling of being claimed and cared for without a word.

Rowan shifted behind her, pressing a lazy kiss to her bare shoulder, his stubble rough and familiar. “You awake?” he mumbled, voice hoarse with sleep.

“Mm,” Iris answered, half-turning to catch his eyes—storm-blue, slow to focus but already searching for her.

Milo, ever alert to the shifting energy of the room, lifted his head and huffed, tail thumping against the sheets. He blinked at them in the half-light, as if making sure his humans weren’t planning to do anything drastic before breakfast.

“Someone’s ready for his morning walk,” Rowan observed, stretching and dislodging Milo’s back paws from their place against his calf.

Iris grinned, nestling closer. “You mean you, or the dog?”

“Depends who needs it more,” he said, eyes crinkling as he leaned in to steal a quick kiss. He tasted of night and sleep and the endless comfort of home.

They lay together for a while longer, the kind of unhurried, wordless intimacy that couldn’t be staged. Iris traced the veins in Rowan’s hand, watched the slow rise and fall of his chest, let herself forget the day ahead. For now, there was only the certainty of this—body heat, shared breath, the weight of love so ordinary it almost didn’t need a name.

Eventually, Milo’s patience frayed. He sat up, nose nudging at Iris’s shoulder, then Rowan’s, huffing a little louder this time.

“I think that’s the canine equivalent of an alarm,” Iris said, grinning as Rowan groaned and rolled onto his back.

“Every morning,” he mock-complained, throwing an arm across his eyes. “We feed him, walk him, let him sleep on our bed, and still—demands, demands, demands.”

Milo let out a whine for effect, tail thumping with righteous certainty.

Rowan sat up, stretching, the sheet slipping down to his waist, muscles bunching and lengthening as he reached for the ceiling. “Alright, you tyrant. You win.” He glanced at Iris, smile softening. “You want to walk him, or shall I?”

She made a show of burrowing deeper into the covers. “I think you two can manage without me. I have important…not-moving responsibilities.”

He shook his head in mock defeat, but the fondness in his eyes made her chest ache. “Lazy.”

“Efficient,” she corrected, voice muffled in the pillow. “I’m conserving energy.”

He leaned down, pressing a kiss to her forehead. “You’re impossible.”

“And yet, here we are.”

He laughed, moving around the bed to pull on sweats and an old hoodie. Milo bounced from the bed to the door in two seconds flat, tail wagging in anticipation.

As Rowan laced his shoes, Iris propped herself up on one elbow, watching the everyday ritual unfold—the shuffle for keys, the check for dog bags, the way Rowan paused to double-lock the door before he left. It was all so perfectly theirs, each gesture a thread in the tapestry of their life together.

She watched them go, Milo trotting beside Rowan with his usual, regal stride. The flat was suddenly quiet, the only sound the faint ticking of the kitchen clock and the distant city waking up outside.

Iris lingered in bed, letting the sheets cool around her, the echo of Rowan’s warmth fading but not lost. She could still smell him on her skin, a ghost of last night’s sleep and yesterday’s rain. She closed her eyes again, willing herself to remember this—not just for today, but for some imagined future when everything might feel less certain, less whole.

Soon, she would get up. Make tea. Check her phone again. Answer her dad, maybe. But for now, she let herself drift, held between waking and dreaming, belonging entirely to this fragile, golden morning.

The flat always felt most alive in the mornings, sunlight trickling through the kitchen window and warming the old tile beneath Iris’s feet. She moved quietly, careful not to disturb the contentment that lingered in the air, and set the kettle to boil. Milo’s water dish clinked as she refilled it. She ran her hand through the leaves of the spider plant by the window—a ritual, as if she might coax it to thrive simply by remembering it.

Rowan’s crossword sat open on the table, a single clue left unfinished in his careful, looping handwriting. She grinned, knowing he always left one for her—a game they’d never acknowledged, but one that had become as much a love letter as the notes he sometimes left on her pillow.

She made her tea, glancing at the stack of mugs by the sink. Every one had a story: the chipped blue one from Lisbon, the oversized one painted with Milo’s face (“It’s a mug shot!” Rowan had declared when he gave it to her), the sleek white one she’d bought for Rowan’s first birthday together. She chose the Lisbon mug—her favourite for mornings like this, full of sunshine and the soft ache of memory.

Rowan’s footsteps padded down the hallway, heavy and slow, Milo clattering after him with toenails clicking in a syncopated rhythm. Rowan’s hair was a tumble of soft gold, stubbornly refusing to stay tidy even after a night’s sleep. He blinked at her with sleep-muddled eyes, mouth curling into a crooked smile.

“Is that my tea?” he asked, hopefully.

Iris pretended to consider. “Is your name on the mug?”

Rowan feigned outrage, peering over her shoulder. “I see how it is. Stealing my crossword and my tea. Next you’ll be taking my dog.”

Milo, hearing his name, wagged furiously and looked between them for signs of impending breakfast.

Iris passed Rowan his tea anyway, her fingers brushing his. “Don’t tempt me. I could use some backup around here.”

Rowan raised his mug in a mock toast. “To the three-legged stool of this household: chaos, caffeine, and canine.”

They grinned, falling into the easy rhythm that years together had made almost automatic. Iris reached for the loaf of bread, slicing two thick pieces and dropping them into the toaster. Rowan leaned against the counter, scanning the crossword. “Seven across: ‘Word for a perfectly content morning, eight letters.’”

“Domesticity,” Iris said, tapping her spoon against the rim of her mug.

He looked at her over the crossword, his eyes fond. “Close, but the answer I had in mind was ‘Iris-ness.’”

She rolled her eyes, but couldn’t help the smile. “That’s not even a word.”

“Should be. I’ll write to the editors.”

As the toast popped, Milo leapt up, tail wagging like a metronome. Rowan snagged a piece and offered the crust to the dog, who snapped it up with such gusto that Iris laughed. “You’re making him soft,” she chided, watching Milo snuffle crumbs off the tile.

Rowan shrugged. “He’s an old soul. He deserves a little indulgence.”

They ate breakfast standing in the kitchen, leaning into each other and the gentle disorder of their life. Rowan reached over, nudged a curl behind Iris’s ear, and pressed a brief, affectionate kiss to her temple. The kind that didn’t demand anything, only promised.

After breakfast, Iris cleared the plates and wiped down the counter. Rowan rifled through the mail, sorting bills from flyers, pausing to read a postcard from Tom and Ava, who’d gone to Italy for a long weekend. “Still think we should take a proper holiday,” Rowan mused, flipping the card over. “Just the two of us.”

“Where would we go?” Iris asked, voice light but curious.

“Anywhere with you is a holiday,” Rowan replied, and she swatted him with the dish towel, grinning. Milo barked, thrilled at the sudden burst of movement.

They moved from the kitchen into the lounge, Milo trotting behind them. The morning’s energy was playful now, Iris and Rowan sparring over whose turn it was to walk Milo. “I walked him yesterday,” Iris insisted.

“Only because you lost rock-paper-scissors,” Rowan countered.

“A loss is a learning opportunity,” she parried, raising an eyebrow. “And today, I plan to win.”

He grinned, eyes sparkling. “You’re on.”

Milo spun in a circle, barking as if to cheer them on, and the living room was briefly filled with laughter, the thick walls holding it safe.

It was a morning like a hundred others—a choreography of shared space, rituals, the tiny jokes and patterns that made up the grammar of their love. Yet even as Iris leaned against Rowan, wrapping her arms around his waist and letting herself be held, she felt a flicker of something sharp—like a warning, or the shadow of a storm.

She pushed it away. There would be time enough for worries and what-ifs. For now, there was sunlight, and tea, and the irrepressible dog weaving between them, demanding to be part of the moment.

Iris closed her eyes for a second, pressed her cheek to Rowan’s chest, and wished—quietly, fiercely—that mornings like this could last forever.

It began, as these things always did, with a dare. Rowan, standing at the living room window, tried his best to look serious, but the twitch at the corner of his mouth betrayed him.

“I bet you five pounds you can’t beat Milo to the front door,” he announced, hands in pockets, eyes glinting with mischief.

Iris, pretending grave offense, clutched her mug to her chest. “You know I only race for much higher stakes. Besides, Milo cheats.”

Rowan lowered his voice, as if confiding a great secret to the dog. “She’s scared, mate. She knows you’re the reigning champion.”

Milo, sensing his name and the spike in energy, gave a hopeful yip, tail a golden blur. Rowan lunged for the leash, but Iris was already moving, scooping it up and darting to the hall, Milo bounding after her in delighted confusion.

Rowan followed, grabbing her around the waist from behind and spinning her away from the door. Iris squealed—half surprise, half laughter—and twisted in his arms, nearly spilling her tea but refusing to let go. She kicked lightly at his ankle, trying to break free.

“No fair!” she protested, breathless, laughter bubbling up.

“All’s fair in love and morning walks,” Rowan countered, lifting her off her feet just enough that she had to cling to him or risk dropping her mug.

Milo barked encouragement, spinning in circles at their feet, completely beside himself.

Rowan, with theatrical slowness, set Iris down, only to immediately attack her sides with quick, deft fingers. She shrieked, twisting away, laughter rising from her chest in waves.

“Stop! I’m going to spill!” she gasped, clinging to his shoulders. He grinned, relentless.

“You’ll have to forfeit if you can’t defend yourself.”

She spun out of his grip, still laughing, and tried to duck behind the sofa. He caught her by the wrist, pulling her back gently, then wrapping his arms around her from behind, locking her against him. They stood like that for a moment, catching their breath, the room humming with energy and affection.

Rowan nuzzled her hair, voice softening. “You’re not allowed to use the dog as a human shield.”

Iris laughed, leaning back into him. “I think you’ll find Milo’s loyalty is available to the highest bidder. Especially if toast crumbs are involved.”

Milo, on cue, appeared in the kitchen doorway, nose up, tail wagging expectantly.

Rowan let her go, and she turned to face him, eyes bright. “One day, you’ll realize you can’t win.”

He raised his eyebrows, a slow smile spreading across his face. “I already did.”

She swatted him with the leash, and for a moment, everything was laughter and light—two people and a dog spinning in the middle of their own small world, the rules unwritten and always up for renegotiation.

Finally, spent and giggling, they collapsed together onto the sofa, Milo wriggling up between them, triumphant in his own right. Iris lay half across Rowan’s lap, chest heaving, eyes shining with mirth. Rowan tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear, pressing a kiss to her forehead.

“I haven’t laughed like that in ages,” she admitted, voice softening, laughter giving way to something gentler.

He traced lazy circles on her back. “Me neither.”

They stayed that way for a while, Milo wedged between them, all three tangled together in a heap of limbs and affection. Sunlight poured in through the window, dust motes spinning lazily in the golden beam. The ordinary world was still waiting—errands to run, emails to answer, a father to call—but for now, everything important was right here.

Rowan looked down at Iris, studying her face with a tenderness that bordered on awe. “How did I get so lucky?”

She smiled up at him, the words a promise and a dare. “You didn’t. You just picked the right dog.”

They both burst into laughter again, Milo barking for good measure, as if to cement his place as the heart of the household.

It was a morning made of small victories and playful wars, of touch and teasing, of laughter so honest it rang in Iris’s bones. A morning to remember—one of a thousand, but also, somehow, the only one that would ever really matter.

Eventually, the laughter ebbed, leaving behind a delicious hum in the air, as if the flat itself had been saturated with joy. Rowan disentangled himself first, stretching until his shirt rode up and Iris caught a glimpse of bare skin, the soft line of muscle along his hip. He flashed her a knowing look, the easy intimacy of people who had long ago dropped every mask with each other.

Milo, still riding the high of being the centre of attention, nudged at Rowan’s knee, leash in his mouth, tail waving like a flag.

“Alright, mate,” Rowan said, taking the leash, “let’s see what chaos we can cause out there.”

Iris propped herself on her elbow, watching as Rowan leaned over to pull on socks and lace his battered trainers, hair tumbling over his brow in a way that made her want to smooth it back and claim him with a kiss. There was something about mornings—about the ease in his movements, the absent-minded way he hummed as he zipped his jacket—that always left her feeling tender and hungry in the same breath.

He stood in the entryway, hunting for his keys, and caught her staring. A slow, teasing smile curled at his lips. “See something you like?”

She tossed a cushion at him. “You’re lucky you’re cute.”

He grinned, walking over and planting a soft kiss on her forehead. “Flattery will get you everywhere. But walking the dog will get you nowhere, so enjoy your lie-in.”

“I intend to,” she said, watching as he clipped Milo’s lead and checked the door lock—twice, as always. She never teased him for that; it was one of the many small ways he tried to keep her safe.

Milo gave a bark and bounded out the door, Rowan in tow, their voices echoing down the hallway before fading to silence. The flat was suddenly still—too still, as if even the hum of the fridge was holding its breath.

Iris lingered in the quiet, letting the space fill around her, the afterimage of Rowan’s presence almost tangible. She reached for the shirt he’d left draped over the back of a chair—a soft, worn thing that still held the faint trace of his scent. She pressed it to her face, breathing him in, grounding herself in the ordinary magic of his nearness.

Tidying up was an act of both habit and longing. She stacked mugs in the sink, smoothed the sofa cushions, watered the spider plant. Each gesture was an echo of their shared life, her movements reverent in their simplicity. She caught her reflection in the hallway mirror—cheeks flushed, hair wild, lips curved in a secret smile.

There was a comfort in these small routines, a safety net woven from the repetition of ordinary tasks. Yet beneath it all pulsed a restlessness, a wanting she couldn’t quite shake. It was as if Rowan’s absence, even for a morning, carved out a hollow that only he could fill.

She wandered into the bedroom, sunlight spilling across the sheets in fat, golden rectangles. She lay down, curling on his side, wrapping herself in the blanket that smelled most like him. Her fingers traced the indentation on his pillow, the faint warmth left behind.

Her mind flickered with images: Rowan, sleep-rumpled and grinning; Rowan’s hands on her waist, his lips on her skin. She let herself drift in memory, wanting to hold on to the texture of his touch, the rhythm of his breath, the promise that he would always return.

A part of her wanted to reach for her phone and scroll—emails, headlines, her dad’s unanswered message—but she resisted. Instead, she closed her eyes and breathed, letting the longing bloom, not as pain, but as proof of how much these mornings meant.

In the stillness, she realized how much of love is lived in the waiting—the intervals, the tiny aches of absence, the way desire lingers long after the door has closed.

When the key turned in the lock and Milo’s paws scrambled on the hardwood, Iris sat up, heart leaping, pulse quickening as if they’d been parted for far longer than a single walk. She met Rowan at the door, a quiet smile on her lips, feeling the fullness of the morning settle into her bones. She pressed the shirt to her chest, caught his eye, and saw her own longing mirrored back—a promise of more to come, in all the mornings yet unwritten.

The door swung open with a creak that always announced Rowan’s return. Milo bounded in first, nails skittering over the hardwood, tail a blur of gold and triumph. Iris, still curled in the bedroom’s late-morning sun, sat up as Rowan’s footsteps padded closer, the old boards sighing under his weight.

He paused in the doorway, framed by the hallway’s soft light, cheeks flushed from the cold, wind-tossed hair falling into his eyes. He grinned at her, something slow and private in it—a look reserved for the moments when the world was just the two of them, and everything outside their flat could wait.

“Did you miss me?” he teased, voice gentle as he shrugged out of his jacket and dropped it on a chair.

She stretched languidly, feigning nonchalance. “Someone had to hold down the fort.”

He crossed the room, Milo leaping onto the bed with practiced ease and promptly circling down between them, a buffer of warm, living joy. Rowan sat on the edge, reaching for Iris, his hand warm against her thigh where the duvet had fallen away.

They regarded each other for a moment, silent and smiling, an invisible current humming between them. Rowan reached out, tucking a stray lock of hair behind her ear, his fingers lingering at her jaw.

“You look very pleased with yourself,” he murmured.

“Maybe I am,” she replied, eyes bright.

He bent down, brushing his lips to hers—soft at first, a question, then deeper, a slow burn kindled by absence and the easy promise of return. Iris kissed him back, her hand threading through the soft waves at the nape of his neck, drawing him closer. Milo grunted, shifting to make room, then settled with a contented sigh, as if he’d seen this dance a hundred times before.

Rowan’s hand slid beneath the blanket, fingers gliding along her bare thigh. The sun warmed the sheets, gilding their skin, painting golden patterns on Iris’s shoulders. She pulled him closer, arching into his touch, laughter bubbling up as he traced ticklish lines along her hip.

“Stop,” she gasped, giggling. “You’re terrible.”

“Terribly in love,” he corrected, voice low, teasing—his mouth finding the hollow beneath her ear, trailing down the side of her neck.

She rolled onto her back, the blanket falling away, and Rowan followed, his body pressing gently against hers, weight both anchoring and electrifying. They moved together with the easy certainty of long practice, every touch mapped and remapped over years of mornings like this. He kissed her slowly, deeply, letting the urgency build between them—no rush, just the savoring of closeness after a brief, ordinary separation.

Their lovemaking was unhurried, sun-dappled and breathless, laughter spilling between gasps, Milo occasionally nosing in and making them laugh harder. Rowan’s hands were everywhere—possessive, worshipful, grounding her in the here and now. Iris gave herself over, the ache of longing blooming into heat and then dissolving into pure, exquisite presence.

When they finally collapsed together, skin damp and hearts thundering, Iris curled into the crook of Rowan’s arm, her fingers tracing the fading line of a scar on his chest. Rowan brushed her hair back, pressing a lingering kiss to her forehead.

“You’re impossible before coffee,” she murmured, voice thick with affection.

He grinned, pulling her closer. “I like you best messy.”

Milo wedged himself between them, panting happily, and they laughed, shifting to accommodate the dog’s determined bulk.

For a few moments, the world outside vanished. There was only the warmth of the bed, the sleepy aftermath of desire, and the quiet thrum of being seen, wanted, and known.

They lay together, sharing soft words and softer touches—plans for the day, inside jokes, the easy intimacy of people who have chosen each other over and over again. Rowan’s hand found hers, fingers lacing, a silent promise as the morning sun crept higher on the wall.

Eventually, the sun climbed high enough to declare the day begun, and the spell of the morning—desire, laughter, the hush of shared secrets—began to loosen. Rowan slipped from the bed, pulling on his boxers and reaching for his phone on the nightstand. Iris watched him, chin propped on her hand, the afterglow fading to a sweet, persistent ache in her belly.

He scrolled through notifications, thumb moving with practiced efficiency. The blue light lit his face in a way that made him look far away, even though he stood just feet from her.

“Anything urgent?” she asked, her voice feather-light, as if not to disturb the moment.

He didn’t answer right away. His brow furrowed—an email, a meeting rescheduled, a spreadsheet that couldn’t wait. “Just the usual,” he replied, setting the phone aside, but the distance lingered in his eyes.

Iris glanced at her own phone, feeling the pressure of the unread message from her dad. A flicker of guilt passed through her, but she pushed it aside, unwilling to break the fragile peace with obligations and worry. Instead, she rose and padded into the kitchen, pulling two mugs from the shelf and filling the kettle.

Rowan joined her, wrapping his arms around her waist as she waited for the water to boil. She leaned back into him, letting his chin rest on her shoulder, savoring the small, quiet ritual of being held.

“Breakfast?” he asked.

She nodded, and together they moved through the motions—scrambled eggs, toast, orange juice. Milo lay at their feet, hopeful for crumbs. They moved around each other easily, familiar in their choreography, but there was a slight edge to their movements—an extra pause here, a glance that lingered a fraction too long.

They ate at the kitchen table, sunlight slanting across the wood, half-listening to the radio. Headlines drifted in and out of focus: train delays, a politician’s scandal, rain in the forecast. Rowan offered Iris the arts section, teasing her about her love of the crossword. She made a show of groaning, but the banter felt thinner now, stretched across the gentle tension of what remained unsaid.

Halfway through breakfast, Rowan checked his phone again. Iris watched, not hiding her disappointment. “You promised,” she reminded him—half-playful, half-serious. “No work until after the walk by the sea.”

He looked sheepish, slipping the phone into his pocket. “Sorry. Habit.”

She smiled, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Break it. Just for today.”

He reached across the table and squeezed her hand, his thumb tracing the curve of her knuckle. “I promise.”

She held his gaze, searching for the man she’d woken up beside—playful, present, wholly hers. He smiled back, but there was a shadow there, the first chill of distance in the warmth of their kitchen.

They finished breakfast, moving through the last of the morning with a tenderness born of effort. Rowan gathered his keys and Milo’s leash, ready for their promised walk. Iris checked her phone, the message from her dad still unanswered.

At the door, Rowan turned and pressed a kiss to her forehead, lingering just a little longer than usual. “I’ll be back soon,” he said, Milo pulling impatiently at the leash.

“Don’t forget,” she called after him. “You promised me the sea.”

He grinned, a flash of the man she loved, before the door swung shut behind him.

Iris stood in the quiet kitchen, mug in hand, and watched the sunlight flicker across the floor. She felt the day settling on her shoulders, heavy and real. She told herself that all couples had mornings like this—full of love, but not immune to the tiny cracks that came with being human.

Yet somewhere in her heart, a small voice whispered: Nothing this perfect can last forever.

She turned away, bracing herself for the day ahead, already missing him more than she could admit.


Chapter 3: Public Play

Saturday mornings in Brighton had their own gentle chaos. The city pulsed with weekend energy: market stalls spreading across the pavement, flower vendors shouting prices, the air full of salt and pastry and a promise of rain. Iris and Rowan navigated the bustle arm in arm, Milo trotting ahead, leash taut but easy in Rowan’s grip. Milo’s golden fur caught the sun, drawing the gaze of children and old women alike as he sniffed at every lamppost with the earnestness of a sommelier.

They paused in front of Honeybee Café—a corner spot with steam-fogged windows and the best sourdough in the postcode. Inside, Ava waved through the glass, bright red lipstick already half-faded, her other hand stirring an espresso with the impatience of someone who considered caffeine a right, not a luxury. Tom grinned beside her, a wide, gap-toothed smile splitting his face, the weekend paper sprawled on the table between them.

Iris squeezed Rowan’s hand, feeling the comfort in the familiar rhythm: their friends, this café, the city as a stage for the ordinary. She kissed him quickly on the cheek, and he caught her wrist, holding her close for one extra heartbeat before letting her go.

“Five pounds says Ava’s already started drama with the waiter,” Rowan murmured as they entered.

“Ten says she’s flirting with him,” Iris replied.

Rowan arched a brow. “She’s bi. That’s not drama, that’s breakfast.”

The warmth inside was immediate—condensation beading on the windows, the smell of toast and burnt sugar, the hum of a dozen conversations layered like music. Milo was tied outside with a bowl of water and a biscuit from the barista, already gathering a small crowd of admirers. Through the glass, Iris saw him lean into every scratch and coo, tail thumping a slow, steady beat.

Ava leapt to her feet as soon as they approached, enveloping Iris in a hug that squeezed the air from her lungs. “You’re late,” she scolded, voice too loud, drawing glances from nearby tables.

“We’re not,” Iris protested, laughing, “You’re just early.”

Tom reached over, dragging Rowan into a rough, one-armed embrace. “How’s the risk business?” he asked.

Rowan grinned, squeezing Tom’s shoulder. “Risky.”

Ava plopped back into her seat, pushing a second espresso across the table toward Iris. “Drink before speaking, darling. I can’t handle your perky optimism until I’m three shots deep.”

Iris obeyed, the bitterness waking her from the last shreds of sleep. She settled beside Ava, Rowan taking the spot opposite, close enough that their knees touched beneath the table.

Tom raised his mug in a toast. “To the survivors of another working week.”

They all clinked, some with mugs, some with water glasses. Ava added, “To bad bosses and good gossip.”

Conversation tumbled over itself, easy and familiar. Ava was in rare form, spinning tales from her job at the firm—her “nemesis paralegal” had sent an all-staff email with a glaring typo (“public” turned “pubic,” a new record). Tom recounted the twins’ latest adventure—glitter glue in the cat’s fur, resulting in a midnight bath and a cross-eyed feline.

Beneath the laughter, Rowan’s hand found Iris’s knee under the table, squeezing gently. She turned to him, catching a private smile—one that told her he was present, in this with her, even as the table buzzed with other people’s stories.

Menus appeared, scribbled with daily specials. The waiter—a tousle-haired student with an accent from somewhere north of London—winked at Ava as she ordered, and she played along, tossing her hair and asking for “extra attention with the hollandaise.” Rowan bit his tongue to keep from laughing; Tom rolled his eyes, then stole a piece of bread from Ava’s plate the moment she looked away.

Their food arrived: shakshuka for Iris, avocado toast for Rowan, full English for Tom, pancakes stacked high for Ava, “with enough syrup to drown all my regrets,” she declared.

Milo’s fan club had grown. Through the window, Iris watched as a little girl in yellow wellies knelt to pet him, her mother keeping a safe distance, eyes soft with nostalgia. Milo basked in the attention, nose pressed to the glass when he remembered his humans, then immediately distracted by a passing terrier.

Inside, the laughter sharpened, softened, circled back on itself. Iris felt the warmth of Rowan’s thigh pressed to hers under the table, their bodies syncing with every shared joke, every memory retold. Tom raised a toast to “growing up without growing old,” and for a fleeting moment, Iris believed it was possible.

Then Ava turned sly, her gaze sweeping the table. “So—when are you two finally going to do it?”

Iris blinked. “Do what?”

“Come on. We’ve all been waiting for the big announcement. Marriage, baby, buying the flat next door so Milo can have a doggy guesthouse—whatever you call milestones these days.”

Tom groaned. “Don’t start. You’ll scare them off.”

Rowan smiled, but there was a flicker of something else in his eyes—weariness, or maybe a private ache. “We’re taking our time,” he said lightly.

Ava pouted. “Time is a construct. You could do with a little urgency.”

Iris forced a laugh. “We’re in no rush. Are we, Ro?”

He shook his head, fingers brushing circles on her knee, a secret anchor in the swirl of expectation.

Ava reached for her coffee, studying Iris over the rim. “You’d tell me if you were pregnant, right?”

Tom coughed, nearly choking on his toast. “Ava, Jesus.”

Ava ignored him. “I’m just saying, you two are disgustingly domestic. Some of us need to know if we should start betting on baby names.”

Iris felt a prickle beneath her skin. “No secret babies, I promise.”

The conversation moved on—talk of summer holidays, Tom’s new bike, whether Milo could be trained to fetch the post (Rowan: “He’ll just eat it”). But a subtle tension remained, threading itself through every joke and sideways glance.

Ava turned her attention to the table behind them, eyeing the waiter with renewed interest. “If I marry for money, you’ll still be my maid of honour, right?” she asked Iris.

“Only if you let me pick the band.”

“Deal.”

Tom looked at Rowan, grinning. “Imagine Iris on a microphone. You’d never get her off the stage.”

“She’s got a good voice,” Rowan said, nudging Iris under the table, pride soft in his tone.

Ava’s laugh was loud enough to make the waiter glance over. “You’re both hopeless.”

The rest of the meal unfolded in this vein: banter, teasing, stories that only half belonged to the people telling them. There was comfort in the ritual, but Iris felt the seams sometimes—a squeeze of her hand too tight, a joke that landed with an edge, the way Rowan’s eyes wandered now and then to the door, as if already missing her, or planning an escape.

Outside, the sky had darkened, clouds rolling in from the sea. Milo pawed at the door, ready for the next adventure. Tom gathered up the bill, Ava charmed the waiter out of a free croissant, and the four friends spilled out onto the pavement, laughter trailing behind them.

Rowan untied Milo, who spun in circles, leash trailing, and barked up at the sky. Iris scooped him up, laughing as Milo licked her chin, the taste of rain already on his nose.

Ava wrapped Iris in another tight hug. “See you at mine for wine and bad TV next week?”

“Wouldn’t miss it.”

Tom thumped Rowan on the back. “Pub tomorrow?”

Rowan nodded. “Text me.”

As the group split, Rowan and Iris lingered at the corner, Milo tugging them toward the promenade. Iris watched her friends walk away, their voices growing fainter, swallowed by the street’s weekend rush.

Rowan slipped his arm around her waist, his touch grounding her in the moment. She leaned into him, letting her head rest on his shoulder, both of them watching the city move around them.

“We survived,” Rowan whispered, lips brushing her hair.

“For now,” Iris replied, squeezing his hand.

They set off toward the beach, Milo bounding ahead, the future—imperfect, unscripted—spilling out before them with every step.

The clatter and swirl of the café softened around Iris and Rowan, a shifting tide of noise and conversation that faded into the background. The table between them was scattered with empty cups, crumpled napkins, and the remnants of Ava’s pancake feast. Sunlight fell in slanted stripes through the windows, making the cutlery glint and dust motes drift like confetti.

Tom and Ava were deep in debate about the best way to spend a bank holiday. “Hiking,” Tom insisted. “Or wild swimming. We live by the sea, for God’s sake.”

Ava flicked her spoon at him, syrup dotting his sleeve. “Please. The only thing I plan to dip into on a holiday is a bottle of prosecco.”

Iris smiled at their bickering, but her attention drifted to Rowan. He sat close—too close for mere friendship, but just distant enough that anyone watching might miss the thread between them. Under the table, his knee pressed into hers, a secret point of contact that had grown more insistent as the meal wore on.

She shifted, feeling his hand brush along her thigh, his touch casual at first, then purposeful. He traced idle shapes just above her knee, the pads of his fingers sending shivers up her spine. Every inch of her skin seemed newly sensitive, alive to the heat of his palm and the slow circling of his thumb.

Ava glanced their way, eyes sharp with mischief. “You two look suspiciously quiet over there.”

Tom looked up, missing nothing. “Plotting your next getaway?”

“Just enjoying the view,” Rowan replied, squeezing Iris’s leg gently beneath the linen. His tone was smooth, but the glint in his eye gave him away.

Iris ducked her head, cheeks flushed. She reached under the table, covering Rowan’s hand with her own, holding it in place. Her heart thudded—half anxiety at being caught, half a delicious thrill at the risk. She let her nails drag lightly over his skin, feeling the answering flex of his fingers.

Ava leaned in, dropping her voice. “Honestly, you two. It’s a public café. Children are present.”

Iris snorted, recovering herself. “No children, Ava. Unless you count Tom after two pints.”

“Oi,” Tom protested, but his outrage was perfunctory. He’d already gone back to arguing with Ava about picnic spots, letting Iris and Rowan sink back into their own current.

The pressure of Rowan’s hand shifted—now sliding just a fraction higher, fingertips pressing into the soft flesh above Iris’s knee. She bit the inside of her lip to keep from reacting, feeling her body tighten in response. The tablecloth hid them from the world, but she was acutely aware of every movement, every point where their skin met.

She glanced at Rowan, saw the lazy smile tugging at his mouth, the way his eyes lingered on hers. There was a challenge in his gaze—How far will you let me go?—and she found herself holding it, refusing to look away.

Her hand moved beneath the table, drawing circles on his wrist, a silent conversation. She slid her foot along his ankle, toes tracing the edge of his shoe. He squeezed her thigh in reply, slow and sure, and for a moment the whole world narrowed to the secret choreography of touch and permission.

Ava’s phone buzzed, and she turned away to check it, launching into a story about her boss’s disastrous date. Tom followed, laughter echoing, the clink of cutlery filling the space. No one noticed as Rowan’s hand slid a little higher, his fingers tracing the hem of Iris’s dress, pausing—waiting.

Iris inhaled slowly, letting the moment stretch. She pressed his hand flat against her thigh, trapping it there, an answer and a dare. He traced lazy patterns on her skin, every stroke sending sparks through her. She leaned in, brushing her lips to Rowan’s ear under the guise of whispering a joke. “If you keep that up, we’re going to have to leave early.”

He turned, lips brushing her temple. “That’s the idea.”

She giggled, the sound low and private, shared just between them. For all the laughter and noise swirling around their table, their world had shrunk to the secret heat pulsing under the linen, the invisible lines they drew and redrew with every touch.

The pressure eased; Rowan’s hand slipped back to her knee, fingers lacing with hers, their palms pressed together. They sat that way for a long moment, holding hands like teenagers, grinning at some joke only they understood.

Ava looked up, catching their joined hands. “I knew it,” she announced. “You two are disgustingly in love.”

Tom just rolled his eyes. “As long as they don’t start snogging at the table.”

Rowan laughed, squeezing Iris’s hand one last time before letting go. “You have my word,” he said, lifting his coffee in mock solemnity.

Iris felt the echo of his touch long after, her skin tingling with memory. She shifted in her seat, crossing her legs, and caught Rowan’s eye—his expression smug, satisfied, promising.

The meal wound down, the group gathering their things, dividing the bill with the practiced ease of old friends. As they spilled out into the street, the sun now half-obscured by gathering clouds, Rowan’s hand found hers again—above the table this time, for all the world to see.

They stepped into the crush of the Saturday market, but for Iris, the only world that mattered was the one where Rowan’s fingers had branded her skin and her heart raced with the knowledge that he wanted her, even in a room full of people.

The café’s noise ebbed and flowed, rising in a tide of laughter, the scrape of chairs, the clash of cutlery on plates. Ava and Tom were locked in a fresh argument—this time about the merits of camping. “It’s character-building,” Tom insisted, waving his fork for emphasis. “Makes you appreciate a real bed.”

Ava pulled a face. “I have a real bed and zero regrets. Who actually likes being cold and bitten by things?”

Rowan smirked. “He does. Every summer, like clockwork. You’d think he’d learn.”

Iris laughed, letting the banter settle over her like a warm blanket. But beneath the surface, she felt the edges—slight, persistent, a tension that didn’t quite fit the mood.

Tom turned to Rowan, prodding. “You ever get Iris out into the wild?”

Rowan grinned. “Define wild.”

Iris kicked his ankle under the table. “Careful.”

Tom snorted. “Not like that! Proper camping. No Wi-Fi, no hot showers.”

Iris shook her head, feigning scandal. “Why on earth would I subject myself to that?”

Ava jumped in, eyes gleaming. “Because you love each other. Isn’t that what couples do—suffer together in the woods?”

Rowan chuckled, eyes dancing. “We suffer plenty at home. Try living with Milo when he’s had too many biscuits.”

As the laughter rolled on, Iris glanced across the table at Ava—her hair tousled, eyeliner smudged, the kind of effortlessly undone that always seemed just out of reach for Iris. Ava was single again, flirting with the waiter as if heartbreak was a story to be retold, not a wound to be hidden. She moved through the world like someone always ready for the next adventure, untouched by the weight of other people’s expectations.

A flicker of envy twisted inside Iris. She loved Rowan—craved his touch, his steadiness, the sanctuary they’d built together—but sometimes she wondered what it would feel like to be untethered, unaccountable, to have no one but herself to answer to.

The conversation shifted, Tom regaling the table with a story about his twins: how they’d managed to convince the babysitter to let them eat ice cream for dinner, only to be caught red-handed when both had blue tongues for days. Rowan laughed, squeezing Iris’s hand beneath the table—a private reassurance, an anchor that pulled her back.

Ava leaned over, voice low. “Seriously, though—do you ever worry you’re missing out?”

Iris blinked, startled by the abruptness of the question. “On what?”

“On… I don’t know. Freedom. Mess. The ability to walk away and start over if you need to.”

Iris hesitated, feeling Rowan’s gaze on her, gentle and questioning. “Sometimes, I guess. But I don’t want to walk away. Not from this.”

Ava smiled, genuine but tinged with something wistful. “That’s good. You two always seem… solid.”

Tom groaned. “Don’t say that. You’ll jinx them. Next thing you know, Rowan’ll be buying a tent and planning surprise hiking trips.”

“Don’t you dare,” Iris warned, pointing her fork at Rowan. He raised his hands in surrender, grinning.

The table erupted in laughter again, the moment of seriousness passed. But the ripple remained, subtle but present—the knowledge that life didn’t always move in straight lines, that even the happiest couples carried questions in their pockets.

As the meal wound down, Tom offered to cover the bill, waving away Rowan’s protest. “Let me. You can get the next one. Unless you two elope before then.”

Ava gasped theatrically. “If they elope, I demand photos. Preferably with Milo in a tuxedo.”

Iris laughed, but her heart squeezed. She knew the teasing was affectionate, but it still left her raw—a reminder that no matter how tightly she and Rowan held each other, there was always the world outside, watching, waiting, wanting something more.

The friends gathered their things, sliding out of the booth in a clatter of chairs and half-finished stories. As they stepped into the street, the wind picked up, tangling Iris’s hair around her face.

Rowan slipped his arm around her, pulling her close. She leaned into him, grateful for the shelter of his body, for the way he seemed to know when she needed him most.

“You okay?” he murmured, voice for her alone.

She nodded, offering a small, grateful smile. “Just—crowded, that’s all.”

He kissed her temple, letting his hand drift down her arm, grounding her. “We don’t have to be anything but us.”

She squeezed his hand, hope flaring in her chest. “I know.”

But as they followed Ava and Tom down the street, laughter echoing ahead of them, Iris felt the weight of her own longing—the ache for certainty, the envy of simplicity, the slow, quiet fear that sometimes the world would ask more of her than she was ready to give.

The city receded behind them with every step. Leaving the café, Rowan and Iris trailed after Ava and Tom, weaving through the crowd that thickened around the market stalls. Sunlight danced in puddles from last night’s rain, the air tangy with brine and the promise of fried dough. Tom peeled off for the bike shop, Ava chasing after a sale rack of scarves, waving a dramatic goodbye and promising “something scandalous for next weekend.”

Suddenly, the noise fell away, the familiar faces gone, leaving only Rowan, Iris, and Milo threading their way down toward the pebbled edge of the Brighton beach. Here, the wind off the Channel whipped at their hair, carrying the far-off cry of gulls and the laughter of unseen children. The rhythm of their steps slowed, hips brushing, the leash slack between Rowan’s hand and Milo’s eager nose.

For a while, they walked in companionable silence, shoes in hand, socks stuffed in jacket pockets. Their feet found the familiar path—down past the battered bandstand, across the zebra stripes of the crosswalk, over the lumpy cobbles that always made Iris laugh.

She reached for Rowan’s hand, fingers interlacing, their arms swinging in time. “I’m glad we escaped,” she said softly.

He squeezed her hand, tucking it into the crook of his elbow. “I was about to kidnap you if you didn’t.”

She grinned. “You’re not much of a criminal. You’d confess after ten minutes.”

“Not if the sentence is life with you,” he teased, and she groaned, elbowing him in the ribs.

They stopped to watch Milo dig furiously at a patch of seaweed, sand spraying everywhere. Iris leaned against Rowan’s side, letting her head fall to his shoulder. Together, they watched the horizon—the blue-grey water churned by wind, the line between sky and sea blurred by bright clouds.

“Do you ever wish…” Iris began, voice nearly lost to the wind. She stopped herself, unsure where the question was going.

Rowan nudged her. “Wish what?”

She shrugged, staring at the water. “Wish it was just us, sometimes? No friends, no expectations. Just this.”

He was quiet for a moment, then turned her gently to face him, hands sliding to her waist. “It can be. Whenever you want.”

She laughed, but her voice shook a little. “You make it sound so easy.”

He smiled, leaning in until their foreheads touched, breath mingling in the salt air. “Some things are.”

She closed her eyes, letting the warmth of him settle through her. The wind tugged at her hair, strands sticking to her lips, and he brushed them aside with a careful touch.

There, in the half-shelter of a boarded-up beach hut, Rowan pressed her back against the weathered wood, shielding her from the view of the promenade. His hands framed her jaw, tilting her face up. He kissed her—slow, lingering, the kind of kiss that held all the words they hadn’t spoken at brunch, all the reassurances that didn’t fit into casual conversation.

Iris sighed into him, hands sliding under his jacket, feeling the thrum of his heart beneath her palm. He deepened the kiss, tongue teasing, body pressing close, blocking the world. Her hands found his hips, gripping tight, drawing him nearer until their bodies were flush, nothing but denim and desire between them.

Milo, oblivious, chased a flock of pigeons, barking as they scattered. Rowan laughed against her mouth, resting his forehead against hers. “We’d better not scandalize the dog,” he murmured.

Iris grinned. “You started it.”

He kissed her again, this time with a rougher hunger, hands slipping beneath her jumper to trace the bare skin at her waist. The thrill of almost-being-seen—the proximity of strangers just beyond the shelter, the knowledge that anyone could walk past—made her pulse thrum, her body tighten in anticipation.

“Wait until we get home,” he whispered, voice raw with promise. “I’m not done with you.”

She shivered, grinning up at him. “Good.”

They straightened, faces flushed, and walked on, giggling like teenagers, Milo circling their feet and tangling the leash in their legs.

As they reached the water’s edge, Iris slipped her shoes off, rolling her jeans to the knee and daring the cold seafoam. Rowan watched her—admiring, possessive, loving—then chased after her, splashing water until they both shrieked, breathless and alive.

It was a moment outside of time: wind and water, salt and skin, laughter that felt like relief. Rowan caught her, spinning her around, Milo barking his approval. She clung to him, breathless with joy, and for that heartbeat, the world was only theirs.

They walked back toward home, fingers laced, Milo leading the way, the promise of privacy and pleasure still humming between them. Each step was a reclamation—a reminder that no matter how loud the world grew, this was their center: bodies close, secrets whispered, a love that insisted on being lived.

The walk home was a slow, hungry drift through sun and shadow, the hush of the city on a Saturday afternoon punctuated by the shrieks of children chasing dogs, the shuddering hiss of city buses, the distant chime of a church bell. Iris felt the promise Rowan had whispered—I’m not done with you—like a pulse beneath her skin, each step ratcheting up her anticipation.

Milo, tired from his adventure, led the way with his tongue lolling and tail wagging at a languid pace, pausing to sniff at every new scent. Rowan and Iris trailed behind, holding hands, fingers brushing, eyes darting in search of stolen glances. It was the sort of walk that didn’t need words, their bodies speaking in the space between touches, smiles, and the promise of what would come.

As they climbed the steps to their flat, the building’s cool interior swallowed them—old floorboards, the faded scent of wood polish and laundry powder. Rowan let them in, fumbling for his keys, his hand shaking just a little. Iris felt her breath catch, not from nerves, but from the sharp, animal awareness that came when she was wanted and wanted back.

The door closed with a decisive thunk behind them. Milo trotted into the lounge, circling twice before settling with a thud in his bed, ready for a nap. For a heartbeat, the flat was quiet except for the thrum of city noise through the window—a car horn, a fragment of laughter, the world carrying on oblivious to what was about to unfold behind their door.

Rowan turned, his eyes meeting Iris’s, the pupils blown wide and dark. The look was a question and an answer both—a silent check-in, the ritual of consent that had become second nature. Iris smiled, slow and sly, and closed the space between them in two steps.

He cupped her jaw, brushing his thumb over her cheek, the callused pad rough and sweet. “You know what you do to me?” he murmured, his voice low, almost reverent.

She tilted her chin up, her breath trembling. “Show me.”

He didn’t waste time. His mouth found hers with a hungry precision, a blend of tenderness and heat that made her knees go weak. His hands slid down her sides, gathering the fabric of her jumper, tugging her closer until her body pressed flush to his. She tasted the salt of the sea on his lips, the ghost of their laughter still tingling in her chest.

Iris wrapped her arms around Rowan’s neck, fingers knotting in his hair, tugging just enough to make him gasp. She kissed him back, open-mouthed and demanding, every inch of her electrified by the tension that had started in the café and grown with every stolen touch. When his tongue traced the seam of her lips, she parted for him, inviting him deeper, giving herself over to the rush of wanting and being wanted.

He walked her backward, never breaking the kiss, hands exploring the curve of her hips, the small of her back, the warmth beneath her jumper. She bumped against the hallway wall, laughing into his mouth, the sound bright and breathless.

“Can’t even wait for the bedroom?” she teased, grinning.

Rowan grinned back, all heat and challenge. “Not a chance.”

He pressed her to the wall, one thigh between hers, pinning her gently but insistently. His hands mapped her body—up beneath her shirt, thumbs tracing the sensitive ribs, palms splaying over her waist. She arched into him, her own hands traveling under his shirt, fingers skating over the hard muscle of his stomach, the softness at his hips, the familiar warmth of his skin.

They kissed and kissed, the world shrinking to the five square feet of hallway, the scratch of brick beneath her palms, the solid strength of Rowan’s body caging her in. Milo barked from the living room, but they ignored him, swept up in the storm of touch and breath and laughter.

Rowan broke the kiss just long enough to tug her jumper over her head, dropping it to the floor. He traced the strap of her bra, fingers dancing along the edge before slipping beneath, teasing her nipple to a tight, aching peak.

Iris gasped, grabbing his wrist, grounding herself in the roughness of his touch. “You’re dangerous,” she breathed, her eyes bright.

He kissed her jaw, the hollow beneath her ear, the place that always made her shiver. “Only for you.”

She pulled his shirt off, baring his chest, running her hands over the ridges of old scars and the smooth plane of his skin. He pressed her harder into the wall, his mouth finding hers again, his hips grinding into hers, the friction making her ache.

Their rhythm was urgent, but never frantic—a slow build, a dance they both knew by heart. Iris hooked her leg around Rowan’s waist, bringing him closer, letting him feel the heat building between her thighs. He reached between them, fingers sliding under the waistband of her jeans, stroking her over her underwear, slow and deliberate.

She moaned, biting her lip, the sound half-swallowed by his mouth. Her hands fumbled with the button of his jeans, desperate to touch him, to claim him, to feel the evidence of his wanting in her palm.

He hissed as she wrapped her hand around him, the feel of him hot and heavy and familiar. He ground into her touch, his breath ragged, his forehead pressed to hers.

“Bedroom,” she gasped, barely able to form the word.

He shook his head, smirking. “Not yet.”

He sank to his knees, peeling her jeans down her legs, pressing open-mouthed kisses to her thighs as he went. The hallway was flooded with sunlight, dust swirling in the golden air, painting their bodies with shifting patterns of light and shadow.

Iris leaned back against the wall, hands braced on Rowan’s shoulders, eyes closing as his mouth found her through the damp cotton of her underwear. He licked and sucked, gentle and then greedy, the rhythm matching the racing of her heart.

She moaned his name, hips rocking into his face, her fingers digging into his hair. He pulled her underwear aside, tongue finding her, slow and sure, never in a rush. The hallway echoed with her gasps, the slap of her palm against the wall, the desperate, joyous sound of being loved by someone who knew her every weakness and craved every part of her.

He coaxed her higher and higher, one hand gripping her thigh, the other sliding up to tease her nipple through her bra. When she came, it was with a cry she couldn’t stifle, her whole body shuddering, her vision blurring with pleasure.

Rowan rose, licking his lips, eyes dark with satisfaction. He kissed her, letting her taste herself on his tongue, his hands framing her face.

“My turn,” she whispered, sinking to her knees, making quick work of his jeans, pulling him free and taking him in her mouth. She loved this part—how he trembled under her touch, the way his hands threaded through her hair, the rough curse he let slip as she hollowed her cheeks and worked him with tongue and lips.

She took her time, building him up, letting him teeter at the edge, then pulling away, grinning up at him.

“Tease,” he panted, pulling her up and kissing her fiercely.

“Yours,” she corrected, smiling, and let him lift her into his arms, carrying her down the hall to the living room, Milo yelping and circling their feet as if cheering them on.

They tumbled onto the sofa, limbs tangled, the world narrowing to skin and heat and the familiar shape of each other. Rowan entered her with a thrust that made her arch and gasp, his mouth on her neck, his hands fisted in her hair.

They moved together—urgent, messy, desperate and sweet, laughter and moans mingling as Milo tried to wedge himself into the space between them, eventually settling with a sigh at their feet.

The first time was fast, wild, a rush of years of knowing and wanting and loving poured into a single, breathless storm. Afterwards, they lay tangled together, panting, sweat cooling on their skin, grins wide and helpless.

Rowan stroked her cheek, his voice rough. “You’re trouble.”

Iris kissed his jaw, her body humming with joy. “You like trouble.”

He grinned, rolling her beneath him again, slower this time, taking his time exploring her body—tongue tracing every scar, every freckle, every inch that was his. She returned the favor, mapping him in kind, tracing words of love and longing onto his skin with lips and teeth.

The second time was gentler, sweeter—her legs wrapped around his waist, his forehead pressed to hers, their bodies rocking together in a rhythm as old as the sea. Words spilled between them—endearments, promises, confessions whispered and swallowed by the heat.

They came together, eyes locked, the world narrowed to a single point of contact, pleasure rolling over them in waves. When they were spent, they curled together on the sofa, Milo snoring at their feet, the city singing outside their window.

For a long time, they simply lay there, touching, breathing, soaking in the safety of each other’s arms. Rowan played with her hair, twisting it around his fingers. Iris traced the line of his jaw, the small dimple in his chin, the faint laugh lines at the corners of his eyes.

They talked quietly, sharing dreams for the day, making plans for dinner, for walks by the sea, for all the ordinary moments that made up their life. There was no hurry, no need for anything but the steady thrum of love and desire that bound them together.

Eventually, hunger and the call of real life pulled them upright. They dressed slowly, trading lazy kisses and lingering glances. Milo danced around them, eager for his walk, as if nothing had happened at all.

Iris caught Rowan watching her as she pulled on her jumper, his gaze soft, full of gratitude and awe. She crossed to him, pressing her lips to his, letting the kiss linger, sealing the promise of what they shared.

He rested his forehead against hers. “Thank you,” he whispered.

She smiled, eyes shining. “For what?”

“For loving me. For wanting me. For letting me want you.”

She kissed him again, feeling the truth of it settle into her bones.

The flat hummed with contentment—the scent of sex and coffee, the echo of laughter, the certainty that whatever storms might come, they would always find each other here.

As they opened the windows to let in the afternoon air, as Milo yawned and stretched at their feet, as the city moved on outside, Iris tucked the memory of this morning away—a talisman against the day when ordinary joy would feel like a miracle.

They didn’t bother getting dressed for a while after. The light shifted slowly in the flat, gold and warm, dust motes swirling in the air as Iris and Rowan lay curled together on the sofa, Milo a faithful weight pressed to their feet. The air was heavy with the scent of sex and sweat and spent laughter, every muscle in Iris’s body melted into languor. Rowan traced lazy circles on her shoulder, his other hand tangled in her hair.

Silence didn’t feel empty between them; it was full of everything that had just passed, a language of breath and touch and the unspoken certainty of being wanted. When Rowan finally spoke, it was a low, contented murmur. “I wish we could stay like this all day.”

Iris closed her eyes, a smile blooming. “We’d get hungry eventually.”

He grinned, nudging her. “We have toast and last night’s takeaway.”

“Romantic,” she teased, brushing her nose along his jaw.

He rolled his eyes, then kissed her. There was nothing hurried in it—just a deep, anchoring sweetness. Their bodies were twined, bare skin against bare skin, the kind of comfort that only comes from years of love and trust.

After a while, Iris shifted, settling her cheek over Rowan’s heart, listening to the steady, soothing thud. She let her fingers drift over his chest, tracing the raised line of an old scar. Her mind wandered—over brunch, over laughter and teasing, over the dizzying, hungry urgency of being seen and claimed. She felt happy, raw, and a little too exposed, as if their pleasure had stripped away the defenses she carried in the outside world.

Rowan sensed it, tightening his hold, his thumb rubbing gentle reassurance into her back. “You okay?”

She nodded, but her voice was soft. “Yeah. Just…full. In a good way. It’s like every nerve in my body’s singing.”

He chuckled, satisfied. “That was the plan.”

She closed her eyes, feeling the steady rise and fall of his breathing. “Do you ever…” She hesitated, unsure how to give shape to the ache in her chest. “Do you ever wonder if all this can last? If we’ll always be like this—happy, together, wanting each other?”

He was quiet for a moment. “Sometimes. But I don’t think it’s about always. It’s about right now. This—us—what we make of today.”

She let out a shaky breath. “Sometimes I feel like I’m waiting for something to go wrong.”

Rowan pressed his lips to her temple, holding her close. “Me too, sometimes. But that’s just the world getting in. The truth is, I want you. And I’ll keep choosing you, every time.”

She smiled, a little choked. “Promise?”

He shifted so she was looking up at him, his hand cupping her face. “Promise.”

A knock at the window startled them—a sharp, everyday sound that sent Milo scrambling upright. Rowan pulled on his boxers and padded over to the door, returning a moment later with the post—a takeaway menu and a letter from the council, nothing urgent, but the spell was broken. Iris sat up, reaching for the blanket, suddenly aware of her nakedness.

She glanced at her phone on the coffee table—a message from her dad still unread, the little red badge nagging at her. Across the room, Rowan’s phone buzzed with a new email. Their eyes met, both recognizing the thin, cold edge of reality slicing into their haven.

Iris wrapped the blanket around herself, legs tucked beneath her, watching Rowan from across the room. “Do you ever feel like we’re just playing at being grown-ups? That someone’s going to call our bluff and take all this away?”

He smiled, soft and sad. “Every day. But if this is a bluff, I’ll play it as long as I can.”

She nodded, feeling the ache settle in—a gratitude so sharp it almost hurt. She crossed to him, wrapping her arms around his waist, pressing her face into his chest.

“Let’s not lose this,” she whispered.

He held her tight, heart beating steady beneath her ear. “Never.”

They stood that way, anchored against the world, Milo weaving circles around their legs, the afternoon sliding slowly into evening. Later, they would shower, make tea, call her father, maybe argue about what to watch on TV. Later, ordinary life would reclaim them. But for now, in the golden hush after desire, Iris let herself believe it could always be this simple.

She let herself hold on, for just a moment longer, to the feeling of being entirely loved—and entirely safe.


Chapter 4: Night Rituals

Evenings in the flat had their own rhythm—slower, softer, shaped by the world outside winding down, but inside the lights burning longer than they should. It was nearly midnight, but the kitchen still glowed. The table was a sprawl of sketches, fabric swatches, water glasses, a laptop open and humming at low volume. Iris sat in the middle of it all, knees drawn up to her chest on the chair, a pencil tucked behind her ear, her headphones sealing her in with a wordless soundtrack of ambient piano and rain. She was deep in the zone, her body a coil of focus and fatigue, hunched over a half-completed concept board as if it might, tonight, unlock everything she needed it to.

Rowan moved through the flat in the background—a gentle, quiet presence, picking up after dinner, wiping down the countertops, running his fingers through Milo’s thick golden fur as the dog trailed him with sleepy adoration. Milo yawned and flopped from room to room, always angling for a spot close to either of them. The flat was warm, crowded with the everyday detritus of two people making a life: books stacked in unlikely places, plants creeping over every windowsill, the laundry basket only half-heartedly hidden behind the kitchen door.

From her corner, Iris watched Rowan fill the kettle and set out mugs. She loved this hour, when the rest of the world seemed to slow down and their home became a cocoon—a tiny, cluttered sanctuary where time stretched out and the city outside faded into a murmur of late buses and distant laughter. But she was also restless. The latest round of feedback from her client was still open on her screen—an email full of “just a few small changes” that would, she knew, keep her up another two hours at least.

She pressed her pencil to the page, sketching out new lines, trying to ignore the little badge of her father’s message on her phone, which blinked from where she’d pushed it to the far edge of the table. She hadn’t answered him in days—not because she didn’t want to, but because every time she tried, she felt like she was standing on the edge of a conversation she couldn’t control.

Rowan padded over, the weight of his gaze landing softly on her. “Tea?”

She slid her headphones down to her neck, smiling tiredly. “Yes, please. You’re a saint.”

He snorted. “A saint would have put the dishwasher on before eight.” He handed her a mug, fingers brushing hers in a small, deliberate touch. “How’s it going?”

Iris exhaled, looking down at the chaos of her workspace. “Like swimming through molasses. I just need to fix the layout and—” She trailed off, catching herself in the familiar litany of reasons she couldn’t stop, not yet.

Rowan leaned against the counter, crossing his arms, watching her in that way he had—patient, slightly amused, a touch of concern simmering under the surface. “You know, there’s a theory that the brain stops working after midnight.”

She grinned, sipping her tea. “Did you make that up?”

“Maybe. But you’re not going to get any more genius out of yourself tonight, no matter how many pages you fill.”

She shrugged, gesturing helplessly to the pile of work. “Deadlines.”

“Those don’t apply after eleven,” he replied, coming over to kiss her temple. “Union rules.”

Milo, sensing Rowan’s attention shift, trotted over and laid his chin on Iris’s knee, giving her the full force of his big, brown, pleading eyes. She scratched behind his ears, glancing at Rowan. “See? Even Milo agrees. I should work late. More hours means more treats.”

Rowan rolled his eyes, then ducked into the fridge for a snack—half an apple, some leftover cheese. He sliced the apple, plated it with a flourish, and set it in front of Iris. “At least eat something while you’re battling the design gods.”

She flashed him a grateful smile, then got lost again in her laptop, the world shrinking to pixels and lines. Her pencil flew, sketch after sketch building a paper city. She felt Rowan watching her sometimes, and she’d look up to see him standing in the doorway, arms folded, a softness in his expression that was both proud and a little frustrated.

He moved through the rest of the evening with the silent grace of someone used to being second to the muse—tidying the living room, making sure the front door was double-locked, setting out tomorrow’s clothes. Every so often he would catch her eye, and the unspoken conversation would flare: Are you coming to bed? Not yet. I’m close. Don’t stay up too late.

She lost track of time, drawing, erasing, redrawing. The flat slipped into deeper hush, Milo snoring gently at her feet, the heat of the radiator painting the air thick and heavy. Rowan disappeared into the bedroom, then returned in sweatpants and a faded T-shirt, rubbing sleep from his eyes.

“Iris, love,” he said, voice gentle but insistent, “it’s after midnight.”

She startled, blinking at the clock in the corner of her screen. 12:47.

“Just a few more minutes?” she pleaded, but she knew the look on his face—the one that was equal parts worry and affection.

He came to her side, crouching down to rest his chin on her shoulder, wrapping his arms around her waist. “You say that every night,” he murmured, lips brushing her collarbone.

She let her head drop back against him, breathing in the clean scent of his skin, the grounding warmth of his body. “I know. But I mean it.”

Rowan was quiet for a long moment, just holding her, letting her exist in her half-finished world. Eventually, he pulled away, pressing a kiss to the top of her head. “I’ll wait up for you. But don’t burn out, okay?”

She nodded, heart twisting with gratitude and guilt. “I’ll try.”

He ruffled Milo’s fur on his way out, the dog grumbling and stretching before curling up by the bedroom door, caught between loyalty and sleep.

For another half hour, Iris fought with her work, the flat silent except for the tick of the kitchen clock and the occasional snuffle from Milo. Her father’s message blinked again. She hesitated, phone in hand, thumb hovering over “call,” but instead she silenced it, pushing it face-down on the table.

The flat felt vast in the small hours—a world suspended in amber, waiting for her to return to it. The living room lights burned low, throwing long shadows that stretched across the floor. She felt alone and not alone at once; the press of responsibility, the warmth of Rowan’s faith, the ache of all she hadn’t said to her father.

Finally, the work blurred, the lines on the page refusing to stay straight, her eyelids heavy and her body bone-tired. She closed her laptop, rubbing at her eyes, and surveyed the battlefield of her evening—a half-eaten apple, a stack of notes, a mug gone cold.

She rose, gathering her things, and padded into the hallway, switching off lights as she went. In the bedroom, Rowan was half-asleep, curled on his side with Milo stretched out behind his knees. The bedside lamp glowed softly, painting everything in gold.

Iris paused in the doorway, watching them both—her heart full to bursting with love, regret, pride, and the longing to always be enough for the people she cherished. She crossed the room, slipped under the covers, and let Rowan’s arm find her waist without a word.

As the flat settled into silence, she lay awake, staring at the ceiling, the edges of her work still crowding her mind. Milo sighed, rolling over to press his cold nose against her ankle. She smiled in the dark, reaching down to stroke his fur, and finally, finally let herself rest.

But before sleep claimed her, she thought of her father’s message, of Rowan’s patient love, and of the ways even the most sacred rituals could sometimes leave her feeling a little lost, a little unfinished—like a sketch waiting for its final line.

The room was mostly dark, save for the slim arc of lamplight from the hallway. Iris lay on her side, eyes open, her mind still flickering with afterimages of design grids and color palettes. Rowan’s breathing was steady but shallow, the kind of not-quite-sleep that meant he was listening—waiting for her to either surrender to rest or to stir and slip away again.

She stared at the ceiling, willing herself to quiet the storm in her head. The flat creaked and settled, Milo’s tail thumped as he chased a dream beneath the covers at Rowan’s feet. A thousand tiny domestic sounds knit themselves around her—a world so safe, it was easy to believe nothing could ever break it.

But beneath the comfort, tension simmered. It started as a low-grade hum, an edge to the silence that pressed against her ribs. Rowan turned, arm draping over her waist, pulling her gently back into the circle of his warmth.

“You’re not sleeping,” he murmured, his voice still thick with almost-dream.

She sighed, shifting to face him. “No. Sorry.”

“You’re working too late again.”

She bristled, a defensive note in her tone before she could catch it. “It’s just a busy week.”

He brushed a strand of hair from her forehead, voice gentle but insistent. “It’s always a busy week, love.”

She tried for a laugh, but it didn’t quite land. “Are you keeping track?”

“I don’t have to. You’re not here even when you are. I miss you, Iris.”

His words were soft but hit her square in the chest. She bit her lip, stung. “I’m right here, aren’t I?”

Rowan propped himself on one elbow, studying her in the blue-lit dark. “You know what I mean. You’re with your sketches, your emails, your clients. Even when you come to bed, half of you is still out there, fighting with the world.”

She rolled away from him, tension spiking. “Well, maybe I have to be. I can’t just clock out when I want. Not everyone has the luxury of turning off their phone and forgetting about work.”

A silence settled—sharp, wounded. Milo whined in his sleep, sensing the temperature shift.

Rowan lay back, staring at the ceiling. “That’s not fair. You know I work hard, too.”

“I didn’t mean—” she began, but the words tangled, frustration closing around her throat. “I just… I’m doing my best, Rowan.”

“I know you are.” He kept his tone even, but his jaw was tight, the muscle there working in the shadows. “I just wish your best included leaving a little for me sometimes. Or even for yourself.”

She pressed her face into her pillow, feeling the weight of her own failure—how the need to prove herself, to be enough for everyone, always seemed to cost her most at home. “I’m sorry,” she mumbled, voice muffled.

He reached for her, then stopped, letting his hand fall. “You don’t have to apologize. I just want you to rest. To let me take care of things sometimes.”

A fresh surge of guilt and irritation rose. “It’s not that simple, Ro. You say you want to help, but half the time you just…hover. It’s like you’re waiting for me to fall apart.”

He went quiet at that, pain flickering over his face in the half-light. “Maybe I am. Because you never let yourself lean on me, even when you’re exhausted. You shut me out. And then I worry even more.”

She let out a shaky breath. “I don’t mean to. I just—if I stop moving, everything will catch up with me. The emails, the deadlines, my dad, all the things I’m supposed to fix.”

He shifted closer, voice softer. “What if you let some of it go, just for a night?”

She shook her head. “If I do, it’ll all be waiting in the morning. And then I’ll be further behind.”

Rowan’s hand hovered over her hip, wanting to close the gap, but respecting her space. “So you’re punishing yourself. For what? For being human?”

Iris turned to look at him, tears brimming in her eyes—not dramatic, just quietly defeated. “Maybe I am. Maybe I’m afraid if I don’t keep everything together, you’ll see me for who I really am. Not the version you want, but the one who’s messy and tired and not always kind.”

He cupped her cheek, thumb catching a tear before it could fall. “I see you, Iris. All of you. You don’t have to be perfect for me to love you.”

She closed her eyes, letting the truth of it wash over her, but the pressure didn’t quite lift. Instead, she felt raw—skinless, exposed, the night’s comfort curdled into unease.

He pulled her into his arms, but the embrace was stiff at first, both of them struggling with the push and pull of needing and not knowing how to ask.

After a while, Milo crawled between them, sighing as if to say, Enough. The world’s not ending, you two. They both laughed, the sound brittle, but it broke the tension.

Rowan kissed her forehead, brushing her hair back. “Come to bed, Iris. Really come to bed. No more thinking, no more working. Just us.”

She hesitated, feeling her pride bristle, but then the exhaustion won. She let herself be folded against him, breathing in the comfort of his skin, the safety of his hold.

“Okay,” she whispered, the word a truce.

For a time, they lay tangled together, neither quite asleep, neither quite at peace. The argument faded, leaving behind only the ache of loving someone so much it hurt to disappoint them.

In the darkness, with Milo’s breath steady between them, they found a fragile stillness—not forgiveness, not quite repair, but a space to rest in the company of the person they couldn’t imagine losing.

Iris stared at the ceiling, Rowan’s heartbeat thudding against her cheek, and wondered how love could be so easy and so impossibly hard, all at once.

The argument lingered, diffusing through the room like the faint scent of burnt toast—an undercurrent in the quiet, impossible to ignore, impossible to address head-on. For a while, Iris and Rowan lay tangled together, Milo sandwiched between them, his body warm and soft as a comfort object from childhood. The clock on the dresser ticked out the seconds with relentless calm.

Iris lay awake, staring at the soft glow that spilled from the hall into their bedroom. Rowan’s breathing evened out, but she could tell by the tension in his arm—the slight twitch of his hand on her waist—that he wasn’t asleep either. There was too much between them, too much left unsaid, circling like the hum of an unplugged wire.

She let her mind wander: over deadlines, her father’s unread message, the disappointment in Rowan’s voice. She resented it, that disappointment—resented how it made her feel, how it threatened to unspool her, even as she longed to just fall back into the safety of his arms and forget the world for one blessed night.

Milo shifted, rolling onto his back, paws twitching in a dream. His sigh made Iris smile despite herself, a reluctant softening. She reached over, scratched behind his ear, let her fingers brush Rowan’s hand.

Rowan flinched at the contact—so small only someone who knew him deeply would notice. He turned away, sitting up on the edge of the bed, running a hand through his hair.

The silence stretched, a tightrope balanced between apology and pride.

After a minute, Rowan stood, moving through the room with quiet purpose. He didn’t speak. Instead, he moved into the bathroom, splashing water on his face, brushing his teeth with slow, methodical movements. Iris listened to the familiar sounds—the gurgle of pipes, the soft click of the cabinet—her heart beating a slow, uncertain rhythm.

When Rowan returned, he didn’t climb back into bed. Instead, he crossed to the window, pulling aside the curtain to peer out into the night. The city’s glow painted his silhouette in pale gold, tracing the strong line of his shoulders, the curve of his neck. Iris watched him, feeling the ache of wanting to reach out and the shame of not knowing how.

He stood there for a long time, breathing slow and deep, collecting himself.

Finally, he turned back to the room, gaze settling on the soft chaos of their shared life—the half-read books on the dresser, the shoes piled messily by the door, Milo’s toys scattered like breadcrumbs across the rug.

He moved with new intention now. Crossing to the bed, he smoothed the duvet, plumping pillows, tugging the sheet back into place—a small act of order, a ritual of repair. He switched on the bedside lamp, bathing the room in warm, forgiving light.

Iris sat up, uncertain but watching. She knew this version of Rowan: the one who fixed things with his hands when he didn’t know how to fix them with words. It was how he’d survived his own storms, she guessed, long before they’d ever met.

Without a word, he left the bedroom door ajar—never closed, not really, an unspoken invitation for Iris to follow if and when she was ready.

Milo rose, stretched, trotted into the hall, then settled himself just inside the doorway, nose on his paws, watching the two of them as if refereeing a silent match.

Rowan moved into the kitchen, returning with two mugs—her favourite, chipped but beloved, and his sturdy, plain one. He set them both on the nightstand. Iris saw that he’d put a fresh teabag in hers, filled the kettle, set it humming, all without comment.

She slid from the bed, padding over in her old T-shirt and shorts, feeling exposed in a way that had nothing to do with skin. She watched him move, watched him try—awkward, stubborn, gentle.

She took the mug from him, their fingers brushing, a small apology folded into the gesture.

“Thank you,” she murmured.

He nodded, gaze meeting hers, equal parts weary and relieved. “It’s late. You need sleep.”

“So do you.”

He gave her a half-smile, the kind that said he’d forgive her anything. “Eventually.”

Iris sipped her tea, letting the warmth seep into her hands. The kitchen was quiet but alive—the hum of the fridge, the click of the kettle, Milo’s quiet breathing. Rowan busied himself with small tasks: wiping crumbs from the table, straightening a stack of mail, running a hand over his hair again and again.

They drifted back to the bedroom together, tea in hand, moving quietly through the dance of people who knew each other’s moods as well as their own. Iris placed her mug on the nightstand, crawled under the covers, and watched as Rowan drew the curtains, turned down the sheet, fluffed her pillow.

He didn’t climb into bed yet. Instead, he paused by the dresser, picking up the scarf she loved—the deep green one she wore when she wanted to feel safe. He held it, running the soft fabric through his fingers, then set it carefully on the pillow beside her.

It was an unspoken question, an olive branch extended not in words but in touch and memory.

Iris looked at the scarf, at Rowan, and let her heart soften further. She reached out, catching his wrist, pulling him gently down to sit beside her.

They sat like that for a while, Milo curled at their feet, the world shrinking to the four walls of their room, the lamp’s glow, the warmth of their bodies close but not yet entwined.

Rowan finally spoke, voice rough-edged and low. “I’m not good at arguments.”

She shook her head, voice just above a whisper. “Me neither.”

He smiled—a real one, tired but true. “Maybe that’s something to work on.”

She traced a finger along his jaw, feeling the bristle of stubble, the familiar topography of his face. “We could practice,” she teased, the hint of playfulness returning.

He laughed, and the tension broke, the room warming around them.

He reached for her hand, bringing it to his lips. “I don’t want to go to sleep angry,” he admitted.

She squeezed his hand. “Me neither.”

They sat in the hush of their half-lit room, the space between them shrinking with every breath.

Rowan slid under the covers, pulling her close, Milo climbing up to claim the foot of the bed. They lay tangled in each other, tea cooling on the nightstand, the scarf resting on Iris’s pillow—a promise of ritual, of repair, of the ways love finds to start again even when words run dry.

Iris rested her head on Rowan’s chest, listening to the strong, steady beat of his heart, and let herself believe—for tonight—that this, their small, stubborn practice of choosing each other, was enough.

The city outside carried on: traffic, sirens, the endless hum of lives intersecting. But in their bedroom, they had made a world of their own, built of apologies offered in touch, forgiveness folded into tea, hope tucked into the soft places of an ordinary night.

And as sleep finally threatened to claim her, Iris pressed her face into Rowan’s shirt and breathed him in, letting his presence fill all the hollow, anxious places, letting love—not perfection, not certainty, but love—be the last thing she felt before she surrendered to dreams.

The room was still and golden, the only light from the bedside lamp throwing soft halos across the tangled bedding. Iris sat propped against the headboard, the green scarf a ribbon of memory and promise on the pillow beside her. The earlier tension lingered but had softened—diffused into something almost sweet, an ache at the edge of relief. She could feel Rowan’s presence—solid, attentive, not just waiting for forgiveness, but offering it wordlessly, in patience and gentle ritual.

He moved with purpose, undressing with slow, deliberate motions—shedding the day’s clothes and the residue of argument, piece by piece. His body, familiar in every line and scar, was a comfort to her: shoulders strong, arms freckled from years in the sun, the small silvery slash along his hip she’d first kissed the week they moved in together. He paused, searching her face for uncertainty, for any sign she wanted to stop. Finding none, he sat at the foot of the bed, silent but open, waiting for her to close the distance.

Iris peeled away her own layers—old t-shirt, shorts, socks kicked free. The air was cool against her skin, prickling with anticipation and the comfort of belonging. She knelt on the bed, not in submission but in offering, in trust. Rowan reached for her with a gentle touch, fingers skating up her arms, trailing over her collarbones, lingering at her wrists.

He picked up the scarf, holding it out. “May I?” His voice was quiet, steady, but a thread of need ran through it—a plea as much as a question.

She nodded, meeting his gaze head-on, her own need written in the line of her mouth, the quickening of her breath. “Yes. Please.”

He smiled, soft and grateful, and pressed a kiss to her knuckles before raising her arms above her head. With practiced care, he looped the scarf around her wrists, knotting it to the headboard. The fabric was cool, the knot snug but never biting—a boundary, not a punishment. He checked her wrists, fingers gentle, seeking her eyes for permission. “Too tight?”

She shook her head, swallowing. “Just right.”

He leaned in, pressing a kiss to the inside of her wrist, the gesture intimate in a way that made her shiver. “If you want out, just say. Always.”

“Always,” she echoed, a whisper.

He stepped back, studying her as if seeing her for the first time—naked, arms stretched above her, breath rising and falling, eyes bright with anticipation and something more. Vulnerability, maybe, or the ache to be known.

He climbed onto the bed, settling beside her, one hand stroking her thigh, the other brushing hair from her face. “This isn’t about punishment,” he murmured, voice low. “This is about letting go. Letting me carry it for a while.”

Iris nodded, her throat thick. She didn’t have the words for the gratitude that welled up in her chest, for the relief of not having to be in control—not for these minutes, not here, not with him.

Rowan began slowly, mapping her body with hands and mouth—kissing the curve of her shoulder, the slope of her breast, the sharp point of her hip. His touch was reverent but not precious, hands strong, grounding. He whispered praise as he went, voice hot against her ear: “You’re beautiful. I love how you taste. Let go for me.”

He edged her skillfully—drawing out pleasure with lips and fingers, building her up and backing away, coaxing whimpers from her lips, her muscles trembling. His tongue traced circles over her nipple, then down her belly, his hand cupping her, pressing, teasing, never giving her exactly what she wanted until she was wild with it, twisting against the bonds.

Iris closed her eyes, letting go of everything but sensation—the pressure and release, the throb of arousal, the sweetness of surrender. Every worry, every unfinished task, every word left unsaid dissolved in the intensity of now.

He slid two fingers inside her, curling just right, his thumb circling her clit, his other hand stroking her thigh, grounding her in the present. “That’s it, love,” he whispered. “Let it out. You don’t have to hold anything tonight.”

She gasped, her body arching off the bed, the scarf pulling taut but never biting. The tension in her shoulders—built from days of pressure and self-recrimination—began to melt, replaced by a new, delicious ache.

He leaned in, biting gently at the place where her neck met her shoulder. “Tell me what you need.”

Her voice was shaky, desperate. “I need you. I need you to take it. All of it.”

He rewarded her with more—faster, rougher, mouth on her breast, fingers working her until she was a mess of sound and sensation, her moans echoing off the walls.

He watched her face, never looking away, drinking in every gasp and cry, every shudder and plea. He loved her most like this—unguarded, open, the world narrowed to nothing but the heat between them.

When she came, it was sudden, overwhelming—a burst of pleasure that left her sobbing with relief. He stayed with her, holding her through it, whispering soft nonsense, pressing kisses to her face and neck.

He didn’t untie her right away. Instead, he lay beside her, stroking her arm, letting her drift in the warm, floaty space where nothing was required, nothing demanded. He watched her, pride and love etched deep in his features.

“Good?” he asked, a smile playing at the corner of his mouth.

She laughed, breathless. “Good isn’t even close.”

He reached up, loosening the knot, gently freeing her wrists. He kissed each one in turn, the ritual as soothing as it was sensual. “Come here,” he murmured, pulling her into his arms.

They lay together, bodies tangled, the scarf trailing between them—a line from the night’s pain to its healing.

He held her close, hand stroking her hair, letting her breathe him in. “You did so well,” he murmured, pride thick in his voice. “Thank you for trusting me.”

She snuggled closer, her body boneless with release, her heart raw but safe. “Thank you for not letting go.”

He pulled the blanket over them, wrapping her in warmth, kissing her forehead again and again until she was sure the last of the day’s tension had bled away.

Outside, the city was silent. Milo, sensing the peace restored, curled at their feet, sighing in his sleep.

Iris felt herself slipping, finally, into a place where rest was possible. The ritual had done its work: she was held, she was safe, she was known.

As she drifted toward sleep, her last thought was a promise—not of perfection or always, but of choosing this trust, this love, again and again, every night that she could.

The room held a sacred hush in the aftermath. Iris lay on her side, Rowan curved behind her, his arms a cocoon. The scarf trailed from her wrist to his hand, a symbolic tether that neither of them wanted to let go just yet. The warm scent of skin and spent desire mingled with the soft, earthy perfume of fresh linens and rain against the window. Outside, the city was muffled—traffic faded to a distant hum, the night pressed close around the flat, insulating them from everything but each other.

Rowan held her, one hand splayed over her heart, the other tangled in her hair. His breathing was even, slow, each exhale puffing against the nape of her neck, grounding her in the reality of his presence. She felt deliciously heavy, limbs liquid with release, the tightness in her chest replaced by a kind of floating ease. For a long moment, neither spoke. Their silence was soft, the peace that comes after letting go.

Eventually, Rowan untangled the scarf from her wrist, bringing her hand to his lips. He kissed the sensitive skin there, gentle and reverent, then rubbed small circles to chase away any lingering ache. “You did so well,” he whispered, pride threading through every syllable.

Iris rolled onto her back, turning to face him. Their eyes met, tired but shining, each reflecting the relief of repair—the knowledge that even the hardest days could end in closeness, that love, properly tended, could be a place to rest.

She touched his face, tracing the slope of his cheekbone, the dimple in his chin, the faint scar along his jaw. “Thank you,” she murmured, her voice small in the hush.

He shook his head, brushing a thumb over her lips. “No need to thank me. I should have listened better. Should have let you breathe.”

A smile ghosted over her mouth—fond, forgiving. “You did. Even when I couldn’t ask for it.”

Rowan stroked her hair, his fingers gentle and unhurried. “You don’t have to carry all of it. You never did. I’m here for the heavy things too.”

Her throat tightened at that, emotions rising in a fresh wave. “Sometimes I feel like I have to be the strong one. That if I let go—even a little—I’ll disappoint you. Or let someone down. Or lose control.”

He nodded, understanding etched in every line of his face. “It’s hard for me to see you struggle and not be able to help. I want to fix it all for you, but sometimes that just makes it worse.”

A tear slipped from the corner of her eye. Rowan caught it, wiping it away with a soft “shh.” He pulled her close, their foreheads touching, his hand at the nape of her neck.

They lay like that for a long time, breathing each other in. The conversation drifted—slow, hesitant, but real.

Iris spoke of her father, of the old patterns of needing to prove herself, of the fear that if she wasn’t everything to everyone, she’d be nothing to anyone. Rowan admitted to his own worries: the helplessness of not knowing how to help her, the terror of being left behind or shut out, the ache that sometimes came with loving someone whose mind never seemed to rest.

There was no rush, no need to solve everything. Just the slow unspooling of honesty, held safely in the dark.

He pressed kisses to her temple, her eyelids, the tip of her nose. “I’m not going anywhere, Iris. Even when you’re messy. Even when you push me away.”

She laughed, watery, full of relief. “Even when I forget to buy milk and leave my socks everywhere?”

“Especially then.” He grinned, and she burrowed closer, letting herself be foolish and small in his arms.

Milo, sensing the peace restored, hopped onto the bed, wedging himself between their feet, a warm and solid punctuation mark to the evening.

Rowan tucked the blanket tighter around her shoulders. “You don’t have to earn this. You never did.”

She closed her eyes, feeling the weight of the words settle deep. “I know,” she whispered. “But I need to hear it. Sometimes more than once.”

“I’ll say it as many times as you need,” he promised.

A soft rain began, tapping at the glass, a lullaby for the restless. Iris felt the ache of the day dissolve—guilt, pressure, all the small hurts—replaced by the certainty of being held.

Their conversation drifted to lighter things. Rowan teased her about the mess she’d left in the kitchen; she threatened to withhold dessert unless he let her win at Scrabble. They laughed, voices hushed in the cocoon of their bedroom, Milo’s snoring the counterpoint to their repartee.

As sleep crept in, Iris traced the line of Rowan’s jaw with her finger. “Do you ever get scared?”

He nodded, serious now. “All the time. That you’ll leave. That I’ll mess up. That we’ll get so busy we forget how to find our way back.”

She took his hand, pressing it to her chest. “We won’t. We might lose the trail sometimes, but we’ll find it. I promise.”

He pulled her close, wrapping her in his arms, the scarf forgotten on the pillow between them. “That’s all I need to hear.”

They drifted toward sleep, Milo’s warmth at their feet, the soft rain and the steady pulse of each other’s heartbeats anchoring them to the present.

In the dark, Iris whispered the words she hadn’t been able to voice earlier. “Thank you for not letting me disappear.”

Rowan tightened his hold, answering without words.

And so they rested—fragile, unfinished, but together—reminded once more that the hardest fights were often followed by the sweetest returns, and that love, when nursed through honest touch and quiet conversation, could be stronger than any storm.

Night drew itself thick around the flat, wrapping everything in a blanket of stillness. The window glowed softly with city light, rain streaking quiet rivers down the glass. Iris shifted beneath the covers, breath slowing, every inch of her body deliciously spent and gently sore. Rowan was a warm, solid weight at her back, arm looped around her waist, chin pressed into the curve of her neck. Milo’s familiar bulk curved along the bottom of the bed, his breathing a slow, steady counterpoint.

The hush that followed their aftercare conversation was a different kind of silence—a silence with space in it. Space for the truth of everything they’d said, and the truth of everything they’d left unsaid.

For a while, neither Iris nor Rowan spoke. The comfort of skin on skin, the shared rise and fall of breath, the soft pulse of heartbeats—these became their language, a dialogue carried out in the press of knuckles, the slow flex of toes against shins, the subtle shift of hips to tangle and untangle beneath the sheets.

Iris hovered on the edge of sleep, her mind drifting in that sweet twilight where thoughts blur and longing has no shape. The world outside receded further: sirens faded, traffic thinned, the city shrank to a distant hush, and all that was left was this—the small, hard-won peace of their bed.

She could have fallen straight into sleep, but something held her back—a flicker of old worry, a habit as familiar as breathing. Rowan sensed it. He pressed a kiss to the back of her shoulder, wordless, a silent check-in.

“You awake?” he murmured, voice thick with drowsiness.

“Mmm,” she hummed, not trusting her voice to hold steady.

His hand drifted up her arm, thumb stroking slow circles over her skin. “You okay?”

A pause. She wanted to say yes. She wanted to say always. Instead, she found herself whispering, “I’m scared sometimes.”

Rowan’s hold tightened, not possessive but protective. “Of what?”

She swallowed, words fragile. “That I’m not enough. That I’ll mess this up. That you’ll… get tired of waiting for me to come back to you.”

He shifted, rolling her gently onto her back so they faced each other. The lamplight gilded his hair, turned his eyes to blue fire in the dark. He cupped her cheek, thumb smoothing away a tear before it could fall.

“Iris, look at me,” he said, voice quiet but unwavering. “You’re more than enough. You always have been. And I’m not going anywhere.”

She nodded, pressing her face into his palm, letting herself be seen. “Promise?”

“I promise,” he said, sealing it with a kiss—soft, slow, a benediction more than a claiming.

She smiled, the ache in her chest easing, not gone but smaller now that it was shared.

Rowan pulled her close again, their legs tangling. She felt the exhaustion in her bones, but the warmth of his body, the certainty of his voice, let her ease down a little further—let the armor drop a little more.

Sleep crept in by degrees. Rowan’s breath slowed, evening out. Milo sighed, twitching in his dreams, and Iris felt herself slipping away, grateful and unafraid.

But on the thin edge between waking and dreaming, she almost spoke. Almost told Rowan her deepest fear—that love, even theirs, could be chipped away by small failures, that someday he might leave not out of anger but exhaustion, that she might not notice until it was too late.

She opened her mouth to say it, but the words tangled on her tongue. Instead, she rolled closer, tucking her head under his chin, clutching his t-shirt in her fist like a child afraid of the dark.

Rowan stirred, half-awake, his hand smoothing over her hair. “I’ve got you,” he mumbled, and she knew he meant it—not just for tonight, but for every night they could manage.

The clock on the nightstand glowed 2:41. The city’s noise was a memory now, the rain a lullaby. Milo snored.

In the cocoon of their room, Iris let herself rest at last—barriers down, heart open, body spent and safe. The world would be waiting in the morning: emails, deadlines, her father’s message blinking on her phone. But for now, there was only this—Rowan’s arms around her, the hush of promise, the ordinary miracle of surviving another day together.

Her last waking thought was a wish and a vow: that no matter what storms tomorrow brought, she’d keep finding her way back here—to this bed, this body, this love, this fragile, blessed, ordinary peace.


Chapter 5: Small Cracks

Sunday afternoons always felt stretched thin, a liminal space between the comfort of the weekend and the encroaching demands of Monday. The light had that muted, golden quality as Rowan and Iris moved around their flat, each occupied with their own pre-dinner rituals, a dance choreographed by years of Sunday expectations and tiny, silent negotiations.

Iris stood at the wardrobe mirror, holding up two dresses. She studied herself with a critical eye—one dress was soft blue, the other a print she loved but sometimes felt too bold for the scrutiny of Rowan’s family. She second-guessed herself, thinking of Elaine’s keen gaze and John’s tendency to remark on everything, good and bad. The blue, she decided, smoothing it over her hips. Safe. Respectable. The dress of someone who knew how to be appropriate but would fade easily into the background if conversation turned uncomfortable.

From the hallway, Rowan called, “Do you think the Malbec or the Riesling?”

Iris poked her head around the door, dress draped over one arm. “Malbec. Unless you want your mum to make that face.”

He grinned, voice dry. “You mean the one that says ‘I’m not judging, but I’d never choose this myself’?”

“That’s the one.”

She heard him moving about the kitchen, the familiar clink of wine bottles and the rustle of dessert packaging. He’d spent longer than he’d admit choosing the tart for tonight, oscillating between something elaborate—too try-hard—and something classic, which risked being dismissed as boring. In the end, he’d picked up both, a compromise that felt a little like hedging his bets.

In the bathroom, Iris ran a brush through her hair, fussing with it until it fell in neat waves over her shoulders. She dabbed a little perfume at her wrists, the scent light and floral, just enough to feel like armor. She checked her phone—no new messages, but her dad’s text from earlier still sat unread, a silent presence in the back of her mind.

They dressed quietly, the air between them calm but loaded. Rowan ironed his shirt twice, smoothing the collar with a care that made Iris’s heart ache—how much of their lives were shaped by trying to appear just right for everyone else? He caught her watching, winked. “Ready to enter the arena?”

“Do I have a choice?” she teased, but there was a flicker of nervousness in her smile.

“Not unless you want my mum sending a search party.” He came over, pressing a kiss to her forehead, hands warm on her waist. For a heartbeat, she leaned into him, grounding herself in the familiarity of his touch, his scent, the gentle press of his body.

Milo circled their feet, tail swishing, sensing the energy of departure. He wore his best bandana—navy, with little bones—and seemed to know he’d be at the center of attention. Iris bent to scratch his ears, grateful for the easy distraction.

They checked everything twice—keys, wine, dessert, Milo’s leash. Iris slipped on her shoes, feeling the old, familiar flutter of nerves in her chest, not quite anxiety but not comfort either. “Let’s get this over with,” she whispered, half to herself, and Rowan squeezed her hand.

The drive was short but quiet. The city’s Sunday hush was settling in: shops closing, families gathering in their own ritual spaces, the sky streaked with late afternoon clouds. Rowan drummed his fingers on the steering wheel, humming tunelessly. Iris stared out the window, watching the world blur past, replaying in her mind a dozen previous family dinners—the awkwardness, the moments of warmth, the way one look from Rowan could steady her even when the conversation circled like sharks.

Elaine’s house was a terraced brick with a neat garden, beds of hydrangeas framing the walk to the front door. The curtains were already drawn, light glowing softly from within. Rowan parked at the curb, glancing at Iris. “Ready?”

She nodded, forcing a smile. “Let’s go charm the troops.”

Inside, the familiar ballet of family greetings began. Elaine met them at the door, cheeks flushed, her lipstick perfect. She enveloped Rowan in a tight hug, then Iris, her perfume a powdery floral that lingered. “You’re late!” she scolded gently, though they were exactly on time.

“We were deciding between two desserts,” Rowan offered, holding up the boxes.

Elaine’s eyes twinkled, a hint of mischief under the matriarchal precision. “Well, as long as there’s enough for seconds.”

John, Iris’s dad, stood awkwardly in the hall, tie slightly askew, holding a bottle of red in one hand and his phone in the other. “Iris,” he said, nodding, his tone affectionate but always a little formal. “Looking well. Work keeping you busy?”

She smiled, heart skipping. “Always, Dad.”

Emma swept in behind Elaine, arms full of mismatched plates, hair up in a messy knot, eyes sparkling. She beamed at Rowan, then Iris. “Thank God you brought wine. Mum’s been fussing all afternoon about whether she should open the ‘good’ bottle or not.”

Rowan grinned, handing her the Malbec. “Problem solved.”

Ava arrived moments later, trailing laughter and the scent of fresh rain. She pressed a kiss to Iris’s cheek, gave Rowan a wink, and swooped down to scoop up Milo, crooning nonsense to him as he wriggled ecstatically.

The first moments were full of movement and noise—coats draped over the banister, shoes kicked under the bench, voices overlapping as everyone found their place. Milo became the instant darling of the room, Emma kneeling to tie his bandana straighter, Elaine offering him scraps from a little dish she kept “just in case.”

Dinner was nearly ready, the smell of roast chicken and rosemary potatoes wafting from the kitchen. Elaine moved with practiced efficiency, checking on everything, making sure the table was set just so—old china, wineglasses sparkling, napkins folded into triangles.

The conversation started light, circling over the usual topics—Emma’s new flatmate (“She’s obsessed with plants, I can barely find my kitchen”), Ava’s latest dating misadventures (“He had a tattoo of Boris Johnson on his calf. No, I’m not joking”), John’s review of the new motorway extension (“A bloody waste of taxpayer money”). Iris laughed, sipped her wine, grateful for the buffer of stories that didn’t belong to her.

But beneath the warmth, subtext thrummed. Elaine’s questions had a gentle gravity—How’s work, Iris? When’s your next big project, Rowan? Have you two thought any more about saving for a house? Emma teased Rowan about his “domestic side,” Ava cracked jokes about secret engagements, John’s advice came dressed as curiosity but landed like warning shots: “Taking on a lot, aren’t you, Iris? Don’t burn out. Or miss your chance to do something real.”

Milo, sensing every shift in tone, made his rounds—offering comfort, distraction, comic relief. When conversation grew tense, he leapt onto Iris’s lap, pressing his snout into her side until she laughed, or lay at Rowan’s feet, tail thumping until the grownups smiled again.

Through it all, Iris and Rowan caught each other’s eyes: a squeeze of the hand, a wry smile, silent communication that meant I see you, I’ve got you, we’ll survive this together. They played their roles with care—loving, attentive, trying to be gracious under the microscope, knowing that love sometimes meant getting through dinners like this in one piece.

As the meal was served, everyone took their seats, forks and knives glinting in the soft light, wine poured with ceremony. The gathering storm of family expectation and longing pressed in, but for now, they faced it together—shoulders squared, smiles in place, hearts beating side by side.

And beneath it all, the small cracks began to form: tiny fissures in the plaster, felt but not yet seen, a trembling beneath the foundation that would, soon enough, demand their attention.

Dinner in Elaine’s house was an institution, governed by rituals so well-worn they felt like family law. Plates passed left, water poured before wine, and conversation set to the cadence of serving spoons and the clatter of forks. The table was a patchwork of mismatched linens, heirloom china, and modern glasses, the meal itself the result of hours of care. Roast chicken gleamed in its juices, potatoes crisped to a golden crust, carrots and peas nestled in a bowl like a peace offering.

The first few minutes of eating were a blur of gratitude—Emma declaring, “Mum, this is perfect,” John muttering, “Not bad at all,” as if conceding defeat to a superior force. Ava, already two glasses in, declared the potatoes “orgasmic,” and Iris snorted, grateful for the easy laughter that followed. Elaine beamed, a queen at her table, presiding over both bounty and order.

For a while, the conversation was comfort food—Emma’s new job, Ava’s ever-calamitous love life, John’s attempts at sourdough (“I killed the starter three times; I think it’s personal now”). Rowan recounted a client disaster with such deadpan delivery that even Elaine laughed, clapping his hand and saying, “Well, you always did know how to land on your feet.”

But beneath the surface, the real meal was just beginning—the exchange of expectations, the push and pull of future plans. It started innocently, as these things always did.

“So,” Elaine began, slicing into her chicken with the kind of precision that always made Iris nervous, “I saw Janet’s daughter had her second last month. Twins. Can you imagine?”

Rowan smiled politely, “Janet’s daughter always wanted a big family.”

“Mm. She said it’s exhausting, but she looks so happy. Of course, it’s not for everyone. Still—there’s something special about babies, isn’t there?”

Emma grinned across the table. “Careful, Mum. I think you just set off Iris’s internal klaxon.”

Ava raised her glass. “To living vicariously through other people’s offspring.”

Laughter, but Iris felt her cheeks flush. Rowan squeezed her knee under the table—a quick, reassuring squeeze.

Elaine pressed on, undeterred. “You two make such a lovely couple. And I know you’re busy with work, but I just hope… well, that you don’t put everything off for too long. Time has a way of running ahead of us.”

Iris forced a smile. “We’re in no rush, Elaine.”

Rowan chimed in, breezy but with a note of warning. “We’ve talked about it. We’ll know when it’s right.”

John cleared his throat. “Speaking of work, Iris—your mum said you’ve taken on a lot this quarter. Are you sure all this risk is worth it? I know you love your job, but…”

She bristled. “It’s challenging, but it’s good for me, Dad. I like building something of my own.”

John nodded, but worry flickered behind his eyes. “Just as long as you’re not running yourself into the ground for nothing. Security matters more than people think, in the end.”

A silence, just a beat too long, before Emma launched into a story about her old flatmate’s disastrous date. The tension diffused for a moment, replaced by laughter, but the pressure was only paused, not released.

Rowan topped up glasses, catching Iris’s eye, a silent apology for not being able to shield her from the onslaught. Iris reached for his hand, thumb tracing circles on his palm beneath the tablecloth.

Elaine turned her attention to Rowan. “And you? Still thinking about that promotion? I know your father would have wanted you to take every opportunity.”

Rowan shrugged, masking discomfort with a smile. “I’m weighing my options. There’s more to life than climbing ladders, sometimes.”

Elaine smiled, but there was a hint of challenge. “Not too much more, I hope. You both deserve the best life can offer. I just don’t want you to look back and wish you’d acted sooner.”

Iris let the words wash over her, feeling the ache of all that was unsaid: the question of children, the doubts about her career, the implied warnings about regret. She felt like a glass being tapped, searched for cracks, tested for flaws.

Ava, ever the mischief-maker, tried to cut through the tension. “Well, if it’s a race to grandchildren, I’m afraid you’re looking at the wrong table. I plan on being a bad influence, not a mother.”

Emma giggled, Elaine rolled her eyes, and John muttered something about “not counting your chickens.” Rowan smirked and squeezed Iris’s hand, the pressure grounding her.

Conversation drifted, looping back on itself—house prices, holidays, Emma’s new fitness kick (“Boxercise, Mum. It’s not a cult”), Milo’s good behavior (“Better than half the kids I teach,” Emma declared). Iris laughed when she could, sipped her wine, watched the slow battle between love and expectation play out across the table.

At one point, Elaine reached over, smoothing a lock of Iris’s hair behind her ear. “You’re glowing, dear. But do take care of yourself. These are the best years—don’t let them slip by.”

Iris blushed, unsure if it was a compliment, a warning, or both. She caught Rowan’s gaze—soft, apologetic, loving—and in that moment, she knew he felt it too: the weight of everyone else’s dreams, the impossibility of holding their own boundaries against the onslaught of family hope.

Dessert was served—Rowan’s chosen tart met with much approval, and Elaine praised his taste, the earlier tension smoothing out into sugar and coffee. For a while, everyone laughed again, the energy lighter. But as plates emptied and wine bottles dwindled, Iris felt the fatigue of being observed, measured, subtly prodded into shapes that didn’t quite fit.

As the meal wound down, Emma squeezed her hand under the table, whispering, “Hang in there.” Ava winked. Milo hopped up, tail wagging, as if to say, You survived. For now.

Through it all, Iris and Rowan’s eyes met, again and again, a silent litany: I see you. I’m with you. Just a little longer.

But beneath the surface, the cracks had widened, the strain of expectation settling into their bones, promising to echo long after the dishes were cleared and the table fell silent.

The table had been cleared, dishes stacked and carried into the kitchen by Emma and Ava, their laughter trailing behind them in a bright, brittle stream. Elaine declared she wouldn’t hear of guests doing the washing up, but Emma’s gentle coup had prevailed, the younger women quickly forming a front against maternal protest. Milo, loyal and opportunistic, padded after them in hopes of dropped scraps and a quiet place to flop in the corner.

Left behind in the dining room, Rowan poured the last of the Malbec, swirling it absently in his glass. Iris watched the deep red ring the crystal, grateful for a moment’s quiet—but she knew peace would be short-lived.

Elaine hovered by the window, straightening the curtains, fussing with a vase of wilting tulips. The room felt suddenly over-warm, the overhead light bright and relentless.

Elaine turned, fixing Iris with a look that was equal parts affection and scrutiny. “Walk with me for a minute, dear?”

Iris followed her into the lounge, the sound of water running and cutlery clinking marking the distance from the kitchen. The sitting room was neat and old-fashioned—shelves of hardback novels, photographs in silver frames, the good rug turned so the fading didn’t show. Elaine sat on the sofa and patted the cushion beside her.

For a moment, they sat in companionable silence. Iris traced the embroidery on a cushion, heart beating fast.

Elaine sighed, eyes soft. “You know, I only want what’s best for you. For both of you.”

Iris nodded, wary. “I know.”

Elaine reached for her hand, the gesture gentle but insistent. “I worry sometimes. Not just about… babies, or careers. I worry that you’re really happy. That you’re not just holding everything together because you feel you have to.”

The words hit Iris harder than she expected. She tried to laugh, but it caught in her throat. “It’s a lot sometimes, but Rowan and I—” She hesitated, uncertain what to reveal.

Elaine squeezed her hand, lowering her voice. “You can tell me. Are you really happy, Iris? Not just content, not just… coping. Happy.”

Iris swallowed, tears prickling behind her eyes, the exhaustion of the day suddenly rising. “Most days, yes. Some days, I feel like I’m running just to stay in place.”

Elaine nodded, her thumb rubbing slow circles on Iris’s knuckles. “That’s all of us, love. But don’t lose yourself for the sake of someone else’s dream. Not even for Rowan’s.”

Iris nodded, unsure what to say. She wanted comfort, but the words felt heavy, like an implied warning. She smiled, and Elaine smiled back, but the closeness was laced with a sadness neither could name.

Meanwhile, in the kitchen, Emma and Ava stood elbow to elbow, rinsing plates and stacking them to dry. Emma bumped Ava’s hip, whispering, “You’re a lifesaver. If you hadn’t come, I’d have climbed out the loo window.”

Ava grinned. “I live for the drama. And your mum’s roast potatoes.”

Emma snorted, tossing a dish towel at her. “Did you see Mum go in for the grandchild kill?”

Ava rolled her eyes. “Classic Elaine. Next she’ll be plotting your wedding and picking baby names.”

The two women laughed, letting the tension slip out with the steam and soap bubbles, but even their jokes had an undertone—an acknowledgment of how expectation could crowd a room until it became hard to breathe.

Rowan lingered in the hallway, the last of the wine warming in his palm. He heard John’s footsteps before he saw him, the older man moving with purpose, shoulders squared, voice pitched low.

“Mind if we have a word?” John asked, nodding toward the small back garden. Rowan followed, the chill of evening air a welcome shock after the heat of the house.

They stood side by side on the stoop, the garden neat and spare, moonlight silvering the hedges. John cleared his throat, searching for words.

“You taking care of my girl?” he asked, the question gruff but honest.

Rowan nodded, meeting his gaze. “Always, John. I love her.”

John nodded, looking down at his shoes. “She’s strong, but she carries too much sometimes. Her mother was the same. You have to know when to push and when to let her be. I worry she’ll burn out chasing a dream that doesn’t want her back.”

Rowan nodded, understanding settling between them. “I do too. But she’s the bravest person I know. I’ll stand by her, whatever she needs.”

John patted his shoulder—a rare gesture of approval—and they stood in silence, watching the neighbors’ lights flicker on one by one.

Inside, Iris excused herself from Elaine, crossing the hall to the kitchen. She found Emma and Ava giggling over a bottle of cheap prosecco, the edge of the evening finally beginning to dull.

Emma hugged her, whispering, “Don’t let Mum get to you. She does it to all of us.”

Ava handed Iris a glass. “To surviving the inquisition.”

They clinked, laughter ringing out, the three women drawing strength from their little conspiracy.

But even as they laughed, Iris felt the weight of earlier conversations pressing in. She thought of Elaine’s worried questions, John’s blunt warnings, Emma’s effortless grace, Ava’s laughter that masked her own heartaches.

Rowan appeared at the kitchen door, his eyes finding hers, a question and a reassurance in one glance.

“I think we should head home soon,” he said gently.

Iris nodded, relief and regret mingling. “Yeah. I’m ready.”

As they gathered their things, farewells were exchanged—Elaine’s embrace, tight and scented with powder and worry; John’s handshake, warm and lingering; Emma’s squeeze, Ava’s wink. Milo wagged his tail, eager to escape, the one being in the house never burdened by expectation.

They stepped out into the cool night, Rowan’s arm slipping around Iris’s shoulders. They walked in silence for a while, the darkness wrapping them close, every word and look from the evening replaying in Iris’s mind.

Behind them, the house glowed—full of love, full of longing, full of the kind of pressure that could crack even the strongest foundations if left unchecked.

As they turned the corner, Iris leaned into Rowan, letting the quiet and the darkness soothe her battered heart, but the words from Elaine and John and even Emma echoed inside her—questions she couldn’t answer yet, wounds she didn’t know how to heal.

And so they walked home, the night soft around them, their hands clasped tight, two people carrying a little more weight than when they’d arrived.

The air was brisk, sharp with the promise of rain, as Rowan and Iris stepped out into the night. The click of the front gate behind them seemed to sever an invisible cord, but the house still glowed at their backs—rooms full of memory, love, and the invisible tension that had followed them home.

Milo trotted ahead, tongue lolling, tail high. The city had quieted for Sunday night: traffic slowed, curtains drawn, the only sounds their footsteps and the occasional hiss of distant tyres. The streetlights painted their shadows long and thin, stretching ahead of them—two outlines never quite touching, no matter how close they walked.

They made it three blocks before anyone spoke. For a while, the silence felt companionable. Then, as their hands brushed and then drifted apart, the quiet thickened. It was Rowan who finally broke it, voice tentative. “You okay?”

Iris didn’t answer at first. She walked a few more steps, breath steaming in the air. “I’m just tired,” she said at last, but the words were too small, too easy.

Rowan tried again, softer. “You were quiet tonight.”

Iris stopped, turning to look at him under the amber spill of a streetlamp. “What was I supposed to say, Rowan? ‘Thanks for dinner, now can everyone please stop asking about my uterus and my career and whether I’m happy enough for them’?”

He winced—she could see it even in the low light. “I know. I’m sorry. I just… I thought it would be easier this time. Less pressure, maybe.”

She shook her head, bitterness slipping through her exhaustion. “It’s never less, is it? It’s always some question about why we’re not—enough. Why we don’t have more. Why we haven’t made you a dad or me a perfect daughter yet.”

Rowan’s jaw tightened, hurt flickering in his eyes. “You think it’s just you they’re judging? I get it too, Iris. The questions, the expectations. I’m always supposed to have a plan, supposed to be sure about everything—about us.”

She sighed, rubbing her hands over her arms, trying to keep the cold out. “You never stand up for me.”

He recoiled as if slapped. “That’s not fair.”

She pressed on, unable to stop herself. “Tonight—when your mum started in, you just sat there. You let them talk about me like I wasn’t even in the room.”

He stared at her, voice thick. “What was I supposed to do? Start a fight at dinner? I was trying to keep the peace.”

She let out a frustrated breath, kicking at a stone on the pavement. “You always want to keep the peace, Ro. Even when I need you to pick a side.”

He ran his hands through his hair, voice rising despite himself. “You think it’s easy for me? You think I don’t feel pulled in a hundred directions? I’m trying—God, Iris, I’m trying so hard. I just don’t know how to make everyone happy.”

A silence settled, heavier than the one before. Milo, sensing the shift, stopped and circled back, nudging Iris’s leg with his nose.

She knelt, scratching his ears, her own voice suddenly small. “I don’t need everyone to be happy. I just need to know you’re with me.”

Rowan crouched beside her, the fight leaving his shoulders. “I am. Even when I get it wrong. Especially then.”

She nodded, tears stinging her eyes. “I’m scared sometimes. That if I can’t be what they want, you’ll realise you could have had something easier. Someone who fits better.”

He took her hands, holding them between his. “You’re enough. You always have been. I just… I get scared too, you know? That I’m not strong enough for this. For you. That I’ll mess it up, and you’ll realise you’re better off without me.”

They knelt there on the cold pavement, Milo pressed between them, the city spinning quietly on around their little island of honesty.

After a long moment, Rowan squeezed her hands. “Let’s go home, yeah?”

Iris nodded, rising. They walked the last few blocks in silence, but something had shifted—the tension spent, leaving behind only the raw, clean ache of being seen. Their fingers found each other, twining tightly, a silent promise.

As they neared their flat, Iris spoke again, voice steadier. “I don’t want to fight, Ro. I just… I want to feel like we’re in this together. Even when it’s hard.”

He nodded, pressing a kiss to her temple. “We are. Even when we don’t know what we’re doing.”

They unlocked the door, Milo trotting ahead to claim his corner, and stepped into the hush of their home. The world outside faded, and all that remained was the thrum of hearts and the weight of old wounds, newly named.

For a moment, neither moved. Then Rowan reached for her, and Iris let herself fall into his arms—not in forgiveness, but in relief. They stood together in the dim hallway, two people battered by expectation and their own fears, holding tight to the only thing they knew for sure: each other.

The flat was silent and dark, save for the soft, golden spill of light from the hallway. Milo bounded inside and flopped with a grunt in his corner, curling into a tight ball of fur. Rowan and Iris stood for a long moment just inside the door, coats still on, keys still in hand, the echo of the night’s arguments hanging in the air between them.

Rowan slipped off his coat first, tossing it onto the armchair. Iris followed, moving as if through water, her muscles heavy with exhaustion and the lingering ache of too many words. The kitchen felt too bright, the tiles cold beneath her feet as she dropped her keys into the bowl by the fridge.

They stood on opposite sides of the room, separated by the island counter and a hundred small regrets.

Rowan spoke first, his voice rough. “I’m sorry.”

Iris looked at her hands, then up at him. “Me too. I was unfair. I know you were just trying.”

He shook his head, running a hand through his hair, ruffling it into chaos. “I should’ve said something at dinner. Or—hell, I don’t know. I hate fighting with you, Iris. I hate when I can’t fix it.”

Tears sprang to her eyes—not hot and angry, but cold and tired, the kind that came from being stretched too thin for too long. “I don’t need you to fix it. I just needed to know you were there.”

He crossed the kitchen, reaching for her, hesitant. She let him take her hands, let him pull her close, her head dropping onto his shoulder. He held her tight, arms winding around her waist, holding on like she was the only steady thing in the world.

They stood like that for a while, the silence filling up with their breathing, the tick of the clock, Milo’s gentle snore.

She broke first, her voice thick with tears. “I’m scared, Ro. That one day all this pressure—family, work, everything—it’ll crack me open and you’ll see the mess inside. And you’ll wish you’d chosen something easier.”

He kissed her hair, fierce. “You’re not a mess. Or if you are, you’re my mess. I’m not going anywhere.”

She laughed, watery, hiccuping. “You’re as stubborn as my dad.”

Rowan grinned against her temple. “And you’re as impossible as my mum. So we’re well-matched.”

Their laughter mingled with tears, the tension beginning to slip away—replaced by something raw and urgent, a hunger that was part apology, part desperate need to remind themselves that love could still be bigger than the pain.

She looked up, wiping her cheeks with the back of her hand. “Come here.”

He pulled her close, mouth finding hers in a kiss that was clumsy at first—teeth bumping, noses colliding, laughter spilling out as they fumbled for a rhythm. But then it caught, heat sparking, the kiss deepening—open-mouthed, needy, the taste of tears and longing blending into something new.

She tugged at his shirt, buttons popping free beneath her shaking fingers. He pushed her jumper up, his palms hungry on her skin, skimming her ribs, cupping her breasts. Their hands were everywhere—urgent, greedy, staking a claim on every inch of skin as if trying to wipe away the bruises of the night with touch.

He lifted her onto the counter, plates rattling, her thighs opening to pull him between them. The cold stone under her bare legs made her shiver, but his mouth was hot, trailing from her lips to her jaw, down her neck, biting softly at the tendon there.

She gasped, arching into him, legs winding around his hips. “Now, Ro. Please.”

He groaned, pressing into her, the friction dizzying. They fumbled with zippers and buttons, laughter bubbling up between moans as Rowan nearly knocked a mug to the floor. “Careful,” he muttered, and she giggled, kissing him hard, swallowing his next breath.

He slid inside her in one long, aching thrust, and the world dissolved. Everything else—family, expectation, the ghosts of dinner—fell away. There was only this: the slap of skin on skin, her nails digging into his shoulders, his mouth devouring hers, their bodies moving with the single, frantic purpose of being as close as possible.

It was wild, frantic, almost feral—their pleasure a kind of reclamation, a vow to hold on even when the world tried to pull them apart. He thrust into her, hips driving her back against the counter, his arms banded tight around her waist, her head thrown back, the kitchen lights spinning.

She came first, crying out his name, her body shaking with the force of it. He followed, spilling into her with a hoarse shout, his face buried in her hair. They clung to each other, gasping, bodies still trembling with aftershocks.

For a while, they stayed tangled—breathing hard, hearts pounding, sweat cooling on their skin. Milo wandered in, sniffed, then settled by their feet with a huff, as if to say, Finally.

Iris rested her head on Rowan’s shoulder, a new peace settling between them. “Well,” she whispered, voice hoarse, “that was dramatic.”

He laughed, burying his face in her neck. “Only way I know how to say I’m sorry.”


Chapter 6: Hope & Hesitation

There was a pulse to the city in spring, a current of hope that even the thickest clouds couldn’t entirely smother. Iris could feel it—skimming through her like a new note added to a familiar song—as she stepped out of her office building that afternoon, project proposal still clutched in one shaking hand. The clouds were backlit and silvery, and for once, she didn’t notice the threat of rain. She didn’t even notice the wind. She was too busy reading and rereading the email on her phone, as if the words might slip away if she looked away for a moment.

Approved. Boutique fit-out—full scope. Congratulations, Iris. We’re lucky to have you on board. Call me to talk next steps. — S.

Iris pressed a hand to her mouth, half laughing, half gasping. The world didn’t stop, but her world tilted—a little brighter, a little wilder, the way it sometimes had when she was a child and a surprise gift appeared at the end of her bed. She let the moment linger, let herself believe it. Then, grinning, she turned for home, letting the rain spit against her cheeks and feeling as if the city was applauding her every step.

Rowan was the first person she called. She didn’t try to play it cool or casual; her voice trembled with joy as she blurted, “I got it! They picked me, Ro. The whole project. It’s mine.”

He whooped so loudly she had to hold the phone away, then peppered her with questions—what, when, who else knew, how she’d celebrate. “This is it, love. This is everything you’ve worked for. We’re celebrating tonight—non-negotiable. Wine, dinner, something sweet. Tell Milo he’s invited too.”

She promised she’d be home soon, her heart pounding with anticipation and a hint of anxiety, that old, familiar worry that sometimes crept in even on her best days: What if it goes wrong? What if I don’t deserve this?

By the time she reached the flat, Rowan had already gone all out. The scent of roasting garlic drifted through the stairwell, and when she unlocked the door, she found the living room awash in candlelight—tiny tea lights flickering on every surface, the dining table set with their “special occasion” plates and mismatched wine glasses. Milo wore a red ribbon around his neck, lolling on the sofa like a king, and there was a little chocolate cake under a glass dome on the counter.

Rowan met her at the door, grinning, hair sticking up at the back where he’d run his hands through it too many times. He swept her into his arms, spinning her until she squealed. “You did it! You bloody brilliant woman!”

She buried her face in his neck, laughing and breathless. “I did, didn’t I? I really did.”

He held her at arm’s length, searching her face as if to imprint the happiness there. “I’m so proud of you. You know that, right? Not just because you landed the project, but because you kept going, even when it was hell.”

She felt tears prick her eyes, the kind that meant everything was just a little too good to believe. “Thank you. For… all of it. For making me keep going.”

He kissed her, slow and soft, letting the world fall away until there was only the hush of their breathing, the warmth of his hands at her waist. Milo barked, nudging at their knees, as if reminding them there was a celebration to be had.

“Alright, greedy,” Rowan said, scratching Milo’s ears. “Come on, let’s eat.”

Dinner was perfect—simple but full of Rowan’s best efforts. He’d roasted chicken with rosemary, mashed potatoes until they were fluffy and decadent, and tossed a salad that gleamed with olive oil and lemon. He poured her wine, raising his glass in a solemn toast. “To Iris—the woman who builds things no one else can see. May this be the first of many.”

She blushed, clinking her glass against his. “To us—the team who makes miracles out of thin air and late nights.”

They ate and laughed, Milo begging for scraps with mournful eyes and a tail that wagged with every bite. Rowan told stories from his own work, making her laugh so hard she nearly choked on her wine. Every so often, she’d look at the proposal packet propped on the mantel and have to touch it, just to make sure it was real.

After dinner, Rowan brought out the little cake—a chocolate thing from the bakery Iris loved but only ever bought for birthdays. He’d stuck a single candle in it and insisted she make a wish.

She closed her eyes, wishing fiercely for courage, for this moment to last, for Rowan and Milo and laughter and the small, bright world they’d built together. She blew out the candle, and Rowan cheered, snapping a picture before she could protest.

“I want to remember this,” he said, thumbing the photo with a secret smile. “You never let me keep enough pictures.”

She rolled her eyes but let him, secretly pleased. “Maybe because you always catch me mid-bite or with my mouth open.”

“You look happiest when you’re not posing,” he replied, slicing the cake. “That’s what I want to keep.”

They ate dessert in the living room, Milo sprawled across both their laps, Rowan feeding her bites from his fork. “You know this means we’re officially due a break, right?” he said, brushing crumbs from her cheek.

She grinned. “I’ll believe that when you stop checking your email after midnight.”

He waggled his eyebrows. “That’s rich coming from you, Miss ‘I’ll just finish one more sketch before bed’.”

She laughed, sinking deeper into the sofa, letting the fatigue and joy settle into her bones. For the first time in months, she felt the tautness inside her relax—a sense that maybe, just maybe, the future wasn’t something to fear but something to move toward, hand in hand.

Later, Rowan brought out a bottle of prosecco he’d been saving for “good news.” They drank it from tumblers, Milo curled between them, the room full of soft music and softer glances. Iris watched the play of candlelight over Rowan’s face, the curve of his mouth, the way his eyes crinkled at the corners when he looked at her.

She leaned in, kissing him gently, letting the gratitude spill over. “Thank you,” she whispered, “for always making the ordinary feel like magic.”

He smiled, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “You do that for me, every single day.”

They sat in the glow, the city outside receding, the worries of the week forgotten for a little while. Iris let herself believe in the possibility of more: more wins, more dinners, more nights where joy outweighed fear.

Eventually, Rowan rose, clearing the plates, humming under his breath. “Don’t you dare lift a finger,” he admonished when she tried to help. “Tonight, you’re the guest of honour.”

She watched him, love settling deep and sweet inside her. She felt the urge to tell him everything—her hopes, her doubts, the way she sometimes felt like a fraud even with the world at her feet. But she held back, not wanting to dim the light of the night.

Instead, she pulled Milo onto her lap, burying her face in his fur, feeling the steady thud of his heart. Rowan returned with a fresh glass of wine, sinking beside her, arm slung across the back of the sofa.

“For tonight,” he said softly, “let’s just be happy. No plans, no worries, no next steps. Just this.”

Iris nodded, letting the quiet contentment fill her. “Just this.”

And for the space of an evening, it was enough—laughter, love, the gentle press of hope against the darkness.

But as the night wore on and the candles guttered low, Iris couldn’t help but feel the edges of something else: the knowledge that happiness is always a little breakable, always waiting for the world to knock on the door and ask what you’ll do next.

Still, she held Rowan’s hand, clinked glasses one last time, and let the night spin itself into memory—fragile, beautiful, fiercely alive.

Dinner’s aftermath was a gentle sprawl: dishes stacked in the sink, the last candle flickering low, Milo snoring in the hallway. Rowan poured them both another glass of prosecco, the fizz echoing the current running between them. Iris had kicked off her shoes and tucked her feet under her, cradling her glass, feeling the happy, unsteady buzz of relief and celebration.

Rowan sat close, thigh pressed to hers, his arm heavy and warm across her shoulders. “So, Ms. Project Manager,” he teased, “now that you’re officially a hotshot, what’s next on your world-domination agenda?”

She laughed, cheeks flushed. “I think I might sleep for a week. Maybe fly somewhere warm, drink something with a tiny umbrella in it.”

He grinned, reaching up to trace her hairline. “That sounds dangerously like a holiday. You sure you remember how?”

“I might need a refresher,” she murmured, leaning into his touch. For a moment, they simply breathed together, letting the hum of the city fade away.

Rowan broke the quiet first, voice softer. “Have you ever thought about what comes after all this? Like—what we want next?” He paused, his thumb making lazy circles on her shoulder. “I mean, not just work, but… you know. The future.”

Iris stiffened almost imperceptibly, and Rowan felt it, but kept going, gently. “Not that we have to decide right now. But I think about it sometimes. About you. About us. Where we’ll be five, ten years down the line.”

She tried for lightness. “Gray hair and a mortgage?”

He laughed, tipping his glass toward hers. “Maybe. Or a flat with a garden for Milo. Maybe a kid or two, if we’re feeling ambitious.” He caught her gaze, searching for something—hope, permission, the promise that they could dream together.

Iris looked down, swirling her prosecco, the bubbles catching the light. “Do you want that?” Her voice was small, uncertain. “Kids, I mean. A house. The whole… grown-up checklist?”

Rowan shrugged, but there was vulnerability in it. “I think so. With you, anyway. I never used to, but lately…” He smiled, almost shy. “I like the idea of building something that lasts. I want to know we’re going somewhere. Not just spinning our wheels.”

She nodded, pressing her lips together. For a moment, the silence between them grew taut.

“Sometimes I feel like everyone around us is racing,” she confessed, voice wavering. “Like there’s this deadline we’re all meant to meet, and I’m… lagging behind. I love what I do, but some days I wonder if it’s enough for everyone else.”

Rowan squeezed her hand. “Sod everyone else. I want what we want. And we get to decide what that looks like, love.”

Iris smiled, but the edge didn’t quite soften. “But what if what we want changes? What if we want different things and don’t know it until it’s too late?”

He looked at her for a long moment. “Then we talk about it. We fight, if we have to. But we don’t just let the future sneak up on us.”

She stared into her glass, the bubbles settling. “Sometimes I wish we could just… freeze time. Stay right here, before it gets too complicated.”

He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, tenderness radiating from every movement. “I get that. But life doesn’t wait, does it?”

She laughed, the sound a little broken. “No, it bloody doesn’t.”

They sat in companionable silence, letting the gravity of the conversation settle. Rowan toyed with the stem of his glass, thinking of all the things he hadn’t said—his quiet hope for a family, the fear that he might be asking too much, the desire to plan for the worst even as he hoped for the best.

Iris watched the play of candlelight on his face, wondering if he could see through her, if he knew how scared she was of breaking what they had by wanting too much—or by not wanting enough.

Rowan broke the tension with a joke. “We could always elope. Move to the seaside, open a dog rescue. Spend our days drinking wine and teaching Milo how to surf.”

Iris giggled, imagining it. “Milo would be a terrible surfer. He’s afraid of puddles.”

“Details,” Rowan said, winking. “It’s the fantasy that counts.”

She reached for him, threading her fingers through his. “What do you really want, Ro? If you could have anything, no strings attached?”

He grew serious, brushing his thumb along her knuckles. “You. Just… you, every day. And a future that feels like this. Warm, safe. Ours. That’s all I want, really.”

She squeezed his hand, her heart fluttering between fear and gratitude. “I want that too. I just… I don’t want to break it by asking for too much.”

He kissed her knuckles. “You couldn’t break this, Iris. Not even if you tried.”

But under the comfort of his words, Iris felt the old ache of uncertainty return—the sense that even happiness was risky, that every time you reached for more, you were tempting fate. She wanted to believe him, wanted to trust that the future was something they could build, brick by brick, wish by wish.

The night pressed on. Rowan poured the last of the wine, Milo stretched luxuriously on his side, and the city beyond their window carried on, indifferent to the hopes and fears threading through their little flat.

At last, Iris curled against Rowan’s chest, letting herself be held. “Promise me something?”

“Anything.”

“Promise me we’ll try to be brave. Even when we’re scared.”

He kissed the crown of her head. “Deal.”

They sat together in the quiet, the future suspended between them—both a promise and a risk, shining just out of reach.

Rowan cleared the last of the wineglasses, humming under his breath as he tidied the kitchen. The warmth of dinner still lingered in the flat, the scent of roasted garlic and chocolate cake mingling with the sharp, late-evening air drifting in through the cracked window. Milo had claimed his patch on the sofa, ears flickering as Rowan moved about, half-asleep but listening for the rustle of treats or the whisper of his name.

Iris stood at the edge of the lamplight, barefoot, her hands wrapped around her own elbows as she watched Rowan move through the gentle ritual of making their home whole again. There was a softness in her chest, a pride that kept trying to edge out her anxiety. She thought of the little girl she’d been—dreaming of winning things, being seen—and how different, how much braver this victory felt, with Rowan here to share it.

Rowan finished wiping the table and disappeared into the hallway. When he returned, he held something behind his back, a lopsided, secret smile blooming on his lips.

“Alright, close your eyes,” he said.

She rolled her eyes but obeyed, feeling silly and a little giddy. “If this is another singing Milo card, I swear—”

“Cheek,” Rowan grinned, stepping close so she could smell his cologne—familiar, grounding, the scent that always made her think of home. “No, it’s not that. Open.”

She did, blinking against the lamplight, and found him holding out a notebook. It was simple—hardbound in deep green linen, the corners ever so slightly rounded. A black elastic band kept it closed. On the cover, embossed in faint gold, were the words: Our Next Big Ideas.

Iris’s heart squeezed, surprise and gratitude mingling in her chest. She reached for the notebook, running her fingers over the smooth cover. “Did you…?”

“I saw it at the shop last week,” Rowan said, watching her face for clues. “I thought—well, you’re always sketching ideas for clients, for your job, for everyone else. But I wanted us to have a place for our dreams. For the stupid stuff, and the important stuff. All of it.”

She smiled, flipping the book open. The first page was blank. On the inside cover, in Rowan’s messy handwriting, he’d scrawled:

Everything we want. Everything we’re scared of. Together.

Iris felt the tears prick her eyes. She tried to laugh them away, but the gesture cut too close. “It’s beautiful,” she managed. “I don’t know what to say.”

Rowan shrugged, a little shy. “You don’t have to say anything. We don’t have to start tonight. I just… I thought it might help. Sometimes I feel like we only ever talk about the future when something bad happens. Or when we’re trying to avoid something. But what if we got to choose what goes in it?”

She sat on the sofa, turning the notebook in her hands, the gold lettering catching the light. “And if we write something down, it won’t jinx it?” she teased, her voice wobbly.

He sank beside her, bumping her shoulder. “I can’t promise that. But maybe it’ll make it real, you know? Sometimes the only way to beat the scary stuff is to say it out loud.”

They sat in silence, the book heavy between them.

Iris stared at the blank page, thinking of all the lists she’d made in her life—deadlines, groceries, regrets, what-ifs scribbled on napkins and tossed in bins. There was something different about this one. It wasn’t a tally of things to fix, but a map for two people who didn’t always know how to hope together.

Rowan nudged her knee, gentle. “Want to start now, or is that too much pressure after all the cake?”

She smiled, the anxiety flickering in her chest. “Let’s… let’s just sit with it a minute.”

He nodded, content to let the silence grow. For a while, they watched Milo twitch in his sleep, the city’s noise far below. Iris let her thumb stroke the cover of the notebook, feeling the weight of both promise and risk.

Eventually, Rowan spoke, voice tentative but kind. “I don’t mean to push, Iris. I just… sometimes I worry we’re waiting for things to be perfect before we let ourselves want more. And what if perfect never comes?”

She closed her eyes, exhaling slowly. “It scares me. The future. Every time I try to plan, I feel like I’m tempting fate. Like if I say it out loud, I’ll lose it.”

Rowan took her hand, squeezing. “Then write that down. ‘I’m scared to hope.’ That can be our first entry.”

She laughed, shaky but real. “And yours?”

He thought for a moment. “I want a life with you. One where we make plans, and break them, and start again. Where we’re brave, even when it’s messy.”

Iris opened the notebook to the first page. Her hand hovered over the paper, pen poised. “Maybe we just write the date,” she said. “And a promise to try.”

They wrote together, the ink uneven but deliberate:

March 22 – We promise to try. To write the good and the scary. To keep dreaming, even when we’re terrified. – I & R

Iris shut the notebook, feeling the gravity of the act settle in her chest—a comfort, but also a weight. “What if we mess it up?” she whispered.

Rowan kissed her temple. “Then we write about that too.”

A beat of silence.

“Thank you,” she said again. “For not letting me hide from the good stuff.”

He smiled. “You do the same for me.”

But as they put the notebook on the table, Iris felt the tremor of fear ripple beneath her skin—afraid that hope, once spoken, could invite disaster, but more afraid to live her life without trying to hope at all.

The night felt wider after that—more possible, but also more uncertain.

They left the notebook closed, promises pressed between its pages, and settled together on the sofa, Milo curling between them. Outside, rain began to patter against the windows, the sound familiar and strangely soothing. Iris rested her head on Rowan’s shoulder, breathing in the smell of home, of cake, of the future neither of them quite dared to name.

For tonight, the act of hoping—however fragile—was enough.

The flat felt different in the late hours, candlelight traded for the pale shimmer of streetlamps painting patterns on the ceiling. Rowan tidied the last of the dishes, moving quietly so as not to disturb the peace that still hummed between them, but it was a careful, deliberate quiet—a peace easily bruised by one wrong word.

Iris sat at the kitchen table, the green notebook resting in front of her. She’d flipped it open again, as if to reassure herself it was real, running her finger over their first, cautious promise. The ink was barely dry, and already her mind was spinning ahead—what if she couldn’t live up to it? What if hope was only ever a prelude to loss? She’d been so brave tonight, letting Rowan see how much she wanted more, but now that she was alone with her thoughts, doubt pressed in at the edges.

Her phone buzzed for the fourth time that evening—her father’s name lighting the screen, the words “Call me when you can” sitting unread. She watched it flash, the anxiety mounting. She loved her father, but every conversation felt loaded these days—expectations, warnings, a low thrum of worry about her choices, her career, her relationship. She swiped the call away, silencing the phone, then turned it face down.

Rowan finished stacking the plates, then checked the time on his watch. He lingered a moment by the window, looking down into the city lights. She wondered what he saw out there—possibility, or risk? He seemed content, but she knew him well enough to sense the ways he carried his own storms quietly.

When Iris went to the bathroom, Rowan slipped his phone from his pocket. In the warm, dim light of the living room, he opened the finance spreadsheet he’d been updating in secret. He logged a quick note about her new project—potential bonus, adjusted savings goal, the running tally of what they could afford if things kept going well. It was a small act of control, a way to keep the chaos at bay. He told himself he’d show her everything soon, but for now, it felt easier to be methodical, to keep hope and numbers in their neat, separate lanes.

Iris caught him glancing at his phone as she returned, something tense in his posture that melted when he saw her. “Work?” she asked, gentle.

He shook his head. “Just checking tomorrow’s weather. If it’s sunny, I thought we could walk Milo to the park. Maybe stop for pastries.”

She smiled, her worry fading for a moment. “That sounds perfect.”

But even as they found their way back to each other—touching, laughing, trading soft kisses as they brushed teeth and changed into pyjamas—there was a hush in the air, a sense that both were treading lightly. Milo, always tuned to their moods, circled and flopped at their feet, grumbling until Rowan scooped him up and dropped him onto the bed between them.

The three of them sprawled together, Milo’s heavy warmth anchoring them to the present. Iris pulled the covers up to her chin, watching Rowan as he dimmed the lamp.

“Do you ever worry we’ll jinx this?” she whispered, voice almost lost beneath the hum of traffic below. “That if we’re too happy, something will come along and…” She let the sentence hang, unfinished.

Rowan settled beside her, brushing her hair from her forehead. “Sometimes. But I think that’s what makes it worth fighting for.”

She nodded, letting the comfort of his words carry her a little further from her doubts. But the questions lingered, just under her skin: Was she enough? Was she brave enough to want more? Was Rowan hiding his own worries, or was she the only one who couldn’t turn off her fear of loss?

Later, when Rowan fell asleep—his hand splayed across her hip, breath even and deep—Iris slipped quietly from the bed. She padded to the kitchen, pouring a glass of water, the apartment echoing with her solitude. She stared out the window, watching the clouds chase each other across the moon, feeling both blessed and exposed.

She nearly called her father, nearly let herself spill all her secret anxieties. But instead, she picked up the notebook, scribbling a line on the next blank page:

Tonight, I’m grateful. And terrified. Sometimes I think the two are the same thing.

She closed the notebook softly, pressing it to her chest, wishing she could learn to live with both.

Back in bed, she nestled close to Rowan, letting the steadiness of his breathing lull her back to sleep. In the dark, Milo stretched and sighed, paws twitching in dream. Iris closed her eyes, telling herself that hope was worth the risk—even if the world outside was full of cracks and questions.

But as she drifted off, she was already rehearsing what she’d say if tomorrow brought bad news, or if Rowan asked her again about the future. It was a habit she couldn’t quite break: holding happiness in one hand, bracing for loss with the other.

Tonight, though, happiness had won—at least for a while.

The city had fallen mostly silent, rain drying on the pavements, the hum of late-night traffic fading into a distant, restless hush. The glow from the streetlamp outside cast shifting stripes across the ceiling, painting the bedroom in a light that felt both foreign and familiar. Iris lay awake, watching those patterns dance, Rowan’s arm heavy across her waist, his breath warm at her neck.

She tried to let herself rest. The day should have left her sated, but contentment slid away each time she neared it. She replayed every conversation—her father’s missed calls, Rowan’s hopeful talk of children, the new notebook on the table, its blank pages trembling with possibility and risk. Even Milo, curled tight between their legs, seemed unsettled; he’d shifted and sighed, nudged her thigh with his nose as if he, too, could sense the invisible weight in the room.

At last, unable to bear the hum of anxiety any longer, Iris slipped from the bed. The wood floor was cool beneath her feet as she padded softly to the living room. The flat was darker here, quieter still, save for the faint tick of the clock and the occasional drip of rainwater from the eaves outside. She curled up in the corner of the sofa, tucking her knees to her chest, willing herself to breathe.

She didn’t hear Rowan join her at first. It was the shift of the cushions, the warmth of his body, the faint scent of sleep and soap that gave him away. He didn’t say anything—just slid in behind her, arms winding around her, pulling her against his chest. She leaned into him, eyes closing at the safe, solid feel of his embrace.

He pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “Couldn’t sleep?”

She shook her head. “Too much in my brain.”

Rowan hummed—a soft, low sound—and tightened his hold. “Me too. I keep thinking, if I let go for a second, all the good stuff might slip away.”

Iris turned to face him, searching his eyes. “Can you just… hold me? Like you mean it. Like nothing else matters tonight.”

He nodded, no hesitation, pulling her into his lap, arranging her so her legs draped over his thighs, her head nestled in the crook of his shoulder. He rocked her gently, a slow, steady rhythm, the kind that soothed old hurts and silenced old ghosts.

They sat like that for a long while, exchanging no words. The silence between them was full, not empty—a place where they could breathe, where nothing was expected or demanded. Rowan’s hands traced circles along her back, his thumb stroking the bare skin just above her waistband.

Eventually, Iris shifted, turning to straddle him, her hands coming up to cradle his jaw. She looked at him for a long moment, searching for all the things he kept hidden behind his jokes and his plans. “I need you,” she whispered, voice trembling. “Not just tonight. I need to know this is real. That it’s safe to want more.”

Rowan cupped her face in his hands, his thumbs brushing away the tears she hadn’t realized were there. “It’s real,” he murmured. “It’s safe. I promise.”

He kissed her—slow, searching, each pass of his lips a wordless vow. She kissed him back, desperate and grateful, letting herself fall. Their hands roamed gently—no urgency, just reassurance, a mapping of familiar landscapes made new by the ache of longing.

Rowan pulled her close, his lips grazing her ear. “Let me take care of you tonight. Let me remind you how good we are. How good you are.”

She nodded, breath catching as his hands slid under her shirt, palms warm on her skin. He took his time, undressing her piece by piece, pausing to press kisses to every inch of skin revealed. His worship was wordless, his gaze reverent—her belly, her thighs, the swell of her hips, each marked with a touch or a kiss, as if to say: You are loved. You are safe. You are wanted.

Iris let herself be cared for, her usual shyness swept aside by need. She lay back on the sofa, Rowan kneeling between her legs, their bodies lit by the low gold of the streetlamp. His hands moved with confidence, coaxing pleasure from her in slow, winding strokes, his mouth worshipping her as if he had all the time in the world.

She moaned his name, her hands clutching his hair, her back arching as he brought her to the edge, then pulled her back, again and again. She was crying by the time he finally let her fall—tears of relief, release, and something like joy.

Rowan crawled up to hold her, wrapping her in his arms, kissing her face, her neck, whispering, “I’m here. I’ve got you. You’re safe with me.”

She pulled him close, needing him inside her, needing to feel the full weight of his presence. He entered her slowly, letting her set the rhythm, his eyes never leaving hers. The sex was slow, unhurried, bodies pressed close, the boundaries between pleasure and comfort, between reassurance and desire, dissolving entirely.

They moved together, a language of touch and breath, their whispers threading the dark:

“I love you, Iris.”

“I love you too. Don’t ever let go.”

“Never.”

When they came, it was quiet—a shuddering, clinging climax that left them trembling, gasping, clinging tight. Afterwards, Rowan cradled her in his arms, stroking her hair, rocking her gently as she drifted in and out of sleep.

She woke once, later, to find him watching her, his hand tracing idle patterns along her spine. She reached up to cup his face, thumb brushing his cheek. “Thank you.”

He shook his head, voice rough. “You never have to thank me for loving you.”

They lay together, tangled and spent, until the city outside was silent and the sky began to lighten in the east.

The first threads of dawn traced faint gold across the kitchen tiles as Rowan carried Iris, still tangled in the blanket, from the sofa back to bed. They left a constellation of candle stubs, empty wine glasses, and the notebook unopened on the table—a map of celebration and longing, and of all the things they’d dared not to say.

Iris lay back against the pillows, the air cool and smelling of rain, her body sated but her heart thrumming with a thousand tiny questions. She tucked herself beneath Rowan’s arm, listening to the steady drum of his heart. The world outside was still hushed, as if time itself had paused to give them a little more space before the demands of ordinary life returned.

For a long time, neither of them spoke. They let the warmth of their bodies, the gentle exhaustion, and the fragile aftermath of lovemaking fill the silence. It was Rowan who finally broke it, voice low and rough with sleep. “You’re quiet.”

She drew a shaky breath, pressing her cheek against his chest. “I’m just… scared, I think. Scared that I’ll mess this up. That I’ll be the one who ruins everything.”

He pulled her closer, his palm splaying over her back. “That’s never going to happen, Iris.”

She laughed, but it was soft and sad. “You don’t know that. Sometimes I feel like I’m standing in a room full of glass, and if I move the wrong way, everything will shatter.”

He pressed a kiss to her hair, his hand tracing slow circles along her spine. “You’re not alone in this, you know. I get scared, too. Sometimes I’m terrified that I’ll let you down, that you’ll wake up one day and realize you want something else—someone else—and I’ll be left here, wishing I’d done something different.”

She blinked, surprised at the vulnerability in his voice. “You? Rowan Bennett, master of plans and spreadsheets, afraid of the future?”

He huffed a laugh, pulling her even closer. “Especially me. Planning is how I keep the fear at bay. It’s easier to believe everything will be okay if I can put it in a box, check it off a list.” He hesitated, then added quietly, “But there are some things you can’t plan for.”

She nodded, her fingers tracing lazy patterns on his chest. “Like how scary it is to love someone this much.”

He smiled, tipping her chin up so he could look her in the eyes. “But also how good it is. How worth it.”

She bit her lip, searching his face. “Promise me, Ro. Promise me that if it gets hard, or if I start to get scared again, you’ll remind me of this. That you’ll hold on, even when I can’t.”

He nodded, earnest. “There’s no future I want without you in it. I’ll keep choosing you, Iris. Every day, every time.”

She swallowed, letting the words settle deep. “I’ll try to trust it. Even when it feels like too much.”

He grinned, brushing her hair from her face. “You’re not too much. Not even close.”

They lay in the hush, a new intimacy blossoming between them—not just physical, but the shared courage of having let themselves be seen, messy and scared and wanting. The light outside brightened. Birds began to sing. Milo snuffled at the foot of the bed, then launched himself into the space between them, tail wagging, insistent on being part of this fragile peace.

Rowan laughed, ruffling the dog’s fur. “Alright, alright. You too, mate.”

Iris rolled onto her side, watching Rowan with Milo, and felt something like hope flicker alive in her chest. Maybe this was the truest safety: not in being fearless, but in having someone to hold on to when fear came calling. In sharing the weight, and the light, and every small moment between.

They talked softly in the growing light, making small promises—Rowan swearing to try to worry less about logistics and let go of things he couldn’t control, Iris vowing to open up a little more, to share her doubts and not let them rot in silence. Together, they agreed to keep the notebook close, to add to it when they could, to make room for dreams and for the shadows they cast.

Soon, the world would wake. Phones would buzz with new demands, the workday would pull them apart, and the day’s ordinary problems would resume. But for now, Iris tucked herself under Rowan’s chin, fingers twined with his, letting herself believe that this—this space, this trust—was enough to keep them safe.

As she drifted back to sleep, she remembered the promise Rowan had made: “There’s no future I want without you in it.” She held to it as tightly as she dared, and let hope and fear mix freely in her chest, knowing that loving bravely was the only way forward.

And as the new day broke, shining pale and possible through the curtains, Iris dreamed not of catastrophe, but of mornings like this—of new promises, new beginnings, and the ordinary, extraordinary work of building a future, together.


Chapter 7: Practical Romance

Friday dawned slate-grey and spitting, a thin drizzle ghosting the city windows. Iris woke to Milo’s snuffling at the edge of the bed, the dog’s tail thumping as if he’d heard a secret and wanted her in on it. For a rare, luxurious moment, she stayed under the covers, relishing the weight of Rowan’s arm around her waist and the quiet, liminal hush that belonged only to mornings before the world intruded.

She felt Rowan stir, pressing a kiss into her shoulder before blinking blearily at the clock. “Don’t panic,” he murmured, voice thick with sleep, “but I’m calling a temporary work ban on you. This is not a negotiation.”

Iris laughed, warm and incredulous. “Excuse me? My inbox says otherwise.”

Rowan rolled over, propped on one elbow, grinning. “Your inbox can wait. We’re going away for the weekend. It’s all booked. I’ve packed for you—well, mostly. Just… trust me?”

She blinked, pushing hair from her eyes, heart pounding with surprise and a tinge of panic. “Wait. You packed for me?”

“Within reason.” He waggled his brows. “Your wellies, your cosiest jumper, that scarf you always ‘forget’ is my favourite. I drew the line at your… ah, skincare regime.”

She burst out laughing. “If you left my moisturizer, it’s on your conscience.”

He kissed her, quick and bright. “Pack anything you’d die without. We leave in an hour. Milo’s already hyped—he saw his leash and nearly combusted.”

Down the hallway, the flat buzzed with last-minute chaos. Rowan wrangled duffel bags, checked cottage bookings on his phone, and recited lists under his breath. Milo darted in and out, ears flapping, tail battering corners as if the world itself was a game he could win by sheer excitement.

Iris ducked into the shower, adrenaline fizzing through her. As she washed her hair, she replayed the invitation: You deserve to disappear for a weekend. Did she? The old tension pricked—what if a client called? What if her dad needed her? What if good fortune slipped away the second she let herself enjoy it?

But Rowan’s delight was infectious, and when she returned to the bedroom, she found her clothes neatly folded, her books stacked, and a travel mug steaming on the window ledge. A handwritten note was taped to the bathroom mirror: No work. No stress. Only us.

Packing became a kind of dance—her tossing in just one extra cardigan, Rowan sneaking a bottle of wine into the bag when she wasn’t looking, Milo sniffing every zip and pocket with forensic intensity. By the time the cab arrived, Iris’s nerves had given way to something lighter—anticipation, relief, and that deep, humming hope she always felt on the edge of an adventure.

The drive out of the city unfolded like a slow exhale. Grey buildings gave way to wet fields, then hedgerows sprouting early spring blossoms, the world brightening even as the clouds thickened overhead. Rowan queued up their favourite playlist—Fleetwood Mac, a little Sam Fender, a shameless burst of ABBA—and for miles, they sang and laughed, Milo’s head popping up occasionally from the back seat, tongue lolling in pure dog joy.

Somewhere past the service station, Iris’s phone buzzed. She glanced at it—two missed calls from her father, a gentle reminder of the world waiting behind them. She silenced it, tucked it deep in her bag. Not now. For once, she told herself, she could let it go.

Rowan glanced over, as if reading her thoughts. “You alright?”

She nodded, smiling. “I really am. This… this is perfect.”

He reached across, squeezing her hand. “It gets better.”

They rolled into the village just after midday—a cluster of stone cottages nestled against a shallow hill, a pub with a swinging sign, a single shop promising “Essentials & Curiosities.” The cottage Rowan had found was set back from the lane, hedges flanking a little gate, ivy crawling the chimney. Iris laughed at the way he fussed with the keys, Milo dancing in frantic circles as if he’d personally rented the place.

Inside, the cottage was a time capsule—old beams, mismatched crockery, a fireplace laid ready to spark, and a giant claw-foot tub in a bathroom big enough for two. Rowan strode from room to room, narrating a tour (“I claim the armchair for reading, you get the window seat for brooding”), and Iris watched him, heart brimming, grateful for this version of him—practical, playful, determined to carve joy from the ordinary.

She ran her fingers over the mantle, touched the worn fabric of the sofa, the scuffs on the floorboards. “You did good, Bennett,” she teased.

He grinned, pulling her into his arms. “I aim to please. Welcome to our temporary country retreat.”

They unpacked, every gesture full of small intimacies—her toothbrush beside his, their shoes tangled in the porch, Milo’s bed spread before the fire. Rowan made tea, Iris curled in the window seat, rain ticking at the glass. For a long time, there was no need for words. The silence was easy, threaded with promise.

“Still thinking about your emails?” Rowan asked gently, dropping beside her.

“Less than I thought I would,” she admitted. “More about how much I don’t want to leave.”

He leaned in, kissing her temple. “We’ll stay as long as we can. And when we go back, we’ll bring some of this with us.”

They drank their tea, watching the clouds move and the village settle into the hush of afternoon. Milo snored by the fire, legs twitching in some happy dream.

Outside, the rain deepened, drumming a rhythm that seemed to echo in their bones. For the first time in months, Iris let herself believe in respite—not the absence of problems, but the presence of love, and space, and a little quiet happiness no one else could touch.

Later, as the light faded, Rowan built a fire and Iris set out the groceries they’d picked up on the way—fresh bread, cheese, pasta, tomatoes so bright they looked improbable in the grey day. Rowan wrapped his arms around her waist as she sliced vegetables, swaying her gently to a melody only he could hear.

She grinned, pressing back against him. “This is dangerously domestic.”

He nuzzled her neck, smiling. “Just wait until I burn the sauce. It’ll feel like home.”

They cooked and laughed, the dog a permanent fixture at their feet, the world shrinking to warmth and rain, music and promise.

By the time dinner was done, the cottage glowed—a world apart, theirs alone. Iris found herself thinking, Maybe happiness is this simple. Maybe you just have to let yourself have it, even for a little while.

As the night drew in, Rowan uncorked the wine, and they toasted—“To adventure,” he said, “and to you, who needed it most.” She clinked his glass, laughter bubbling up, her heart wide open.

For now, the outside world could wait. In the soft golden light, with the rain steady and the fire crackling, Iris let herself be a woman who had everything, and deserved it, and was willing—just for a weekend—to believe the best was yet to come.

The first night in the cottage unraveled like a favorite song—familiar notes, subtle surprises, and a chorus that stuck in the heart long after the last verse faded. Rain lashed the windows, wind bellowed down the chimney, but inside, the air was thick with warmth, garlic, and the faint sweetness of tomatoes simmering on the stove. Rowan stirred the sauce with exaggerated concentration, Milo sprawled at his feet, snoring and twitching as if even his dreams couldn’t resist the spell of domestic bliss.

Iris set the small table with a mismatched set of plates and wineglasses she’d found in the old sideboard, smiling at the odd array of blue, green, and amber. The kitchen lamp glowed gold on Rowan’s face as he tasted the sauce, made a face, and reached for more salt. “Cooking in someone else’s kitchen is like making love in the dark,” he declared, “—exciting, slightly dangerous, and you never know what you’re going to grab.”

Iris laughed, hip-checking him aside to stir. “If you compare my dinner to a fumble in the dark one more time, you’re on washing-up duty for a month.”

Rowan held up his hands, grinning. “I live dangerously, but not that dangerously.”

Together they moved around the tiny kitchen—elbows bumping, feet tangling, laughter spilling over each mistake. The bread came out of the oven a little too crisp, the salad was mostly whatever greens they’d scavenged from the village shop, but the wine—local, robust, and startlingly good—flowed easily.

They ate by the fire, knees pressed close, Milo’s nose occasionally nudging under the table for stray crumbs. Outside, rain hammered the stone walls, but the inside world was small and bright, a circle of candlelight and shared pleasure.

After dinner, they played cards on the rag rug, Rowan inventing rules as he went, Iris accusing him of cheating with mock outrage. For each lost hand, Rowan made her tell a secret—her most embarrassing moment at work, her secret obsession with a bad reality show, the most ridiculous nickname she’d ever had. For each hand she won, she dared him to do something: sing his least favorite song, confess his first ever crush, or—her personal favorite—recite a poem about Milo’s feet.

They laughed until their cheeks hurt. At one point, Milo, bored of their games, leapt onto the sofa, dragging half the blanket with him, burying himself with a huff that said, Humans, honestly.

As the storm eased, Rowan stood, stretching. “Walk?”

Iris looked at the clock. “It’s half past nine.”

He shrugged, eyes bright. “Perfect time to see the village. Besides, I want to show off my raincoat.”

They layered up—Rowan in a garish yellow slicker he’d bought “ironically,” Iris in her old navy mac, Milo resplendent in a tartan dog coat. Stepping out into the drizzle felt like stepping into another world—dark lanes, the smell of wet earth and woodsmoke, puddles glowing under the lamplight.

They walked hand-in-hand down the main street, the only real sound their own footfalls and Milo’s impatient snuffling. The village shop was shuttered, the pub’s windows glowed with laughter and clinking glasses, and somewhere a dog barked—a distant, friendly challenge.

They paused under the awning of the shop, reading the hand-lettered signs: Fresh eggs (inquire at No. 3), Knitting Circle Thursdays, Best walks: ask Marjorie, postmistress. Iris giggled, tracing the words with her finger. “It’s like living in a postcard.”

Rowan nudged her shoulder. “Should we move here? Open a bakery? Make cheese and raise sheep?”

She pretended to ponder. “Only if you promise to let Milo herd the sheep. He’s got the attitude.”

Milo, as if hearing his name, barked, scattering a cluster of pigeons. They wandered on, stopping at the low stone bridge over the stream, watching the water churn dark and fast.

A man in a flat cap passed, nodding hello. Rowan struck up a conversation—where’s the best place to walk a dog, is there anywhere to get breakfast tomorrow, do people really swim in the river in winter? The man laughed, shook his head. “Tourists,” he said fondly, “always asking about the river. Too cold for swimming this year, but you’ll want to try the ridge path. Views for days, and nobody about but the cows.”

They thanked him, then walked back through the village, shoulders brushing, Milo a streak of energy ahead. At the cottage gate, Rowan turned, taking in the sweep of the fields, the clustered lights, the hush that only deep countryside holds.

“Do you ever think about living somewhere like this?” he asked.

Iris shrugged, a little wistful. “Sometimes. It’s beautiful, isn’t it? But I think I’d miss the city—the noise, the chaos. Then again, this… this is a kind of magic.”

He pulled her close, pressing a kiss to her damp hair. “Magic is good. But I’d live anywhere, as long as you were there.”

She rolled her eyes, but her heart swelled, heat blooming in her chest.

Back inside, they stripped off their coats and hung them by the fire. Iris changed into pajamas—her softest, the ones she’d almost left at home—while Rowan found the kettle, filling the air with the scent of mint and lemon.

Milo claimed the best spot by the fire, chin on his paws, eyes slitted with contentment.

They curled up on the sofa, mugs warming their hands, feet tangled under a wool blanket. Iris leaned her head on Rowan’s shoulder, letting herself be small, letting the rest of the world recede.

They talked about nothing—what Milo would write in his memoirs (“The Day I Met the Postman”), the worst school dinners they’d ever endured, whether or not it was acceptable to eat cereal for dinner after the age of thirty.

Sometime after midnight, the fire burned low. Rowan carried Iris to bed, Milo padding behind. They fell asleep wrapped around each other, the night deep and quiet, dreams sweet and untroubled.

In the small hours, Iris woke to find Rowan watching her, his hand on her hip, eyes soft with something like awe. She kissed him, sleepy and grateful, then drifted back to sleep, holding tight to the hope that ordinary happiness could be enough.

And outside, the rain washed the world clean, as if to give them a new start, just for the weekend.

The rain let up sometime after midnight, leaving the world outside the cottage hushed and glistening. Inside, the last embers crackled in the hearth, painting everything in the living room with flickering gold. Milo snored contentedly in his basket, his paws twitching, lost in a dream chase. Rowan and Iris sat on the rug in front of the fire, knees drawn up, a shared blanket pooling around their legs. Between them, two mugs of cooling tea, half-forgotten.

Iris picked at the threads on her pajama trousers, watching the patterns the firelight cast on Rowan’s face. There was a peacefulness in his features she rarely saw—a softening, as if, here in this old cottage, the careful vigilance he wore in the city had finally slipped.

He stared into the flames, swirling his tea absently. “I always loved fireplaces,” he murmured. “When I was a kid, I used to pretend the embers were dragons. I’d fall asleep by the hearth, and my mum would have to carry me to bed.”

Iris smiled, nudging his foot with hers. “Did you dream about being a knight?”

He grinned, but the expression was tinged with something distant. “No, just about fire. Power. Warmth. Safety. Mum always said I was happiest by the fire.” He paused, swirling the dregs in his mug. “She hated winter, though. Said it reminded her of all the years she’d lost to being ill. The world got so much smaller when she was sick. I think that’s why I like… making things big, you know? Plans. Trips. Surprises. I want everything to feel expansive.”

Iris’s heart clenched. She reached for his hand, weaving their fingers together. “I love that about you,” she whispered.

He looked at her, vulnerability naked in his eyes. “Sometimes I worry I’m just running from the small stuff. That if I stop for too long, the walls will close in and I’ll end up back in that tiny house, waiting for bad news.”

She squeezed his hand. “You don’t have to run with me. We can walk. Or crawl. Or just sit still by the fire.”

He laughed, shaky but real, and let out a long breath. “Your turn. What scares you, Iris Layton?”

She hesitated, gaze fixed on the fire. “Not being enough. Not for you, not for my dad, not for anyone. I keep thinking, if I just do more, work harder, plan better… maybe it’ll get easier. But it never does.”

He drew her closer, pulling the blanket higher around their shoulders. “You’re more than enough. You always have been.”

She tried to smile, her eyes stinging. “Sometimes I wonder if I’ll ever believe that. I look at you, the way you carry hope around like a shield, and I want to learn how to do that. But most days, I’m just waiting for the other shoe to drop.”

He brushed his lips across her forehead. “Hope is overrated. Trust is better. You can’t always hope for the best, but you can trust someone to stay, even when it gets messy.”

She rested her head on his shoulder, letting the warmth of the fire seep into her bones. “My mum used to say life was like walking a tightrope. You’re supposed to be scared. That’s how you know you care.”

Rowan was quiet, stroking her hand with his thumb. “Maybe being scared is a sign we’ve got something to lose.”

They sat in the glow, sharing stories they’d never said out loud: Iris told him about the first time she’d been bullied at school, how her dad had sat up all night with her making lists of what made her brave. Rowan confessed the day he’d found out his mum’s cancer had come back, the way he’d wanted to break something but had gone instead to build a model train with his dad—“As if building a world in miniature could make the real one stop breaking apart.”

Tears slipped down Iris’s cheek as she listened. She wiped them away, embarrassed, but Rowan only drew her in, pressing her face to his neck, holding her as if she was the most precious thing in the world.

“We’re so strange, aren’t we?” she whispered, half-laughing. “Two people hiding in the middle of nowhere, pretending we know how to do this.”

He held her tighter. “We’re not pretending. We’re practicing.”

She laughed, the sound softer, freer than she’d felt in ages. “Practicing for what?”

“For forever,” he said, utterly serious.

They sat in silence, the fire the only witness to their nakedness—the kind that had nothing to do with skin, and everything to do with heart.

Eventually, Iris leaned back, brushing her fingers over Rowan’s cheek. “I love you, you know.”

He kissed her, slow and certain. “I love you more.”

Outside, the world was vast and silent. Inside, they made a new kind of promise: to be brave enough to share the dark, and not just the light; to let each other see the cracks, and trust that love would seep into all the empty spaces.

When the fire burned down to embers, Rowan carried Iris to bed, Milo leaping up after them. They fell asleep tangled together, bodies and hearts unguarded, dreaming of a world where it was safe to want everything.

And somewhere in the deep, safe dark, the stories they’d traded began weaving new roots between them—roots that would hold, even when the storms came.

Morning in the cottage brought pale sun through steamed-up windows, birdsong trilling in the wet hedges, and the low, thunderous barking of Milo as he chased imaginary invaders around the garden. Iris woke tangled in Rowan’s arms, the hush of the countryside softening even her usual edge of worry. For a while, they simply lay together—listening to the wind, the far-off bleat of sheep, the everyday miracle of not needing to hurry.

Breakfast was lazy: toast charred on one side, butter melting in golden pools, coffee that tasted of adventure and a little too much grounds. Rowan insisted on frying eggs, singing badly as he did, Milo circling the table, tail thumping, occasionally scoring a scrap under the guise of being “starved.” The air was full of jokes, gentle teasing, all the easy affection that came from having no one else to impress.

By midday, the rain had returned, drumming gently at the panes. Iris stood at the window, mug in hand, watching droplets trace crooked lines across the glass. Rowan joined her, wrapping his arms around her waist, chin resting on her shoulder.

“We could stay in all day,” he suggested. “Read, nap, invent ever more elaborate sandwich combinations.”

She smiled, leaning back into him. “I suppose we could also finally write our joint will. You know, now that we’ve got the time.”

Rowan snorted, turning her in his arms. “Absolutely. I’ll take the dog and your record collection, you get my alarm clock and all my unmatched socks.”

She giggled, setting her mug down. “Deal. If you’re lucky, I’ll throw in the half-used bottle of shampoo.”

They bantered back and forth, building absurd terms for their imaginary agreement: Milo to be raised by the postmistress, the cottage left to whoever could best recite the lyrics to every Fleetwood Mac song, Rowan’s sourdough starter to be distributed among the villagers in a solemn midnight ceremony.

Eventually, Rowan got serious for just a moment. “Honestly, though—if I get hit by a tractor on the ridge walk, promise me you’ll remember to feed Milo before you start divvying up my things.”

Iris laughed, but a shadow fluttered through her. She masked it with a nudge. “If you get hit by a tractor, I’m moving to Paris with your insurance payout.”

He grinned, but there was a flicker of worry behind it—a split-second where his hand tightened just a bit too much at her waist, his eyes searching her face. The air in the kitchen shifted, both of them sensing it, the way a joke sometimes reveals a hidden ache.

Iris tried to wave it off, turning away to open a cupboard. “We’re terrible at paperwork anyway. We’d probably sign the wrong bit and end up leaving everything to the dog.”

Rowan didn’t push, only smiled. “At least Milo would have a grand old time.”

There was an awkwardness, brief but unmistakable—a moment where the future felt real, where the shadow of “what if” drifted too close to the warmth of now.

To shake it off, Rowan grabbed Iris’s hand, spinning her into a clumsy waltz around the kitchen. “Enough of that,” he declared. “Dance with me.”

She went willingly, laughing as they dodged chair legs and Milo’s persistent efforts to join in. Rowan dipped her, almost tripping over the rug; she shrieked, both of them collapsing in a heap of arms and laughter.

Music, invented and off-key, filled the kitchen, dissolving the tension. Milo leapt and barked, circling them in dizzy excitement.

When they finally fell onto the sofa, breathless and tangled, Iris lay with her head on Rowan’s chest, listening to the steady drum of his heart. “We’re a mess, you know that?”

He stroked her hair. “Best kind of mess.”

They dozed together, the afternoon outside sliding by in grey and gold, the threat of uncomfortable conversations safely tucked away for later. It was easier to live in the moment, to focus on the soft curve of Rowan’s smile, the way his hands wandered absent-mindedly over her back, the familiar rise and fall of his chest.

Evening came. They cooked dinner together, pasta tossed with cheese and too much pepper, sharing the fork as they sat on the floor before the fire. Their laughter echoed, a counterpoint to the storm outside.

But before bed, as Rowan was tidying up, Iris caught him staring at her from across the room—something unspoken in his eyes. She crossed to him, cupping his jaw, searching for the question he didn’t want to voice.

“It’s okay,” she whispered, not sure if she believed it, but wanting him to hear it anyway. “We don’t have to talk about the future tonight.”

He nodded, leaning in to kiss her—slow and deep, a promise and a plea tangled together.

And for now, that was enough. They curled together on the sofa, Milo draped over their feet, the fire crackling low, the storm singing against the glass. Outside, the world turned, full of unknowns, but inside, love held steady—warmed by laughter, comforted by touch, and braced against the shadows by the promise of tomorrow.

Night came in slow and soft, the cottage lit only by the embers in the hearth and the flicker of candle stubs left over from dinner. The storm outside had settled to a gentle whisper—rain trickling down the old stone walls, wind humming through the eaves. The world beyond their four walls receded until all that remained was warmth and firelight, the hush between heartbeats, the promise of touch.

Rowan and Iris sat close on the rug, Milo curled contentedly in his basket, one eye cracked open to monitor their every movement. The air felt charged—not tense, but electric, threaded with all the things they’d said and all the things they’d left unsaid. They’d spent the evening drifting between laughter and quiet, a dance of hands and glances, the kind of wordless courtship that only lovers who know each other deeply can sustain.

Rowan leaned over, brushing his lips against Iris’s temple. She turned into the touch, her body soft and receptive, the tension that had haunted her shoulders all day finally easing. He cupped her face, studying her as if she were a new landscape, one he’d never tire of mapping.

“Let’s take it slow tonight,” he whispered, his voice low, fire-warm. “No plans. No pretending we know how this ends. Just us.”

She nodded, breath catching, surrender blooming inside her like a secret. “Just us.”

He kissed her—gentle, deliberate, coaxing. His hands slid down her arms, tracing the curve of her back, finding the hem of her shirt. He paused, eyes meeting hers, asking for permission. She answered with a kiss of her own, hunger blooming between them.

The rest unfolded like a ritual. Rowan undressed her with reverence, peeling away each layer as if he were unwrapping something precious. He pressed kisses to her shoulder, her collarbone, the fading bruise on her hip. For every scar and secret, he offered a wordless benediction, a touch that said, I see you. I want all of you.

Iris reached for him in turn, unbuttoning his shirt with slow, shaking hands, tracing the freckles on his skin, the small mark on his side from a childhood accident he’d once confessed. She delighted in the feeling of him beneath her palms—solid, steady, hers.

Rowan eased her back onto the rug, the fire painting golden arcs along her skin. He reached for his belt, looping it around her wrists with a tenderness that made her eyes sting. “Trust me?” he asked, his voice trembling with hope.

She nodded, surrendering her hands above her head. “With everything,” she whispered. “The bad and the good.”

He knelt over her, his breath shaky. “I love you, Iris. All of you. Even the bits you try to hide from the light.”

She blinked back tears, letting the feeling crest and break over her. He leaned in, lips tracing a line from her wrist to her shoulder, down the valley of her throat, across the soft rise of her breast. His hands roamed slowly, exploring the terrain of her body as if he were learning it all over again. Every sigh, every shiver, every arch of her hips became a prayer of gratitude, a plea for more.

He worshipped her with his mouth, kissing every inch—her stomach, her thighs, the inside of her knee, the place where fear and longing gathered just beneath her ribs. When he finally slipped his hand between her legs, she gasped, hips rising to meet him, her whole body aching with the need to be filled.

He teased her, fingers stroking, circling, bringing her to the edge and pulling her back, over and over, until her voice was hoarse and her cheeks wet with tears. But these were not tears of sorrow—they were the overflow of being known, of being loved so completely that she could finally let go.

Rowan whispered encouragements—soft, grounding things—his voice a rope to cling to in the storm of sensation. “That’s it, love. Let yourself have it. Let me hold you.”

When he finally let her fall, her orgasm broke over her like summer rain—sudden, sweet, drenching. She cried out his name, trembling as the world spun and settled.

He untied her wrists with a care that felt almost ceremonial, kissing the tender marks left by the belt. Then he pulled her into his lap, wrapping her in the blanket, holding her until her breath slowed, her heart steadied.

She turned, straddling him, and found his mouth again, her hands threading through his hair. She guided him inside her, moving with aching slowness, the world reduced to the slick, delicious slide of skin on skin, the thrum of the fire, the steady beat of their hearts.

They moved together, quiet and intense, every thrust a question, every answer whispered in the language of moans and sighs. She let herself break apart again and again, Rowan there to catch her, his hands gentle even in their hunger.

After, they collapsed together on the rug, limbs tangled, the belt forgotten beside them, the fire burning low. Milo, sensing the peace restored, wandered over and flopped at their feet, letting out a sigh that made them both laugh.

Rowan brushed Iris’s hair back from her face, kissing her eyelids, her cheeks, the corners of her smile. “Thank you,” he whispered. “For trusting me.”

She cupped his cheek, thumb stroking the line of his jaw. “Thank you for loving me like this.”

They lay there in the glow, the world outside reduced to wind and rain, the soft tap of Milo’s tail, the knowledge that even in the darkest night, they could build something safe and holy out of touch and surrender.

As sleep crept in, Rowan whispered, “No matter what comes, this is ours. No clause, no paper, no storm can take this from us.”

Iris believed him. For now, in the warmth of the fire and the circle of his arms, she let herself believe it was true.

The fire burned low, coals a slow-red glow, as Rowan and Iris dozed in each other’s arms. Outside, the world was hushed: rain pattered on the slates, wind fussed at the eaves, and the lanes beyond the cottage lay empty and slick with night. Inside, the hush was softer—a peace so complete it felt almost unnatural, a rare and precious silence that belonged only to people who’d spent themselves on love and laughter, who’d dared to open every window in the house of their hearts.

They lay tangled together on the rug, wrapped in the old blanket, the imprint of Rowan’s belt still faintly pink around Iris’s wrists. Milo, an anchor at their feet, yawned in doggy contentment and nuzzled closer. Every so often, Rowan pressed a kiss to Iris’s forehead, as if to prove to himself that she was real, here, and his.

Iris, drowsy but wide awake inside, felt the aftershocks still moving through her body. She let her gaze wander over the cottage—shadows flickering on beams, rain tracing thin silver on the panes. Her limbs were boneless, her mind clear and spent. For a rare moment, she felt as if she had been rinsed clean, every anxious thought smoothed out, every sharp edge rounded.

But as the fire dimmed, so did her certainty. She watched Rowan pull on boxers and pad to the kitchen to make tea, the movement comforting and familiar, yet oddly fragile. She heard the gentle clink of mugs, the hiss of the kettle, the low melody he hummed to himself. She watched him from the doorway, arms wrapped around her body, feeling—without warning—a sudden rush of tenderness and something very much like dread.

He came back with two mugs, handed one to her, and pressed a soft kiss to her temple. They sat on the rug, sipping hot tea, sharing a chocolate biscuit, the world shrinking down to candlelight and the hum of Milo’s snores.

“Do you ever wish it could always be this easy?” Iris asked quietly.

Rowan smiled, setting his mug aside. “Sometimes. But then I think about how good it feels to get here, after everything. I don’t know if I’d appreciate it as much if it were easy all the time.”

She nodded, staring into her tea. “I’m glad you brought us here.”

He reached for her hand, thumb brushing her knuckles. “Me too. I needed to remember what we’re like when the world isn’t looking.”

A silence grew, gentle but loaded. Iris glanced across the room—his phone lay face up on the table, its screen glowing with a notification. When Rowan went to feed the fire, curiosity flickered. She reached over, saw an email subject line: “RE: Critical Illness Cover.” Her stomach dropped, a chill running through her that had nothing to do with the drafty old house.

She set the phone back, heartbeat unsteady. She knew Rowan planned ahead; it was one of the things she loved about him. But the timing—the shadow of paperwork and what-ifs after a night so full of living—made her want to cry and hold him tighter, both at once.

He returned, noticed her quiet. “You alright?”

She forced a smile. “Just tired. And happy. A weird combination.”

He sat behind her, wrapping his arms around her, tucking her under his chin. “You sure?”

She nodded, leaning into him. “Yeah. Just… promise me something?”

“Anything.”

“If it ever gets hard—if I ever get scared or want to run, just… remind me of this. Of us.”

He squeezed her tight. “Always. And if I start overthinking—if I start planning myself out of happiness—tell me to stop. Remind me to live, not just prepare.”

She twisted to look at him. “Deal. We can’t out-plan life, can we?”

He shook his head. “Nope. All we can do is love each other through it.”

She smiled, letting the truth settle. For a while, they simply held each other, Milo wedged like a bolster between their knees, the world a soft blur outside their cocoon.

Later, tucked into the big old bed beneath a patchwork quilt, Iris lay awake, listening to Rowan’s slow, even breaths. She watched his chest rise and fall, the lines of worry gone from his face in sleep. She wondered if it was possible to ever feel completely safe, or if part of loving anyone was learning to hold the fear close, not as an enemy, but as a proof of care.

She rolled to her side, letting her hand drift over his heart. He murmured in his sleep, turned toward her, instinctively seeking her touch even in dreams. Milo sighed and stretched, chasing rabbits across the bedsheets.

The rain eased at last, a hush falling over the cottage so complete it almost ached. Iris felt the ache too—the beauty of this fragile peace, the knowledge of how easily it could be lost. But she didn’t turn away. She pressed herself closer to Rowan, let her cheek rest against his skin, and breathed in the ordinary, precious scent of home.

She closed her eyes and made herself a promise: I will let myself want this, and I will love him as fiercely as I know how, for as long as the world lets me.

And in the pale light before dawn, with the world outside paused and the future uncertain, that was enough—a fragile peace held together by hope, by love, and by the willingness to try again, no matter what storms might come.


Chapter 8: The List

There was a subtle thrill in coming home. The city felt new again—its bright lights, the rumble of buses, the metallic scent of rain rising from the tarmac. For a day or two, their flat seemed changed by absence: bedsheets crisper, the kitchen cleaner, even the dust motes spinning golden in the evening sun seemed to glow with promise. Iris dropped her suitcase in the hall, kicked off her shoes, and breathed in the scent of home—coffee, lavender, a trace of Rowan’s cologne lingering in the air.

Rowan grinned, catching her around the waist before she could so much as reach for her phone. “No calls,” he warned. “No email. Tonight, we plan. Tonight, we build the world we want.”

She arched an eyebrow, amused and skeptical. “You sound like a self-help guru.”

He pressed his lips to her forehead. “Maybe I am. Come on. Trust me?”

The ritual began with wine—Rowan opening a bottle of red he’d hidden behind the coffee canister, a “just because we made it through February” vintage. He poured two glasses, handed her one, and flicked on the old stereo. The familiar crackle of an old playlist filled the room—Joni Mitchell, Arctic Monkeys, a smattering of Bowie. Milo watched, tail thumping, already sensing something was up.

They ordered takeaway from the Thai place two streets over, their order so well known that the delivery driver greeted them by name. While they waited, Rowan set the table with mismatched candles and dragged the old cork board out of the closet. He scattered packs of sticky notes—yellow, blue, and neon pink—across the table, pens rolling between wine stains and coffee rings.

“What’s the theme?” Iris teased, eyeing the growing chaos.

Rowan grinned, rolling up his sleeves. “Radical honesty and reckless dreaming.”

She snorted, but there was a giddy pleasure in it. “So, a corporate retreat with less jargon and more pad thai?”

He handed her the green notebook from the cottage, now thick with receipts and bookmarks. “Only if you promise to play by the rules.”

“Rules?”

He leaned in, stage-whispering. “For every dream, there must be a fear. For every wild idea, a worry. And every sticky note gets read aloud. No hiding.”

The challenge was irresistible. By the time the food arrived—hot, fragrant, the scent of lemongrass and coconut filling the flat—the wall by the kitchen was already filling with sticky notes: Swim with whales, Buy a house with a yellow door, Take a year off to travel, Write a novel together, Start a garden, Learn Italian.

They ate cross-legged on the rug, Milo wedged between them, licking up stray noodles. Between bites, they scribbled new wishes and what-ifs. Iris wrote Design my own line of ceramics; Rowan countered with Run a marathon before I’m forty (Iris burst out laughing—“I’ll believe it when I see it.”).

There was something deliciously childish about the process—like being let loose in a world where the only limit was their willingness to say things out loud. Iris let herself write the silliest ideas she could think of, things she’d never voiced: Adopt a highland cow, Live in a treehouse for a month, Spend an entire summer in nothing but linen.

Rowan upped the ante, scribbling, Sleep under the northern lights, Eat oysters in Paris, Have dinner at the Shard.

As the board filled, their laughter grew louder. Each new note was a dare and a promise: Say yes to every invitation for a month, Try therapy together, Learn to dance properly, Binge-watch every James Bond in order.

When the wall was nearly full, Rowan uncorked a second bottle. “Now comes the real fun,” he announced, eyes glinting with mischief. “We write what scares us. Quietly, or in capitals. Doesn’t matter. But it has to be true.”

The mood shifted—playful, but with an undercurrent of something more. Iris hesitated, then wrote, Failing at work and disappointing everyone. She pressed the note to the wall, heart pounding. Rowan, a little slower, wrote, Losing you, sticking it beside her fear. The words glowed in neon pink against the white paint.

They paused, breathing in the honesty. The sticky notes made a mosaic—hopes and dreads, bucket-list wishes and childhood dreams, a wall full of longing and defiance.

Iris ran her hand over the notes, grinning. “I’m half-tempted to invite friends over just to see their faces.”

Rowan shook his head, mock-serious. “Nope. This is for us. The vulnerable, glorious, ridiculous parts.”

Pad thai gone, Milo sacked out in a puddle of fur, they curled on the sofa, wine glasses refilled. The kitchen wall glowed in the lamplight—a monument to everything they wanted, and everything they were afraid to want.

Rowan pulled Iris close, arm draped over her shoulders. “Isn’t it wild, the things we never say until we give ourselves permission?”

She nodded, resting her head against his chest. “Maybe that’s how we build a life. Not by hiding the scary stuff, but by taping it up where we can see it. By saying it out loud, together.”

He kissed her hair, whispering, “That’s my girl.”

The night grew deep and tender, laughter slowly giving way to a quieter kind of closeness. Iris felt the future—untamed, unwritten, dangerously bright—pressing in at the edges. For tonight, possibility was enough.

The sticky notes multiplied, wild and unruly, covering half the kitchen wall—like a fever dream of possibility, each square a shout or a whisper. Iris and Rowan sprawled on the sofa, still picking pad thai noodles from Milo’s fur, glasses refilled. The wine was loosening their tongues, and the city outside their window felt farther away with each note pressed to the paint.

Rowan sipped his wine and peered at the wall. “Alright,” he announced, “if the next sticky isn’t at least a little embarrassing, you owe me a dare.”

Iris grinned, swatting his arm. “What happened to the supportive, emotionally intelligent man I agreed to marry?”

“He’s here. He just thinks you’re hiding your most scandalous dreams behind all those treehouse fantasies.”

She laughed, shaking her head, but inside, a little thrill flickered. Maybe it was the wine, or the safety of all their secrets already out in the open, but tonight the risk of being known didn’t feel so dangerous. It felt… electric.

She scribbled, Have sex in a public place and slapped it on the wall. “Your move, Bennett.”

He raised his eyebrows, delighted, and wrote, Try bondage—real, proper, with rope and everything. He stuck it high up, where it fluttered with authority.

They read each other’s, cheeks burning, laughter bubbling up and then dissolving into something quieter, heavier. Iris wrote, Go to a couples’ workshop—just to see what we’d learn, and beside it, in tinier script, Let you blindfold me and take control.

Rowan matched her, pen scratching over the paper. Let you pick the holiday, the house, the bed, and never question you once—a riskier wish than it seemed, and she knew it.

Soon the dares were flying:

“Tell me your most ridiculous sexual fantasy.”

“Admit something you wish you’d done differently in our relationship.”

“Name a thing you want but haven’t asked for.”

Iris, emboldened, wrote: Secretly want to be adored and worshipped, just once—no jokes, no holding back, just you and me and the world outside gone. She stuck it behind the toaster, as if proximity to kitchen appliances might keep the vulnerability at bay.

Rowan grinned, found it, and placed his own beside hers: Regret not telling you sooner how much I need to be needed. Sometimes I act easy-going, but it scares me to death that you’ll outgrow me, move on to someone less complicated, less anxious about everything.

They paused, reading each other’s confessions, the mood shifting—deeper, slower. The air was thick with feeling, but safe, as if the wine and the sticky notes had woven a net beneath them.

“Should we make it harder?” Rowan challenged, voice low, eyes glinting with mischief.

Iris eyed him. “What do you mean?”

“Next round: real regrets. Not just the easy stuff.”

She bit her lip, considering. Then she wrote, Wasted too much time trying to please my father instead of pleasing myself. She placed it up high, as if a little distance might protect her from its sting.

Rowan, after a long moment, scribbled: Wish I’d asked for help when my mum got sick instead of pretending I could handle it all. He smoothed the note into the middle of the wall, where it was impossible to ignore.

The confessions changed the energy of the room—sorrow, shame, pride, hope, and desire all swirling together.

To break the heaviness, Iris scribbled, I have a thing for you in glasses and dared Rowan to wear his specs for the rest of the night. He obliged, mock-serious, and she swooned for effect, which made him laugh, shoulders loosening.

“Okay, Bennett,” she challenged, “top that.”

He thought, then grinned. “If you want the truth… I fantasize about you telling me what to do. Total role reversal. You in charge. No questions asked.”

Iris felt a bolt of arousal at that—hot and surprising. She leaned over, kissed him slow. “That’s very brave of you, Mr. Bennett.”

He deepened the kiss, hands gentle but firm on her hips. The sticky notes became a backdrop—colorful, alive, the world’s best permission slip.

Their laughter faded into kisses, touches bolder, more searching. But before they tumbled fully into desire, Rowan pulled back, searching her face. “Is this okay? We don’t have to keep going—”

She answered by climbing into his lap, fingers tracing the edge of his jaw. “This is perfect. I like us honest.”

They made out lazily, the buzz of confession lingering on their skin. Even Milo, half-awake, seemed to sigh his approval.

Later, Iris reached for a pen, scribbling a last secret: Want to try everything with you. Even the scary stuff.

She pressed it to the wall, Rowan’s arms wrapped around her waist, his chin resting on her shoulder. Together, they read every note—hopes, regrets, fantasies, all of it—a map of where they’d been and where they might dare to go next.

In the hush, Rowan whispered, “Thank you. For trusting me.”

Iris pressed a kiss to his temple. “Thank you for asking.”

The sticky notes fluttered in the lamplight—a monument to vulnerability and the wild, bright ache of being truly seen.

The wall was bright with dreams and wild confessions, but as the night deepened, a quieter honesty began to thread through Iris and Rowan’s ritual. They’d laughed themselves breathless, tangled on the sofa, the dregs of wine forgotten on the table and Milo snoring in a patch of moonlight. But now, a hush settled in—the hush that arrives only when two people have said so much they’re no longer afraid of silence.

Rowan pulled the blanket up over them, tucking Iris into the crook of his arm. “Alright,” he murmured, voice a little rough, “let’s try a new kind of sticky note. The real ones—the ones we always think about but never say out loud.”

Iris stiffened, just a little, and Rowan felt it, brushing her arm. “You don’t have to,” he said, “but I think… if we’re building a life, we need to know where the fault lines are.”

She nodded, heart thudding. “Okay. But only if you go first.”

He laughed, nervous. Then he wrote, What if one of us gets sick, for real? Like my mum did. What if you have to take care of me, or I have to take care of you, and it’s not fun or sexy or brave? He stuck it to the wall, right in the center.

Iris swallowed, pain and tenderness warring inside her. She picked up the pen, scrawled, What if you change your mind about kids after we’ve already decided? Or I do. And it’s too late. The letters slanted, jagged with feeling.

Rowan looked at her, eyes wide with recognition. “I worry about that too. Like, we say someday, but what if someday slips away?”

She nodded. “Everyone else makes it sound so easy. But I’m terrified of missing the window—of waking up and finding out it’s gone, and I don’t even know how I feel.”

He squeezed her hand, and for a moment, neither of them spoke. The weight of possibility pressed down—a truth they could neither dodge nor fully name.

Rowan took a breath, writing again. What if something happens to your dad, and you need to move back to take care of him, and I can’t help?

Iris blinked fast, pushing back tears. She wrote, What if your job sends you somewhere else, and you have to choose between them and me?

They kept going, the notes piling up—What if I stop being enough for you? What if one of us cheats? What if I want to move and you want to stay? What if we run out of money, or hope, or patience?

The sticky notes, once a riot of color, now felt like a map of wounds and old scars. But as they read them aloud, something unexpected happened: the fear grew familiar, less monstrous in the open air.

Rowan drew Iris closer, voice quiet. “You know, my parents almost split up when Mum got sick. I always thought love would be enough, but watching them…” He shook his head. “It wasn’t that simple. Dad got angry, Mum pulled away, and I was just… there, trying to fix what couldn’t be fixed.”

Iris stroked his arm. “My parents… after Mum left, it was just me and Dad. I learned early how to be enough for him, to fill the gaps. But sometimes, I worry that makes me bad at letting other people carry things.”

He brushed a kiss to her hair. “You’re not bad at it. You’re just used to being strong.”

She let herself rest in his arms, breathing slow. “Do you ever wonder if all the stuff we bring—the old wounds, the weird family patterns—will trip us up?”

“All the time,” he said, honest. “But maybe it’s like a puzzle. The weird shapes fit together better than you’d think.”

They sat together in the hush, reading their fears, letting them exist between them—not as threats, but as the price of loving bravely.

Rowan stood and fetched a new note, writing in neat script: What if love means being scared, but doing it anyway?

He placed it at the center of the wall, stepping back. The effect was startling—a bright, brave note among the confessions, an anchor for all the questions around it.

Iris squeezed his hand, a soft smile on her lips. “I think maybe that’s what makes it real. Not pretending we’re not afraid, but choosing each other anyway.”

He nodded, brushing her cheek with his thumb. “That’s the only promise I can really make. To choose you. Every time.”

They curled up, knees touching, eyes on the wall. The sticky notes—hopes, regrets, turn-ons, and real fears—looked almost beautiful, their chaos transformed by courage.

In the safe, exhausted dark, Iris whispered, “Let’s not take these down. Even the scary ones.”

Rowan kissed her gently. “Never. This is us—all of it.”

Outside, the city kept its own secrets, but inside, Iris and Rowan had given theirs a home. In the mosaic of color, fear, and want, the foundation for their future felt a little stronger, even if neither could see the whole picture yet.

The sticky notes on the wall shimmered in the soft lamplight, their colors now faded by the weight of what they carried—hopes, fantasies, fears, and scars, each square a tiny contract of honesty. Rowan and Iris sat side by side on the sofa, their knees pressed together, the wine gone, the room full of the fragile hush that comes after too much truth.

Rowan toyed with the green notebook, running his thumb along the edge. He’d been quiet for a long time, thinking, and Iris could feel the gathering energy beside her—a question, a plea, the sense that the night wasn’t quite finished with them yet.

At last, he spoke, his voice gentle, careful. “I know this is probably the least sexy thing I could bring up tonight, but… can we talk about the living will?”

Iris stiffened, her heart leaping in her chest. “Now?”

He nodded, gaze steady but kind. “I just… I’ve been thinking, with everything we’ve put on that wall—good, bad, scary—I don’t want to leave any of it to chance. Not with us. Not after what happened with my mum. I remember how lost Dad was, how angry everyone got about what she’d really wanted. I don’t want that for us.”

She looked away, swallowing hard. “Rowan, we’re thirty-two. We’re healthy. We don’t need to plan for disaster. Isn’t this supposed to be the fun part?”

He reached for her hand, squeezing. “It is the fun part. But the reason it’s fun—the reason it feels so good to hope—is because we’re not pretending the hard stuff can’t happen. I want to build something with you that’s strong enough to survive anything. Even the things we don’t want to imagine.”

Iris pressed her fingers to her eyes, trying to will away the prick of tears. “Every time you say ‘living will,’ I get this cold feeling, like we’re inviting disaster in.”

He stroked her hair, patient, grounding. “I get it. I do. I wish the world didn’t work that way. But I saw what happened when nobody knew what Mum wanted. How scared she was, how angry Dad was—because nobody talked about it until it was too late. If we do this together, it’s not about disaster. It’s about loving you enough to make the hard calls myself, not leaving them for your dad or Emma or—God—for some lawyer.”

She shook her head, laughing weakly. “Trust you to make a legal document sound romantic.”

He smiled, squeezing her hand again. “It is romantic, in a twisted way. It’s the most grown-up love letter I can think of. ‘If I can’t speak, you’re the one I trust to decide for me. Not my mother. Not the doctors. You.’”

She went quiet, picking at a loose thread on her sleeve. “I just… I hate the idea that something could happen. I hate that we can’t just keep things easy, and soft, and—now.”

He shifted closer, pulling her into his arms. “Me too. But maybe if we get this out of the way, we can have more of the soft. More of the now. We can stop worrying about the what-ifs, at least a little.”

For a while, neither of them spoke. The fire in the kitchen hissed and popped, Milo shifted and sighed, chasing dreams. The wall of sticky notes seemed to glow—silent witnesses to the honesty unfolding in the room.

Finally, Iris drew a shaky breath. “What exactly would it say?”

Rowan reached for the notebook, opening it to a blank page. “We can start small. Just… if either of us can’t make our own decisions, we trust the other to do it. And maybe—maybe we get specific. About what we’d want. Or not want. So we’re not guessing. So we’re not fighting with our families, or each other.”

She stared at the page, heart hammering. “You’d want me to have that much power over you?”

He nodded. “More than anyone else. I can’t think of anyone I’d trust more to do what I’d want, even if it’s the hardest thing in the world.”

Tears slipped down her cheeks, hot and unbidden. “I don’t know if I’m that strong.”

He pulled her close, pressing a kiss to her forehead. “You’re stronger than you think. And I’ll be there every step. We’ll write it together. Change it together. Nothing set in stone tonight. Just a start.”

She laughed through her tears, shaky but real. “Can we put in a clause about not letting me wear ugly pajamas in the hospital?”

He grinned, wiping her tears with his thumb. “First line. ‘No ugly pajamas. Only silk, or nothing at all.’”

She snorted, relief breaking through. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

His smile softened. “I’d like you alive and happy and knowing I’ll fight for you. That’s all.”

They sat, curled together, the notebook between them, pens at the ready. Rowan wrote the date at the top, his hand steady, Iris’s resting atop his.

They started with the simplest words they could find:

If either of us can’t speak for ourselves, we trust the other to make the decision. We promise to do what we would have wanted. We promise to love each other enough to let go, if it comes to that. And to fight, if there’s still hope.

Iris read the words, heart aching with love and dread. “What if I want to change my mind later?”

“Then we change it. As many times as you want. It’s not a trap. It’s just a promise.”

She nodded, feeling lighter and heavier all at once. “Okay. We’ll do it. Together.”

He pressed his lips to hers, gentle and sure. “Together.”

The wall of sticky notes seemed to breathe in approval—every hope, every fear, every ridiculous dream now woven into the story of how they’d choose, and choose again, to love through everything.

Outside, the city carried on, oblivious. But inside, Iris and Rowan had taken another brave, trembling step—making the future real, not just in hope, but in the kind of trust that holds even through the darkness.

The living will, half-drafted in the notebook, sat between them like a third heart—steady, fragile, trembling with possibility. For a long moment, Iris and Rowan simply breathed together, the hush of their flat thick with everything said and unsaid. The sticky notes on the wall seemed to watch, their wild confessions and brave regrets shimmering in the lamplight, witnesses to the latest promise.

Iris pressed her forehead to Rowan’s, their breaths mingling. She could still taste the salt of her tears, the ache in her chest as real as the slow heat curling low in her belly. The conversation about the living will, terrifying as it was, had peeled something open in her—made her want to be even more seen, more vulnerable, more his.

Rowan stroked her hair back, his voice quiet but electric. “It’s strange, isn’t it? How talking about the scariest things makes me want you more. Like if we can trust each other with this, there’s nothing we can’t survive.”

She laughed, shaky. “It makes me want you too. Makes me want to… let go. Let you hold everything. Just for tonight.”

He kissed her, slow and seeking, his hands finding the lines of her body beneath her old cotton tee. She melted into him, their lips lingering—gentle at first, then bolder, mouths opening, breath hot, their hearts pounding out the only answer either needed: yes, yes, yes.

Rowan broke the kiss, searching her face. “Tell me what you want. All of it. Don’t hold back.”

Iris felt her cheeks flush, the urge to hide still alive, but smaller now—a fading habit in the face of such hunger. She bit her lip, then spoke, voice trembling but true. “I want to be… helpless. But safe. I want you to take control, but I want to know it’s still me choosing, every second.”

His eyes darkened, pupils dilating with understanding. “You want to give it to me.”

She nodded. “Tonight—and whenever I ask. I want to surrender, not because I’m weak, but because you make it safe. Because I trust you.”

He groaned, the sound low and possessive. “Then let’s do it properly. Let’s make it a contract. Say the words.”

She smiled, nerves sparking alongside arousal. “What words?”

He picked up the notebook, found a blank page, and handed her a pen. “Write this: ‘Tonight, I consent to giving you control. I trust you to take care of me, body and mind, and to stop if I use my safe word.’”

Her hands trembled as she wrote, but she finished, signing her name at the bottom with a flourish. She slid the notebook to him, heart hammering.

He read it aloud, voice a little hoarse. “Tonight, Iris consents to giving me control. She trusts me to take care of her, body and mind, and to stop if she uses her safe word.” He signed his name next to hers, then set the notebook aside, hands settling on her thighs. “Do you want a word?”

She thought for a moment. “Lighthouse. Because it means I want to find my way home.”

He nodded, reverent. “Lighthouse. I’ll remember.”

Rowan stood, offering his hand. “Come here.”

She rose, letting him guide her to the centre of the room, the sticky notes glowing at their backs. He stroked her hair, tilting her chin. “Strip for me,” he murmured. “Slow. I want to see everything you’re giving me.”

Iris obeyed, slipping her shirt over her head, shivering as cool air kissed her skin. She dropped her leggings, then her underwear, until she stood bare before him, heart fluttering wild and proud. Rowan circled her, eyes hungry, hands gentle, as if memorising every inch.

He took her wrists, raising them above her head, then tied them loosely with the silk scarf from her dresser—enough to restrain, not enough to frighten. He whispered in her ear, “Are you ready?”

She nodded, breathless. “Yes. I consent.”

He led her to the wall of notes, pressing her palms against the paint. “Read one out,” he ordered softly. “Any of them. Let the world hear your wants.”

She scanned the wall, voice trembling as she read: “Let you blindfold me and take control.”

Rowan’s hand slid up her side, fingers tracing the outline of her ribs. “You trust me with this?”

“I do,” she whispered. “I want it.”

He reached for the blindfold—the silk sash he’d used before, but never in such solemnity. He slipped it over her eyes, knotting it gently at the base of her skull. Darkness bloomed, sharpening every other sense. The room was suddenly alive with scent and sound: his breathing, her heartbeat, the distant music, the whisper of Milo turning in his sleep.

Rowan’s hands explored her body, slow and thorough, igniting every nerve. His lips found her shoulder, the curve of her neck, the soft inside of her wrist. “You’re so beautiful like this,” he murmured. “Open. Brave. Mine.”

He drew her back toward the sofa, laying her gently down. With the scarf still binding her wrists, he parted her thighs, kissed his way down her stomach, tasting her skin, her need. His hands were everywhere—teasing, claiming, worshipping. She whimpered, the mix of powerlessness and anticipation making her wild.

He paused, voice low and firm. “If you want to stop, say the word.”

“Lighthouse,” she whispered, meaning it as promise, not plea. He kissed her again, then took her with his mouth, his fingers, his voice—all of him coaxing her higher, holding her safe in surrender.

She came hard, shuddering, the world splintering into light and heat. Tears spilled down her cheeks—release, joy, the catharsis of being known and held. Rowan untied her wrists, cradling her as she shook, rocking her gently, whispering praise.

When she could breathe, she tugged him down, wrapping her arms around his neck. “I want you inside me. All of you.”

He obliged, sliding into her with aching slowness, their bodies moving together—him in control, her utterly free, every thrust a conversation between trust and longing.

They made love like that for a long time—soft, then rough, quiet, then pleading, every moment a negotiation, every answer a consent. He brought her to the edge again and again, making her beg, making her laugh, making her believe she was invincible.

After, they lay tangled in each other, limbs sticky, breath mingling, the room full of the scent of sweat and hope.

Iris rolled onto her side, tracing Rowan’s chest with one finger. “That was… intense.”

He kissed her hair, smiling. “Best contract I’ve ever signed.”

She laughed, warmth blooming in her chest. “Can we do it again, sometime?”

He pulled her close, voice full of awe. “Every night for the rest of our lives, if you want.”

She pressed a kiss to his jaw. “Thank you for making even the scariest things feel like a gift.”

He cupped her face, looking into her eyes. “Thank you for trusting me with all of it. That’s the hottest thing I know.”

They lay together, the world outside forgotten, knowing that what they’d built tonight was more than memory or pleasure—it was proof that courage and surrender could be the same thing, and that love was the only contract they’d ever truly need.

Afterward, the flat was dim and gentle, the kind of quiet that comes only after storms—of rain, of truth, of bodies colliding and hearts racing. The sticky notes on the wall fluttered slightly in the night breeze through the cracked window, whispering their secrets into the hush. Iris and Rowan lay tangled on the sofa, the remnants of their ritual—the blindfold, the scarf, the half-drafted living will—spilled around them like the petals of a night-blooming flower.

Iris’s breathing was still uneven, her skin humming with memory. She rested her cheek against Rowan’s chest, listening to the slow thump of his heart, her own hands drifting in lazy circles over his ribs. There was a different sort of openness now—one built from being fully seen, known in every way, desired not in spite of her vulnerability but because of it.

Yet, even here, in this safe cocoon, old habits lingered. Rowan drifted toward sleep almost instantly, spent and content, his arm heavy across her waist. But Iris, eyes open, watched the moon slide across the kitchen tiles, shadows spilling and receding, the sticky notes now faint as memories.

She slipped quietly from his embrace, padding barefoot to the wall. She stood for a long time, reading the wishes, regrets, and dares—the silly and the serious, the hopeful and the haunted. Her gaze caught on a neon-pink note she’d scribbled earlier, one she’d nearly stuck at the very top:

I’m scared of being left behind.

The words shimmered, honest and raw, in the lamplight. Her throat tightened. She hadn’t read that one aloud. She hadn’t even pointed to it when Rowan asked for their “hardest truth.” It was easier to be brave in pleasure, to risk everything in bed, than to say this—the deepest, oldest fear. That she could pour herself out, love with everything she had, and still be left wanting. Still be left alone.

She hesitated, then peeled the sticky note from the wall, crumpling it into her fist. She pressed it to her chest, willing the fear to dissolve, to transmute into something less sharp. She considered, for a moment, slipping it into the green notebook—letting the secret live between their pages, half-buried, half-offered. Instead, she tucked it in the back pocket of her jeans, a silent promise: Maybe tomorrow. Not tonight.

Behind her, Rowan stirred. He rolled to his side, groggy, his eyes tracing the silhouette of her body against the lamp glow. “Iris?”

She smiled, folding herself back into his warmth. “Just reading our mess.”

He kissed her forehead, eyes drifting closed again. “I love our mess. Even the scary bits.”

As Rowan’s breathing steadied, she felt the tug of sleep, but her mind lingered on the evening—how every honest answer had made her want him more, how trust and desire had twined so tightly she wasn’t sure where one ended and the other began. She’d never felt more vulnerable or more seen, and the combination was as exhilarating as it was terrifying.

Rowan, too, lay awake longer than usual. When Iris finally drifted off, he slipped from the bed, phone in hand. He opened the draft of the living will, scrolling to the “child clause”—the section they’d argued over gently but often. In the event of severe incapacity, we wish for decisions about future children—IVF, surrogacy, adoption—to be made by mutual agreement, but only with explicit prior consent, not inferred from hope or habit.

He reread the wording, tweaking the phrasing, searching for the right balance: not too vague, not too cruel, not a trap for the future. His mind ran through every scenario—what if they changed their minds? What if one of them wanted more, or less? What if the law outpaced their wishes, or their parents tried to intervene?

He wanted to protect them both, to safeguard their hope. But he also felt the old ache—the knowledge that planning could not guarantee safety, that love was always, at some level, a leap into the unknown.

He left the will draft open on the table, went to the kitchen, and poured a glass of water. Standing at the window, he watched the city pulse with distant life. He missed his mother, missed the certainty she’d given him as a boy—It’s alright to be scared, Ro. Just don’t let it stop you from loving. He hoped he was living up to that, hoped he wasn’t scaring Iris by loving her too well.

When he returned to the living room, he found Iris curled around Milo, one arm thrown over the dog’s back, their breathing synced in sleep. He sat on the edge of the sofa, watching them, his hand gently stroking Iris’s hair.

She stirred, eyes opening just enough to meet his. “Can’t sleep?”

He shook his head, voice soft. “Just thinking about us. The list. The will. The scary bits.”

She smiled, sleepy and unafraid. “We’ll get it right. Or close enough.”

He climbed into the sofa beside her, pulling the blanket over them both. “Promise me something?” he whispered.

“Anything.”

“That if you ever get too scared, or I start making it all too complicated, you’ll just tell me. No secrets. No notes left behind.”

She squeezed his hand. “Promise. If you promise to stop reading legal forms in bed.”

He laughed, burying his face in her hair. “Deal. No law talk after midnight.”

They settled into each other, sleep finally overtaking their restless minds. The sticky notes fluttered on the wall, a living testament to everything they feared, hoped for, and dared to want. The living will draft, unfinished, waited on the table—an act of hope, not dread, a promise that no matter what the future held, they would face it together.

And as the city slipped deeper into night, Iris and Rowan found peace in the smallest things: a dog’s sigh, the softness of skin against skin, the quiet bravery of loving without guarantees.

Tomorrow, there would be more fears to name, more details to wrestle with, more promises to keep. But for tonight, they had each other—chosen, cherished, and unafraid, if only in the dark.


Chapter 9: Signing Night

The city on a Friday night was a living pulse—streetlights painting gold over wet tarmac, voices rising and echoing in the cold, neon-blurred air. Iris felt it all in her bones as she hurried across the square, Rowan’s hand firm in hers. Every step toward the bar was a beat closer to a new chapter, one she had insisted on, feared, and longed for in equal measure.

They spotted Ava and Tom waiting under the awning, Ava hopping from foot to foot, grinning in her vintage coat, Tom already waving as if he’d seen them from a mile off. Milo was home with a sitter for the evening, and for the first time in what felt like months, Iris moved through the world untethered—no leash, no laptop, no work calls on vibrate. Just the four of them, and the knowledge that something big and irreversible hovered on the horizon.

Inside, the bar was warm, golden with low lamps and laughter, the kind of place where strangers slid down the bench to make room and bartenders learned your name after one round. Their favorite table—by a drafty window but close enough to the radiator to be cozy—was waiting. Ava pounced first, tossing her gloves onto the table, stretching like a cat.

Tom greeted Rowan with a hug and Iris with a bow, then flicked a glance at their joined hands. “Well, well. I thought this was just a drinks night, but you two look like you’re hiding a secret.”

Ava leaned in, eyes sparkling. “Don’t tell me you finally eloped. Iris, is there a ring?”

Iris shook her head, wiggling her fingers for effect. “Not yet. Tonight is for paperwork and pizza, not proposals.”

Rowan snorted. “You say that now, but just wait. There’s nothing sexier than statutory forms.”

Ava’s laugh rang out, and Tom ordered the first round—gin for the women, pints for the men, a bowl of chips “just in case the world ends before the food comes.” Drinks in hand, the conversation spun up, easy and familiar. They toasted Iris’s project win, Rowan’s “promotion by attrition” (he’d been covering two jobs for six months and finally, grudgingly, got the title), and Ava’s freelance gig that let her work in pajamas.

As the gin burned down her throat, Iris felt a wave of nostalgia for their old lives—the time before grown-up milestones had weight, when nights out meant too much wine and tomorrow’s hangover was a badge of honor, not a threat. Now, every toast carried an undercurrent of expectation: Are we really doing this? Are we grown-ups now?

Tom raised his glass. “To new beginnings! To Iris’s architectural world domination, to Rowan’s slow but inevitable rise to office dictator, and to Ava, who will probably be running the BBC before any of us figure out how to work our pensions.”

Ava bowed again. “And to Tom, for always being the designated driver—of both cars and conversations.”

Laughter, the sharp kind that leaves your face aching. Iris let it carry her for a while, letting her nerves dissolve in the noise. But as the food arrived—flatbread, olives, a mountain of chips—the talk turned, as it always did, to the future.

“So,” Ava asked, topping up Iris’s gin, “what’s the plan for tonight? I get the feeling there’s something you two aren’t telling us.”

Rowan shot a look at Iris, and she felt her stomach flutter. “We’re, uh… signing a thing. A kind of legal grown-up thing.”

Tom’s eyebrows shot up. “This isn’t a prenup, is it? I didn’t bring my lawyer hat.”

Ava’s eyes went wide. “Are you buying a house?”

Iris laughed, cheeks pink. “No! Well, not yet. It’s… more of a promise thing. A living will. If anything ever happens, we want to make sure we’re the ones who decide. Not our parents. Not a judge.”

Ava’s face softened. “God, that’s—serious. Like, properly adult.”

Rowan nodded, reaching for Iris’s hand beneath the table. “It is. But it’s also… us, you know? The way we make everything a little ceremonial. We wanted you two as our witnesses. If you’re up for it.”

Tom, mock-offended: “I would be honored. As long as you don’t make me wear a suit.”

Ava raised her glass, more solemn this time. “To Iris and Rowan, for loving each other enough to make the hard decisions together. And for trusting us to sign our names to your forever.”

They drank to that, all four glasses clinking. For a moment, the table was silent—each of them, perhaps, measuring the enormity of what it meant to make love into law.

The solemnity was short-lived. Ava nudged Iris with her foot. “So if you’re getting the legal stuff sorted, does that mean babies are next? Should I start knitting tiny booties?”

Tom groaned. “Do not start the baby race, Ava. Some of us are still paying off student loans.”

Iris rolled her eyes. “No booties yet. We can barely keep Milo from eating socks.”

Rowan, ever diplomatic, smiled. “Let’s just say we’re planning to keep planning. One adventure at a time.”

Tom grinned, lifting his pint. “That’s the spirit. Don’t let her strong-arm you, mate. Next she’ll be asking when you’re getting a second dog.”

Iris met Rowan’s eyes across the table, a private smile passing between them. Beneath the banter, she felt the tremor of nerves—what they were about to do felt both heavier and lighter than she’d imagined. It was as if, in making the thing real, in bringing friends into the circle, they’d made it sacred.

As the night wore on, the bar filled and emptied, the radiator hummed, and the city’s pulse kept time outside the window. They traded stories of disastrous dates (“Tom once tried to cook me a Valentine’s dinner and set fire to the oven mitt”), bad bosses, family drama, and dreams for the future—Ava’s fantasy of running a writers’ retreat in Scotland, Tom’s secret desire to become a children’s book illustrator, Rowan’s wish for a kitchen big enough to host “the world’s smallest dinner party,” and Iris’s wild hope for a garden with more than three potted herbs.

The talk circled and circled, touching all the soft places—love, fear, hope, and the way even grown-ups crave permission to change. When the last round was called, Ava insisted on one final toast.

“To new beginnings,” she declared. “And to the courage it takes to say yes, even when you’re scared.”

They drank, arms linked, laughter carrying them out into the cold, bright city. The weight of the night pressed in—what was left to do, what it meant to choose each other, again and again, in front of the people who mattered most.

Outside, the air was sharp, electric with possibility. Rowan wrapped an arm around Iris, and she leaned into him, letting the moment imprint itself deep. They walked home through streets glazed with rain, the future bright and unknowable, their names already trembling at the bottom of the next blank page.

Tonight, they belonged to hope, to risk, to the sacred ordinariness of choosing love on purpose, and with witnesses.

The bar’s warmth trailed after them as they stepped into the city night, its golden hum lingering on their skin like an afterglow. The air was crisp, alive with possibility and the faint tang of impending rain. Iris slipped her hand into Rowan’s, letting the city noise fall away as they left behind the laughter and comfort of their friends. This, she knew, was the real threshold—between company and intimacy, between plans and promises, between the old way of being and whatever came next.

They walked in silence at first, bodies pressed close against the cold. Streetlights painted halos on the wet pavement, their footsteps echoing. Ahead, a couple darted across the road, arm-in-arm and giggling; behind, a bus hissed to a stop, letting out a cloud of tired faces. It all felt oddly cinematic, the city carrying on as if this were any other Friday—unaware that for Iris and Rowan, everything was about to shift.

Iris squeezed Rowan’s hand, her thumb tracing the line of his knuckles. She felt the nerves thrumming in him, the tension at the corners of his mouth. “You’re quiet,” she said softly.

He glanced over, offering a lopsided smile. “Just thinking.”

She nudged him, teasing. “Dangerous.”

He laughed, but the sound was brittle. “Maybe. I keep wondering if this is the bravest thing we’ve ever done, or the most terrifying.”

They stopped at a zebra crossing, the city humming around them. “Do you want to wait?” Iris asked, the words surprising even her. “We don’t have to do this tonight. I mean… it doesn’t have to be now.”

Rowan shook his head, earnest. “No, I want to. I do. I just—” He ran a hand through his hair, exhaling. “I keep replaying the wording in my head. The clause, the consent, the… weight of it. I checked it a hundred times. Made sure it said what we meant. No loopholes. No room for regret.”

She smiled, pulling him forward as the light changed. “You’re very sexy when you’re legalistic, you know.”

He grinned, tension easing. “Good. Because I’m pretty sure we’re about to make bureaucracy the new foreplay.”

She laughed, but it was shaky. “What if it’s too much? What if we’re signing away something we can’t get back?”

Rowan stopped, pulling her into the glow of a shopfront. The mannequins behind the glass wore last season’s dresses, a tableau of perfect, untroubled lives. He pressed his forehead to hers, his hands gentle on her arms. “I think that’s the point, isn’t it? That we’re choosing this. Not because we have to, or because anyone’s making us, but because we want to. Because love is risk. Because if something ever happens, I want you to be the one who decides. I want to know I trusted you enough to let go.”

Her breath hitched, the truth of it settling deep. “I’m scared, Ro. I know we’ve talked it to death, and I know it’s what we want, but part of me wishes we could just stay in the maybe. Where nothing’s decided and everything’s still possible.”

He nodded, understanding flickering in his eyes. “I get that. But I also think… maybe the only way to keep possibility alive is to protect it. To make the promise. To say, out loud, that no matter what happens, we choose each other—even when we can’t say the words anymore.”

They resumed walking, the hush between them now thick with anticipation. The city felt quieter somehow, the lights sharper, every ordinary detail saturated with meaning. They passed the little bakery where they’d first kissed on a dare, the alley where Rowan had once lost his keys in the snow, the park gate where they’d watched fireworks and promised to “always try, even when we fail.”

At the foot of their street, Iris stopped, staring up at the windows of their building—warm light spilling onto the pavement, a shadow of Milo’s ears visible against the blinds. “Do you think we’ll ever not be scared?” she whispered.

Rowan wrapped his arms around her from behind, resting his chin on her shoulder. “I hope not,” he said quietly. “Because the day we stop being scared is the day we stop caring.”

She smiled, tears threatening. “You’re such a sap.”

He kissed her cheek, whispering, “Only for you.”

They climbed the stairs together, hands clasped, breath uneven. At their door, Rowan paused, fishing out the envelope with the final draft of the will. The sight of it—so plain, so small—sent a shock of nerves through both of them.

Iris reached for the keys, hesitated. “Last chance to back out.”

Rowan shook his head, eyes shining. “No running now.”

She unlocked the door, and they stepped into their flat—candles waiting on the table, champagne in the fridge, the green notebook and the printed will at the center like a sacrament.

They stood for a moment, letting the comfort of home settle over them. Milo greeted them with a sleepy wag, tail thumping as if he sensed something important was about to happen.

Rowan hung up their coats, turned to face her, voice soft but determined. “Ready?”

She nodded, nerves and hope warring in her chest. “Ready.”

He took her hand, led her to the table, the future shimmering just out of reach.

For a moment, they simply stood together, letting the weight and wonder of it all sink in. The bar’s laughter was a memory now, the city outside a distant hum. Here, at home, with the witnesses of their friendship and the echo of every promise they’d ever made, Iris and Rowan prepared to make a new kind of vow.

In the hush before the ritual, Iris pressed her palm to Rowan’s heart, feeling the beat that matched her own. “Whatever happens,” she whispered, “we’ll do it together.”

He kissed her hand, his answer everything she needed.

And with that, they turned toward the waiting night, the waiting will, and the courage it takes to build a future from the mess of hope and fear.

The flat felt transformed, candlelight dancing in the kitchen, the green notebook and crisp, freshly printed will at the center of the table. The hum of the city was muted here, as if the rest of the world had agreed to step aside for this small, private ceremony.

Ava and Tom arrived not long after Rowan and Iris, bringing a bottle of champagne (“in case we’re supposed to toast to adulthood”) and a box of bakery eclairs that Ava claimed were “mandatory for all legal proceedings.” Milo, thrilled by visitors, made the rounds with his tail high, collecting scratches and a rogue piece of pastry when nobody was looking.

The atmosphere was a blend of nerves and giddy anticipation, as if they were about to perform a strange, grown-up magic. Ava snapped photos of the table, insisting, “Someday you’ll want to remember how official this all looked—before the ink started to smudge.”

Tom, ever the practical one, read through the document one more time, making a show of inspecting the clause that named him as emergency backup proxy “in the event you both get abducted by aliens.” He wagged his eyebrows. “I’ll try not to abuse my power.”

Rowan grinned, nerves flickering at the corners of his mouth. “You’re the only one we trust not to sell Milo on the black market.”

Ava gathered everyone around the table. “Alright, formal business: Iris and Rowan, you are here to sign your living will, with us as witnesses. We promise not to heckle or faint. Is everyone sober enough to know what they’re agreeing to?”

Iris’s hands trembled as she uncapped the pen, glancing at Rowan for reassurance. He reached for her free hand, their fingers lacing together. “We’re really doing this,” she murmured.

He smiled, squeezing her palm. “Together.”

The ceremony unfolded in stages, awkward and sacred. Rowan read the main clause aloud, voice steady but thick with emotion:

If either of us is incapacitated and unable to make decisions, we trust the other—above all others—to do what we would have wanted. We promise to love each other enough to let go, if hope is gone, and to fight if it remains. No parent, no sibling, no one else should be given that burden, or that power. Only us. Only together.

Iris felt tears prick her eyes as she listened, the words suddenly more real and final than she’d imagined. Ava pressed a tissue into her hand without comment, Tom’s gaze gentle and understanding.

Rowan signed first, pen gliding across the page with a flourish he’d practiced and teased about for weeks. He handed the pen to Iris, their eyes meeting—a private dialogue of courage, vulnerability, and all the ways they’d come to trust.

Her hand shook, just a little, as she signed her name. She felt the weight of the act settle in her chest—a mixture of relief, pride, and the cold steel of fear. She set the pen down, exhaling slowly.

Ava and Tom added their signatures, Ava looping a dramatic flourish, Tom printing in block letters (“for legibility in the event of post-apocalyptic bureaucracy”).

There was a pause—a shared, collective breath—then Ava burst the tension with a whoop. “It’s done! You’re officially more grown up than anyone else I know.”

Tom popped the champagne, foam overflowing, and filled mismatched glasses. “To Iris and Rowan—may your signatures never be needed, and your love always be the clause that matters.”

They drank, the bubbles bright and cold, the taste sharp as joy. For a moment, the flat was filled with laughter, toasts, and the sound of Milo barking at the cork rolling under the sofa.

Ava stood, glass raised. “A toast! To love, to paperwork, to the power of two people saying ‘I choose you’ even in the most unromantic way possible.”

Tom chimed in, “And to us, the witnesses, who promise to remind you of this night whenever you need it—especially if either of you tries to chicken out of date night or skip the dishes.”

Rowan, emboldened by relief and champagne, wrapped his arm around Iris’s waist and pulled her close. “Thank you. For being here. For signing. For making it real.”

Ava hugged them both, a little teary. “We love you. This is… brave. And beautiful. And, let’s be honest, a little bit terrifying.”

The conversation loosened again, moving from ritual to celebration. They ate eclairs straight from the box, champagne dripping onto napkins, Milo darting for stray crumbs. Tom recounted the night he’d nearly proposed to Ava by accident (“It was a rehearsal, but she said yes, so I had to follow through”), which had everyone laughing so hard Iris almost cried again.

In quieter moments, Iris caught Rowan’s gaze—the two of them sharing the silent, unspoken knowledge of what they’d just done. It was done. Signed. Witnessed. The line between “someday” and “right now” forever blurred.

As the night wore on, the candles burned lower, wax pooling on the table. Ava and Tom lingered, reluctant to break the spell, but eventually shrugged on their coats, promising to text when they got home. Ava hugged Iris so tightly it left her breathless. “You’re the bravest person I know,” she whispered, then winked. “Now go and consummate that paperwork.”

Tom grinned, squeezing Rowan’s shoulder. “Take care of each other, alright? That’s what this is all about.”

The door closed behind them, leaving Iris and Rowan in the hush of their flat—papers signed, witnesses gone, the future theirs to shape.

For a long moment, they stood together in the kitchen, the candles flickering, champagne flutes abandoned. Rowan took Iris’s hands, drawing her close, foreheads pressed together. “We did it,” he breathed. “We really did it.”

She nodded, tears shining in her eyes, a laugh catching in her throat. “We did.”

The living will sat at the center of the table, official, fragile, terrifying, and beautiful all at once—a testament to love that was willing to look darkness in the eye and say yes anyway.

And somewhere, in the city night, the world kept spinning. But here, in their little kitchen, Iris and Rowan had made a promise that would echo through every ordinary morning, every hard day, every night when hope needed reminding.

When the door finally closed behind Ava and Tom, the flat shrank to a quiet island. The hallway echoed with retreating footsteps, laughter trailing down the stairwell, and the distant city night. In their wake, the kitchen felt oddly large—candlelight flickering, glasses half-full, plates with the last traces of chocolate and cream, the legal document sitting at the center of the table like an unspoken dare.

Iris and Rowan stood still, absorbing the hush, the memory of hugs, the aftertaste of celebration. The heat of so many feelings—relief, pride, fear—washed over them in waves. Milo trotted out from the bedroom, yawning, sensing the shift in energy. He circled Iris’s legs, tail thumping, then collapsed with a huff, satisfied to be included in whatever the new “grown-up” ritual was.

Rowan poured the dregs of champagne into their glasses, raising his in a half-serious toast. “To surviving adulthood for another night.”

Iris clinked her glass, grinning as she drank. “To signing away our souls and still wanting more.”

They drank, the fizz gone flat but the ritual still sweet. For a moment, neither spoke. They watched the candle flames flutter, the signed papers luminous in the golden pool of light. The living will felt unreal—a story they’d told each other, now crystallized into signatures, clauses, and a witness or two who’d carry their secrets.

Rowan leaned back against the counter, running his hand through his hair, a smile twitching at the corners of his mouth. “You know, I always thought we’d do something wild for our first official act as a legal partnership. Vegas, maybe. Skydiving. Instead, we… signed a will and ate eclairs.”

Iris laughed, the sound spilling into the hush. “This is wild, in its own way. I mean—who else do you know that gets turned on by clause wording?”

He grinned, crossing the kitchen in three steps, pulling her into his arms. “That’s just you. I’m here for the aftercare.”

She let herself melt into him, the comfort of his body grounding her. His lips brushed her forehead, her temple, finally finding her mouth—soft at first, then with a hunger that surprised her. The laughter faded, replaced by a quiet that buzzed with anticipation.

For a while, they just held each other, hands exploring with the lazy certainty of lovers who have nothing to prove. The storm of the night ebbed away, leaving something clean and sharp in its place—a sense that the room, the moment, the entire world belonged to just the two of them.

Iris traced the line of Rowan’s jaw, her thumb lingering on the stubble she loved. “I read the clause one more time after you went to fetch the glasses. It’s perfect. Terrifying. Beautiful.”

He searched her eyes, mischief warming his gaze. “No second thoughts?”

She shook her head, serious now. “No running now.”

He kissed her again, this time deeper, the taste of champagne and chocolate mixing with longing. “What do you want tonight, Mrs. Proxy?”

She laughed, rolling her eyes. “Please, no new nicknames.”

He grinned. “You’re right. Only one ritual left, then.”

She arched an eyebrow. “What’s that?”

He tugged her closer, lowering his voice to a whisper. “We make sure it’s consummated. Ava would never forgive us if we let her joke go to waste.”

The tension shifted—light and playful, yes, but underneath, something more urgent beat. The knowledge that they had done something huge, frightening, grown-up, and that now, with the witnesses gone, they could cross another threshold: from law to love, from signature to skin.

They cleared the table together, working in wordless harmony. Milo watched with heavy-lidded eyes, content to let the humans handle whatever new phase this was. The candles burned lower, wax pooling, their shadows growing long and strange on the walls.

Rowan rinsed the glasses, stacking plates in the sink, while Iris wiped the crumbs from the table. Her eyes kept returning to the will, the pen beside it, the names written in blue ink—her own, shaky but proud, Rowan’s bold and looping, Ava’s swirling, Tom’s blocky and neat.

She picked it up, reading the clause one more time. Her hand didn’t shake this time, but her heart did, fluttering with the enormity of it. “I’m glad it’s us,” she said, not meaning the legal power, but the everything.

Rowan dried his hands, crossing to her, wrapping his arms around her waist from behind. “Me too. I wouldn’t trust anyone else to make the rules. Or break them.”

She leaned into him, her body instinctively finding the fit of his. For a while, they stood that way, letting the silence grow thick and sweet. The sense of privacy was intoxicating, almost erotic—the feeling that the outside world had receded, leaving only the two of them, and the brave thing they’d done.

He pressed his lips to her neck, voice dropping. “You ready to be the bravest woman I know?”

She tilted her head, shivering. “Only if you promise to be the softest man.”

He spun her around, catching her mouth in a kiss that was all teeth and laughter, then scooped her up, carrying her toward the bedroom. The will and the candles were left behind, but the weight and wonder of them came too—woven into every touch, every breath.

On the threshold of their room, Rowan paused, looking down at Iris, cradled in his arms. “Last chance to change your mind.”

She cupped his face, kissing him slow and sure. “No running now.”

He laid her gently on the bed, the night stretched wide and bright before them, charged with the promise of what comes after yes.

The bedroom felt both familiar and new—a place remade by everything Iris and Rowan had just done. The soft lamplight spilled across tangled sheets, the faint scent of candle wax and champagne clinging to the air. The flat was utterly still, but for the hum of distant traffic and the soft sigh of Milo turning in his sleep, safely banished to his bed for the night.

Iris perched on the edge of the bed, her heart beating hard, still feeling the aftershocks of ceremony and celebration. The living will sat on the dresser, where Rowan had placed it—out of reach, but within sight, a testament to the leap they’d taken. The room was quiet, but full: with nerves, with hope, with the hum of a hundred what-ifs and the braver promise that underpinned them all.

Rowan joined her, kneeling on the carpet at her feet. He took her hands in his, grounding her. He looked up, eyes soft and serious. “Are you ready to let go?”

Iris nodded, her breath shivering between them. “I trust you.”

He rose, kissing her deeply, slowly. Their lips met in a hush, the world shrinking to breath and tongue and the shared relief of having chosen, and been chosen, again. His hands found her waist, her hips, her back. Each touch was both reassurance and invitation.

He undressed her by increments—buttons slipping free, fabric falling away, every inch revealed met by a kiss or a caress. “You’re so beautiful,” he whispered, “especially when you’re scared.”

She laughed, the sound choked with feeling. “I’m not scared of you.”

He cupped her face, searching her eyes. “No. You’re scared of how much you want this. And I want all of it. All of you.”

She reached for his shirt, tugging him close, needing the press of his body. He let her undress him, baring himself with the same reverence, his own nerves trembling beneath his certainty.

When they were both naked, Rowan lay her back on the sheets, his hands exploring as if she were a new country he might never finish mapping. He started slow, tracing the curves of her ribs, the dip of her belly, the scar on her thigh that she usually tried to hide. He pressed his lips to each place, worshipping, and she felt herself softening, opening under the weight of his care.

He whispered, “Tonight, let me have you. All of you. Let go, and let me hold everything.”

She nodded, surrendering. “Yes. I’m yours.”

He teased her with his mouth and hands—trailing kisses down her body, licking at the pulse in her neck, swirling his tongue over her nipples until she arched up, whimpering. His fingers slid lower, parting her thighs, finding her slick and already throbbing for him. He took his time, drawing out her pleasure, circling her clit with slow, agonizing patience, his breath warm against her skin.

She writhed, breathless, begging before she could help herself. “Please, Rowan—please, let me—”

He pulled back, holding her gaze. “Not yet. I want you to feel how much I love you. I want you to know what it means to be kept right at the edge, safe, never abandoned.”

He edged her—again and again. His hands, his mouth, his body. Bringing her so close to release that she sobbed, her thighs shaking, her hands clutching the sheets. He murmured encouragement—words that were both command and caress. “Let me have your fear. Let me have your hope. Let me have all of it, all of you, for as long as you’ll give it.”

Her eyes filled with tears, her body aching. She had never felt so exposed, so desperate, so full. Every time he sensed her on the brink, he slowed, kissing her belly, her hips, murmuring, “Not yet, love. Let go. Let it all out.”

He made her beg, made her plead. “Please. Please, I can’t—Rowan, please let me come. Please, I need you—”

Only when she was shaking, undone, did he relent. He pressed inside her, the joining slow and overwhelming, his hands framing her face as if to keep her from drifting away. “I’ve got you,” he whispered. “Let go. Now. I want all of it.”

She came hard—sobbing, arching, falling apart in his arms, her orgasm a release of everything she’d carried: the fear, the pride, the hope, the grief. He held her through it, whispering her name, kissing her tears, rocking into her with a steady, claiming rhythm.

He followed her into release moments later, groaning her name, pouring everything he had into her—love, trust, the fragile certainty of their new promise.

Afterwards, they lay tangled together, her face buried in his chest, his hands stroking her hair. The room was silent, except for their ragged breaths and the soft thud of their hearts.

When Iris finally spoke, her voice was small, but sure. “I’ve never felt safer. Or braver.”

Rowan kissed the crown of her head. “You’re the bravest person I know. And you’re mine. Legally, erotically, in every way that counts.”

She laughed, weak with relief, and let the afterglow carry her, letting go of everything but the certainty of his arms.

Later, he tucked her in, pulling the covers over their bodies. He reached for her hand, holding it tight. “No more signatures tonight,” he whispered. “Just you and me.”

She drifted into sleep, knowing that this, too, was a kind of vow—the promise to surrender, to trust, to let love make all the mess and all the meaning.

And in the hush that followed, their names written in blue ink, their bodies pressed together in the dark, Iris and Rowan discovered that the bravest contracts are written not in law, but in the willingness to let someone in, all the way.

The candles had guttered out, leaving only the pale blue hush of early morning pressed against the windows. The flat was quiet, anchored by the sound of Rowan’s steady breathing, the faint whir of city life below, and Milo’s muted sighs from his basket by the door. Yet sleep—true, deep sleep—remained out of reach for Iris.

She lay on her side, wrapped in the warmth of Rowan’s arms, her face pressed against the curve of his chest. He was already dozing, one hand splayed possessively over her hip, breath warm in her hair. She should have felt safe—should have felt triumphant, relieved, even invincible after all they’d done. Instead, she felt raw and tender, the reality of the night crowding close.

She shifted, careful not to wake him, staring at the will on the dresser—paperwork that glowed faintly in the soft predawn light. Her name and Rowan’s, inked in blue, seemed to pulse with their own energy. It felt as if some invisible line had been crossed tonight: childhood finally packed away, the boundaries between hope and dread, want and promise, forever blurred.

The echoes of the evening’s laughter lingered in her mind, but now, in the quiet, so did the doubts. She traced the shape of Rowan’s hand on her skin and let the questions come.

Had she done something brave? Or something foolish? Had she invited safety in—or, by tempting fate with all this paperwork and ritual, had she only sharpened the knife-edge she’d always balanced on? Was there even a way to protect happiness, or was every promise just a way of naming the things you were most afraid to lose?

She remembered Rowan’s words at the table, the weight of the pen in her hand, the soft chorus of their friends’ encouragement. It had felt right, necessary, even—until the quiet claimed it for itself, and all the comfort of ritual was replaced by the trembling of uncertainty.

Rowan stirred in his sleep, mumbling her name. She watched him, love flooding her, but also fear: What if she failed him, someday? What if her courage wasn’t enough when the test came? What if all this—every contract, every surrender—was only as strong as the faith they could muster in the dark?

She slid from bed, wrapping herself in Rowan’s old jumper, and padded softly into the living room. The sticky notes from their planning night were still scattered on the wall, faded now in the half-light—hopes and fears, wishes and dares, still holding their place. She read them, fingertips tracing the words:

Take a year off to travel. Write a novel together. I’m scared of being left behind. Trust you with everything, even the scary stuff.

She sat on the sofa, knees drawn to her chest, staring at the living will where it lay. She let herself imagine the worst—illness, loss, a world without Rowan—and then, quietly, she tried to imagine something else: a future where tonight was just one chapter in a lifetime of choosing, and re-choosing, each other.

Behind her, Rowan padded out, eyes half-shut, hair sticking up. “Couldn’t sleep?”

She shook her head, voice small. “My brain won’t let go.”

He sat beside her, pulling her close, Milo hopping up and wedging himself between them, tail thumping. Rowan took her hand, thumb stroking her knuckles. “Want to tell me?”

She hesitated, then let the words tumble out. “What if this isn’t enough? What if we did everything right tonight, and it still isn’t enough to keep us safe? What if I ruin it? Or… what if the universe just decides we don’t get a happy ending?”

Rowan pressed a kiss to her hair. “I don’t know if anyone ever feels safe. Even after all the paperwork and the promises and the friends cheering us on. Maybe that’s not the point. Maybe the point is that we keep choosing each other, especially when it’s scary. Especially when we can’t see the end.”

She let his words settle, letting herself lean into the warmth of him, Milo anchoring them both. “I wish I could turn it off. The worry. The fear that if I stop being vigilant, it’ll all fall apart.”

He pulled her closer, voice rough with sleep and honesty. “You don’t have to turn it off. I’ll carry it with you. Or for you, if you need me to. That’s what tonight was about—not making the fear disappear, but promising that we won’t let it keep us apart. Not ever.”

She nodded, tears pricking her eyes—not of sorrow, but of relief. “It’s just… I love you so much it aches. And that means I’m always a little bit terrified.”

He smiled, tucking her hair behind her ear. “Me too. But I’d rather be scared with you than safe anywhere else.”

They sat together, dawn rising slow and pink over the rooftops, the city waking to another day. The will remained on the dresser, the sticky notes brightening as the sun crept across the wall. Milo wriggled deeper into the pile of limbs, sighing in contentment.

Iris breathed in, deep and slow. “Promise me, again?”

Rowan squeezed her hand, his eyes holding hers. “Always. I promise to keep choosing you. Even when I’m scared. Especially then.”

She kissed him—gentle, lingering, the kind of kiss that held all the things they couldn’t say. The world outside their window felt wide and wild, but in this small cocoon, with a dog and a promise and the bravery of being seen, Iris finally let herself believe that maybe—just maybe—this could be enough.

They rose together, moving quietly through the rituals of morning—making coffee, feeding Milo, showering with the bathroom door open, so their voices wouldn’t lose track of each other. The day would be ordinary, and the night before would settle into memory, but neither of them would forget the vows they’d made in the dark.

And as the sun climbed higher, filling the flat with gold, Iris glanced once more at the living will—her name, Rowan’s name, the signatures of their friends. She smiled, the ache in her chest softer now. Not gone, but changed—a reminder of everything that was at risk, and everything that was worth it.

Outside, the city moved on. Inside, two people chose each other again—uncertain, imperfect, and unafraid, if only for this precious, ordinary day.


Chapter 10: Close to Perfect

The world was all gold and hush when Iris blinked awake. Sunlight spilled through the curtains in fat, lazy rectangles, painting the bedsheets with the warmth of a long-promised spring. She could feel the world’s pulse in the radiators and in the gentle rise and fall of Rowan’s chest where her head rested, his arm heavy across her middle, anchoring her to the soft press of the mattress and the slow, tidal rhythms of morning. Outside, the city was still—a quiet so rare it almost felt staged, as if the day itself were holding its breath.

For a few seconds, she just watched the dust motes swirling in the shaft of sunlight above their bed, a private universe drifting through the golden air. Milo, ever the opportunist, was sprawled across Rowan’s ankles, one paw dangling, tail occasionally thumping as he dreamed. The world beyond the window—sirens, emails, the unfinished project file on her laptop—felt so far away she might have dreamed it.

She closed her eyes, not quite ready to surrender the moment. There was a sensation, sharp and fleeting, of being watched over by her own happiness—like standing in the sun after months of rain, the luxury of peace so unfamiliar it almost frightened her.

Rowan shifted, mumbling something indecipherable into her hair. His hand, warm and rough, slid up to rest on her ribcage. She smiled, arching against him, and he pulled her closer without fully waking, the lazy, automatic possessiveness of a man who’d long ago decided this—her, them, now—was home.

Milo stirred and gave a soft, offended grunt, shuffling closer, as if to claim his own share of the warmth. Iris giggled and Rowan snorted awake, blinking against the light, his eyes bleary but smiling. “Traitor,” he grumbled at the dog, voice thick with sleep. “He always moves in when I’m just getting comfortable.”

“Maybe he’s protecting me,” Iris teased, stroking Milo’s flank. “Maybe you’re the interloper.”

Rowan groaned, stretching, then yawned so wide it made her laugh. “Unbelievable. Betrayed in my own bed.” But his arm didn’t loosen; if anything, he drew her closer, nuzzling the back of her neck. “God, you’re warm.”

She wriggled away just enough to see his face. “So are you. You smell like sleep and toothpaste.”

He grinned, not remotely offended. “Sexy, right?”

She rolled her eyes. “Irresistible.”

Milo snuffled, paws twitching as he awoke, then launched himself across the tangle of limbs and blankets, licking Rowan’s ear in a show of doggy solidarity. Rowan yelped and batted him away, laughter bubbling up until Iris joined in, all three of them tangled and silly and alive.

For a while, they lay in the glow, the world reduced to bodies, breath, sunlight, and the quiet joy of nothing needing to happen. Rowan played with her hair, tracing lazy spirals along her scalp, and Iris read snippets from her phone—headlines, a meme from Ava, a news alert about a city council vote neither of them cared about. She felt the pressure of the outside world building at the edges but ignored it, burrowing deeper into the peace of the morning.

“Coffee?” Rowan asked at last, voice hopeful, already half out of the covers.

She shook her head, catching his arm. “Stay. Five more minutes. I’ll make it.”

He raised an eyebrow, amused. “Promises, promises.”

She grinned, stretching like a cat, then finally heaved herself up, wrapping the sheet around her shoulders. “You drive a hard bargain, Bennett.” She padded into the kitchen, Milo trotting at her heels.

The flat was cool in the early sun, the floorboards chilly beneath her feet. She started the kettle, leaned against the counter, letting herself enjoy the hush. Her mind flitted briefly to her to-do list—emails, a grocery run, the sketch for that stubborn client—but it all felt manageable, as if the ordinary friction of life had been sanded down by sleep and sunlight.

Rowan appeared in the doorway, hair sticking up at wild angles, pajamas askew. He hugged her from behind, chin hooked over her shoulder. “You’re beautiful,” he said, pressing a kiss to her neck. “Even in my shirt.”

She rolled her eyes, pleased. “Flattery will get you exactly one cup of coffee and maybe a dog walk.”

He squeezed her. “Deal.”

They sipped their mugs together at the kitchen table, knees brushing, Milo sprawled across their feet. Weekend rituals emerged: crossword puzzle, Rowan pretending not to cheat; Iris reading headlines aloud, Rowan groaning at the state of the world. They negotiated who would brave the chill for Milo’s walk, eventually agreeing on joint custody—first Iris, then Rowan, then both of them “for morale support” as the joke went.

Between sips and gentle arguments about toast, the sense of something precious lingered—a wholeness so rare Iris found herself pausing, imprinting every detail: the way Rowan’s fingers drummed the table, the way the sunlight haloed Milo’s fur, the low hum of domesticity that felt, just for a moment, invincible.

It was only as she stood to rinse her cup that a sudden, sharp pulse of pain lanced through her head. She winced, pressing a palm to her temple, but forced a smile when Rowan looked up, concerned.

“Everything okay?” he asked, brow furrowing.

“Fine. Just a little headache,” she lied, brushing him off. “Probably need more coffee.”

He watched her for a second longer, then nodded, accepting her answer. “We’ll get some air. That always helps.”

She smiled, letting his confidence steady her. “Yeah. We’ll walk Milo. Fresh air and caffeine, world’s best medicine.”

He leaned in, brushing her hair off her forehead, and for a heartbeat, the world righted itself again.

For a while longer, perfection held—a morning of small rituals, private jokes, and the exquisite, ordinary beauty of being together in a world not yet broken.

After breakfast, the day unfurled as only the best weekends do: slow and sprawling, defined less by schedules than by appetite and whim. The morning sunlight followed Iris and Rowan from room to room as they dressed—he in faded jeans and an old concert tee, she in leggings and an oversized jumper, both barefoot until the very last minute. Milo danced between them, nose to the floor, tail flagging his certainty that this was the moment the leads would appear and the adventure would begin.

They laughed through the ritual of trying to get ready: Milo hiding his harness under the sofa, Rowan attempting to “bribe” him with half a biscuit (“Don’t reward bad behaviour!” Iris protested, already giving Milo another treat), the pair of them wrestling the squirming dog into his jacket while Iris’s phone chimed with a text from Ava—“Drinks next week? Tell Rowan if he cancels for football, I’m switching teams.” Iris grinned and thumbed back a promise.

Finally outside, the world was crisp and alive. Early spring had coaxed the trees into green mist, the park dotted with picnicking families and the occasional die-hard jogger. Iris linked her arm through Rowan’s as they walked, Milo darting ahead, then circling back, his energy contagious.

They fell into easy conversation, talking about the little things—what to make for dinner, whether to bother with laundry today, the state of the leaky bathroom tap—but, inevitably, their minds drifted to the future. Rowan nudged her, nodding at a couple on a nearby bench, a baby gurgling in a buggy between them.

“Alright,” he began, mock-serious, “top five future baby names. Go.”

Iris groaned, swatting his arm. “No way. Every time we do this, you pick something outlandish just to get a rise out of me.”

He grinned, unrepentant. “I stand by Wolfgang.”

“Absolutely not. Our child will not be bullied on day one of nursery.”

“Okay, fine.” He thought for a moment. “How about Rowan Junior?”

She elbowed him. “You wish.”

He laughed, looping his arm around her shoulders. “I’d take Iris, for a girl. That seems fair.”

She snorted, glancing away—half-flattered, half-appalled, wholly in love. “Let’s get a plant first. See if we can keep that alive.”

They stopped at the dog park, letting Milo run wild. For a few minutes, they watched him chase pigeons and snuffle through last autumn’s leaves. An older woman approached, baby in a sling, a toddler tottering by her knee. Milo immediately abandoned all dignity and bounded over, tongue lolling, begging for attention.

Rowan crouched to ruffle the baby’s cap, cooing exaggeratedly. “Who’s this little one, then?”

The woman smiled, pride and fatigue mingling on her face. “This is Jax. And the hurricane at my feet is Ava—named after my mother, not the friend you text with, I hope.”

Iris laughed, crouching to pet the toddler, exchanging conspiratorial glances with Rowan. For a moment, the future felt suddenly close, less hypothetical—a thing that might happen, if only they were brave enough to let it.

When the family moved on, Rowan caught Iris’s hand. “Think we could manage two?”

She shrugged, pretending to think. “Maybe if they come with dog-proof baby gates.”

He squeezed her hand, heart in his eyes. “We’ll see.”

They wandered on, dropping into the corner shop for groceries. Iris picked up bread, tomatoes, milk; Rowan was dispatched to the cleaning aisle, where he emerged brandishing a “limited edition” floor cleaner as if it were a prize.

“I’m not using anything called ‘Tropical Breeze’ in our kitchen,” she protested, and he only winked. “Don’t knock it till you try it.”

In the checkout queue, they bickered about dinner—curry or pasta, takeout or home-cooked—settling at last on “something together.” The banter was easy, the kind that comes from years of learning each other’s rhythms, a shorthand for love.

On the walk home, Rowan’s phone rang. He glanced at the screen, a flicker of annoyance crossing his face. “It’s work,” he muttered. “Hang on, love—just two minutes.”

Iris watched him pace away, voice low and serious. She leaned against the park gate, letting Milo tug at his lead, trying not to mind the way Rowan’s shoulders tensed, the way he gestured—animated, absorbed. She felt him slip away in those moments, as if the world outside their bubble still had the power to reach in and pull him out.

He ended the call, apologetic, tucking his phone deep in his pocket. “Sorry. Just a new risk model—end-of-quarter jitters. It’s nothing.”

Iris smiled, determined not to let it linger. “You’re forgiven. As long as you let me pick the playlist for dinner.”

He held up his hands in surrender. “Deal. No more work tonight. Only you and whatever 90s cheese you want.”

The world felt right again—a small fissure closed by forgiveness, a promise kept simple. They wandered the last few blocks home, Milo trotting between them, the late-morning light already shifting toward gold.

Back in the flat, Rowan tossed the shopping onto the counter, then tackled Iris onto the sofa, pinning her with a triumphant grin. She shrieked, wrestling him off, their laughter echoing through the sunlit rooms. He caught her in a bear hug, tickling until Milo jumped up, barking his support.

“Enough!” she gasped, breathless, hair wild. “You’re outnumbered.”

Rowan relented, rolling onto his back, grinning up at her. “Best two out of three?”

She fell beside him, hearts racing, both of them shining with the effort of holding happiness close.

For a moment, it seemed the world might actually let them keep it.

The late morning blurred gently into afternoon, the flat filling with the scent of baking bread, bright music, and the low, domestic clatter of living. Rowan queued up a playlist—part nostalgia, part guilty pleasure—and set it to shuffle. The opening bars of a decades-old pop song filled the kitchen. Iris groaned in mock horror, then grinned and turned it up, determined to match his bad taste with even worse dancing.

They unpacked groceries with practiced teamwork. Iris chopped vegetables, humming under her breath, while Rowan tackled the mountain of post-breakfast dishes, whistling so off-key Milo slunk from the kitchen in defeat. The sun traced patterns across the counters, catching on the glass jars and scattering rainbows along the wall.

It was supposed to be pasta—Rowan’s “specialty,” a term Iris found dubious after a dozen semi-edible attempts. But together, they moved with an ease that made even the mundane magical: elbows bumping as they chopped, playful flicks of flour, a choreography built from years of meals and mistakes.

Rowan sidled up behind her as she stirred the sauce, arms looping around her waist. “Permission to sample, chef?”

She pretended to consider, eyes twinkling. “You may try one spoonful. But if you criticize my seasoning, I’m rescinding your stirring privileges for a week.”

He leaned in, stealing a kiss at her neck instead. “Tastes perfect to me.”

She laughed, nudging him away. “That’s not the spoon.”

He licked her earlobe in retaliation, earning a mock-scowl and a flick of sauce to the chest. The game escalated: Rowan, reaching for the flour, made an exaggerated show of dusting the counter—then “accidentally” tipped half the bag into the mixing bowl.

“Rowan!” Iris yelped, stepping back as a cloud of flour rose up, dusting her hair, her sweater, the dog as he wandered in to investigate. Milo sneezed, giving them a look of such canine exasperation that they collapsed in giggles.

Rowan snatched a handful of flour and dabbed it on the tip of her nose. “Now you look like you’ve been mining.”

She retaliated, smearing a streak across his cheek, eyes shining. He caught her hands, spinning her into a twirl, and pulled her flush against him, their laughter stalling in the sudden closeness.

The music faded into a slow love song, and for a heartbeat the kitchen was its own universe—her legs around his hips, his hands finding the bare skin under her jumper, lips meeting in a kiss that was as much promise as apology.

He lifted her onto the counter, standing between her knees, kissing her deeper, one hand gentle at the back of her head. She let herself lean in, fingers curling at his nape. The heat between them was as familiar as it was thrilling; even now, years in, it still felt like discovery. Rowan’s touch was playful, then insistent—her body arching into his, his hands slipping under her sweater, skin to skin.

A pan clattered in the sink; Milo barked, snapping the spell. They broke apart, both grinning, breathless. Iris cupped his face, thumb brushing the flour from his cheek. “Mess-maker,” she accused.

He nipped her jaw. “Clean-up crew.”

They eased apart, finishing the meal with the kind of closeness that made Iris’s chest ache. Everything felt heightened: the bright colors of vegetables, the fizz of sauce, the press of Rowan’s hip against hers at the counter. Even as they plated the food and sat on the living room floor with Milo stretched between them, Iris felt time slowing, deepening—every moment a little more golden than the last.

They ate in pajamas, legs tangled, the television murmuring in the background. Iris rested her head on Rowan’s shoulder, savoring the taste of tomato and basil, the warmth of his thigh pressed to hers.

Halfway through the meal, Rowan’s phone buzzed again. He frowned, glancing at the screen—Work, again. Sorry, love. Just a sec. He stepped into the hallway, murmuring quietly, voice slipping into a register she recognized but rarely loved: serious, far away, a little colder.

Iris watched him from the sofa, fork poised. The ache in her head returned—sharp this time, a tight band squeezing behind her eyes. She closed them, breathing slow, letting the pain settle into the background, refusing to ruin the day.

Rowan returned, face apologetic, phone pocketed. “Quarter’s ending. They’re all flapping. But I’m here now. For real.”

She forced a smile, rubbing at her temple. “No worries. You’re off the hook for dishes, though.”

He looked at her, concerned. “Headache?”

She shrugged, swallowing the lie. “Just a little. I’ll be fine.”

He reached over, squeezing her knee. “Let’s finish dinner, then you lie down. I’ll take Milo out.”

But she shook her head. “No, I want to be here. I want… this.”

He relented, understanding in his eyes. They finished eating, Rowan telling stories—work dramas, plans for a hypothetical trip to Italy, the dream of someday having a kitchen big enough for two people to cook without stepping on the dog.

Iris listened, laughing in all the right places, letting herself believe that this—flour-dusted chaos, mid-afternoon sunlight, the pulse of love and worry—was what forever could feel like.

When they finally cleared the plates, Milo curled into a tight doughnut of contentment, Iris slipped into the bathroom, took a paracetamol, splashed cool water on her face. She stared at her reflection—a smear of flour, pink cheeks, eyes bright with happiness and just a shadow of pain.

She dried her hands and returned to the kitchen, where Rowan was waiting, arms open, promise in his gaze.

“Dance with me?” he asked, voice low.

She let him lead her in a slow shuffle around the kitchen, their bodies close, the worries of the world held at bay for one more song.

After the clatter and chaos of cooking, the flat seemed to exhale. Lunch dishes were stacked in the sink, the music faded to a low hum, and Milo stretched in a sunbeam, sighing with the satisfaction only a well-fed dog can muster. Iris and Rowan drifted into the slow pulse of the afternoon, their bodies slack with comfort, their spirits buoyed by a kind of contentment so deep it barely needed words.

Iris curled into the corner of the sofa, sketchbook propped on her knees, pencil flitting in lazy arcs. Her mind wandered as she drew—shapes and lines merging into half-formed plans for a ceramic vase, a new logo for Ava’s freelance project, a doodle of Milo with superhero ears and a cape. Each page became a testament to this rare, golden peace: here, now, with nothing urgent to rush toward or away from.

Rowan sat at the other end of the sofa, laptop balanced on his thighs, eyes flicking between travel blogs and architecture forums. He let his thoughts roam wild, tabs multiplying with every new possibility: “10 Best Places to Eat in Bologna,” “Restoring a Farmhouse on a Budget,” “Remote Work in the Lake District: Pros & Cons.” Every so often, he’d glance up, catch Iris’s gaze, and smile—a shared, secret joke, the language of two people deeply at home in each other.

Outside, clouds moved slow and stately across the blue, dappling the room with shifting light. The radiator clicked, Milo snored. For a while, there was no sound but the scratch of pencil and the soft clack of Rowan’s keyboard.

“Listen to this,” Rowan said suddenly, a gleam in his eyes. “There’s this old monastery in Portugal, right by the coast. They’ve turned it into a kind of artist retreat-slash-bakery. Three goats, a pottery wheel, and a wood-fired oven. Think we could trade city chaos for monastic goat herding?”

Iris laughed, rolling her eyes. “You? Up at dawn to milk a goat? I’d pay to see that.”

He feigned offense. “I can be rustic! And you’d have your pick of clay and bread dough. I’m just saying… maybe someday.”

She set her pencil down, considering. “Maybe. But I’d want central heating, and Milo would need his own bunk.”

Rowan grinned, closing the laptop. “Deal. Only if you promise to keep making lists. Even for the goats.”

Iris feigned exasperation, but the truth was she loved this: the way their daydreams braided together, wild and practical all at once. They let themselves build castles in the air, confident that when they fell, they’d land together.

The afternoon wandered on. Rowan read out a news story about a couple who bought a houseboat, then accidentally floated it out to sea. Iris countered with a meme from Ava: “Trying to get through adulthood like…”—a picture of a cat tangled in fairy lights. Her phone buzzed with a family group chat, her dad asking if she and Rowan were coming for Sunday lunch. Iris typed back a quick yes, a surge of warmth and nostalgia mingling with the quiet worry she’d been nursing all day.

That worry flared for a moment—a ghost of the headache, a flicker of unease as she glanced at the clock. The ache behind her eyes had returned, faint but insistent. She pressed her palm to her temple, hoping Rowan wouldn’t notice.

He glanced over anyway, concern etched in his brow. “You alright?”

She nodded, mustering a smile. “Just tired, I think. Too much sun. I’ll be fine.”

He shifted closer, wrapping an arm around her shoulders, pulling her into his side. She let her head rest against him, letting his warmth steady her. “Promise?”

“Promise,” she echoed, closing her eyes.

They sat that way for a long time, the quiet growing rich and heavy. The future felt wide open: countryside mornings and city nights, children and dogs and maybe even goats. Every possibility shimmered at the edges, made real by the trust that underpinned them. Here, in the golden lull, Iris let herself believe they could have it all.

At some point, Milo clambered up, sprawling across their laps, a dead weight of fur and contentment. Rowan groaned in protest, then laughed, the sound rumbling through them both.

“Should we go out?” he asked. “Cinema, a walk, a coffee?”

Iris shook her head, tracing a lazy circle on his thigh. “Let’s just stay. I want to keep you all to myself a little longer.”

He kissed her hair, murmuring, “As you wish.”

The hours drifted—books, half-watched shows, a nap with the window cracked to let in the late afternoon breeze. Rowan scrolled through holiday rentals in Italy, reading out ridiculous options. Iris doodled more goats in the margins of her sketchbook, the ache in her head fading into the background as laughter and love took its place.

As evening crept in, a new peace settled. For a little while, time didn’t move. They were suspended—two people safe in each other’s company, the world outside softened to a distant hum. Iris felt it keenly, a low ache in her chest: how precious this was, how easy it could be lost.

She tucked her face into Rowan’s shoulder and let herself believe, for just a little longer, that happiness—this happiness—was theirs to keep.

The flat had settled into a hush, the golden afternoon dissolving into early evening. Milo had claimed the sunny patch near the window, curling himself into a lazy spiral. The aroma of their flour-streaked lunch lingered faintly, mingling with the soft scent of the soap Rowan had left on the counter. Iris leaned back against the doorframe of the bathroom, towel draped over her shoulders, catching a glimpse of herself in the mirror. The smudge of flour on her cheek, the faint pulse of headache behind her eyes—both reminders of the ordinary joys and subtle shadows of the day.

Rowan appeared behind her, dressed only in a towel, hair damp from his own quick rinse before Iris had finished breakfast-cleaning the kitchen mess. His eyes lit up when he saw her, a familiar mixture of mischief and warmth. “Careful,” he murmured, wrapping an arm around her waist from behind. “You’re standing in the wrong place. Water will find you.”

She laughed, pushing gently against him. “The wrong place is wherever you are, apparently.”

He grinned, tugging her close. “Then consider me stationary. You, however… I intend to move you.”

And with a gentle tug, he guided her under the warm spray. Water hit her skin in liquid sunshine, carrying with it the day’s fatigue, the lingering flour dust, and the quiet tension she hadn’t noticed but that had threaded itself through their errands. Steam filled the small bathroom, thick and hazy, curling around them like a private cocoon, and for a heartbeat, the day was erased—just her, Rowan, Milo snoring somewhere outside the door, and the soft hiss of the tap.

Rowan’s hands moved first to her shoulders, kneading gently, warm and deliberate. His fingers traced circles along her trapezius, coaxing the tension from her muscles. “You’ve been carrying too much,” he whispered, voice low, intimate. “Let me wash it away.”

Iris tilted her head back into him, eyes closing, letting the warmth of the water and the heat of his touch merge. “You’re too good to me,” she murmured. “I don’t deserve this.”

He kissed her temple, then the curve of her neck. “Nonsense. You deserve everything. Don’t you think a little flour and headache deserve a bath too?” His hand slipped under the strap of her bra, tracing the curve of her side, the pulse of her ribs beneath.

She shivered, body humming, pulse rising—not just from the water, but from the proximity, the deliberate, slow teasing of his hands. The steam wrapped them in a private, erotic fog; every drop that fell on her skin felt like a caress, every brush of his lips a promise.

“Tell me you trust me,” he murmured, hands exploring further, fingers tangling in the waistband of her leggings.

“I trust you,” she breathed, voice trembling with the dual thrill of surrender and the subtle ache of knowing the day wasn’t perfect. “I always do.”

He leaned closer, capturing her mouth in a slow, consuming kiss, tongue dancing over hers with the patience of someone memorizing every secret, every desire. She responded instinctively, wrapping her arms around him, pressing into the heat of his body. The water streamed over them, slippery and intoxicating, carrying with it the faint salt of sweat and the warm scent of soap. Each movement was deliberate, unhurried, a rediscovery of each other’s shape, each curve, each familiar yet eternally exciting landmark.

Rowan stepped back slightly, running his hands down her shoulders, over her arms, memorizing her form, before gently guiding her to the wall. His palms pressed into her back, fingers tangling in the small of her spine, holding her in place as he brushed a hand down her front, tracing the valley of her abdomen with slow reverence. Every touch ignited her, every whisper of water accentuating the sensation, the intimacy, the unspoken understanding that this was their world, separate and sacred.

“Iris,” he murmured, brushing hair from her wet cheek, “let me show you how much you mean to me.” His hands glided over her body with a tenderness that made her shiver, both from desire and the deep trust that had always been threaded into their touch. “Every worry, every fleeting fear—I’ll hold it all for you.”

She pressed herself against him, heartbeat racing, the ache in her skull melting into the haze of arousal and closeness. “I need you,” she breathed, voice broken with the mix of longing and relief. “I need this.”

And he gave it—slow, reverent, intense. Lips, hands, and breath mapped her body again and again, coaxing shivers, moans, sighs that tangled with the hiss of the warm water. She closed her eyes, letting every sensation wash over her, letting the day’s minor frustrations, her headache, even her fleeting fear of imperfection dissolve into this intimate ritual.

When his lips finally moved lower, trailing along the curve of her hip, the small gasp that escaped her lips was not just desire—it was trust made physical. She arched into him, offering herself entirely, letting go of the careful control she held over most of her life. Rowan’s touch was relentless in its tenderness, skilled in its patience, coaxing pleasure, eliciting sighs, writhing, and eventual surrender.

The water sluiced over them, hot, intimate, private—a veil separating them from the rest of the world. Every kiss, every touch, every whisper carried the weight of the day, the golden joy of domesticity, and the premonition of fragility. They explored slowly, attentively, rediscovering the familiar with the awe of discovery. Each stroke of his hands, each pressure of his lips, was a promise and a reassurance—a tactile affirmation that nothing outside could touch what they had right now.

She came first, trembling, sobbing softly against his shoulder, the tension of the morning, the flour, the errands, the slight ache of her headache—all dissolved in the crescendo of release. Rowan held her through it, murmuring her name, soft kisses to her forehead, to her temple, to her cheek. He lingered until her breathing steadied, until her body melted fully into his arms, every shiver soothed.

And then he claimed her again—not hurried, not impulsive, but slow and deep, rediscovering the joining of bodies as if memorizing each contour, each sigh, each quiver. She moaned into him, hands tangled in his hair, nails raking gently, clinging and surrendering in equal measure. The water sluiced around them, the steam thick, clinging, as if the very air was a witness to the sacred intimacy of their trust and desire.

Hours seemed to pass in a blissful haze. They emerged finally, soaked, sticky, smelling of soap, sweat, and the lingering thrill of private devotion. Towels wrapped them, but they lingered in each other’s arms, pressed together, sharing quiet laughter, small kisses, and whispered reassurances.

Rowan pressed his forehead to hers. “You’re amazing,” he murmured. “Every day, and especially today.”

Iris smiled, breathless, shivering with the lingering heat. “You’re incredible too. Thank you—for this. For everything.”

Milo barked from the living room, snapping them out of their reverie, and they laughed, finally breaking apart. But even as they dressed in fresh pajamas and left the bathroom, the intensity of the shower, the erotic intimacy, the trust, and the fragile, golden perfection of the day remained, lingering between them like a current they could dip into at any moment.

The golden afternoon faded, the city outside deepened into quiet evening, and for a moment, it seemed the world could hold its breath. And in that breath, Iris and Rowan knew, with a strange, aching clarity, that life like this—warm, ordinary, intimate—was both fragile and precious, a promise worth treasuring before the inevitable fracture to come.

The golden glow of late afternoon had softened to a honeyed evening, brushing the walls with long shadows and quiet light. Milo lay sprawled on the rug, snoring faintly, one ear flicking occasionally as if he, too, knew the day had been special. The flat was a quiet universe, warm and safe, scented faintly with the remains of lunch, the subtle sweetness of damp skin, and the faint trace of Rowan’s cologne. Iris leaned back against the sofa, hair damp from the shower, legs curled under her, a mug of tea warming her palms. Rowan sat beside her, arm draped across her shoulders, and for the first time in weeks, the two of them allowed themselves to simply be.

Their conversation wandered lazily—plans for tomorrow, possibilities for next weekend, flights to book, recipes to try. Rowan suggested a detour on their upcoming trip to Italy, a small village where the pasta was said to be life-changing. Iris countered with her own preference for a coastal town with artists’ studios, imagining them painting together as Milo scampered along the boardwalk. The words were light, playful, but underneath flowed a deeper current of love and hope, fragile and buoyant at the same time.

Rowan leaned down to brush a damp strand of hair from her face, pressing a kiss to her temple. “You know,” he said softly, “I could spend every day like this. Nothing remarkable, nothing grand—just… us. This. Ordinary.”

She smiled, letting herself rest against him. “It feels like magic. How can it feel this perfect without even trying?”

He laughed quietly. “Because we’re terrible at ordinary. We make it extraordinary without realizing it.”

She rested her head on his shoulder, eyes closing for a moment, letting the warmth of him and the flat cradle her. Milo’s tail thumped against the hardwood floor, a quiet metronome marking the rhythm of their private world. Outside, the city moved on, oblivious to the tiny sanctuary they’d created.

The sun slipped lower, the last streaks of gold fading from the window. Rowan pressed a gentle kiss to the crown of her head, murmuring, “Promise me something?”

She opened her eyes, looking up at him. “Anything.”

“Promise me you’ll remember today. Not the big trips, not the legal stuff, not even the flour fiasco in the kitchen—just… this. Us. The way we feel right now.”

Iris’s chest tightened with emotion. She nodded, blinking away a sudden tear. “I promise.”

He cupped her cheek, his thumb brushing softly across her skin. “Even when things aren’t like this… even when it all goes wrong.”

She shivered slightly—not from the chill, but from the power of the statement. “Even then,” she whispered.

For a long while, they sat together, legs entwined, breathing in the quiet, letting the day’s laughter and intimacy settle into something permanent, even if the world outside would always be uncertain. The golden hour became twilight, painting the room in soft blues and muted gold, and they didn’t move. Time had stopped, or at least slowed enough that each heartbeat felt sacred.

Rowan reached for a book, placing it on the coffee table, but neither picked it up. Instead, he brushed his fingers over her knuckles, tracing the fine lines of her hand as if memorizing every curve, every tiny imperfection. “I like this,” he murmured. “Just being close, no one else, no plans… nothing but us.”

Iris leaned into him, the ache of fatigue from the day mingling with the sweetness of their closeness. “I want to remember every second,” she said.

They lingered there until the first hints of night settled fully over the flat. The tea had cooled, Milo had moved to curl in the sunbeam now gone, and the city outside hummed quietly. Rowan suggested they prepare for bed, but the suggestion was half-hearted—they lingered in the sofa’s embrace, savoring the unspoken magic of ordinary perfection.

Eventually, they rose together, moving slowly through the rituals of night: brushing teeth, washing faces, changing into pajamas, Milo padding alongside. Each movement carried the warmth of the day, the intimacy of shared domesticity, and the quiet acknowledgment that perfection is fleeting, yet precious.

When finally tucked into the bed, the soft hum of the radiator and the distant city noises became a lullaby. Rowan’s arm wound securely around Iris, pulling her close, and she pressed her face into his chest. Milo nestled at their feet, tail flicking contentedly.

Iris’s head rested against him as the last light faded outside. She thought of the day—the laughter, the minor disasters in the kitchen, the shower, the plans whispered, the quiet acceptance of one another. Her pulse slowed, but her mind lingered on the fragile perfection they’d built: so bright, so real, yet so easily broken.

Her hand drifted over Rowan’s chest, feeling the steady beat of his heart. “I wish we could stay here forever,” she whispered.

“Me too,” he murmured back, voice muffled against her hair. “But maybe the next best thing is remembering it, carrying it with us. Even when the cracks appear.”

She closed her eyes, letting sleep draw her in, Milo’s soft snoring a gentle soundtrack. Outside, the city continued to breathe, unaware of the small miracle that had unfolded behind the walls of their flat.

And as the darkness deepened, Iris allowed herself one final, unguarded thought: the world could fracture tomorrow, the headache could return, the accident could come—but tonight, in this ordinary perfection, they had made a memory strong enough to survive anything.


Chapter 11: The Argument

The morning light was sharp and brittle, cutting through the half-open blinds in neat, angled stripes across the bed. Iris stirred first, waking to the weight of Rowan’s arm draped across her waist and the quiet rhythm of Milo’s tail thumping against the floor at the foot of the bed. For a heartbeat, she allowed herself the lingering warmth of the weekend—the sunlight, the faint scent of Rowan’s shampoo, the afterglow of laughter and flour-dusted kisses from the day before.

Yet the calm didn’t last. A glance at the clock made her sit up sharply: they were running late for dinner with Ava and Tom. The routine of the past few days—so fluid and slow—snapped back into the sharp edges of time. Her stomach fluttered, a mix of irritation, guilt, and that familiar tight coil of anxiety she felt whenever schedules and expectations collided.

Rowan stirred, blinking against the sunlight, hair tousled and damp from the shower. He yawned, stretching like a cat, oblivious to the ticking clock. “Good morning, sunshine,” he murmured, still half-dreaming. “Coffee first, or chaos?”

Iris groaned, tugging herself out of bed. “Neither,” she said, voice tight. “We’re late. I need to get dressed, figure out Milo, and maybe remind you what punctuality feels like.”

He smirked, raising one bleary eyebrow. “Punctuality? Is that what the early bird is about? I thought it was about sleep.”

She narrowed her eyes, already halfway to the wardrobe. “I swear, Ro, one day your irreverence will get us permanently banned from a social event.”

He laughed, a soft, teasing sound, padding after her. “Only from boring ones,” he said, hands hovering just behind her back, playful, yet aware enough to let her lead the charge. “Besides, you look better stressed than anyone else does relaxed.”

She rolled her eyes but allowed the touch at the small of her back, aware of the tiny shiver it sent along her spine. Milo barked, pawing at Rowan’s leg as if to assert, I’m part of this too, and both humans laughed despite the tension.

Dressing became a small battlefield of choice and compromise. Rowan fumbled with his tie, Iris tossing him mock glares and suggestions, adjusting Milo’s harness and scolding the dog for his attempts to escape. Every movement carried the subtle heat of familiarity—the press of skin, the grazing of fingers, the soft warmth behind a nudge or a glance. Even in minor frustration, they were intimately entangled.

“Do you really need to wear that shirt?” Iris asked, tugging at the cuff. “It clashes with your shoes. And your mood.”

Rowan feigned offense, adjusting the collar as if to compensate for her critique. “I can assure you, my mood is perfectly aligned with my socks. And that’s what counts.”

Iris laughed, exhaling sharply. “You’re impossible.” Yet the words were laced with affection; even in irritation, she couldn’t resist the small pull of him.

Milo barked again, impatience rising as he tried to climb into her lap while she fastened her shoes. Rowan caught the dog with a quick, practiced scoop, whispering teasing reassurances. “Not now, little man. You’ve already had breakfast. You’re not a morning critic today.”

The clock ticked, and with every passing second, Iris’s anxiety fluttered more insistently. She glanced at Rowan, who was casually adjusting his jacket, half-listening to her muttered countdown of minutes before departure. The sight—so relaxed, so unconcerned—made her chest tighten. The tiny cracks began to form.

“Ro,” she said, voice sharper than she intended. “We can’t leave in five minutes if you’re still pretending the world doesn’t exist outside your wardrobe.”

He turned, hands raised in mock surrender. “It’s just five minutes. You’re wound tighter than Milo’s spring toy. We’ll be fine.”

“I don’t care if we’ll be fine,” she snapped, heart thudding. “I care that we promised Ava and Tom, and now we’re going to show up flustered and late. Again.”

He stepped closer, voice softening, but his eyes glimmered with amusement. “And that’s somehow my fault?”

“Yes,” she said, biting back the small smile that wanted to appear. “Yes, it is.”

He grinned, leaning down to kiss her temple. “You know, this is why I love you. You care so much, it makes everything else feel alive.”

The words should have soothed her, and for a heartbeat, they did. But the frustration lingered, tangled with longing—the pull of him, the ache of Milo squirming between their legs, the awareness that this day, so ordinary, was already feeling rushed and fragile.

They finally emerged from the flat, dressed, shoes tied, Milo clipped in, and the crisp city air met them. Iris’s tension hadn’t abated—each pedestrian, each car horn, each delayed traffic light felt like a minor conspiracy against their perfect weekend echoing into the workweek. Rowan, in contrast, moved with calm assurance, hand occasionally brushing hers, small sparks of heat each time his fingers lingered against her skin.

The walk to the car was electric—not with danger, but with the undercurrent of simmering frustration and erotic tension. Every glance, every accidental touch carried meaning, their bodies responding in ways words could not. A brush of his arm against hers sent a shiver, a small eruption of desire, reminding them that irritation and longing were never far apart.

As they reached the car, Rowan opened her door, offering a hand with exaggerated politeness. “After you, Lady of Punctuality.”

Iris rolled her eyes, accepting it with a laugh, letting her hand linger in his a moment longer than necessary. Milo leapt in after them, tail wagging wildly, and Rowan leaned over, buckling the leash and murmuring to the dog.

The engine hummed, and they pulled into traffic. The city stretched out around them—streets glowing with dusk, the honks and chatter of commuters, the distant clang of the subway. It was mundane, it was ordinary, and yet, under the surface, the weight of unspoken tensions pressed against the edges of the day.

Iris’s foot tapped against the floor, her heart racing both from anxiety over their tardiness and the simmering undercurrent of emotion that always came when Rowan seemed distant or distracted. She noticed the way he checked his phone briefly, tucking it back into his pocket, and the flutter of irritation—and something more—rose in her chest.

“Ro,” she said finally, voice low, “are you even listening to me?”

He glanced at her, startled. “I am. I swear.”

But she felt it—the subtle detachment, the fraction of distance in his gaze, the whisper of preoccupations that weren’t her. Her chest tightened, and a flash of the argument yet to come flickered, small but sharp.

Milo barked, breaking the tension, and they laughed briefly at the dog’s impeccable timing. But underneath, the fragile harmony of the morning had begun to fracture, threaded with irritation, fatigue, and a tension that neither fully understood yet.

As the car wound through city streets toward Ava and Tom’s, Iris felt the first tremor of unease: the perfect weekend, the “close to perfect” joy they’d built, was already beginning to crack, and she could feel, deep in her chest, that life was about to demand they choose—between love, desire, and the everyday obligations that threatened to pull them apart.

The stage was set, the emotional tinder laid, and the first sparks of argument had begun to glow.

The car’s engine hummed, low and steady, as Iris gripped the wheel with an intensity disproportionate to the short drive ahead. The streets were crowded with evening commuters, the glow of brake lights reflecting off wet asphalt. Milo sat between them, tail brushing her arm, ears perked, as if sensing the sudden spike of tension.

Rowan reached across instinctively, brushing her hand with his fingertips, a small gesture of comfort. “Hey,” he said softly, “it’s just traffic. We’ll be fine.”

Iris exhaled through clenched teeth. “It’s not traffic. It’s everything. The timing, the appointments, the fact that we’re never on the same page for once.” Her voice rose, not dramatically, but with the sharp edge of long-simmering frustration. “We’re late for dinner with Ava and Tom, and I don’t want to show up flustered and tense. Again.”

Rowan raised an eyebrow, glancing at her through the rearview mirror. “Again? We’ve never been late before.”

“Yes, Rowan, we have,” she shot back. “You just never remember because you’re always flippant about everything!” Her hands tightened on the wheel. “Sometimes it feels like I care more about the tiny details than you do about… anything that matters.”

The words hung in the air, heavy and electric, over Milo’s low whine and the distant hum of the city. Rowan’s jaw tensed. He wanted to smile, to brush it off, but the tone of her voice cut sharper than usual. “Anything that matters?” he said evenly, but there was steel behind it. “Do you think I don’t care? Do you think I’m walking through this life without thinking about consequences?”

Iris’s eyes flicked to him, incredulous. “Sometimes, yes! Sometimes I feel like I’m the only one who thinks through the mess we create!” Her voice wavered, a mix of exasperation and hurt. “I don’t want to fight tonight, Rowan. I just want us to be on time—and I can’t even trust you to help with that.”

Rowan’s hands gripped the steering wheel a little tighter. “I’m not some irresponsible boy,” he snapped, “and I can’t take it personally every time you decide the world is ending because we left five minutes late. I’m allowed to relax a little—”

“And I’m allowed to care!” she interjected, voice rising. “Do you even hear yourself? You’re minimizing my concern. Again!”

The words hung over the car like storm clouds. Milo whimpered, shifting from one side to the other, pawing at the console in confusion. Rowan exhaled slowly, trying to rein in the anger he felt rising. “I hear you,” he said, softer now. “But sometimes it feels like nothing I do is enough, Iris. I try to balance everything—work, us, Milo—and you’re angry because it’s not perfect in the way you imagined.”

“Perfect?” she echoed, incredulous. “It’s not about perfection! It’s about respect. Attention. Listening! You check your phone while I’m stressed. You laugh when I’m trying to get us moving. And yes, I notice! Because I care, Rowan. I care so much that it hurts sometimes!”

His jaw tightened, hands white-knuckled on the wheel. “And you think I don’t? You think I don’t feel the weight of this life we’re trying to build together? That I don’t agonize over whether I’m doing enough, being enough?” His voice cracked, betraying the raw emotion he usually masked with teasing or humor. “I’m doing my best. Always.”

Iris felt her chest tighten. “Your best feels like a moving target sometimes. I love you, Rowan, but I feel invisible when you pull away, even just a little.”

Rowan’s grip slackened. Milo yipped softly, pressing his head against Rowan’s arm. The dog’s presence, innocent and grounding, seemed to quiet the initial flare of the argument—but the tension remained, humming beneath the surface like the engine.

They drove in silence for a moment, the only sound the occasional honk, the distant echo of their earlier laughter, and the dog’s soft movements. Both were aware of the growing erotic tension beneath the fight—the rapid heartbeat, the heat pooling in Iris’s thighs every time Rowan’s arm brushed hers, the way his gaze lingered just long enough to spark desire while anger simmered.

Finally, Rowan spoke, softer now. “I’m sorry. For not being more attentive. And for losing patience. I don’t want to fight with you—ever. Especially not tonight.”

Iris exhaled, the tension in her shoulders relaxing slightly. “I’m sorry too. I know I can go overboard. I just… I hate feeling like we’re slipping. Even for a moment.”

He reached across, thumb brushing hers. “We’re not slipping. We’re just… human. Frustrated. Tired. We’ll be fine.”

“Are we really?” she asked, voice low, almost whispering. “Because sometimes it feels like we’re teetering, and I’m scared that if we fall… I don’t know how to catch us.”

Rowan swallowed, lips tightening. He took a deep breath, adjusting the rearview mirror. “Then we hold on tighter,” he murmured, voice rich with intent. “Tonight, this argument? We’ll let it be a warning, not a fracture.”

The car slowed at a red light. Their eyes met through the glass of the mirror, and for a moment, all the anger and frustration melted into mutual recognition: fear of loss, fear of not being enough, and the desire—urgent and burning—to reclaim closeness before the night ended.

Milo nudged her knee, breaking the moment, and both laughed softly, the sound relieving and fragile. The small, mundane motion of a dog’s affection reminded them that the world outside their heated emotions still existed, and yet, in this car, the tension, the frustration, and the undercurrent of desire all mixed into a charged private universe.

By the time they reached Ava and Tom’s apartment, the argument had settled into a simmering ache, unresolved but temporarily contained. The air between them was heavy—not quite peace, not quite friction—but it hummed with erotic possibility, the desire to bridge the distance with touch and the urgent need to make contact. Every glance, every slight touch in the car had set the stage for what would follow in the house, where laughter and social expectation would clash with the raw, unresolved tension they carried.

They parked and Rowan reached for Iris’s hand instinctively, fingers intertwining. “We’re here,” he whispered. “Together. Let’s make it to the door without losing our heads.”

She squeezed back, breath hitching. “I hope we survive the evening.”

And in that shared, fleeting smile, the quiet erotic tension crackled—threat, desire, fear, and hope all wrapped into one. Tonight, every touch would carry meaning. Every word, every glance would teeter between connection and rupture.

The door opened. Ava and Tom waited, bright, smiling, unaware of the storm they were about to step into. And as they crossed the threshold, Iris and Rowan both knew: the “perfect weekend” was over. The fracture was beginning.

The doorbell chimed, sharp and punctual, cutting through the low hum of the building. Iris reached over Rowan’s shoulder and opened it, Milo darting between her legs with the kind of energy that belied the undercurrent of tension in the car. Ava and Tom stood there, grins bright, arms loaded with a bottle of wine and a box of chocolates that smelled faintly like celebration and the city outside.

“Finally!” Ava exclaimed, stepping in before Iris could even gesture. “I was starting to think you’d abandoned us to a night of pizza and takeout alone.”

Iris laughed, a little too sharply, forcing warmth into her voice. “Traffic was hell, okay? And you know how we are with timing.”

Rowan offered his own greeting, arm lazily around Iris’s waist. “Blame the city. Not us.” His tone was casual, but his eyes flicked toward Iris, catching the subtle tension curling around her features. Milo bounded in, sniffing everything, pawing at Ava’s ankle, making her yelp and laugh.

The initial warmth of the greetings masked the undercurrent between the couple. From the moment they crossed the threshold, the energy was taut—Rowan’s shoulder brushing hers, her hand occasionally flicking at his arm, small jabs of frustration mixed with lingering desire from the car.

“Come in, come in,” Ava said, motioning to the living room. “We’ve already opened the wine. You just need to survive the smell of chocolate.”

Tom laughed, setting the chocolates on the table. “And we’ll try not to interrogate you about late arrivals. Mostly.”

The words were casual, but Iris felt them prick. They’d arrived with a storm still simmering in the car, and now, under the watchful eyes of friends, the friction threatened to spill into the light. Rowan noticed the shift in her posture, the way she tightened her grip on her wine glass, and he pressed his thumb against her hand in a subtle reassurance.

They settled on the sofa, Milo curling up at their feet, and began the delicate dance of conversation. Ava launched into a story about her latest project, the energy in her voice a deliberate attempt to diffuse tension. Tom complimented Rowan on a work presentation, eyes bright with curiosity. For a moment, it seemed their social masks would succeed—polite smiles, light laughter, the occasional clink of glasses.

But beneath it all, every minor gesture carried weight. Rowan’s hand brushed against Iris’s thigh when he reached for a snack, and she stiffened for a heartbeat before relaxing into the warmth. Milo yipped, sensing the subtle tension, nudging Rowan’s arm in an almost imperceptible protest. The couple laughed lightly, but their laughter was edged with the residue of unresolved argument, the echoes of words neither had fully spoken in the car.

“So,” Ava said, tilting her head, “how’s life? Any big plans? Babies? You know… world domination, usual stuff?” She laughed lightly, but the question hung in the room, a delicate probe into the couple’s private world.

Iris’s lips pressed into a tight smile. “No babies yet. Just… dinners and work deadlines. We’ll keep you posted.” Her tone was measured, a careful balance of humor and deflection.

Rowan added, lightly, “And travel plans. Some mild world domination in the form of weekend getaways.” He reached for Iris’s hand, holding it under the table. Their fingers intertwined, subtle reassurance amid social scrutiny.

Ava leaned in, eyes bright. “I can’t believe you two are still keeping secrets. You’re always so… perfect. Or at least it looks like it.”

Rowan cleared his throat. “We’re far from perfect,” he said. “Mostly functional.” His gaze flicked to Iris, and she caught the unspoken apology for the tension in the car, the quiet acknowledgment of their recent argument.

Iris smiled, letting it slide, but a low pulse of residual irritation threaded through her chest. The closeness between them was almost too palpable, each accidental brush of hands, each intentional gaze carrying the residual heat and tension from the drive.

The conversation continued, with Ava and Tom alternating between light teasing and probing questions. “Are you sure you’ve discussed the future?” Ava asked innocently, glancing between them. “I mean… kids? Relocation? You know, life?”

Rowan shifted slightly, holding Iris’s hand more firmly. “We’re on it,” he said, voice calm. “Planning, discussing, daydreaming. It’s in progress.”

Iris nodded, letting the words suffice, though her heart thrummed with the knowledge that their private tension was now laced with social performance. Each smile, each laugh, each casual touch needed to be calibrated. The erotic tension was subtle—heat coiled in her belly whenever Rowan’s hand lingered on her leg, or when he leaned in to whisper a comment only she could hear.

Tom, sensing the subtle energy, waved it off. “Looks like someone needs a drink to loosen up. Or two.” He poured them each another glass of wine, the warmth spreading through Iris, loosening her shoulders and softening the sharp edges of her irritation. Rowan’s gaze softened too, eyes glimmering with quiet desire and unspoken apology, and she let herself melt slightly into the sofa cushion, into the closeness, the familiarity, the heat.

The dinner hour passed with a mixture of laughter and careful conversation. Milo shifted in her lap, nudging her hand when Rowan leaned in too close to sip wine, grounding the moment in reality. Even as the couple navigated social norms, every glance and movement whispered of the unresolved tension between them. The argument from the drive was still simmering beneath the surface—anger, fear, and desire coexisting in a precarious balance.

Finally, the night began to wind down. Ava and Tom rose, offering light-hearted admonitions for the couple to “behave” on the drive home. Rowan caught Iris’s hand as they walked to the car, fingers threading together with a shared weight of both anger and desire. Milo hopped into the back seat, tail wagging in nervous excitement, the final bridge between the domestic world and the outside that awaited them.

As the car pulled away, Iris leaned back in her seat, exhaling softly. The tension of the social setting, the shadow of the argument, and the simmering erotic undertone of their proximity made her chest ache. Rowan glanced at her, a tentative smile touching his lips, and she returned it—a fragile truce, temporary, but binding enough to carry them into the next stage of the night.

Outside, the city blurred past. The perfect weekend, the fragile joy, and the simmering cracks in their relationship followed them. Each heartbeat was a reminder: love was both delicate and urgent, every touch a tether, every glance a negotiation. They were teetering, balancing desire and frustration, and the fracture that would come tomorrow was already whispering its presence in the back of their minds.

The night air hit like a sharp reminder of reality as Iris and Rowan slid into the car. Milo leapt in behind them, padding onto the back seat with a huff of protest. The warm, lively glow of Ava and Tom’s apartment was replaced by the muted hum of the city, the occasional drone of passing taxis, and the distant clatter of pedestrians heading home from work or weekend plans.

Iris’s hands clenched the steering wheel, knuckles pale under the soft glow of the dashboard. Her mind replayed the subtle tension from dinner—the pointed jokes, the questions about the future, the knowledge that everyone could see the fraying at the edges of their closeness. She started the car, tires crunching on wet asphalt, and Rowan leaned back against the passenger seat, exhaling audibly.

“I don’t get it,” he said quietly. “Why is everyone so… invested in our plans?”

Iris’s eyes narrowed. “It’s not about them. It’s about us. It’s about how we handle ourselves, how we show up for each other even when someone else is watching.”

Rowan tilted his head, a faint shadow of defensiveness crossing his face. “So I’m failing because I laughed at Ava’s joke?”

“No!” she snapped, tone sharper than intended. “You’re failing because I feel like sometimes you don’t even notice what I need, and it stings. And tonight… tonight it stung.”

The words hung between them, heavy and charged, the hum of the city outside amplifying the silence that followed. Milo whined softly from the back seat, pawing at the cushion, as if aware of the energy vibrating between them. Rowan reached over, brushing her hand in a tentative attempt at comfort. “I’m here. I’m listening. I care, even if I don’t say it the right way sometimes.”

Iris shook her head, eyes glimmering with unshed tears. “It’s not enough. I want more than gestures. I want you with me, even in the small things. Even when it’s late. Even when it’s… ordinary.”

Rowan swallowed, jaw tight. “And I do that. I am with you, every day. I just… I don’t always know how to translate it the way you want. I’m not perfect. I can’t be.”

She turned sharply toward him, hands gripping the wheel tighter. “I don’t expect perfect! I just want you to notice! To care enough to meet me halfway!”

He exhaled, tension coiling in his chest. “Halfway?” he asked, voice low but carrying the weight of frustration and love intertwined. “You expect me to anticipate everything, to read your mind, to fix everything I can’t even see coming. I’m trying, Iris. I swear I am.”

The car hummed along in silence, the city streets blurring past. Each minor stop—red lights, the hum of idling engines, a jaywalker crossing too close—felt magnified, amplifying every micro-friction in the car. The argument wasn’t just words now; it had become the rhythm of their bodies. Iris’s leg brushed Rowan’s under the dash, and the contact sparked a simultaneous thrill and irritation. Rowan’s fingers drifted across her knee, a subtle reminder that desire and tension could exist side by side.

Milo barked softly, pawing at the back of the seat again, drawing both of them out of the immediate spiral. Iris exhaled through her nose, attempting a shaky laugh. “Even Milo thinks we’re ridiculous.”

Rowan let out a short laugh, but it was hollow. “We are ridiculous.” He reached across the console, fingers brushing her forearm. “But I don’t want to fight. Not like this.”

She looked at him, eyes shimmering. “Then don’t. Don’t let it get worse. I’m scared, Ro. I’m scared of us falling apart over… this. Over nothing.”

“Nothing?” he whispered, voice breaking slightly. “It’s not nothing. It’s us. And I’m scared too. Scared of losing you. Scared I can’t hold us together.”

The confession hung in the car like a charged wire. Milo shifted again, tail thumping, sensing the gravity. Iris’s fingers twined with Rowan’s, their hands holding tight, not yet reconciled, yet unwilling to let go.

“You’re afraid too?” she asked, voice barely audible.

“Yes,” he admitted. “But that’s why I’m holding on. Why I don’t let go. Why I’m here, even when it’s messy, even when it’s tense.”

Iris pressed her forehead to his, inhaling, feeling the warmth of him, the pulse of his heartbeat, and the stubborn ache of desire that had threaded through their argument. “I don’t know how to stop caring,” she whispered.

“You don’t need to,” he murmured, brushing a strand of hair from her face. “I’ll handle the rest.”

For a few blocks, silence reigned, punctuated only by the soft hum of tires on asphalt and Milo’s occasional whine. Their bodies leaned slightly together, fingers intertwined beneath the dash, heat coiling in subtle touches, every accidental brush carrying the residue of tension and need.

Iris stole a glance at Rowan, seeing the shadow of worry in his jaw, the flicker of guilt in his eyes. Desire mingled with frustration—her pulse thumping in her ears, awareness of his gaze on her, the raw intensity of the unresolved fight drawing them together.

By the time they approached Ava and Tom’s apartment, the simmering tension had reached a delicate peak. Every glance, every accidental brush, every small movement carried layers: frustration, longing, fear, and erotic anticipation. Milo’s tail thumped insistently, as if to say: the night is far from over.

Rowan exhaled, gripping her hand one last time before the curb. “Ready?” he asked.

She nodded, swallowing, fingers squeezing his. “As ready as we’ll ever be.”

And with a shared, tense smile, they stepped toward the door, knowing that the social setting awaiting them would test both their patience and their intimacy, and that tonight’s argument had only just begun.

The car door clicked behind them, sealing out the city and leaving only the soft echo of traffic and the faint hum of streetlights. Milo padded ahead, whining softly, but the couple barely noticed. The air between them was thick—electric, tense, and charged with everything left unresolved during dinner. Every glance, every brush of shoulder against shoulder carried weight: frustration, guilt, longing, and an urgent, simmering heat that refused to be ignored.

Rowan crossed to the sofa first, brushing her hair back from her eyes with a hand that trembled just slightly—not from fatigue, but from the intensity of his emotions. “I can’t stand it,” he said, voice low, rough. “I can’t stand the thought of being… apart from you right now. Even a moment.”

Iris blinked, chest tight, heart thudding. “Neither can I.” Her hands moved instinctively, fingers threading into his, clinging as if holding on could anchor them against the chaos of the evening. “But I’m still angry. And scared.”

He pressed his forehead to hers. “Good. You should be. Because I’m furious, too. At myself. At this fight. At how much I care.” His breath was warm, catching hers, and suddenly the room seemed smaller, more immediate.

The first kiss was tentative—soft lips brushing, searching, tasting. Then, as if some switch had flipped, it deepened—urgent, desperate, charged. Rowan’s hands moved over her body with a possessive insistence, rougher now, teasing and claiming, while she melted into the storm of his touch. The anger and desire collided, each kiss a punctuation of apology and need, each touch a reclamation of the connection they’d briefly lost.

He pulled her onto his lap, pressing her hips to his, hands tangling in her hair, fingers brushing over her spine, her ribs, every curve and hollow of her body. Her own hands gripped him, dragging him closer, nails grazing skin, breath hitching with a mixture of frustration and erotic anticipation.

“You’re mine,” he murmured, teeth grazing the shell of her ear. “Mine, even when I mess up. Mine, even when we fight.”

She gasped, nails tracing the line of his jaw, “I’m yours. Don’t let go. Not ever.”

The friction of desire against the remnants of their argument made the sensations sharper—each thrust of his hips into hers a silent question, each gasp a small answer. Their lovemaking became a dialogue of needs: the raw desperation of proving they were still together, the need to punish themselves for words said in frustration, the insistence on reclaiming trust through physical communion.

Rowan’s hands roamed boldly, mapping every inch of her skin, fingers and mouth leaving trails of heat in their wake. Iris arched into him, pressing against the rhythm of his movements, moans spilling into the charged quiet of the room. Milo padded to the door, whining, then flopped back on the rug, tail thumping in time with their shared intensity.

They moved together in a rhythm that was both rough and tender—each thrust a plea, each gasp an apology. Rowan whispered her name again and again, letting it roll from his lips like a prayer, a tether, a reassurance. Iris clung to him, rocking against his weight, nails digging, hips meeting his with desperate insistence.

“You’re incredible,” he growled into her ear. “So beautiful, so alive. I can’t… I can’t hold back.”

She shivered, fingers clutching at his shoulders, lips parting for breathless moans, the anger and tension transforming into something wholly consuming. The argument—the fear, the frustration—fed every stroke, every shiver, every gasp.

Eventually, Rowan took her to the edge again and again, teasing, holding back, coaxing her to plead. “Beg,” he whispered. “Tell me. Tell me you need this. Tell me you can’t live without this right now.”

“I—please—Rowan—I need you—I can’t—I can’t breathe without you—please!” Her voice cracked with the intensity of it, raw and unguarded.

He answered with a groan, pressing closer, filling her with the rhythm of urgent devotion, and finally, the release—her orgasm shattering over him like a wave breaking on a shore, trembling, crying, and wrung out.

Rowan held her, whispering soft apologies into her hair, kissing her forehead, cheeks, and jaw, murmuring her name over and over as she shivered in his arms. Then he surrendered too, pressing inside her with a groan of raw satisfaction, their bodies slick with sweat, tangled, perfect in their imperfection.

When they collapsed, spent, the city muted outside, Milo curling at their feet, the tension had transformed. The argument hadn’t vanished, but it had dissolved into the heat of their shared vulnerability, the physical proof of their reconciliation. Every kiss, every touch, every whisper was an apology and a reaffirmation, binding them together in ways words alone could never manage.

Iris nestled against him, feeling the slow descent of adrenaline, the warmth of post-climax tenderness. “I can’t… I don’t want to fight ever again,” she whispered.

Rowan pressed a kiss to the crown of her head. “We will. Probably. But we’ll always come back to this. To each other.”

The sheets were tangled, their bodies sweaty and warm, Milo’s tail thumping softly, a living metronome for the fragile calm. They held each other through the quiet night, every shiver and sigh a silent promise: even when words failed, even when anger flared, even when life fractured—they would find one another again.

In the afterglow, each brush of fingers, each soft kiss on jaw and temple, each whispered “I’m sorry” and “I love you” reinforced what mattered: connection. Desire had become the bridge over the chasm opened by the fight, eroticism a tether, and love the anchor keeping them from drifting apart in a world that never paused.

And as sleep finally claimed them, tangled, warm, and spent, the lingering tension of the day remained—a subtle hum beneath the contentment—foreshadowing the deeper fracture yet to come.

The aftermath of their storm was quiet but charged. The city outside hummed with the muted pulse of evening traffic, distant sirens, and the occasional shout of late-night pedestrians, but inside the apartment, the air was dense with stillness. Milo lay at the foot of the bed, half-asleep, tail twitching in rhythm with the fading tremors of tension in the room. Every corner smelled faintly of heated bodies, lingering soap, and the last traces of dinner—the ordinary mingling with the intimate in ways that made the space feel sacred, even chaotic.

Iris lay curled into Rowan, face pressed into the warmth of his chest. She could feel the residual tension of the argument, the flare of frustration, the pulse of desire slowly fading, replaced by the softer, tremulous beat of relief. Her fingers traced the line of his collarbone, seeking reassurance even when none was needed; she had him here, now, his arm snug across her back, and yet a part of her remained alert, braced for the next fissure, the next ripple in the delicate balance of their life together.

Rowan’s breathing had begun to slow, though the tension in his jaw, the faint quiver in his hands, betrayed the emotional storm he had just navigated. He shifted slightly, pressing a gentle kiss to the top of her head. “We’re okay,” he murmured, though his tone carried the undertone of still-unspoken thoughts. “We’re always okay.”

Iris tilted her head, lifting her gaze to meet his. Her eyes were bright, rimmed with the ghost of tears and the warmth of shared release. “We’re okay… for now,” she said softly. Her hand slid to his, fingers threading together, a tether between them as if to anchor the moment, to make it last longer than it could in reality.

The room seemed to shrink, enveloping them in its quiet intimacy. Every sigh, every small shift of limbs, every heartbeat was a reminder that they had survived the argument, survived the friction, and come together again—not just physically, but emotionally. Every caress carried an apology, every kiss a reassurance, every whispered “I love you” a brick in the fragile bridge that had been strained and stretched by anger, fear, and desire.

Milo let out a small bark, whining softly as if nudging them to remember that the world outside still existed. Rowan chuckled, adjusting the blanket around both of them. “He thinks we’ve spent enough time apart for one night,” he murmured, rubbing the dog’s ears absentmindedly.

Iris leaned against him, warmth pooling in her chest despite the lingering ache of emotional tension. “I can’t believe how fast we go from loving each other to hating each other and back again,” she whispered. Her thumb traced idle patterns across his forearm. “It’s exhausting—and intoxicating—all at once.”

Rowan smiled, a slow, knowing curve of his lips, and pressed a gentle kiss to her temple. “It’s how we’re built. Fire and tenderness. Chaos and devotion. That’s us.” He traced her jawline with a thumb, fingers lingering over the small, familiar contours he had memorized years ago. “And every time we find our way back, it just… solidifies it. Makes the connection realer, somehow.”

She let out a small laugh, a shaky exhalation that carried both relief and lingering adrenaline. “Realer, huh? I like that. Even if it makes me exhausted.”

He nudged her nose with his own, brushing lips against hers lightly. “Exhaustion is just another way of proving you’re alive—and that we’re alive, together.”

For a long moment, they simply held each other, breathing in tandem, letting the echoes of the argument fade into a soft hum. Every pulse of their bodies seemed synchronized, each shiver, sigh, and gentle tremor a testament to both desire and emotional intimacy.

Iris traced a circle on his chest, over his heart, feeling the steady thump beneath her palm. “I’m scared,” she admitted, voice low, almost lost in the quiet. “Of the fight. Of losing this. Of losing you.”

Rowan tightened his hold around her, pressing a kiss to her temple, lingering at the crown of her head. “I’m scared too,” he confessed. “But we’re here, now. We’re alive. And we’ll always come back to this. To each other.”

The room held them in a fragile bubble, their breathing the only sound beyond Milo’s occasional twitch. The intensity of their earlier reconnection had left them raw, vulnerable, and achingly tender. Each small movement—hands tracing spines, fingertips brushing knuckles, lips finding cheeks—was a quiet promise, a reaffirmation that their bond could endure more than anger, frustration, and the fleeting fear of disconnection.

Iris pressed her forehead against his chest, letting the rhythm of his heart steady her own. “I don’t want to fight like that ever again,” she whispered.

Rowan shook his head, chuckling softly. “We will. Probably. But we’ll survive. Every time. That’s the point, isn’t it? That we come back. That we choose each other.”

Milo snuffled, curling tighter at their feet, and the couple allowed themselves to sink further into the shared warmth of the bed, limbs entangled, bodies pressed together in the quiet aftermath. Every kiss, every caress, every soft murmur of apology and affection reinforced the fragile peace between them.

Even as the tension dissolved into gentle warmth, the undercurrent of uncertainty lingered—the silent knowledge that life’s next fracture could arrive at any moment. But in that instant, the couple chose each other wholly, clinging together in a cocoon of sweat, skin, and whispered devotion. Their love was tangible, raw, and defiant—a tether against the fragility of the world outside.

As sleep claimed them, Iris allowed herself to drift on the echo of Rowan’s heartbeat, the lingering warmth of the earlier erotic tension, and the quiet satisfaction of having weathered the storm together. Tomorrow would bring its own trials, minor and major alike, but tonight, they had survived. They had reclaimed each other. And in the silent dark, the knowledge that they would always return to this—touch, trust, desire—was enough to carry them through until morning.


Chapter 12: The Crash

The light of morning crept in sideways through the blinds, spilling across the bed in gold-and-white stripes. Iris lay still for a moment, savoring the quiet hum of the apartment: Milo’s soft whines from the foot of the bed, the distant murmur of traffic far below, and the slow, steady rhythm of Rowan’s breathing beside her. The weekend had been close to perfect, almost unbearably sweet, and yet the remnants of yesterday’s argument still lingered in the crease of her chest.

Rowan’s arm draped over her waist, heavy and comforting, pulling her toward him. His chest rose and fell in a slow, familiar cadence, and for a heartbeat, everything seemed safe. The warmth of his body, the soft scrape of Milo’s paw against the mattress, the muted sunlight—these were ordinary miracles, fragile and precious.

She shifted, letting her fingers brush over the curve of his ribs, memorizing, as she always did, the line of his collarbone, the hollow beneath his shoulder. He murmured softly, half-awake, lips brushing the hair at the nape of her neck. “Morning,” he said, voice low and husky. “Sleep well?”

“Mostly,” she answered, breath catching. “Though… I can still feel yesterday.”

Rowan sighed, rolling so that he could cradle her face in his hands. “Yeah. Me too.” His eyes, still heavy with sleep, held hers in a look that spoke of regret, love, and exhaustion all at once. “But I like that we made it through.”

Iris nodded, letting herself melt into the warmth, savoring the stillness before the day began. “Me too,” she whispered. “Though I think Milo already knows it’s Monday.” The dog had stirred, tail wagging, stretching his long frame along the foot of the bed.

Rowan chuckled, brushing a hand along her arm. “He’s an excellent alarm clock, if not subtle.”

They rose together eventually, performing the delicate dance of post-bed rituals: brushing teeth, splashing faces with cool water, tying hair back in loose knots. Each touch was careful, deliberate, and intimate—the ordinary made erotic by proximity and habit. Rowan lingered on her neck as she washed her face, pressing fleeting kisses where his lips brushed her skin, and she felt the tug of desire threaded with unease.

Breakfast was quiet, a simple affair: coffee brewed just right, toast with butter, Milo sprawled beneath the table. The rhythm of their morning was familiar, soothing, but Iris’s mind kept flicking to the small shadows in the room. Rowan rubbed at his temple a few times while scrolling through his phone; she noticed, her chest tightening. Was it just work, or was something off? She forced a smile, sipped her coffee, and decided to trust the ordinary for now.

As they ate, their conversation drifted lazily: plans for the week, errands to run, minor domestic details, and teasing about the previous night’s tension. Rowan made a joke about who would have to walk Milo first, prompting Iris to shove a slice of toast at him. Laughter bubbled, but beneath it lay a taut thread of unease. The argument from the previous night had left residual frictions, and though reconciled in body and humor, the mind still clung to echoes.

Milo barked at the window, chasing some imaginary threat in the street below, and Iris glanced at Rowan. “You think he’s worried about the mailman, or the neighbor’s cat?” she asked, voice light, but the question was also a small attempt to redirect the tension in herself.

“Probably both,” he replied, catching her eyes with a smirk. “Or he’s just ensuring we don’t get too comfortable. You know how he is.” His hand brushed hers under the table, fingers entwining briefly. That touch, small as it was, tethered her to the moment, grounding her in what was real.

After breakfast, Rowan gathered the dishes while Iris checked her phone. A text from Ava about drinks next week made her smile, a momentary respite. But her chest tightened again when she saw a notification from a traffic app: minor accident reported on the route Rowan sometimes takes to work. The message was ordinary—innocuous—but it triggered a subtle ripple of unease she couldn’t quite shake.

Rowan returned, drying his hands, and kissed her temple. “Everything okay?” he asked softly, reading her expression.

“I’m fine,” she said quickly, dismissing the flicker of anxiety in her stomach. “Just… tired, I guess.”

He nodded, letting it go, and she forced herself to focus on the mundane: brushing Milo’s fur, making a list of errands, checking the mail. But the seed of dread had already been planted, subtle yet persistent—a quiet reminder that life’s perfection was fragile, that the ordinary could fracture without warning.

By mid-morning, Rowan kissed her cheek, pressing his forehead against hers in a private, grounding ritual. “Whatever today brings,” he whispered, “we face it together.”

She nodded, leaning into him, drawing warmth from the solidity of his presence. Yet beneath her heartbeat, a faint, inexplicable tension thrummed—her body remembering the previous night’s erotic intensity, her mind whispering that something was off, though she couldn’t yet say what.

They stepped outside to walk Milo, the city brisk and alive. The sunlight warmed their skin, and for a while, laughter and teasing filled the space between them. Rowan’s hand brushed hers as they strolled, sparking an almost electrical intimacy, a reminder that connection could survive tension, that love and desire could coexist with frustration.

Still, Iris felt it: the tight coil of anxiety in her stomach, the sudden flash of foreboding that made her stomach flutter even as she laughed. It was subtle, almost imperceptible, but persistent. She shoved the thought aside, determined to savor the fragile, ordinary perfection of the morning.

Back inside, as Rowan left to prepare for his early departure to work, he kissed her forehead, murmuring, “I’ll text at lunch.” Milo barked softly, tail wagging. She watched him leave, feeling the emptiness of the apartment pressing against her chest. The sun was higher now, dust motes swirling in the golden shafts of light. She tried to focus on chores, on emails, on the soothing pattern of routine, but the faint ache in her head returned, sharper this time.

Iris pressed her hand to her temple, exhaling through clenched teeth. She was alone now, Milo resting at her feet, the apartment suddenly too quiet. The shadows seemed longer, the room darker. Every movement—turning a page, checking her phone, stretching—carried with it a subtle anxiety she couldn’t dismiss. The ordinary, fragile perfection of the morning was already tinged with foreboding, and she couldn’t ignore the gnawing feeling that everything might shatter before she had time to grasp it.

Milo stirred, whining softly, pawing at her ankle, and she bent to scratch behind his ears, grounding herself in small, familiar gestures. Her body remembered Rowan’s touch, the lingering warmth, the erotic intensity of the previous night, and that memory made her ache—not just in longing, but in awareness of how quickly life could tilt.

By the time she straightened, taking a deep breath and moving to tidy the kitchen, the premonition had become a quiet pulse at the edge of her consciousness. She tried to shake it off, telling herself it was just fatigue, just the residue of the argument, just the ordinary ebb and flow of domestic life.

But as Rowan’s jacket disappeared into the hallway, keys jingling in his hand, she couldn’t quite dismiss the feeling: a subtle, insistent warning, a whisper that this fragile morning, this ordinary peace, was about to fracture—and that she might not be ready for what came next.

Rowan kissed her forehead once more, lingering just enough for warmth to settle deep in her chest. His hand lingered in hers, fingers curling and unclenching, a quiet anchor in the muted morning light. “I’ll text at lunch,” he murmured, lips brushing her temple again.

Iris nodded, forcing a smile, but her chest felt heavier than it should. There was the ache of desire lingering from the previous night, the subtle tension of unresolved words from yesterday, and the seed of dread she couldn’t name. She watched him adjust his bag, checking the lock of the door twice as if to ensure it hadn’t shifted in the night. Milo trailed after him, tail wagging, his energy a mixture of excitement and curiosity.

Rowan’s presence faded as he stepped into the hallway, keys in hand. The door clicked shut behind him, and suddenly the apartment felt impossibly large and hollow. She exhaled, trying to steady the rising pulse in her veins. Milo nosed her leg and whined softly, sensing the shift in energy, but she only knelt to scratch him behind the ears, trying to ground herself in the ordinary, in what she could touch and see.

For the first few minutes, she busied herself with minor chores: putting away the dishes from breakfast, straightening the living room cushions, scanning the counters for stray crumbs. The motions were mechanical, soothing in their familiarity, yet her mind refused to stay quiet. Every small noise—the distant hum of traffic, the creak of a floorboard, the click of a neighbor’s door—echoed in her chest as a subtle drumbeat of tension.

She reached for her phone, fingers trembling slightly, and sent a quick text to Rowan: Text me when you can, love. Be safe. She stared at the “delivered” notification, her heartbeat quickening as she realized several minutes had passed with no reply. A small, irrational panic threaded through her chest. Of course he’s fine. He left the apartment perfectly fine. The city isn’t dangerous. Milo’s fine. Everything is fine.

But the words were fragile against the swell of foreboding. Her stomach twisted in a coil of anticipation and anxiety. She moved through the apartment, cleaning, checking the locks, opening and closing windows, searching for normalcy in the mundane. Each mundane action—folding a towel, wiping a counter, arranging silverware—was overlaid with a pulse of fear that she could not suppress.

She replayed their argument from the previous night, each exchange and the raw intensity of desire that followed. The erotic memory mingled uncomfortably with worry: the way his hands had held her, the heat of their bodies pressed together, the quiet intimacy that had made the tension dissolve. She found herself reaching for the memory as a comfort, and simultaneously, it became a physical ache—the knowledge that he was not here, that he could be hurt at any moment, that what they shared could be torn from her grasp before she had a chance to defend it.

Milo’s tail thumped against the floor again, nudging her leg insistently. She bent down, scratching behind his ears, but the comfort it provided was thin, fleeting. Every small sound—her own breath, the tick of the wall clock—seemed amplified, a signal that the ordinary had been infiltrated by the extraordinary threat of something unseen.

Her thoughts turned to Rowan’s route to work, the streets he would cycle through, the cars, the pedestrians, the slight unpredictability of the city. The traffic app pinged, reporting minor delays, but she couldn’t stop reading the alerts with growing unease. Of course it’s nothing. It’s nothing. Yet the whisper of possibility persisted, twisting into a gnawing anxiety she could not fully dismiss.

Iris paced the apartment, Milo following, weaving between her legs, bumping against her with a small nudge of concern. She moved mechanically: washing a dish, checking the mail, tidying the couch cushions. Each action was repetitive, grounding—but every glance toward the front door, every imagined sound of the hallway, kept her on edge.

She paused at the window, looking out over the city streets. Pedestrians moved in slow anonymity, cars drifted through the golden morning light, cyclists weaved between lanes. The world felt ordinary, deceptively so. But she felt the weight of anticipation pressing on her chest—the quiet dread that ordinary could fracture at any second.

The minutes stretched and curled, the silence pressing in on her. Her phone remained silent. She sent another text: Everything okay? Nothing. Each passing second felt like a drumbeat of warning, her pulse quickening, her breath catching with a mounting sense of foreboding.

She thought again of the previous night—the argument, the reconciliation, the desperate, passionate intimacy. The erotic memory surged through her like a tether to Rowan, each flash of his touch and his breath intensifying her fear. She pressed her hands to her chest, seeking to calm the thrum of her heart, to still the ache of wanting him, and yet the physical memory of his presence made the absence unbearable.

Every small sound now set her pulse racing: the hum of the refrigerator, a distant siren, the clatter of a window shutter in the building across the street. Her body responded as though Rowan could walk back through the door at any moment—or be gone in an instant. The tension in her chest tightened with every imagined scenario, each a story of what could go wrong.

She sank into the sofa, Milo curling against her side. Her fingers drummed against the armrest, mind whirling with fragments of routine and dread. Every small act of domesticity—folding a towel, placing the mug in the sink, adjusting a cushion—became both a distraction and a futile attempt to control the uncontrollable.

Iris’s chest ached with anticipation, with longing, with a deep, visceral sense that the world could tip at any moment. The ordinary had become fragile, the quiet morning pregnant with possibility and dread. She closed her eyes, breathing slowly, trying to ground herself in the mundane—the soft weight of Milo against her, the steady hum of the refrigerator, the warm light across the floor—but the gnawing sense of unease remained, insistent and unshakable.

Each passing minute intensified the tension. She imagined Rowan pedaling down crowded streets, navigating cars, pedestrians, small lapses in judgment that could have catastrophic consequences. Every imagined scenario twisted her chest tighter, a slow burn of panic intertwined with aching erotic memory—her body remembering the closeness of their touch, the intimacy they’d shared, the passion of yesterday and last night, and yearning for it even as fear tightened its grip.

She exhaled sharply, trying to push down the panic, convincing herself she was being irrational. He’s fine. He left fine. Milo’s fine. I’m fine. Yet the words were fragile shields against the mounting dread.

Finally, she pulled a blanket around herself, curling into the sofa with Milo, rocking slightly to try to calm her pulse. She checked her phone one more time, hoping for a message, a single sign that Rowan had arrived safely at work. Nothing. The silence became deafening, a physical weight pressing down on her chest.

Even as she attempted to carry on—folding laundry, checking email, tidying small areas—her mind spiraled. Every movement, every noise, every distant sound of the city became a signal: that something could go wrong. That life, so perfect only yesterday, could fracture in an instant.

The first premonition had arrived, subtle and unbidden, threading itself through her chest and stomach. She tried to ignore it, tried to fill her mind with the ordinary, the mundane, the comforting memories of breakfast, of laughter, of touch. But the ache persisted—an unrelenting mixture of anxiety, desire, and dread.

Minutes stretched into an eternity. Her pulse thundered, body taut and restless. She kept returning to the memory of Rowan’s hand on hers, his lips on her temple, the erotic intensity of their reconciliation, the warmth and reassurance she had taken for granted just hours ago. The mixture of longing and fear coiled tight in her, each heartbeat a reminder that life could pivot in a single instant.

And then, without warning, the phone rang.

Her heart leapt, skipping beats. She scrambled, fingers fumbling, Milo barking softly in alarm. A voice on the other end: Hospital. Emergency. Rowan has been hit by a car.

Time fractured.

The phone call echoed in her ears, a single, impossibly sharp note that shattered the fragile calm she’d been trying to maintain. The words—Rowan has been hit by a car—didn’t fully register at first. The voice on the line, clipped and official, seemed unreal, like a broadcast from a world she didn’t inhabit. Milo yipped, pawing at her knee, and she flinched, almost resentful that even he, so attuned to emotion, could not shield her from the collapse of everything she had taken for granted.

Her mind spun, looping through fragments: Rowan pedaling down the quiet streets, the sunlight catching his hair; the last time she had kissed him, the urgent, desperate intimacy of the morning; the playful laughter from breakfast and errands; the way Milo had wriggled between them. All of it now felt fragile, suspended on the edge of a razor. Her body reacted before her brain could even catch up: stomach knotted, muscles tensed, throat tight, pulse hammering like an alarm.

She sank to the floor, Milo pressing his warm weight against her leg, whining softly, and she wrapped her arms around herself, rocking gently. The surreal quality of the phone call, coupled with the physical memory of Rowan’s touch, created an impossible tension in her chest and low abdomen. Her desire for him—the lingering erotic memory of their closeness, the feel of his skin, the taste of his lips—was suddenly a sharp ache. She wanted him near, to hold him, to feel his warmth, and yet the knowledge that he could be hurt, unconscious, or worse, made the need urgent and terrifying.

Her hands shook as she dug her phone out again, fingers trembling over the screen. Where are you? she typed, deleting and rewriting, every iteration more frantic than the last. Her eyes darted to the clock on the wall. Minutes stretched into impossible lengths. Each second was a drumbeat of terror, a silent warning. He’s gone. He’s really gone.

The apartment seemed too quiet. The hum of the refrigerator, the tick of the wall clock, even the muted city sounds outside—the distant wail of sirens, the muffled footsteps of pedestrians—became hyperreal. Every sound carried menace, a signal that life as she knew it had fractured. Milo whined again, circling her legs, sensing the storm in her chest. She clutched him to her, the dog’s warmth grounding her just slightly, though not enough to anchor her thoughts.

Iris’s breath came in rapid, shallow bursts. Her chest ached from the dual assault of panic and memory: Rowan’s hands on hers, the pressure of his body in the shower, the desperate, rough intimacy after the argument. Each recollection of erotic connection brought with it a physical ache—a visceral, gut-deep yearning for a body she couldn’t touch, a presence she might never have again. She pressed her palms to her face, rocking, whispering his name like a prayer, a mantra, a plea.

It’s okay. He’s fine. It’s nothing. He’s fine. The words repeated in her mind, hollow against the tide of fear. Each memory of his warmth—the curve of his jaw, the way his breath hit her skin, the subtle scrape of his hands along her back—stoked both longing and terror, as though the very intimacy that had brought her joy was now proof of what could be lost.

She sank to the sofa, curling into herself, Milo pressed against her chest. The apartment felt suspended in an impossible time, each minute stretching into a distorted eternity. She remembered the details of their last morning together: the playful teasing, the wrestling, the quiet satisfaction of shared errands. Every ordinary moment now felt sacred, haunted by the knowledge that it might be the last.

The phone lay beside her, silent. She dared not dial, not yet. She couldn’t comprehend the reality of the hospital, the words the voice had spoken, the distance between her and him. And yet, every instinct in her body screamed for action, for motion, for the chance to reclaim him from whatever danger had ripped him from the routine of morning.

Her mind wandered through rapid flashes: Rowan pedaling down the street, unaware of the car barreling toward him; Milo barking, scrambling, the fleeting image of the accident like a violent frame in a memory that had not yet occurred. The erotic memory of the previous morning—the feel of his hands tracing her body, the desperate need she had for him—mixed with terror in a way that left her body simultaneously stiff and trembling, ache and desire folded into one impossible knot.

Iris’s hands were shaking now, nails digging into the fabric of the sofa. She pressed her face into Milo’s fur, inhaling the scent of him, clinging to something real, something alive. He’s alive. He’s alive. He’s alive. The mantra repeated, fragile and unconvincing, as her imagination ran wild with all the ways life could fracture in a single instant.

Minutes—or was it hours?—passed in a blur. She paced the apartment, trying to occupy her body while her mind raced unchecked. Every sound, every vibration from her phone, every stray noise outside made her pulse spike. Each step was an act of futile preparation, a physical manifestation of the panic coiling tighter in her chest.

She tried to call Rowan again, fumbling with the phone, breath catching in her throat each time the call went unanswered. Anxiety mounted with each ring that was met only by voicemail, reinforcing the surreal terror that had begun with the first phone call. Milo barked, whining insistently, as if aware of her escalating panic, and she clutched him tighter, grounding herself in the one constant she could hold.

Iris sank finally into the sofa, burying her face in her hands, rocking slightly. The erotic memory of Rowan—hands on her body, breath against her skin, whispered words—burned alongside fear, every heartbeat an ache for what she might already have lost. She felt her stomach twist, her chest tighten, and every instinct in her body screamed urgency: Go to him. Find him. Hold him. Protect him.

And then the next step crystallized in her mind: she needed to get to the hospital. Every second felt like an eternity; every sound became amplified—the distant wail of a siren, the rumble of traffic, the faint creak of her apartment building—all pressing against the panic coiling in her gut.

Milo nudged her again, paw pressing into her hand, and she exhaled sharply, trying to focus. The haze of fear and erotic memory mingled into something unbearable, urgent. She had to move, had to act, even as her limbs shook and her chest heaved. Every heartbeat echoed Rowan’s absence, every breath a reminder that the world had shifted in an instant.

She gathered her coat, keys, and phone with trembling hands, Milo following closely, tail wagging nervously. Each step toward the door felt weighted, each action a bridge across disbelief and horror. The ordinary world—the one they had inhabited just hours ago—had collapsed into a tense, fractured space of unknown consequences.

As she opened the door and stepped into the morning light, the reality pressed in. She was alone, Milo at her side, heading toward a hospital that held both hope and terror. And every memory of Rowan—his touch, his warmth, the way he had held her just yesterday—beat through her veins, aching, urgent, and unbearable.

The first premonition had become a terrifying certainty. The fracture had begun.

The phone rang once. Twice. Each ring reverberated in Iris’s chest like a hammer striking a fragile cage around her heart. Milo barked and whined, pawing at her leg, sensing the shift—the way the air had changed, the electricity of dread threading through the room. She snatched up the phone, fumbling with trembling fingers, and answered.

“Hello?” Her voice was small, uncertain, brittle.

The voice on the other end was clipped, formal, but unmistakably urgent: “Is this Ms. Bennett? This is St. Jude’s Hospital. We have an emergency… Rowan Bennett has been hit by a vehicle. He’s in surgery. We need next-of-kin information immediately.”

The words landed like lead in her chest, heavy, solid, impossible. For a heartbeat, she could do nothing but stare at the phone, mouth open, Milo whimpering against her leg. The world tilted, bright lights of the morning fading into a surreal blur.

“W-what? He’s—he’s in surgery?” Her voice cracked, disbelief threading through every syllable. “He—what happened?”

The operator’s voice remained calm, efficient. “We’ll explain when you arrive. Please, stay calm and come immediately. The trauma team is waiting.”

Calm. The word echoed like a mockery. She was not calm. Her pulse hammered, her stomach dropped, her chest constricted. Every beat of her heart echoed Rowan’s absence, every breath a gasp of panic. She felt Milo’s paws dig into her legs, grounding and accusing all at once, and she clutched him to her chest.

Her thoughts spiraled, looping through images: Rowan pedaling down the quiet streets this morning, the sunlight glinting off his hair; his laugh from breakfast, teasing and warm; the desperate intimacy from last night, his hands on her body, the shared heat that had seemed invincible. That very memory now burned painfully, each recollection a sharp ache in her chest and low abdomen. Desire and fear tangled, a visceral knot that made her knees weak and her hands shake.

“I… I’m coming,” she stammered, voice barely audible. She slammed the phone into her pocket, grabbed her keys, and stuffed her coat over her trembling shoulders. Milo’s tail wagged, anxious, as she knelt to scratch behind his ears. “We have to go, little guy. We have to find him.”

The city outside was bright and ordinary, unaware that a fracture had just opened in her world. Each step toward the car was heavy, trembling with urgency. Every sound—the honk of a distant horn, a pedestrian calling to a friend, the clatter of her boots on the sidewalk—echoed in her chest. Time fractured, seconds stretching into unbearable eternities.

Her mind flickered, disjointed and surreal. Rowan’s hands, his touch, his whispered words, his laughter—all replayed in vivid, erotic memory. She pressed her fingers to her mouth to stifle a sob, but her body ached with longing as well as fear. She wanted him beside her, alive, warm, holding her hand—but instead he was somewhere else, fighting for survival, distant, unreachable.

The car ride became a blur. Every traffic light, every honk, every pedestrian sent her heart hammering. She drove recklessly, aware of Milo pressing against her leg in nervous insistence, as if urging her onward, as if understanding that every moment counted. She called Rowan again—no answer. She texted him—nothing. The emptiness of the phone mirrored the emptiness clawing at her chest.

Every flash of memory heightened the panic: the feel of his skin, the softness of his lips, the desperate intensity of their lovemaking last night and that morning. Erotic memory had turned into a physical ache, a tether to the man she now feared might not be there when she arrived. Her body reacted, pulse pounding, stomach twisting, chest tight—not with desire alone, but with the intertwined terror and grief of potentially losing him.

When the hospital finally appeared, its sterile facade harsh against the pale afternoon light, she stumbled from the car, Milo leaping beside her, barking, tail high with anxiety. She ran to the reception, fumbling with her phone and the operator’s instructions. “He’s—my boyfriend—Rowan Bennett. Trauma. Surgery?”

The nurse, calm and brisk, asked for her name, her relation, and her presence as next-of-kin. Each question was another strike, cold and concrete, dragging the surreal terror into reality. She gave the information in clipped, shaking sentences, barely comprehending the weight of each word.

The waiting area smelled of antiseptic, mingled with the faint tang of coffee from the adjoining café. Fluorescent lights overhead buzzed softly. Every sound—the low murmur of nurses, the distant clang of equipment, the rustle of papers—amplified the panic thrumming through her veins.

Ava arrived shortly thereafter, breathless and wide-eyed. “Iris!” she exclaimed, wrapping her in a hug. “Tell me it’s not—tell me it’s not real.”

Iris clung to her, Milo nestled between them, shivering and whining softly. “It’s real,” she whispered. “They said… surgery… they said he’s in surgery…”

The words tumbled, incoherent and raw, and she pressed her face into Ava’s shoulder, letting herself shudder, shake, and breathe through the panic that clawed at her chest. Erotic memory surfaced again—the feel of Rowan’s hands on her, the smell of his skin, the intensity of their connection last night. Her body reacted violently, an ache of absence, desire, and fear all at once.

Every sound, every distant step, every beep from a nearby monitor made her flinch, spiral, struggle to ground herself. The sterile environment—the clipboard, the forms, the polite but urgent questions from the staff—was an alien world, and she was unprepared for its cold efficiency.

She pressed Milo to her chest, whispering Rowan’s name over and over, trying to summon the warmth, the touch, the sound of him back into her body. The erotic memory had become part of her grief, a visceral reminder that what she had could be lost, and she ached in every nerve for him to return.

Time stretched, fractured, distorted. Each passing minute, the tick of the wall clock, the distant muffled voices, each echoing footstep, carried the weight of potential loss. The living will, drafted in a careful moment of love and foresight, loomed in her mind like a fragile lifeline. She had always imagined it as preparation for the distant future—but now, it was immediate, necessary, terrifying.

And as she sat, holding Milo, phone clutched in trembling hands, staring at the sterile hallway where Rowan’s fate hung, the world seemed to constrict around her. The fracture had begun, sudden and violent, splitting the ordinary into panic, grief, and longing.

The city outside became a blur, streaks of gray, gold, and red melting together as Iris raced through the streets. Every honk, every distant shout, every thrum of tires on wet asphalt magnified in her ears, echoing the hammer of her heartbeat. Milo yipped from the backseat, tail thumping nervously against the leather, pawing at the seat whenever she braked sharply. She tried to focus, tried to anchor herself, but reality felt fractured—time stretching and collapsing, minutes melting into eternities.

Her hands gripped the steering wheel so tightly that her knuckles turned white. She could feel the tremors in her arms, the jitter in her legs, the pulse thundering at her temples. The entire world had narrowed down to one unbearable point: Rowan, somewhere, injured, and the minutes between them swelling with potential catastrophe.

She pressed her forehead to the wheel for a heartbeat, taking a ragged breath. The city’s lights refracted in the wet windshield like shards of glass, each flash of red from a brake light slicing through the haze of panic. She thought again of the morning: Rowan pedaling, oblivious, warm sun catching his hair. She could see it, feel it, smell it—every detail recalled in excruciating clarity. The erotic memory of last night, the desperate, urgent intimacy of their argument’s reconciliation, burned through her veins, a physical ache that intertwined with the fear.

He’s alive. He’s alive. He has to be alive. The mantra repeated in her mind like a lifeline, each repetition simultaneously grounding her and driving the panic higher. Her hands moved almost automatically, checking mirrors, signaling, gripping the wheel, but her mind wandered uncontrollably to worst-case scenarios: the screech of tires, the flash of a car door opening too quickly, the sudden impossibility of reaching him in time.

Milo’s paws dug into her thigh, and she flinched, pressing him close. His warmth grounded her for a moment, just enough to steer safely around the next corner. But even his presence couldn’t dissipate the ache curling low in her body—the visceral, erotic memory of Rowan pressed against her, the feel of his hands, the warmth, the sound of his voice—all recalled now as both comfort and torment.

At every red light, she could hear the pulse of her own heart in her ears, feel her stomach knot into a tight coil. Every passing pedestrian or cyclist became a phantom menace, each a reminder of the fragility of life. She imagined Rowan’s hands, how they had traced hers in the argument, in the morning, in the moments that had seemed trivial before but now loomed as precious memory. Her body ached with absence, and desire mingled with panic in a way that made her skin crawl and burn simultaneously.

Minutes stretched like hours. The usual landmarks—the corner store, the crosswalk near the subway, the familiar intersection—blurred past, irrelevant against the pounding reality in her chest. She could feel the city breathing around her, its pulse synchronized with her own, every horn and shout amplifying the chaos within.

She recalled the touch of Rowan’s lips on her skin, the press of his body during last night’s reconciliation. Each memory was a flash, sharp and searing, overlaying her terror with grief and longing. Her breathing grew ragged, shallow, punctuated with whimpers as the intensity of erotic memory and fear coiled tighter and tighter. Milo’s soft whines and pawing offered a fleeting anchor, reminding her to breathe, to move, to survive this impossible stretch of time.

Finally, the hospital loomed ahead, sterile and impersonal against the fading light. She parked quickly, heart hammering so fiercely she thought the ribs might split. Milo scrambled out immediately, whining at her heels, ears flattened. She grabbed her bag, her phone, and the trembling dog, and burst through the sliding doors, confronted instantly by the antiseptic scent, the fluorescent glare, and the low murmur of voices.

Time fractured completely. Every movement—the push of the wheelchair past the entrance, the tap of shoes on tile, the distant beep of monitors—stretched and contracted, elastic and cruel. A nurse called her name, and she stumbled, keys and phone clattering to the floor. Her voice quavered as she answered, repeating Rowan’s name, describing herself as next-of-kin, clutching Milo to her chest as if his small weight could keep the world together.

Questions came fast: How did the accident happen? When? What condition? She answered in halting fragments, tears spilling, words tumbling into sobs. Every step through the sterile corridors felt unreal; her mind spun with memory and fear. She saw flashes of him: laughing, teasing, holding her hand, tracing her body, kissing her. Erotic memory, intense and urgent, sharpened the ache in her chest and low abdomen, mingling helpless longing with the gnawing terror of not knowing if he would emerge from this.

She stumbled to the waiting area outside the operating theater. Milo barked softly, pressing against her legs. Ava appeared, breathless, hand over her mouth. “Iris!” she exclaimed, pulling her into a tight embrace.

Iris clung to her, shaking, whispering Rowan’s name, sobbing into Ava’s shoulder. “They—they said he’s in surgery! I don’t… I don’t know!” The words tumbled in a mixture of panic and disbelief.

The operating theater doors loomed ahead, a barrier between her and Rowan, and she felt the cruel elasticity of time. Each second stretched, each beep of a monitor she imagined, each shuffle of feet in the corridor hammered her pulse, her body reacting with the ache of desire, the memory of his hands, lips, warmth—every intimacy now suspended, inaccessible, urgent, painful.

Her chest heaved, stomach twisting, body reacting as though Rowan’s absence was physical. Every nerve screamed for him. The erotic memory—the feel of his hands on her, the desperate lovemaking after the argument—interlaced with terror. Every moment of closeness she’d had with him became a cruel reminder of what could be lost. She pressed Milo tighter to her chest, needing the weight, needing something real to cling to.

And there she remained, rocking slightly, breath catching, heart pounding, mind spinning through memory, fear, and desire. The fracture of her day, her weekend, and now her life had begun, and she had no choice but to follow it, step by trembling step, toward whatever awaited behind the stark operating theater doors.

The waiting room seemed unreal, as though the ordinary rules of time and gravity had dissolved. Fluorescent lights hummed faintly above, their cold glare bouncing off polished floors and sterile white walls. Every tick of the wall clock seemed amplified, each second stretching into a small eternity. Milo whined softly, shifting his weight against her legs, sensing the storm of panic and despair that had replaced her earlier composure.

Iris sank into a chair near the operating theater doors, her hands clasping Milo’s fur tightly, grounding herself in the one constant she could touch. Her chest heaved, throat tight, stomach twisting with adrenaline, grief, and—impossibly—the ache of erotic memory. Rowan’s hands, his warmth, the desperate intensity of last night’s reconciliation, all surged through her body with painful clarity. Each recollection stoked her need, her ache for him, as raw and unrelenting as the fear gnawing at her mind.

Ava arrived moments later, rushing into the sterile hallway, eyes wide with alarm. “Iris! Oh God…” She enveloped Iris in a hug, pressing her face into her shoulder, trying to offer comfort, but even her words trembled with panic. “They said he’s in surgery… how is this happening?”

Iris clung to her, Milo wedged between them, shaking. “I don’t… I don’t know… I just know he’s… he’s in there… and I can’t reach him…” Her words were fragmented, broken by sobs, each inhale a struggle against panic. She felt her body reacting to the terror in ways she could not control: pulse racing, stomach tight, a visceral ache between longing and dread that mirrored her erotic memories.

She pressed her face to Milo’s soft fur, inhaling his warmth, her fingers kneading his soft ears. The dog’s presence was grounding, though only partially. Every distant step, every muffled conversation, every beep and hiss from the hallway triggered spikes of fear. Her mind kept replaying Rowan’s body, his laughter, his touch—the softness of his lips, the curve of his shoulders, the way his hands had mapped every inch of her body last night and that morning. Desire and grief fused, making her tremble in ways that were almost unbearable.

Her hands shook as she fumbled for her phone, checking for missed calls, texts, anything that might give a fragment of reassurance. But the screen remained silent, mocking her. Time became elastic, each second stretching longer than the last, each breath shallow, ragged.

A nurse approached, clipboard in hand, eyes apologetic yet efficient. “Ms. Bennett, we need to confirm next-of-kin details. Also, the living will you submitted…” Her words struck Iris with a cruel resonance. The careful precautions they had taken, the documents they had drafted together, now seemed like premonitions of the fragility of life itself. She felt the panic coiling tighter in her chest.

“I… yes,” she stammered, barely able to speak. Milo pressed closer, whining softly. Iris wrapped an arm around him, her other hand pressed to her mouth to muffle a sob. The nurse repeated the questions, and she answered mechanically, each syllable a tiny act of survival against the tide of terror threatening to sweep her under.

Minutes—or was it hours?—passed in a haze. Every footstep in the hallway, every distant beep, every low murmur from the staff seemed amplified, sending shivers down her spine. Her erotic memories surged again—the feel of Rowan’s hands on her, the pressure of his body against hers, the desperate moans and whispered confessions of last night and that morning. Each recollection made her ache, a physical embodiment of longing mixed with terror.

She alternated between rocking slightly in her seat and pacing the waiting room, Milo padding at her heels. Her body was taut, every muscle primed for motion, for the impossible attempt to reach him, to touch him, to hold him and make him real again. The physical memory of their intimacy—the heat, the press of skin, the urgent desire—only deepened her panic, making every moment of waiting unbearable.

Iris closed her eyes, trying to ground herself, repeating his name under her breath: Rowan… Rowan… Rowan… The mantra was weak against the storm inside her, but she clung to it, weaving memory, hope, and dread together into a fragile tether.

Ava’s hand remained pressed to her back, warm and solid, a reminder that she was not entirely alone. “He’s strong,” Ava whispered. “He’ll make it. They’re the best team.”

Iris nodded, but the reassurance barely touched the core of her fear. Every image of Rowan—the curve of his shoulders, the softness of his lips, the heat of their bodies intertwined—pounded through her with unbearable clarity. She felt both grief and erotic longing, a mingled ache that twisted her insides and made her pulse soar.

The minutes dragged like lead. The sterile sounds of the hospital—the hum of fluorescent lights, distant conversations, the shuffle of nurse’s shoes—became a cruel metronome. Every second reminded her of what was at stake: his life, their shared future, the intimacy they had just forged, now suspended in limbo.

She sank back into her chair, Milo pressed against her chest, whispering his name over and over, praying he could hear her through the distance, the glass, the walls. The world felt unreal, fragmented, suspended between hope and terror. Time had no shape; every moment stretched and collapsed under the weight of her fear.

And in the quiet between shuddering breaths, Iris understood a new, searing truth: the erotic memory, the ache of longing, and the emotional tether that had once bound them in laughter and love were now inextricably entwined with grief. She was suspended between desire and panic, the fragility of life rendered stark, every nerve alive, every heartbeat a pulse of terror.

Milo whimpered softly, nudging her hand, and she clutched him tighter, grounding herself in the only living thing she could hold. Her fingers traced the curves of his small body, pressing into fur, searching for solace, praying that it would carry her through until she could see Rowan again.

The doors of the operating theater loomed ahead, sterile and imposing. Beyond them, Rowan’s fate hung in the balance. Iris’s body ached, a knot of grief, erotic memory, and desperate longing so intense that every nerve screamed in physical agony. She whispered his name into the empty corridor, a fragile prayer, a plea, a promise, knowing that the world had fractured, and she was powerless to stop it.

Time itself had fractured with her. Every second stretched and collapsed, every heartbeat a drum of fear and desire intertwined. And as she waited—gripping Milo, trembling, rocking gently, whispering Rowan’s name—she realized that the ordinary life she had known had ended. The fracture had begun.


Chapter 13: ICU Confessions

The sliding doors of the ICU opened with a muted whoosh, and the antiseptic air hit her like a physical wall. It was sterile, cold, and shocking in its immediacy. The faint hum of monitors, the rhythmic beeping of heart rates, and the soft shuffle of nurses’ shoes against the linoleum floor filled the space like a mechanical heartbeat, echoing in Iris’s chest. Milo yipped softly at her side, tail tucked, pawing at her leg, sensing her tension before she even acknowledged it.

Iris froze, her breath catching in her throat. The first glimpse of Rowan pulled her to a sudden, suspended awareness. He lay in the hospital bed, pale and still, tubes and wires tracing strange, unfamiliar patterns across his body. His chest rose and fell rhythmically beneath the medical devices, but it was the rhythm of someone else’s life, regulated by machines, not by his own choices.

The shock hit her with physical force. Her knees buckled slightly, and she clutched Milo to her chest, holding him as if he could anchor her to something solid. For a heartbeat, the room seemed unreal, as though she had stepped into a dream—or a nightmare she could not wake from. Every detail of Rowan’s vulnerability was etched into her vision: the small rise of his chest beneath the thin hospital gown, the pale cast of his skin against the sterile white sheets, the faint tremor of his fingers still.

Her body responded before her mind could. A shiver ran down her spine, and a tight ache gripped her chest. Erotic memory surged with cruel immediacy: Rowan’s touch from the morning and the night before, the way his hands had mapped her body, the desperate intensity of their reconciliation after the argument, the heat of his skin pressed against hers. Every nerve was alive, painfully aware of absence, longing, and danger. Desire and grief entwined in a way that made her stomach twist and her breath hitch.

She moved forward cautiously, as though each step carried the risk of shattering this delicate, fragile reality. Her fingers hovered above his hand, trembling. Then, gently, she let them brush against his wrist. The skin was impossibly warm, soft in the memory of what it had been, unresponsive now. She traced every line, every vein, every scar she knew by heart, as if memorizing him again, trying to commit every detail to memory in case this moment—this perfect, ordinary presence of him—slipped away.

“I’m here,” she whispered, voice hoarse, barely above a breath. “I’m here. I’m right here.”

Her lips brushed his hand, and she pressed her forehead against it, as if her presence could somehow transmit warmth, life, reassurance through touch alone. Milo nudged her side softly, whining, and she pressed him tighter to her, a small anchor in a world that had suddenly gone mad.

Her eyes scanned the room, taking in every detail: the sterile machines, the blinking lights, the tubes feeding life through his body. The monitor’s soft beeps became a metronome, each sound a reminder of fragility and uncertainty. The air smelled of antiseptic, of sterile floors and faintly metallic tangs, a harsh contrast to the intimacy she remembered from yesterday.

Iris’s thoughts fractured between grief and erotic memory. She remembered the heat of Rowan pressed against her, the rough, desperate intimacy after the argument, the gentle, exploratory passion of the morning. Every recollection pressed on her body physically—the ache in her chest, the low thrum in her abdomen, the tremble in her hands—making the absence of his living, responsive warmth almost unbearable.

She pressed her lips to his knuckles, murmuring small fragments of memory. “Remember… the kitchen, the flour… the shower… the bed…” Each word was a bridge, a tether, a desperate attempt to keep the connection alive. Milo whimpered softly, nudging her again, and she shivered, leaning closer, pressing her cheek to Rowan’s cold hand.

Her mind flickered between fear and longing. What if he never opened his eyes again? What if this room, these machines, became all the reality she could hold of him? Every erotic memory, every shared laugh, every intimate touch now felt impossibly distant and painfully present all at once.

Her chest tightened further, each breath coming in shallow bursts. She wrapped her arms around Milo, holding him to her chest, pressing her lips to his fur, inhaling the familiar scent to anchor herself. But it was only a faint comfort, insufficient against the tidal wave of fear and longing surging through her. She wanted Rowan, desperately, achingly, to be aware of her, to open his eyes, to hold her again.

Minutes stretched impossibly long. Every sound in the hallway—the shuffle of shoes, the beep of monitors, the low hum of ventilation—was amplified in her ears. She pressed herself closer to him, fingertips grazing his wrist and the lines of his hand. She whispered fragments of apologies, confessions, erotic memories, and promises, all threading together in a desperate tapestry of presence and reassurance.

Her body responded in ways that startled her: a tight coil of desire, the residual ache from the previous day’s intimacy, mingled with grief and terror. The erotic memory was a tether, a cruel reminder of what she had and what might be lost. Her pulse raced, stomach twisting, breath hitching with every imagined scenario of loss and recovery.

Iris pressed her forehead to Rowan’s hand again, whispering softly, “Stay with me… please stay with me… I need you.” Milo whined, nudging her again, and she clutched him tighter. Each small, living presence around her became an anchor—the dog, her own heartbeat, the sound of monitors—but still the ache remained.

The first visitors—nurses and doctors—approached, asking for brief updates, confirming information. Their words felt distant, irrelevant, mechanical, as if spoken underwater. Iris responded automatically, barely hearing the questions, her mind and body tethered entirely to Rowan’s still form. Each word from the staff reinforced the cruel reality: he was unconscious, fragile, vulnerable, and she could not reach him.

Hours—or what felt like hours—passed. Time distorted, elastic and cruel. She alternated between pacing, gripping Milo, whispering to Rowan, and curling herself against the edge of the bed. Each heartbeat was a drum of fear and longing; every flash of erotic memory was a knife of desire she could not satisfy. She traced the lines of his hand repeatedly, kissed his fingers, whispered fragments of intimacy into the sterile air.

And yet, through it all, she persisted—anchored to him by memory, by touch, by the desperate hope that he could still hear her. The ICU became a world apart: her grief, desire, terror, and love intermingled, creating a raw, aching intensity that would sustain her through the hours to come.

For the first time, Iris truly understood the weight of absence, of vulnerability, of love deferred. Every breath she drew, every beat of her heart, tethered her to Rowan, holding on with trembling hands, quivering body, and whispered erotic memory. The fracture of her world had begun—but even in the shadow of panic and uncertainty, she refused to let go.

The beeping of the monitors became a rhythm to which Iris adjusted herself, a strange, cold metronome marking every heartbeat and breath of the man she loved. She sat at Rowan’s side, careful not to disturb the tangle of tubes and wires, Milo’s body curled at her feet, tail thumping intermittently as if he understood the gravity of the room.

Iris reached for Rowan’s hand, tracing the lines she knew intimately, pressing her palm lightly against his. Her fingers were warm against the coolness of his skin, seeking a connection where none could respond. “Hey,” she whispered, voice trembling. “It’s me. It’s… us. You hear me, don’t you?”

No response came, of course. His chest rose and fell under the rhythm of the machines, unchanging. Yet Iris refused to let silence dominate. She leaned closer, voice dropping into a soft cadence she hoped could reach him across the fragile veil of unconsciousness.

“I know you’re tired. You’ve been pedaling all morning, and then… yesterday. I’m sorry. I’m sorry we fought. I… I love you.” Her words spilled, raw and unfiltered, a mixture of apology, confession, and love. She pressed her lips to the back of his hand, lingering, trying to transmit warmth, presence, reassurance.

Milo whined softly at her side. She drew him closer, letting his weight press against her, grounding her in the physical, giving her something alive to anchor her to reality while she addressed the absence before her. “Rowan,” she continued, whispering, “I don’t know what’s happening. I just… I’m here. I’m right here. Please… stay.”

Minutes stretched and curved into one another, punctuated only by the rhythmic beeping of monitors and the occasional shuffle of nurses outside the curtain. Iris spoke continuously, blending mundane details with tender reminders of intimacy. She recounted breakfast, the way Milo had scrambled for scraps, the argument that had led to their desperate, passionate reconciliation. Each memory pressed into her body, a mixture of desire, grief, and longing.

She laughed softly, almost hysterically, describing absurd details of their weekend: flour in the kitchen, Rowan pretending to be a chef, Milo’s antics, teasing Rowan about his messy attempt to help. Her voice trembled as she whispered each story, hoping to evoke recognition, a spark, a glimmer of consciousness. “You looked ridiculous!” she giggled through tears. “Absolutely ridiculous. And Milo thought you were his new toy. You’d have laughed, I know you would.”

Her fingers never left his hand, tracing the familiar contours, memorizing again the lines and imperfections she loved. Each touch carried a dual purpose: reassurance for him, grounding for her. The erotic memory from the prior night—Rowan’s hands exploring, his lips on her neck, their desperate, passionate reunion—surfaced intermittently, pressing on her body in the form of a tight coil in her lower abdomen, a shiver through her spine. Desire intertwined with grief, each heartbeat a mixture of longing and terror.

“I’m… I’m going to make sure Milo doesn’t get into trouble while you’re… resting,” she whispered, more to herself than to him, voice breaking. “I promise I’ll take care of everything. You just… you just come back to me. Please. Please come back.”

Tears slid down her cheeks as she pressed her lips to his wrist, inhaling the faint residual scent of him, the lingering memory of his skin. Her body reacted violently: pulse racing, chest tight, stomach twisting, muscles taut. Erotic memory—heat from yesterday, touch, whispered words, intimate moments—mixed with grief in a way that left her both trembling and desperate. She could feel the ache as if his absence had physically opened a hollow space inside her, one that had once been filled only by him.

She began speaking in fragments now, alternating stories, confessions, and gentle pleas. “Do you remember the shower? The morning? How… how close we were? I… I need you to remember that, too. I need you to feel that I’m here. I’m… I’m not leaving.”

Each word, each memory, each gentle brush of her fingertips was a ritual: a way to keep him tethered, a way to anchor herself, a way to weave erotic memory and emotional devotion into a lifeline for both of them. The physical memory pressed against her with agonizing clarity—her body reacting to the ghost of him, each heartbeat echoing with both desire and terror.

Milo nudged her again, whining softly, and she let herself cradle him against her chest, pressing her face to his fur. The dog’s warmth was grounding, a small, tangible connection to life, while she whispered to Rowan, pleading for him to come back, to stay with her, to survive the fractured, terrifying morning.

She laughed briefly, tears running, recounting small moments they shared in the apartment: Rowan’s hands covered in flour, the way he had held her after the argument, the desperate intimacy of the previous night. Each story was an invocation, a tether, a hope that her words could reach him in the void.

“I’m here, Rowan,” she whispered, voice breaking again. “I love you. I love you so much. Please… wake up. Please just… be here with me. I’ll be here.”

Minutes—or hours—slid by. She alternated between pacing the small space, kneeling beside the bed, hugging Milo, pressing herself close to him. Her body shivered with grief, trembled with desire, burned with need, and yet she persisted. Every whisper, every touch, every laugh and confession was a thread weaving connection across the fragile space separating them.

The ICU became a crucible: grief, panic, and erotic memory fused into a single, raw intensity. Every beat of her own heart echoed the fear, every breath carried both longing and despair. She traced his fingers again and again, kissed the back of his hand, whispered fragments of erotic intimacy, fragments of apology, fragments of love—all in the desperate hope that her presence could reach him, sustain him, tether him to life.

And through it all, she maintained a ritual, however fragile: naming the day, recounting memories, describing the world outside, promising care for Milo, promising herself, promising him, repeating over and over, “I’m here. I’m here. I’m right here.”

Time lost shape. Minutes blurred into hours, and Iris remained by his side, trembling, whispering, grieving, desiring, tethered by memory, touch, and the ache of love suspended in limbo.

The sterile hum of the ICU was suddenly punctuated by hurried footsteps. The door swung open, and Iris felt a prickle of heightened tension as Elaine entered, face drawn, eyes wide, lips pressed together in a taut line. Her motherly presence filled the space with an almost suffocating intensity.

“Iris,” Elaine said, voice tight but controlled, “I need to know everything you know. Every detail—how it happened, what they’re saying, what they’re doing.” Her gaze flicked toward Rowan, lying still beneath the monitors, and Iris felt the invisible weight of judgment pressing down.

Iris swallowed, pressing Milo closer to her chest, and replied, voice shaking slightly: “They said he was hit by a car. He’s in surgery now. That’s… that’s all I know.”

Elaine’s eyes narrowed, scanning the room. “And you’re sure you’re reporting everything? You’re… his partner. You have to understand how important accuracy is.” The words were calm, but their weight was suffocating. Iris felt a surge of defensiveness rise in her chest. She was already trembling, caught between panic, grief, and erotic memory of the last time she’d held him close. Now, judgment—real or imagined—pierced that fragile space.

“I understand,” she said tightly, trying to steady her voice, though the tremor persisted. Milo whined softly at her feet, sensing her distress. She stroked his head, grounding herself, but her mind couldn’t escape the erotic memory flooding through her—Rowan’s hands tracing her body, the desperate intimacy of last night, the warmth she could no longer feel. The ache of absence pressed down on her chest, tight and heavy.

Elaine stepped closer, gaze scanning her, scrutinizing, not hostile but pressing. “Iris, the living will… do you have it? Are the forms ready? Everything in order in case…” Her voice trailed, the unspoken ending of her sentence heavy with possibility.

Iris nodded, fumbling with her bag to retrieve the document. Her fingers shook as she spread it carefully on the counter beside Rowan’s bed, the sterile surface making the signatures and folds seem impossibly fragile. “Yes,” she whispered. “It’s here. Everything they need is ready.”

Elaine leaned over, reading the page with careful scrutiny. “I hope you understand the gravity of this,” she said. “You’re making decisions for him. For his life. You’re… responsible.”

Iris’s chest tightened again. “I know. I… I’ll do everything I can.” Her voice was barely above a whisper. Milo nudged her leg, tail thumping softly, and she pressed him closer, grounding herself. But inside, her body was taut with fear and longing—the erotic memory of Rowan’s touch intertwining with grief, making every breath and heartbeat a dual ache of desire and terror.

The next arrival, John—her father—appeared in the doorway. His face was composed, almost stoic, but the worry in his eyes was unmistakable. “Iris,” he said quietly, voice rough with held-back emotion. “I came as soon as I could. How bad is it?”

“I don’t know,” she admitted, exhaling shakily. “They said he’s in surgery. Trauma team… I don’t have details yet.”

John stepped closer, gently pressing a hand to her shoulder. “We’ll get through this. Together.” His calm presence contrasted sharply with Elaine’s intensity, and Iris felt pulled between the two poles: one demanding precision, accountability, vigilance; the other offering quiet, stabilizing reassurance.

“Iris, are you managing?” Elaine asked, voice softening just slightly. “Physically, emotionally… can you handle this?”

Iris’s throat tightened. “I… I think so.” But even as she spoke, her body betrayed her: trembling hands, pulse racing, chest tight, stomach twisting. Erotic memory of Rowan surged through her—his warmth, his skin, the desperate intimacy of the past day—and mingled with fear, heightening every sensation. She pressed a hand to her chest, fingers curling over her ribs, trying to anchor herself while keeping Rowan in mind, hoping her presence might somehow reach him across the veil of unconsciousness.

The family’s combined presence amplified every micro-tension. Elaine questioned her choices about the living will; John offered protective, almost silent judgment; both reminded Iris of the stakes: life, responsibility, love, and loss. Every glance from them was a silent challenge, every word an echo of her own internal struggle to remain composed while grief, fear, and erotic memory intertwined.

She leaned closer to Rowan, pressing her lips to the back of his hand, murmuring softly: “I’m here. I’m right here. I’ll stay. I promise.” Milo whined at her side, tail thumping insistently, grounding her even as the room spun with emotion.

Elaine’s gaze softened slightly as she watched Iris stroke Rowan’s hand. “He’s lucky to have someone so devoted,” she murmured. But the words carried a hidden edge, a reminder that responsibility and devotion were inescapably linked.

John nodded quietly. “Keep talking to him,” he advised. “Even if he can’t respond, he’ll know you’re here.”

Iris’s eyes filled with tears. “I know,” she whispered. She began narrating her day, describing the ordinary events in painstaking detail: Milo’s breakfast antics, her errands, the dull hum of the city outside. She recounted small intimate moments with Rowan, sprinkling in teasing, soft confessions, erotic memories in whispers, every word meant to bridge the gap between presence and absence.

The hospital room became a crucible of tension and devotion. Each sound—the hum of the monitors, the shuffle of a nurse, the distant beep of machinery—pressed against her, and every brush of her hand against Rowan’s skin carried both erotic memory and desperate longing. Her body responded instinctively: pulse racing, stomach tightening, chest aching. Desire, grief, and fear entwined in a coil that left her trembling and utterly raw.

Minutes stretched like hours. She alternated between kneeling beside the bed, tracing Rowan’s hands, whispering fragments of memory and promises, and leaning back in the chair, wrapping Milo to her chest. The weight of responsibility pressed down, heavy and constant, while erotic memory lingered as a physical ache, a tether that kept her anchored to him in a way nothing else could.

Even as the family hovered, offering support and oversight, she continued the ritual: talking, laughing softly, pleading, confessing, narrating. She relived moments of intimacy—kitchen flour, playful wrestling, shower kisses—blending erotic memory with grief, desire with panic. Every whisper, every touch, every glance at his unresponsive body reinforced the urgency, the fragility, the intensity of the moment.

Time became irrelevant, bending under the strain of her emotions. The ICU, sterile and indifferent, was now a stage for grief and longing, memory and devotion, erotic ache and physical trembling. Each heartbeat reminded her that Rowan’s life—and their connection—hung in balance, and that only her presence, her voice, her love, and her whispered confessions could tether him, even in the smallest, most intimate way.

The sterile hum of the ICU faded into the background as Iris settled beside Rowan, Milo curled at her feet like a small anchor to the world that still made sense. She reached for his hand again, brushing her lips against the familiar skin, lingering over the knuckles, the veins, the subtle imperfections she had memorized over years of touch. Each line of his hand was a lifeline, a tactile map of a life she had shared, and she traced them with reverent fingers as if pressing memory into flesh could somehow reach him in the unconscious space between life and possibility.

She leaned closer, forehead against the back of his hand, whispering softly. “I need to tell you things… things I’ve never said.” Her voice trembled, breaking and soft, but urgent. The room felt suspended, the monitors and machines dim and distant, Milo whining softly, tail thumping against her leg. “I need you to know… even if you can’t hear me right now.”

Her mind flickered to the previous night: the argument, the desperation, the urgency of their connection afterward. The intensity of their lovemaking—rough, tender, lingering—coursed through her in memory, making her chest ache, her stomach coil, her body thrumming with desire and grief simultaneously. Every breath became a mixture of panic and longing, each heartbeat a reminder of absence, each sigh a tether back to him.

“I remember… the shower,” she whispered, voice catching. “Your hands, everywhere… the way you touched me, the way I needed you, the way we needed each other to prove we were still… us.” Her fingers stroked over the skin of his hand, tracing the familiar warmth and contours, imagining him curling his fingers around hers again.

She pressed her lips to his wrist, letting a soft, shivering kiss linger. “I remember the bed… the way we came together after… after the fight. How desperate we were to hold on to each other, even in anger. I can still feel it, Rowan. I can still feel you, even though you’re not here.”

Her body shuddered involuntarily, ache and desire mixed with terror. Erotic memory had become inseparable from grief—her longing for him pressed against the raw, brittle fear that he might not return. She exhaled sharply, gripping his hand, pressing closer, letting every shiver and heartbeat mark her devotion.

“I want you to know,” she continued, tears sliding down her cheeks, “that I’ve always… wanted everything with you. Every secret desire, every fantasy I’ve ever had… I want to share it with you. I want you to know, Rowan, even now, that you are everything. And more than that, I ache for you—physically, mentally, every way I can feel you, even though I can’t touch you like I need.”

Her hands roamed lightly over his arm and chest, tracing the familiar lines and muscles she had memorized over years of intimacy. The act was both ritual and confession: tactile memory a bridge across the void of his unconscious body, a way to ground herself, and a desperate effort to remind him of her presence.

“I remember…” she whispered, leaning closer, voice breaking with emotion. “The way your mouth traced me yesterday, this morning… the way you made me forget every worry, every fight, every fear. I can still feel it, Rowan. I can still feel your lips, your hands, your body… and it hurts that you’re not here to hold me, to respond, to remind me that this isn’t gone.”

Milo nudged her hand, whining softly, and she pressed him closer. “I know it’s not the same,” she murmured, “but I’m here. I’m holding you. And even if you can’t respond… I’ll keep telling you. I’ll keep confessing, remembering, loving you… for both of us.”

She leaned back slightly, closing her eyes, and let her memory replay the intimacy: the scent of his skin, the heat of his body, the intensity of desire interwoven with love and vulnerability. Her fingers brushed over the monitors, the tubes, anything tangible near him, letting the physicality of presence replace the absence she felt. Each touch, each whisper, each confession was a thread tying her to him across the void.

“I never told you,” she whispered, voice trembling, “how much I wanted to surrender to you… not just in passion, but completely. I trust you with everything—my body, my heart, my fears… every secret part of me. I want you to hold it, to know it, even if it’s just in memory, even if you’re not awake to feel it. I… I can’t stop needing you, Rowan. I can’t stop wanting you. And it hurts so much that I can’t reach you.”

Tears slid freely now, hot and unrelenting. Her body trembled, each shiver a combination of erotic memory and grief, pulse and ache intertwined. Every breath was a whisper of devotion, every heartbeat a prayer, every trace of his skin in memory a balm she simultaneously cherished and cursed for its inaccessibility.

She pressed her cheek to his palm, exhaling slowly through trembling lips. “I’m going to keep talking, keep remembering, keep touching. Milo and I—we’re not leaving your side. We’re going to carry you through this… even if it’s just me, even if it’s just my voice, even if it’s just memory. You have to know… you have to feel it somehow.”

Minutes passed in a fragile silence, interrupted only by the whine of Milo, the hum of the monitors, and Iris’s whispered confessions. Each word, each touch, each soft murmur was a ritual: a bridge of erotic memory and emotional devotion stretching across the chasm of unconsciousness.

She traced his fingers again, kissed his wrist, whispered fragments of intimacy and erotic memory, allowing herself to shiver with longing, ache with grief, and cling to him as if her presence alone could tether him to life. Every nerve in her body was alive—trembling, burning, aching—blending grief and desire into a raw, visceral, unrelenting force that tethered her to him, even through the stark barrier of his unconsciousness.

And as she pressed her face to his hand again, whispering his name over and over, she understood something in a visceral way: this intimate ritual, these whispered confessions, the erotic memory, the desperate longing—these were her lifeline. Not only to him, but to herself. To keep her tethered to hope, to keep the fracture of the day from consuming her entirely, she would speak, touch, and remember. She would bear the ache of desire, the torment of absence, the weight of grief, and the clarity of love, all in one continuous, trembling act of devotion.

The hum of the monitors became a constant, steadying presence, though it did nothing to calm the storm within Iris. She had settled into a rhythm beside Rowan’s bed, a vigil that was equal parts devotion, desperation, and erotic memory. Milo lay curled against her legs, warm and heavy, a living anchor in the sterile ICU. She stroked his fur absently, letting the contact ground her while she concentrated on the impossible task of holding Rowan’s life in her mind, heart, and whispered words.

“I brought music today,” she murmured softly, leaning closer to his ear, as though the faintest vibrations could traverse the unconscious barrier. From her bag, she retrieved a small speaker and set it on the bedside table, careful not to jostle the tubes or monitors. Soft classical pieces drifted through the air, lilting and tender, and she pressed a kiss to his hand. “Do you remember this one? You loved it when we played it last summer, while cooking breakfast. Milo does too.”

Her fingers traced the familiar lines of his hand as she spoke, sometimes lingering, sometimes brushing along the contours of his wrist and palm. Each touch was deliberate, ritualized—part prayer, part memory, part erotic invocation. The intimate recollections from the previous day surfaced, raw and immediate: the press of his body against hers, the desperate kiss of the shower, the heat of their post-argument reconciliation. Her chest ached, stomach tightened, and her body hummed with desire and grief intertwined.

She began to speak softly, recounting mundane details of the world outside, creating a narrative of continuity, of life moving forward, of her presence: “Milo slept by the window this morning. The sun was golden. Your coffee cup still sits where you left it on the counter… I tidied the kitchen, and yes, I burned the toast. But it’s okay. We’re still here.”

Even as she spoke, she pressed her lips to his fingers, tracing the familiar warmth and lines, imagining the way he would respond—his voice, his sigh, his laugh. Erotic memory surged, a physical ache that pressed her thighs together, a tremor along her spine, a visceral reminder of their shared intimacy. She exhaled sharply, pressing her face against his hand again, whispering his name repeatedly, trying to tether him to her presence.

She established small rituals: adjusting his blankets, brushing stray hair from his forehead, arranging pillows, ensuring Milo was comfortable at the foot of the bed. Each act became a meditation, a repeated motion that gave form to her helpless devotion. Every touch carried dual purpose: care and connection, erotic memory and grief interwoven in a fragile braid.

“I read to you this morning,” she whispered, brushing her lips along the veins of his hand. “A chapter from the book you liked. I don’t know if you heard it, but I hope… maybe you remember the sound of my voice.” She exhaled shakily, pressing her forehead against his knuckles. Erotic memory and longing made her body shiver involuntarily—the ache of absence, the desperate need to feel him alive, pressed against grief that was nearly tangible.

Milo shifted, whining softly, tail thumping, and Iris bent to stroke him, grounding herself briefly. Then her hands returned to Rowan, fingers brushing along his arm, tracing every familiar line. She whispered fragments of yesterday, the intimacy of their argument’s resolution, the way he had pressed against her, kissed her, touched her with both tenderness and urgency. The erotic memory sharpened grief into physical awareness: stomach tightening, chest heavy, pulse racing, breath uneven.

Hours passed, marked by rituals: adjusting blankets, reading aloud, humming soft melodies, recounting intimate moments. She whispered secrets she had never voiced: fantasies, desires, confessions of longing that had previously been held in private. “Remember the shower? How close we were? How desperate we were to hold each other? I… I still feel it, Rowan. I still need you.”

Her body responded with every whisper, every touch, every memory invoked aloud. She trembled, shivered, pressed closer to his hand, her lips tracing veins and knuckles. Erotic memory and grief coalesced into an ache so intense that every heartbeat, every breath, every whispered word carried physical weight. She stroked, kissed, and murmured, maintaining presence as best she could, filling the silence with devotion and desire alike.

Milo whimpered, nudging her hand, and she wrapped him tighter against her chest. Her tears fell freely, hot and unrelenting, a mixture of despair, longing, and erotic memory that left her body taut, alive, aching, and raw. She whispered promises: that she would remain, that she would recount every day, that she would keep his memory alive even as she waited for him to wake.

Even when the nurses entered briefly to check vitals or change equipment, Iris maintained the ritual: gentle kisses on his hand, soft murmurs of memory and desire, careful adjustments of his blanket, whispers of apology and devotion. Every touch, every word, every movement was a bridge across the void, a tether of erotic memory and grief that bound her to him in ways nothing else could.

Hours passed, unmeasured by clocks, time stretching and contracting around the intensity of waiting. Each beep, each shuffle, each step outside the room reminded her of the fragility of presence. Her pulse raced, stomach a coil of anxiety and longing. Erotic memory surged continually, a visceral reminder of absence and desire intertwined, pressing against every nerve, leaving her trembling, shaking, alive with grief and longing.

And in this suspended reality, Iris persisted. She whispered, stroked, kissed, narrated, hummed, breathed. Her rituals were her lifeline—for him, for Milo, for herself. Erotic memory, grief, hope, and fear braided together, a fragile, unrelenting tether to the man she loved, holding on in the darkness of the ICU as time stretched infinitely around her.

The fluorescent lights dimmed slightly for the night cycle, leaving the room bathed in a cool, muted glow. Iris curled herself onto the visitor cot, the thin mattress offering little comfort, but it was enough to press herself into a fragile semblance of rest. She was wearing Rowan’s t-shirt, the scent faint but undeniably him, a tether to the warmth and intimacy that had defined their weekend and the day before the crash. Milo nestled at her feet, tail twitching occasionally, as though monitoring her every tremor, every breath.

Iris pressed her cheek to the cotton of Rowan’s shirt, inhaling his faint scent, feeling the imprint of his presence as keenly as the ache in her chest. The hospital machines hummed, a constant, mechanical heartbeat that contrasted with the storm raging inside her. She traced the edges of the fabric with her fingers, imagining his skin beneath, recalling the heat of his body in the shower, the desperate, tender intensity of their lovemaking after the argument. Every nerve in her body was alive with the memory of him, and the absence of his touch twisted grief into a visceral ache that ran from her chest down through her core.

She curled tighter, pulling the t-shirt around her, letting Milo press into her, grounding her in what little was tangible. Her mind replayed every flash of intimacy: the way he had traced her spine with his hands, the way his lips had found hers in the dark, the way his voice had whispered her name in moments of both passion and tenderness. Erotic memory pressed into her with agonizing clarity, her body reacting physically: thighs tightening, pulse hammering, shivers running down her spine. Grief and desire were inseparable, each amplifying the other.

Her fingers drifted to the edge of the cot, brushing against the thin sheet as if it were his skin. She whispered fragments of confession, stories she had never told him, fantasies that had once been private. “I need you… I want you… I’ve never told you how much I wanted to surrender to you completely… even in moments of anger, even in moments of fear.” Her voice trembled, barely audible above the hum of the monitors. Milo nudged her hand softly, grounding her, a reminder that the world was still alive outside her panic.

She remembered the argument, the desperate reconciliation, the heat of last night and this morning. Each memory made her ache physically, pressing against her core in a way that mixed terror with longing. Her body trembled under the weight of absence, a yearning for the touch, the warmth, the presence of Rowan that was now suspended behind unconscious eyes.

Iris whispered his name, over and over, into the night: Rowan… Rowan… Rowan… Each repetition was both a prayer and an erotic invocation, a desperate attempt to reach him through memory and devotion. She pressed her lips to the collar of the t-shirt, inhaling the faint scent of his skin, allowing herself to shiver with the remembered intimacy. Milo whined softly, tail thumping against the floor, and she pressed him closer, grounding herself in the tangible while her mind spun with terror and desire.

She allowed herself to recount every tender moment they had shared, narrating aloud even though he could not answer: their laughter in the kitchen, flour dusted over noses, playful wrestling, the intimate moments of the shower, the bed, the desperate closeness after the argument. Her voice broke intermittently with sobs, whispers, and gasps, the erotic memory and grief blending into one consuming force.

Hours passed in fractured perception. The monitors hummed, the corridor was dimly lit, nurses came and went, but Iris’s world had narrowed to the cot, the t-shirt, Milo, and Rowan’s still form in the hospital bed. She alternated between curling tighter into herself, pressing against the fabric, and sitting up to trace the contours of his hand with her fingers. Every brush of skin, every touch, every whispered word became a ritual, a lifeline across the liminal space of his unconsciousness.

She whispered confessions of desire and love she had never shared: the private fantasies, the erotic intensity of their last night, the longing she felt constantly for him. Each word, each breath, each shiver of memory was a plea for him to stay, to awaken, to feel her presence, to remember them. Her erotic memory was both balm and torment, pressing against grief with unbearable intensity.

Milo shifted, nudging her, reminding her of the tangible world, the soft rhythm of life continuing even as Rowan’s existence balanced precariously on the edge. She stroked him, murmuring, “Hold on, Rowan. I’m here. I’m right here. I’ll keep talking, keep touching, keep remembering. You have to know I’m here.”

Sleep came in fragmented waves, brief and shallow. Each time she closed her eyes, Rowan’s face filled her vision—soft smiles, heated kisses, the press of his body, the warmth of his hands. She dreamt of him whispering her name, of the intensity of their intimacy, of laughter and tears intertwined. Each awakening brought the crushing reality of absence back: his stillness, the monitors, the sterile room.

She alternated between rocking gently, whispering, tracing the t-shirt, kissing the fabric, stroking Milo, and pressing her face to her own hands to muffle sobs. Erotic memory pressed relentlessly against grief, body responding to the tension and longing in ways she could not contain. Every heartbeat echoed with terror, every breath carried desire, every movement was a ritual of devotion, presence, and hope.

The ICU, cold and impersonal, had become a crucible. Her grief, desire, panic, and hope intertwined so completely that each moment was unbearable, yet necessary. She whispered his name, repeated confessions, allowed her body to remember warmth and intimacy, grounding herself in memory while tethered to hope.

And in that fragile vigil, curled on the visitor cot, wearing his t-shirt, holding Milo, whispering into the night, Iris remained connected to Rowan—through memory, desire, grief, and love—preparing herself for whatever news might come, willing to hold the tether of their intimacy until he could respond once more.

The night stretched on, timeless, fragile, raw. Each sound, each flash of light from the monitors, each whimper from Milo reminded her of the stakes, of the fragility of the life she loved. And yet, she held on—body, mind, and soul—through grief, desire, and memory, tethered to Rowan in a bond stronger than fear, stronger than pain, stronger than absence.


Chapter 14: Vigil

The hospital’s sliding doors opened with a muted hiss, and Iris felt the sterile air wash over her like a shock. Milo whined softly at her side, pressing into her legs as though sensing the tension coiling in her chest. The faint antiseptic tang mixed with the warmth of the sun filtering through the tall windows, a bitterly clinical contrast to the memories of home, of warmth, and of Rowan’s touch.

Her bag felt impossibly heavy, loaded with essentials she wasn’t sure she’d need: a small change of clothes, snacks for herself, Milo’s blanket, a notebook she had begun filling in secret, pens of varying shades, a bottle of water. Every item represented preparation, a tangible attempt to anchor herself in a world she could no longer fully control.

The elevator ride to the ICU felt like an eternity. Each floor she passed seemed suspended in time, the faint hum of the machinery in her ears, her pulse quickening with every step closer to Rowan. Milo nudged her leg, and she bent to scratch behind his ears, grounding herself for a brief second, but her chest ached—an empty ache where his warmth should have been.

The ICU corridor stretched ahead, a narrow tunnel of polished floors, muted lights, and the low murmur of nurses’ voices. She stepped forward deliberately, aware of every footfall, every echo bouncing back from the walls. She carried herself with careful purpose, though her hands shook slightly as she held the leash of Milo and clutched her bag. Every sound—the click of shoes, the faint hiss of oxygen machines, the occasional beep of a monitor—felt magnified, punctuating the fear and longing coiling inside her.

At the end of the corridor, the familiar room came into view: Rowan lay in the bed, surrounded by the steady pulse of life-support monitors, IV lines, and tubes. The sight of him immobilized her, body tightening instinctively. Even in his unconscious state, he exuded presence—the subtle rise and fall of his chest, the slight twitch of his fingers, the faint slope of his jaw. The sterile whiteness of the sheets and hospital gown highlighted every contour, every curve she had memorized, every detail of his vulnerability.

She knelt beside the bed, Milo at her feet, tail thumping softly. Her hand hovered over his wrist, trembling, before she allowed it to brush against his skin. The warmth of memory surged through her as her fingers traced the familiar lines, the slight imperfections she had learned over years of intimacy. Her lips pressed lightly to the back of his hand, a reverent, fragile kiss that carried all the weight of her devotion, longing, and desperation.

“I’m here,” she whispered, voice breaking softly. “I’m right here. I haven’t left. I won’t leave. Not now, not ever.”

Her fingers traced along the contours of his forearm, brushing scars she had once traced with fingers and lips in private, memories of touch intertwining with grief. The ache of absence pressed into her physically, making her pulse hammer, her chest tighten, and her stomach coil with desire and terror. Erotic memory surged relentlessly: the brush of his hands on her skin, the heat of his body against hers, the desperate intensity of their reconciliation after the argument—the physicality she had last known now both solace and torment.

She leaned closer, pressing her cheek to his wrist. Milo whined softly, nudging her hand, and she pressed him closer, letting his warmth anchor her. But even as she drew comfort from his presence, the ache remained, stretching through every muscle and nerve: grief, longing, erotic memory intertwined into a single, unrelenting force.

Iris set her bag down carefully beside the bed, removing the notebook. She flipped it open, scanning the pages she had filled over the past hours—messages, confessions, updates. She read aloud, voice trembling, sharing stories, jokes, mundane details of the outside world, even whispers of erotic memories she had captured. Every word, every syllable, was an attempt to maintain a tether, to remind Rowan of her presence, to bridge the chasm between conscious and unconscious.

Her hands continued to trace his wrist, forearm, and hand. She pressed kisses lightly across the skin, murmuring fragments of intimacy: the feel of his lips on hers, the brush of fingers across her spine, the desperate, rough passion of last night. Her body reacted with every memory: shivers along her spine, ache deep in her abdomen, pulse racing with grief and desire entwined. Milo whined again, nudging her, grounding her just slightly, but she could not escape the tide of emotion swelling within her.

Minutes passed. Nurses came and went quietly, checking vitals, adjusting monitors, all while she maintained her vigil. She whispered to Rowan the smallest details of her day: how Milo had insisted on breakfast first, how she had tidied the kitchen, the hum of the city outside. Each description, mundane in content, carried layers of intimacy, erotic memory, and devotion.

She kissed his knuckles again, murmuring, “Remember… the kitchen, the flour, the bed… the shower… the way we held each other… all of it.” Her voice cracked, but she pressed on, leaning closer, tracing, whispering, grounding herself in presence while tethered to hope.

Her fingers brushed the folds of his hospital gown, caressing as if she could feel the warmth of his body beneath. Erotic memory pressed against grief like fire against ice: she shivered, trembling, stomach twisting, every nerve alive. She whispered the most intimate thoughts, fantasies, and confessions she had never voiced aloud, letting her body react to the memory of him, aching with desire, grief, and longing all at once.

Hours stretched like days. The room became a cocoon: her whispered confessions, gentle touches, Milo’s warmth, the hum of monitors, the sterile scent of the ICU. Each moment was a ritual, a lifeline across the impossible distance between Rowan’s unconscious presence and her own desperate, living body.

Finally, she sank against the bed, cheek pressed to his hand, clutching Milo close, whispering over and over: “I’m here… I’m right here… I won’t leave… I love you… stay with me…” Her body trembled, pulse racing, chest aching, erotic memory pressing every nerve alive, grief and longing fused into a single, unbearable force.

And as the fluorescent lights hummed softly above, Iris remained at his side, tethered by touch, memory, erotic longing, and devotion, establishing the fragile yet unbreakable rituals that would carry her through the long hours ahead.

The morning sun filtered through the tall hospital windows, painting the sterile ICU in soft streaks of gold that seemed almost impossible against the metallic hum of machines. Iris had settled in beside Rowan, Milo at her feet, notebook open, a carefully organized ritual forming around her. Every gesture she performed—adjusting pillows, brushing stray strands of hair from his forehead, checking monitors—was deliberate, part of a careful choreography of care, grief, and erotic memory.

She traced his hand gently, lingering over every familiar scar and contour, fingers curling around the lines she had memorized long ago. Her lips pressed lightly to his knuckles, leaving faint warmth in a gesture meant as much for herself as for him. The ache in her chest was constant, an impossible combination of grief, longing, and desire. Erotic memory pressed on her body with every heartbeat—the feel of his hands tracing her spine, the warmth of his skin in the shower, the intensity of their reconciliation after the argument.

“I’m here,” she whispered, voice trembling slightly. “I’m not leaving. Not now, not ever.” She let her lips brush over his wrist, inhale the faint remnants of his scent lingering on his skin, and pressed her forehead gently to the top of his hand. Milo whined softly at her side, tail thumping, anchoring her to something living, tangible, in the midst of the sterile chaos around them.

Her eyes drifted to the monitors, taking in every detail. She noted the rise and fall of his chest, the soft rhythm of beeping devices, the slight movements of his fingers. Each observation was a ritual, a methodical exercise in presence. She repeated them silently: heartbeat steady, oxygen levels within range, room temperature comfortable. Each small detail became a talisman, a fragile reassurance that he was still there, still alive.

She began her first structured care routine. Adjusting the pillow beneath his head, she smoothed the hospital sheets with precise motions, fingers brushing lightly over his skin, lingering on the exposed forearm. Every gesture carried a dual purpose: practical care and erotic invocation. Her touch traced muscles, veins, and skin, an intimate memory pressed into the sterile air, feeding her desire while tethering her emotionally to him.

“I’ll keep you comfortable,” she whispered, voice low, trembling. “I’ll take care of you, Rowan. Always.” Her fingers lingered over his hand, pressing gently, tracing lines as if she could imprint memory into flesh. She pressed a kiss to his wrist, inhaled softly, and shivered, body reacting to the erotic memory of last night and the desperate longing for his presence.

Milo shifted at her feet, whimpering softly, and she let him climb partially onto the bed, pressing him against her side as she continued the routine. She brushed stray hair from Rowan’s forehead, adjusting the hospital gown with careful, deliberate fingers. Each motion was slow, deliberate, ritualistic—a sacred dance between grief, erotic memory, and devotion.

Her notebook lay open beside her, but she paused before writing, choosing first to speak aloud. “Good morning, love,” she whispered, voice trembling. “I made coffee. Milo had breakfast. You slept, probably peacefully, which is what I hope. Everything is quiet. I’m right here.” She pressed her lips to his hand again, lingering, shivering at the combination of memory and longing.

The act of speaking aloud became a ritual itself. She recounted mundane details: the sunlight falling across the window sill, the faint scent of flowers someone had left in the hallway, the rhythmic hum of the monitors. Every word was chosen carefully, weaving presence, erotic memory, and emotional tether together. Her body shivered with each recollection—the brush of his hands, the warmth of his lips, the desperate intensity of their intimacy from the day before.

She began to read aloud from a short story she had brought, careful to modulate her voice so that it was soft enough not to disturb the room yet intimate enough to carry meaning to Rowan. Milo’s soft whines and tail thumps accompanied her, grounding her in the living, present world even as her mind wandered through memory and longing. Every sentence carried a layer of erotic memory: she emphasized words and phrases that reminded her of the touch, the closeness, the laughter they had shared, letting her body respond with the familiar shiver, pulse quickening, stomach tightening.

Iris’s hands wandered intermittently, brushing his wrist, tracing the line of his forearm, adjusting the hospital gown to expose the areas she had memorized in detail. Her fingers lingered over muscle, skin, and scar alike, a careful mixture of care and erotic invocation. Every touch was a prayer, a plea, a whisper of devotion—grief and longing intertwined with memory of intimacy.

Minutes—or hours—passed as she repeated the routines: adjusting blankets, brushing hair, reading aloud, pressing kisses to skin, whispering confessions and memories. Milo moved at her feet, nudging for attention, grounding her intermittently in the tangible world. The ICU staff moved quietly, observing her with subtle curiosity. Some exchanged glances and soft murmurs: “The partner who never leaves,” they called her, their voices respectful but tinged with concern.

Erotic memory surged again with intensity. She recalled Rowan’s lips, hands, and body pressed against hers—each moment of intimacy now magnified by absence. Her body reacted physically: shivers coursing through her spine, a tight coil in her stomach, chest heaving with the ache of desire entwined with grief. Her breath came in shallow, ragged bursts as she pressed herself closer to him, whispered every intimate word she had captured in memory aloud.

She closed her eyes briefly, pressing a lingering kiss to his wrist. “I remember… the shower… the bed… the way we held each other after the argument… the heat, the desperate need… all of it.” Milo whined softly, nudging her hand again, and she clutched him tighter, grounding herself even as desire and grief made her tremble.

The day stretched forward, time bending and fracturing. Every heartbeat was an ache, every breath a mixture of longing and terror, every whispered word a lifeline. Erotic memory had become inseparable from grief: the absence of his touch pressed into her body, every memory a physical manifestation of love, desire, and fear.

By mid-morning, Iris’s vigil had settled into a rhythm. Adjust blankets, press kisses, whisper words, read aloud, write notes in the notebook. Each act, mundane or intimate, reinforced her presence, tethering Rowan to her, even across the void of unconsciousness. Every touch, every whispered secret, every erotic memory she invoked was a bridge across the chasm of absence.

Hours passed in the hum of the ICU. Milo shifted occasionally, nudging her hand or pawing at her lap, offering a small, living connection to the world outside grief. Iris remained at Rowan’s side, immersed in ritual, touch, memory, and erotic longing, maintaining the delicate tether that kept them connected. She whispered, traced, kissed, and wrote, each gesture a prayer, a plea, and a defiant assertion of presence and devotion.

And as the sun climbed higher, spilling more light into the room, Iris understood that this ritual, this vigil, this blending of grief and erotic memory, would sustain her through the impossible hours, a lifeline to Rowan until he could respond once more.

Iris sank onto the cot beside Rowan’s bed, Milo curling tightly at her feet, tail flicking intermittently as if aware of the gravity in the room. Her bag lay open on the small table next to her, and she pulled out the notebook she had begun filling the moment Rowan had been admitted. Each page was a mixture of mundane details, intimate memories, confessions, and erotic narratives meant only for him.

She ran her fingers along the worn cover, tracing the familiar edges, inhaling the faint scent of ink and paper, and felt a shiver course down her spine. This small, personal object had become a lifeline, a bridge between her and him across the sterile, frightening distance of the ICU. Every time she opened it, she felt as though she could reach Rowan through words, through memory, through the careful articulation of devotion and desire.

She flipped to a new page and began to write, pen gliding across the paper with deliberate strokes. The words were meant for him alone: “Rowan, I am here. I see you, I feel you. I remember every touch, every kiss, every sigh. Even now, when you can’t respond, I speak to you.” Her hand shook slightly, not from fatigue but from the ache building in her chest—a combination of grief, longing, and erotic memory that made every stroke of the pen both painful and necessary.

After writing for a few moments, she read aloud softly, imagining his ears could still catch her voice. “Remember yesterday morning, the shower? The heat of the water, the way your hands pressed into me, the way I shivered at your touch?” Her fingers traced the line of his wrist, lingering over the familiar contours she had memorized long ago. Each touch was both intimate and ritualistic, a blending of erotic memory and tender devotion.

Milo whined softly, pawing at her leg. She pressed him closer, letting the dog’s warmth anchor her for a moment, grounding her amidst the emotional maelstrom. “Even Milo knows, Rowan,” she whispered. “Even he understands that I am not leaving. I am here, and I am yours.”

The words in the notebook continued to flow, a mixture of mundane observation and erotic recollection. “I tidied the kitchen, but it’s still messy in the way we love it. Milo tried to steal a croissant, and I laughed because I know you would have too. I pressed kisses to the flour on your cheek in memory, imagining it now.” Her body reacted with each memory—the ache in her chest, the tightening coil in her stomach, the shiver along her spine. Erotic memory pressed against grief like fire and ice, relentless and unrelenting.

She paused, looking at him. The sterile monitors beeped quietly, measuring life in precise rhythms that mocked her emotional chaos. She pressed her lips to his wrist again, whispering fragments of intimate memory. “The bed… the way you held me after our fight… the desperation, the tenderness, the intensity… I can still feel it. I can still feel you.”

Turning back to her notebook, she began writing more explicit confessions, her pen scratching furiously across the page. “I remember the way you took control yesterday, the way your hands mapped my body, the way you whispered in my ear. I shivered, I gasped, I needed you. Even now, my body remembers every touch, every press of your lips, every shiver we shared. I ache for you, Rowan, and I hope you can feel me reaching for you through these words.”

She read the passages aloud softly, her voice trembling. Erotic memory surged with physical clarity: her body responded with shivers and tremors, chest tight, stomach twisting. Milo shifted at her feet, nudging her hand, reminding her of the living world, yet the ache for Rowan persisted, relentless. She pressed her cheek to his hand, shivering, whispering his name, repeating fragments of erotic memory aloud: “I want you. I need you. I remember every touch. I remember every kiss. I remember the desperate, burning heat of last night and this morning…”

Minutes passed in a blend of writing, whispering, touching, and remembering. Each passage, each confession, each erotic recollection was a lifeline, a tether, a prayer. Iris traced his veins, kissed his knuckles, whispered soft erotic memories, and her body reacted involuntarily—desire and grief entwined in a coil that left her trembling.

She paused to read aloud a section describing the intimacy of their reconciliation after the argument: the desperate, rough urgency tempered by tenderness, the soft caresses, the gasps and moans that had defined their night. Her breath hitched, chest tightening, and a shiver ran along her spine. Erotic memory pressed against grief with excruciating force: she missed him, needed him, and yet could only reach across absence with touch and voice.

Milo nudged her again, and she pressed him against her side, grounding herself momentarily while she continued. She whispered: “Even in this sterile room, I remember you. Every touch, every sigh, every gasp… I feel you, Rowan. I ache for you. I’m holding you here with me in every way I can.”

Her writing became more urgent, more explicit: fragments of erotic memory interwoven with confessions of longing and devotion. “I want to feel you again, Rowan. I need the press of your body, the warmth of your hands, the taste of your lips. I ache for you. Even now, in this room, even now when you are silent, I remember every inch of you, and I whisper it all aloud.”

She read it aloud, voice trembling, pressing her lips to his wrist. Milo’s soft whines punctuated the room, grounding her as she trembled with grief and erotic memory. Her body responded involuntarily: pulse racing, chest tight, stomach twisting. Desire and longing pressed into grief, and she shivered against him, whispering fragments of erotic memory aloud: “I remember every shiver, every gasp, every desperate sigh… I ache for you… I want you here with me.”

Hours passed in this rhythm: writing, whispering, touching, reading aloud. Milo pressed closer at intervals, the monitors beeped steadily, the sterile walls enclosing them, yet Iris persisted. Each gesture, each passage, each whispered confession reinforced her presence, tethering her to Rowan across the impossible distance of unconsciousness. Erotic memory, grief, and longing intertwined into a single, raw, unrelenting force that filled the sterile room with heat, devotion, and trembling desire.

By mid-afternoon, her notebook was filled with pages of confessions, memories, erotic recollections, and tender devotion. She read aloud again, pressing her lips to his hand, murmuring fragments, shivering with desire and grief, holding Milo close, whispering, “I am here… I am here… I won’t leave… I love you… stay with me… Rowan…”

The ICU became a sacred space, suspended in time, where grief, erotic memory, longing, and devotion coalesced. Iris remained by his side, writing, whispering, touching, and remembering, tethered across absence, determined to maintain the fragile connection that might bring him back.

The quiet hum of the ICU was punctuated by the soft jingle of the door, and Iris looked up, heart tightening, as Ava entered with a tote bag slung over her shoulder. Milo’s ears perked, tail flicking nervously, as though sensing the surge of energy in the room. Ava’s presence was a small, chaotic relief: her bright smile, irreverent humor, and effortless energy injected a glimmer of life into the sterile, anxiety-laden space.

“I brought food,” Ava said cheerfully, setting the bag on the side table. “And yes, I snuck in a couple of chocolate bars because hospital salads are a crime against humanity.” Her eyes flicked to Rowan, then softened. “How’s he holding up?”

Iris swallowed, gripping Milo’s fur as he nestled against her. “Still… unconscious. They say surgery went as expected, but nothing is certain yet.” Her voice trembled, laced with the ache of worry and the physical thrum of erotic memory. She pressed her fingers to Rowan’s wrist, tracing lines she knew by heart. Milo nudged her hand, tail thumping, and she let him press close, grounding herself even as her chest tightened with desire and longing.

Ava set the bag down and crouched beside her. “You look… exhausted. Have you eaten anything?”

“I had coffee,” Iris whispered. “And Milo stole some crumbs.” Her laugh was small, brittle. She pressed her lips to Rowan’s wrist again, murmuring fragments of memory aloud: the heat of last night, the tenderness after the argument, the morning’s desperate intimacy. Erotic memory pressed against grief in her body, pulse quickening, chest tight, stomach coiling.

Ava glanced at her, eyebrows raised. “You’re… still talking to him, aren’t you?”

Iris pressed her forehead to his hand, whispering, “Always. Every moment. I can’t stop.” Milo whined softly, nudging her side, and she shivered, pressing him closer. Her body responded to memory and presence alike: the ache of longing, the tight coil of desire, the shiver of erotic recollection.

The sound of footsteps in the corridor heralded Elaine’s arrival. Rowan’s mother appeared, face tense, eyes wide, lips pressed into a thin line. Her presence carried a different weight: scrutiny, anxiety, and subtle judgment. She scanned the room quickly, noticing the notebook, the careful placement of items, the way Iris pressed herself close to Rowan, whispering and touching.

“Iris,” Elaine said, voice tight. “I brought some things for him… and for you. You should eat, rest…” Her eyes flicked to Rowan’s unmoving chest, the monitors, the lines of his unconscious body. “And I hope you understand the importance of this… of being vigilant, precise, careful.”

Iris’s chest tightened further. She pressed Milo closer, letting the dog’s warmth anchor her as she said, “I understand. I’m doing everything I can. I won’t leave him.” Her hand brushed Rowan’s forearm, lingering over familiar lines and contours. Erotic memory pressed insistently, mingling with grief—every nerve alive, trembling, aching for the presence she could not yet touch fully.

Elaine moved closer, arranging small items on the bedside table. “I just… I want to help, but I don’t know if you can do this alone. This is a heavy burden.” Her tone was gentle but insistent, adding a new layer of micro-tension. Iris’s pulse quickened, anxiety coiling tighter, even as desire for Rowan surged through her in memory.

Ava waved off the tension. “Relax, Elaine. Iris has this. She’s… dedicated.” She smiled at Iris. “Though maybe a little too much. You’ve practically set up camp here.” Milo barked softly, tail thumping, as though agreeing.

Iris pressed her lips to Rowan’s wrist again, whispering fragments of erotic memory and intimate confessions. “I remember… the shower… the bed… how we held each other… the desperate need… the warmth… the press of your body…” Her voice shook, body trembling, chest tight. Erotic memory coiled through her, pressing against grief and longing, leaving her physically reactive and emotionally raw.

Elaine’s gaze softened slightly as she watched Iris stroke Rowan’s hand. “He’s lucky,” she murmured. “You’re… devoted.” But the words carried the unspoken edge of responsibility and scrutiny—another micro-tension that pressed on Iris’s chest.

Ava leaned closer, handing her a bottle of water. “Drink something, for heaven’s sake. You can’t sustain him if you collapse yourself.”

Iris nodded, swallowing hard, taking the bottle. “I… I know,” she whispered. “I just… I can’t leave.” Her hands returned to Rowan’s wrist, tracing lines, pressing kisses, whispering fragments of intimacy, erotic memory, and devotion. Milo nudged her again, grounding her for a heartbeat, but the ache, the pulse of longing, and the physical imprint of erotic memory pressed insistently.

Minutes stretched. Iris alternated between writing in her notebook, reading aloud, tracing his lines, and whispering confessions. She narrated past intimacy, detailed erotic memories, and soft, private desires. Her body responded: shivering, pulse racing, stomach twisting. Desire intertwined with grief in a coil so tight it left her breathless at intervals, whispering his name repeatedly: “Rowan… Rowan… Rowan…”

Elaine hovered at the periphery, her expression shifting between concern, admiration, and quiet anxiety. Ava offered jokes and distraction, but Iris remained tethered, body, mind, and soul entwined with memory, longing, and devotion. Every brush of skin, every whispered word, every kiss of his hand was an assertion: I am here. I am yours. I will not leave.

The ICU became a crucible where grief, erotic memory, and devotion fused. Hours passed in ritualized care, whispered confessions, and tender touch. Milo nestled at her feet, the faint warmth of his body offering grounding, while she pressed Rowan’s hand again and again, kissed his knuckles, whispered erotic recollections aloud. Her body shivered, pulse quickened, and ache and longing coiled tight in her core.

By the time the family departed for the evening, Iris remained pressed to Rowan, murmuring confessions, tracing lines, and repeating fragments of memory and desire. Erotic memory had become her lifeline, grief her fuel, and devotion the invisible thread keeping them tethered across the fragile distance of his unconsciousness.

The hospital room had quieted for the night, fluorescent lights dimmed to a sterile glow that illuminated the monitors and the faint curve of Rowan’s unconscious body. Milo curled at her feet, tail flicking occasionally, the soft warmth of his body a small anchor in the otherwise cold, clinical space. Iris remained pressed to the side of the bed, fingers tracing the lines of his hand over and over, lips brushing knuckles and veins, whispering fragments of memory and desire. Her chest ached, pulse hammered, and her stomach twisted with longing—a combination of grief and erotic memory that left her trembling in every nerve.

She leaned closer, pressing her cheek to his wrist, inhaling the faint scent of him lingering in the hospital fabric, a reminder of the warmth, the touch, the intimacy that had been stolen by circumstance. “I can’t… I can’t stop thinking about you,” she whispered, voice trembling. “I ache for you. Every inch of you… every moment… I need you.”

Milo whined softly, nudging her hand, and she pressed him closer to her chest, letting the living presence offer grounding even as the ache inside her intensified. Her fingers traced the familiar contours of Rowan’s veins and muscles, lingering over scars she had memorized long ago. Erotic memory surged with every brush, every whisper: the press of his body against hers, the warmth of his hands, the intensity of their reconciliation, the desperate, rough intimacy after their argument.

Alone now, she allowed herself to move subtly, pressing against the edge of the cot, shifting in ways that recalled the last time she had felt him beside her. Every breath, every tremor of her body, carried the weight of longing and grief entwined. She whispered his name over and over, fragments of erotic memory flowing into the air: “Rowan… Rowan… Rowan… I remember… the shower… the bed… the heat… your hands… your lips…”

Her hands drifted lower, tracing the lines of her own body as she pressed against herself, silent and deliberate. The erotic memory of Rowan—the feel of his hands on her, the desperate intensity of their last night, the heat of the morning—fueled her need. She gasped softly, shivering as grief and desire merged, body reacting to the remembered warmth of him as if he were still physically present. Milo pressed against her legs, tail thumping softly, grounding her just enough to maintain contact with the living world while her mind floated between memory, longing, and erotic tension.

“I wish you could feel this,” she whispered, pressing her lips to Rowan’s hand. “I want you… I need you… even like this, I remember everything.” Her pulse quickened, stomach twisting, chest tightening. Erotic memory pressed relentlessly, her body alive with the ache of desire, grief, and devotion.

She rolled slightly on the cot, pressing against the fabric of his t-shirt, inhaling the faint scent that lingered like a trace of him, her fingers grazing the contours of her own skin as she pressed closer. The hospital noises—the beeping of monitors, the distant shuffle of shoes in the corridor, the soft hum of ventilation—seemed to fade into the background, replaced entirely by the visceral pulse of memory and longing.

Iris let herself whisper every secret, every erotic fantasy, aloud to him, even though he could not respond. “I want to feel you again… your hands, your lips, your body pressed against mine… the way you made me shiver, made me gasp… made me yours. I need you. I ache for you. Even now, I want you, Rowan.” Her voice trembled, breaking into soft gasps and shivering breaths as she pressed her lips to his wrist again and again, each kiss a tether, a plea, a prayer.

The minutes stretched, elastic and oppressive. Every sigh, every shiver, every tremor of her body was a testament to the intensity of her longing and grief. Erotic memory pressed insistently against her, forcing her to confront the ache of absence with every nerve alive. She traced familiar lines, pressed kisses to skin, whispered fantasies, and allowed her body to respond physically—arching slightly, shivering, pulse quickening, stomach coiling with need and despair intertwined.

Milo shifted, nudging her side, reminding her that she was not alone, but her focus remained entirely on Rowan. She whispered fragments of memory aloud: the desperate intimacy of last night, the tenderness of the morning, the roughness, the playfulness, the ache that had been threaded through every touch. Every word, every brush of her hand, every kiss on his wrist or knuckle was an assertion: I am here. I am yours. I will not leave. I remember everything. I need you.

She closed her eyes, pressing her lips against his hand, letting the memory of his touch, warmth, and passion course through her. Each breath carried longing, desire, grief, and devotion. Her fingers moved lightly over her own skin as she shivered, gasped, and trembled, pleasure and pain merging into a single, unrelenting experience. Erotic memory, grief, and longing formed a coil inside her that tightened with every whispered name, every recollection, every shiver.

Time dissolved. The ICU, sterile and cold, faded to a backdrop for her ritual: words, touch, erotic memory, and devotion. Milo nestled closer, tail flicking, providing a small, living anchor to the present, while Iris pressed herself closer to Rowan’s hand, whispering and murmuring, shivering and trembling. Every gesture was an invocation: a lifeline across the distance of unconsciousness, a defiant assertion that her love, her longing, and her erotic devotion could persist even when the man she loved could not respond.

Hours passed in this suspended rhythm. Iris alternated between writing in her notebook, whispering aloud, touching, and engaging in private erotic release, her body trembling with grief, desire, and longing. Every brush of skin, every soft murmur, every kiss and whisper reinforced the tether she had established, linking memory, erotic intensity, and emotional devotion across the gap of unconsciousness.

By nightfall, she collapsed slightly, pressing Milo closer and curling against the visitor cot. Her pulse slowly began to settle, though the ache in her chest, the coil in her stomach, and the shivers along her spine persisted. Erotic memory and grief had fused into one relentless force, tethering her to Rowan through touch, voice, and ritualized longing.

She whispered his name softly into the stillness, pressing her lips again to his hand. “I am here… I am yours… I remember… I need you… Rowan…” The words, murmured over and over, were her lifeline, sustaining both her and, she hoped, the faintest awareness of him.

The night stretched, elastic, fragile, and infinite. Her vigil continued: erotic memory, grief, longing, devotion, whispered confessions, and gentle touches—each act a bridge across absence, each shiver and breath a pulse of love, need, and hope that Rowan would awaken to find her still by his side.

The fluorescent lights dimmed slightly for the hospital night cycle, casting the ICU in a muted, sterile glow. Shadows fell across monitors, tubes, and the faint rise of Rowan’s chest beneath the blankets. Milo curled at her feet, tail flicking, ears perked, as though he sensed the surge of intensity radiating from her. Iris exhaled slowly, pressing herself into the visitor cot, Rowan’s t-shirt draped loosely over her, the faint scent of him lingering like a fragile tether.

Her fingers brushed over his hand again, tracing the familiar lines, the curves, the veins, every imperfection she had memorized. She pressed her lips to the back of his hand, lingering, whispering fragments of memory aloud: the heat of last night, the desperate intimacy after the argument, the morning’s exploratory touch. Each whisper, each brush of her lips, each shiver that ran along her spine carried a weight she could not fully articulate. Erotic memory pressed against grief, a tight coil of desire, longing, and panic that left her trembling.

Milo whimpered softly, pawing at her side, and she pressed him closer, drawing warmth from his living body as a grounding point. But the ache of Rowan’s absence remained—every line, every touch, every intimate recollection pressed into her chest and abdomen with relentless clarity. She exhaled shakily, pressing her forehead to his wrist, whispering his name over and over: “Rowan… Rowan… Rowan…”

The room had grown still, the beeping of monitors steady, the distant hum of ventilation the only sound beyond Milo’s soft breathing. Iris leaned closer, curling herself into the cot, and began to whisper confessions she had never spoken aloud: “I’ve never told you how much I needed you… how much I wanted to surrender to you… not just in passion, but completely… even in moments of fear… even now, I need you, Rowan. I need to feel you with me.”

Her fingers traced the line of his forearm again, lingering over the familiar contours, imagining the heat of his body, the press of his hands, the ache of their desperate, tender intimacy. Erotic memory surged through her body in waves: shivers along her spine, stomach twisting, chest tight, pulse racing with longing and grief intertwined. She pressed kisses lightly to his knuckles, whispering fragments of last night, fragments of the morning, fragments of moments she now feared might never be repeated.

Milo nudged her hand again, whining softly, and she pressed him closer, grounding herself as she continued her whispered confessions. “I remember… the bed… the warmth of your skin… the way you held me… the desperate intensity… the way we reconciled after the fight. I… I can still feel it, Rowan. I can still feel you…”

She allowed herself to engage with the erotic memory fully, pressing her hand over her own chest, pressing the t-shirt closer, tracing the lines of her own body as she shivered with longing. Her breath came in short, uneven gasps, tremors running along her spine, stomach coiled with desire and grief. She whispered fantasies, intimate recollections, private confessions aloud, every word a bridge, every touch a lifeline across the absence that now filled the room.

Hours seemed to stretch infinitely. She alternated between curling closer to the cot, pressing kisses to his wrist, tracing his forearm, and kneeling beside the bed, whispering fragments of erotic memory and devotion aloud. Milo pressed against her leg, tail thumping gently, reminding her that some life persisted, even as her world had been fractured by Rowan’s unconscious state.

Iris allowed herself to climax quietly in the dim light, pressing against herself while clutching his hand, shivering with grief and longing. The release was mingled with tears, pulse pounding, chest tight, stomach coiled. Erotic memory had become a form of devotion, each shiver, gasp, and trembling breath a testament to her need, her love, her refusal to relinquish connection even when he could not respond.

Afterward, she curled against the cot, Milo at her side, exhaling slowly, body still trembling with residual ache and memory. She pressed her lips once more to Rowan’s hand, whispering his name in fragments, murmuring confessions of longing and erotic memory. Each word was a prayer, each touch a ritual, a declaration: I am here. I am yours. I will not leave.

Her eyes drifted shut briefly, but dreams and memories mingled instantly: flashes of the shower, the bed, the desperate touch, the gasps, the whispered names. Erotic memory persisted even in rest, pressing against grief in ways that made her pulse quicken, stomach coil, chest ache. She exhaled shakily, pressing herself closer to Milo and Rowan’s hand, holding both as tightly as she could, tethering herself to life, to memory, to him.

The night stretched, unyielding, timeless. Every whisper, every brush of fingers, every kiss pressed to skin or fabric reinforced the lifeline she had constructed. Grief, erotic memory, longing, and devotion fused into one relentless force, keeping her tethered to Rowan across the sterile void of the ICU.

By the early hours, she allowed herself a fragile doze, curled in the t-shirt, fingers still resting along his forearm. Every muscle remained tense, every nerve alert, every heartbeat a pulse of hope and longing. Erotic memory pressed against grief, each breath a prayer, each shiver a tether.

And when she stirred again in the dim hospital light, whispering fragments of memory, confessions, and erotic recollections, Milo nudged her hand softly, tail flicking, and she whispered: “I’m here… I won’t leave… I remember… I need you… Rowan…” The words repeated into the quiet room, a fragile, unbroken tether sustaining both love and hope, grief and erotic devotion, until the long hours ahead could unfold.


Chapter 15: Rituals of Care

Morning arrived without ceremony.

There was no clear boundary between night and day in the ICU—just a subtle shift in the colour of the light, a thinning of shadows, the steady continuation of machines that did not care what hour it was. Iris woke curled on the visitor cot, Rowan’s t-shirt twisted in her hands, Milo pressed warm and solid against the backs of her knees. For a moment, in the fog between sleep and waking, she forgot where she was.

Then she heard the monitor.

The soft, regular beep cut through her like a blade wrapped in cotton, and everything came rushing back at once.

She sat up slowly, joints stiff, body heavy with exhaustion that sleep hadn’t touched. Milo lifted his head immediately, tail flicking once, checking her face. She stroked him absently, her eyes already moving to Rowan, scanning him with the practised vigilance she had developed over days that felt both endless and frighteningly brief.

Still breathing.

Still warm.

Still here.

The relief was physical, a loosening in her chest that left her breath shaky. She stood, crossed the short distance to the bed, and reached for his hand before she was even fully awake. Her fingers slid into place as though they had never left, fitting against his skin with an ease that made her throat tighten.

“Good morning,” she whispered, because she always did. Because starting the day without saying it felt like tempting fate.

She began the routine immediately. Not because anyone had asked her to, not because it was medically necessary, but because routine was the only thing holding the world together.

First the blankets.

She smoothed them carefully, adjusting the weight so it lay evenly across his legs and torso, tucking the edges just enough to keep him warm without restricting movement. Her hands moved with quiet competence now, memory taking over, her body learning the shape of care the way it once knew the shape of his body in sleep.

She adjusted the pillow next, sliding one hand beneath his neck, lifting just enough to ease the angle. Her fingers brushed the warm skin there, and the contact sent a small, involuntary shiver through her—not arousal exactly, not yet, but awareness. The shock of him. Of skin. Of warmth that still existed.

She stilled for a moment, breathing through it.

“This is okay,” she murmured to herself as much as to him. “This is just care.”

She repeated it silently as she reached for the small bag she had brought that morning. Inside were things she’d selected with meticulous thought: his aftershave, the one he wore on days he wanted to feel like himself; a soft brush; lotion recommended by the nurse to prevent dryness; a clean shirt folded carefully, not for him to wear yet, but to keep nearby.

Objects as talismans.

She placed them one by one on the side table, arranging them neatly. The order mattered. If the order was right, the day would behave.

Milo climbed halfway onto the bed, resting his head near Rowan’s thigh, eyes flicking between them. Iris smiled faintly at that, reaching down to scratch behind his ears.

“You’re on duty too,” she told him quietly.

She returned her attention to Rowan, lifting his hand again, turning it palm-up. His fingers were relaxed, heavy with unconsciousness. She studied them the way she always did—the faint scar near his thumb, the callus at the base of his palm, the shape she knew better than her own.

She dispensed a small amount of lotion and rubbed it between her hands to warm it first. That detail mattered. Cold touch felt wrong.

When she wrapped her fingers around his hand again, her movements were slow, deliberate. She worked the lotion gently into his skin, careful around the IV line, massaging just enough to keep circulation going, to prevent stiffness. It was intimate without being sexual—an act of preservation, not possession.

Still, her body reacted.

Not in hunger, not in urgency, but in memory. In the quiet ache that lived beneath everything now. Her breath deepened as she worked, the rhythm of her hands echoing motions her body remembered from other contexts, other moments. She let the sensation exist without acting on it, without shame.

“This is me taking care of you,” she whispered. “That’s all.”

She moved to his other hand, repeating the process. Her thumb brushed over his knuckles, the familiar bumps and lines grounding her. She pressed a soft kiss to the back of his hand when she was done—not because it did anything, but because not doing it felt wrong.

The nurse came in quietly while she worked, clipboard in hand. Iris barely looked up now, accustomed to being observed. She felt the weight of the nurse’s gaze anyway, cataloguing the scene: the partner who knew exactly where everything was, who touched with care, who never seemed to leave.

“You’ve got a system,” the nurse said gently.

Iris nodded once. “It helps.”

The nurse checked the monitors, made a note, adjusted a line. “He’s stable this morning.”

The word landed heavily. Stable was not hopeful, not despairing. It was a holding pattern. Iris accepted it with a tight nod.

“Thank you.”

When the nurse left, Iris exhaled slowly and continued.

She brushed Rowan’s hair next, careful strokes that smoothed it back from his forehead. She remembered mornings at home, doing this when he was half-awake, grumbling playfully, reaching for her wrist. The memory flickered through her with quiet intensity, a warmth that spread low and slow through her body.

She acknowledged it without chasing it.

Her desire had nowhere to go right now except inward. It coiled and settled, becoming something dense and patient.

“I brought your aftershave,” she told him, holding the bottle up where he could see it if seeing were possible. “I won’t put it on you yet. But it’s here.”

She set it back down carefully.

By the time she finished—hands cared for, hair brushed, blankets adjusted—the morning felt anchored. She sat back in the chair, Milo’s head resting against her ankle, Rowan’s hand still loosely in hers.

This was the shape of her life now.

Care as ritual.

Touch as devotion.

Desire folded inward, waiting.

She leaned forward, resting her forehead briefly against his knuckles, and closed her eyes.

“I’m here,” she said again. “We’ll do today together.”

And for the first time that morning, she believed it.

By mid-morning, the ICU had settled into its strange, suspended rhythm. The bustle of early rounds faded into quiet footsteps and murmured conversations beyond the door, leaving Iris alone again with Rowan and the low, constant hum of machines that now felt as familiar as breathing.

She shifted the chair closer to the bed and reached for her bag.

The book she chose today wasn’t accidental. None of them were. This one was slim, its spine creased, pages soft with use. A poetry collection Rowan had bought years ago on a whim, then insisted she read aloud to him one night when the power had gone out and they’d been forced to light candles and pretend the blackout was romantic rather than annoying.

“You said my voice made it better,” she murmured now, fingertips brushing the cover. “You said it made you feel… held.”

She opened to the marked page.

Before she began, she checked him again—hand warm, chest rising steadily—then cleared her throat quietly, as if volume mattered in a room where only she was truly listening.

Her voice came softly at first, careful, almost formal. She read the first lines without emphasis, letting the words exist on their own. They were about waiting. About time stretching. About loving someone who could not answer.

The coincidence made her breath hitch.

She paused, swallowing, then read them again, slower this time. Letting the cadence settle into her body. Letting the rhythm of the language mirror the rhythm of his breathing.

As she read, she held his hand loosely, thumb tracing slow circles over his skin. The motion was unconscious now, something her body did without instruction. Each circle was grounding, tethering her to him even as the words began to pull her elsewhere—into memory, into sensation.

She remembered reading to him in bed, his head heavy on her thigh, eyes closed, pretending to listen while clearly drifting. She remembered the way he’d always squeezed her leg at certain lines, a silent acknowledgment that something had landed.

Her voice warmed as the memory took hold.

She leaned slightly closer, letting the sound carry directly to him. “This part,” she whispered between lines, “you liked this part.”

She read it again, slower still, voice dropping, smoothing, becoming more intimate. The words themselves weren’t explicit—nothing graphic, nothing obscene—but they spoke of closeness, of bodies in proximity, of the ache of wanting and the tenderness of restraint.

Her body responded anyway.

Not sharply. Not urgently. But with a low, spreading awareness that bloomed beneath her ribs and settled deep in her stomach. Her breath lengthened. Her shoulders relaxed. The sound of her own voice began to feel like a caress, not just for him, but for herself.

She felt almost guilty for that.

Almost.

She turned the page.

The next poem was shorter. More direct. About longing that outlives circumstance. About touch remembered so vividly it feels present.

Her thumb paused in its slow circle on his hand.

“Rowan,” she said softly, not reading now, just speaking. “This one… this one always makes me think of you.”

She didn’t wait for permission.

She read it.

As the words filled the room, something in her loosened further. The language gave her cover, a way to speak intimacy without confessing outright. She let the inflections linger on certain phrases, her voice dipping, warming, shaping the words with care.

She felt it then—that familiar tightening low in her body. Not hunger exactly. Not yet. But the unmistakable echo of desire stirred by proximity, by memory, by the intimacy of being heard.

Her grip on his hand tightened slightly.

She finished the poem and let silence settle.

For a moment, she simply breathed.

Then she reached for her notebook.

“This isn’t in the book,” she said quietly, flipping to a page she’d marked earlier. “This is… mine.”

Her handwriting filled the page in looping, uneven lines. She’d written this late the night before, heart racing, body aching, Milo asleep at her feet. She’d hesitated then, wondering if it was too much. Too intimate. Too exposed.

Now, sitting here, it felt inevitable.

She began to read.

The words were addressed to Rowan directly. They spoke of mornings in bed, of the weight of his arm over her waist, of the way his voice changed when he was half-asleep. They spoke of how safe she felt in those moments—and how that safety had always carried heat beneath it, desire braided into trust.

Her voice trembled slightly as she read, but she didn’t stop.

As the passage deepened, her body reacted more openly. Her thighs pressed together. Her breath caught on certain phrases. The sound of her own voice saying his name—written, now spoken—sent a shiver along her spine.

She was acutely aware of where she was. Of the machines. Of the door.

And still, she kept reading.

Not louder. Not softer. Just… honestly.

Her thumb resumed its slow movement over his hand, tracing, circling, grounding herself in touch as her words drifted closer to confession. She described missing his hands. His scent. The way he looked at her when he wanted her but was pretending not to.

She did not describe anything that crossed a line.

She didn’t need to.

The memory alone was enough.

She finished the page and exhaled shakily, closing the notebook for a moment and pressing it to her chest. Her heart was racing now, not with panic, but with the quiet intensity of arousal that had nowhere to go.

She leaned forward, resting her forehead against his knuckles again.

“I hope you can hear me,” she whispered. “I hope… something in you remembers.”

She stayed like that for a long moment, breathing him in, breathing herself down.

When she sat back, she reached for the book again—this time not poetry, but an old email thread she’d printed weeks ago on a whim. Messages from the early days of their relationship, back when everything had felt urgent and electric and terrifying.

She read them aloud, smiling softly at certain lines, laughing quietly at others. She read his words in his voice, hers in hers. The intimacy of it—the familiarity, the shared language—warmed her all over.

Her body relaxed into the chair, heat lingering low and steady.

This, she realised, was another ritual now.

Reading not just to pass time—but to feel him. To let language stand in for touch. To let memory keep desire alive without acting on it.

She finished the last message and folded the paper carefully.

“I’ll read more later,” she promised him. “I have so much saved.”

She squeezed his hand once, gently.

Milo stirred at her feet, stretching, then settled again.

Outside, a trolley rattled past. Somewhere down the hall, someone laughed softly.

Inside the room, Iris sat quietly, her body still humming faintly from the intimacy of words spoken aloud, her devotion steady, her desire contained but alive.

Voice, she understood now, was its own form of touch.

And she wasn’t done using it.

It was afternoon by the time Iris felt steady enough for the next phase of her ritual.

The sunlight coming in through the high windows had softened, the world outside shifting quietly while inside the ICU everything stayed the same: the steady, sterile hum, the gentle beeping of Rowan’s monitors, Milo’s rhythmic breath as he dozed at the foot of the bed. Iris could have measured time now in the length of his breaths, in the gentle rise and fall of his chest, in the softness of his hand under her own.

She stood, stretching the ache from her lower back, and shook the sleep from her hands. She needed the movement, the reminder that her body still functioned even as her heart felt suspended. She took a moment to smooth her shirt, finger-comb her hair, and gather herself.

Then she reached for the lotion.

It was a small, plain bottle, bought at the nurse’s recommendation—a scentless, medical-grade emollient, not at all romantic. But she brought her own ritual to it: warming the cream between her palms, breathing deeply, remembering what it was to touch Rowan for pleasure, not necessity.

She began with his left hand, fingers spread gently in her palm. The shape of it—so familiar, so beloved—made her chest ache. There were scars here: one from a kitchen knife, one from a bike accident long ago. She traced them with her thumb, remembering the stories, the laughter, the way he’d always wanted her to kiss each wound as if to seal it, claim it, make it better.

She squeezed a little lotion onto her fingers and worked it in with slow, circular motions. She was careful not to overdo it, but she lingered, letting her hands remember what desire felt like, letting the intimacy of touch flow from her fingertips up through her arms and into her chest. The room felt warmer as she worked, her breath deepening, her mind filling with memories.

She whispered, so quietly even Milo didn’t lift his head: “You always loved this, didn’t you? The way I touched your hands. Said it made you feel owned, safe.” She smiled at the thought, letting herself recall his words, his laughter, the glint in his eyes.

With each pass, the routine took on a rhythm: squeeze, spread, rub, trace the line of his palm, press the heel of her hand into his, draw small circles on the pads of his fingers. It was a slow, careful choreography—more deliberate than any seduction, and far more fraught.

Her own body responded. Not with arousal in the usual sense, but with a fullness, a pulse of longing so dense it was nearly physical pain. She let it be. She let the ache rise, crest, settle into the low hum that now defined her days.

She finished with his hand and moved to his forearm, rolling up the hospital gown with infinite care. His skin was pale, marked by bruises from IV lines, but beneath that it was still him. Still Rowan.

She massaged lotion into his arm, from wrist to elbow, slow and thorough. With every stroke, she remembered nights spent touching him just to touch, not for sex, not for comfort, but because the act itself was its own language. She murmured memories as she worked—half stories, half confessions, all for his ears only. The nurse had told her that coma patients sometimes heard everything, and Iris chose to believe it.

“You used to say my hands were magic. I think you just liked how much I loved touching you. Still do.”

She let her thumb press a little more firmly into the crook of his elbow, working away at a knot in the muscle, just as she’d done after his long days at work. Her mind wandered to the evenings when she’d kneel between his legs, massaging his calves, his feet, his thighs, just to coax him back into his body, into hers. The heat of those memories rose up through her again, making her breath stutter.

It was that—memory, desire, devotion—that made this care ritual erotic, even if the touch itself was nothing but gentle and medical. It was the history in her hands.

As she finished his left arm and started on his right, she became aware of a new presence behind her.

Elaine.

Rowan’s mother stood in the doorway, arms folded, face drawn tight with concern and something else—discomfort, perhaps, or a kind of wary confusion. Elaine watched for a long moment before speaking.

“You’re very thorough,” she said, her tone neutral but edged with something harder.

Iris paused, hands still on Rowan’s arm, her own body bristling with defensiveness and shame. She forced herself to keep her movements slow, measured, and loving. “I want him to be comfortable. The nurses said touch is important, even if he can’t… even if he can’t respond yet.”

Elaine nodded, but her eyes lingered on Iris’s hands, on the slow, circular motion of the massage. “I suppose it is. It just… it looks very intimate.”

The air thickened. Milo, sensing the tension, lifted his head and whined quietly. Iris didn’t let go of Rowan’s hand. Instead, she glanced at Elaine and said, gently but firmly, “It is. We were—are—intimate. This is how I love him now.”

For a moment, Elaine seemed about to say more. Her lips parted, then closed. She looked at her son’s face, at the hand still cradled in Iris’s, and the lines of her face softened just a fraction.

“Thank you for caring for him,” she said at last, voice unsteady.

Iris nodded, swallowing a knot of emotion that felt both old and new. “It’s all I can do.”

Elaine hovered for a few more minutes, asking questions about the doctors’ updates, about what the staff had said. She was clearly watching, not just for Rowan’s sake, but to read Iris as well—to measure her devotion, her fitness for this impossible stewardship.

Eventually, Elaine excused herself, leaving the room quieter and somehow warmer.

Iris exhaled, hands trembling slightly now—not from the touch, but from the effort of being witnessed, of holding the line between grief and desire in front of someone else.

She returned to Rowan’s hands, massaging lotion into his fingers, tracing his veins, letting her touch say what her words could not. She pressed a kiss to his palm, a silent apology, a silent promise.

She bent low, resting her forehead against his forearm, letting the world fall away for a moment. The scent of the lotion, the warmth of his skin, the memory of laughter and gasps and whispered names—all of it pooled in her chest, hot and bright.

Her breath hitched. For a heartbeat, she let herself feel—the loss, the ache, the want, the love, the shame of being seen, the hunger to be known and touched and needed in return.

She sat like that for a long time, letting the weight of care settle in her bones. The act of touching him—of loving him through care—became a bridge, a balm, a fire. Erotic memory flickered beneath every movement, as alive as her longing, as real as her grief.

When she finally sat back, wiping her eyes, she whispered, “I hope you know how much you’re loved. I hope you can feel this, even now.”

And she knew she would do it again tomorrow, and every day after, for as long as it took—for as long as touch could tether them together, no matter how the world outside measured time, propriety, or hope.

It was a ritual now. Not just the care, not just the touch, not just the voice, but the reanimation of memory through pixels and words—through every fragment of the life she and Rowan had built together, digitised and preserved on the fragile, glowing glass of his phone.

After the hush left by Elaine’s departure, Iris let the room settle. She breathed in the antiseptic air, felt the faint residue of tension in her shoulders, and then reached for Rowan’s phone, which she’d kept plugged in at his bedside since the day of the accident. The lockscreen was a photo she’d taken: Rowan and Milo on the river path, Milo in mid-bark, Rowan grinning at the camera, sun-blind and happy. The image hit her so hard she nearly dropped the device.

She forced herself to breathe—long, deep, steady—then unlocked the phone. The passcode had never changed: their anniversary, a string of numbers she could type in the dark, half-awake, with eyes full of sleep and heart full of memory.

The first thing she did was scroll through the photos. There were hundreds—selfies, dog pictures, shots of meals half-eaten and places half-remembered, glimpses of home that felt now like evidence from a different world. She held the phone so Rowan could “see” too, turning the screen toward his face, narrating as she swiped.

“Remember this?” she murmured, letting her voice dip into a tone that was both teasing and unbearably soft. “You said you hated selfies, but you always smiled if Milo was in the frame. And here—” She paused at a picture from the previous winter: Rowan in nothing but a towel, hair wet, laughing, his arms full of Milo after a bath. “God, you were so beautiful. Still are. I wish you’d believed it more.”

She lingered on that image, recalling how they’d laughed in the bathroom that night, how he’d pulled her close with a dripping arm, how their damp bodies had slid together, awkward and hilarious and then suddenly, inevitably, heated. The memory pressed against her from the inside: her skin tightening, her mouth going dry, the ache of longing and grief blurring the edges of the world.

She pressed Rowan’s hand as she continued, scrolling, narrating memories—some mundane, some erotic, all charged now by absence and her determination to keep him alive through recollection. “This one, here—after that argument at the pub. I thought you’d never forgive me. But you did. You always did. And we made up…” She trailed off, not finishing the thought, but her fingers traced gentle circles over his wrist, her body recalling exactly how they had made up.

The next part of the ritual was the messages. She opened their old threads—long text conversations that ran for years, filled with shorthand, inside jokes, shared recipes, petty gripes, and at times, the kind of slow-burning flirtation that had once set her cheeks aflame. She began to read aloud:

“Here,” she said, half-laughing, half-sighing. “You told me you couldn’t sleep and that you wanted me to send you something to ‘think about.’ I remember what I sent. I wish I had the nerve to read that one out loud now.”

She skipped forward, choosing messages that were softer, more playful, and then, with a sudden boldness, messages that verged on the erotic. You awake? Rowan had once texted. Can’t stop thinking about you. About your mouth. About that thing you did with your hands last night. Iris read the message aloud, voice barely above a whisper. Her cheeks flushed, her thighs pressed together, the words making her ache for him all over again.

She scrolled through voice memos—short clips he’d sent while walking Milo, humming a song, reciting a joke, or just breathing into the microphone to let her know he was alive, moving through the world. She played one, the sound of his voice warm and close in the silent room: “I love you, trouble. Come home soon.”

The words wrapped around her like a blanket and a blade at once. She pressed the phone to her cheek, closing her eyes, letting his voice replay until she could almost believe he was speaking to her now, not from memory but from the other side of the bed.

Iris narrated these memories to Rowan, and to herself. She described each photo, the context, the way it felt to be held or touched or desired by him in that exact moment. Her narration shifted naturally into confession, her body responding to every detail: “I miss how you looked at me when you wanted me. I miss the way you’d tease me with a text from across the room, just to see me blush. I miss your hands, your mouth, your laugh when I did something ridiculous in bed…”

She stroked his hand while she spoke, letting her thumb wander over the veins, the backs of his fingers, the curve of his wrist. Each touch was both remembrance and invocation—calling the memory back into the room, calling Rowan back to her through the force of longing and love.

Micro-tension flickered in her: a sense of being watched, even though the staff and family had drifted away. She was keenly aware that her desire to keep him alive through memory was not entirely “appropriate” for a hospital. But the guilt only sharpened her need to continue. She could not let that voice go silent; she could not let the heat between them go cold, even if all the warmth now was in her own body.

She played another voice memo: Rowan’s laughter, low and rich. “I can’t believe you actually wore that. Remind me to thank you properly.” Iris smiled, pressed her lips to his hand, and whispered, “I hope you do. I hope you come back and make good on every promise you ever made.”

The intensity of desire built with each memory. She closed her eyes, letting the images run through her mind: Rowan’s mouth on her neck, his hands gripping her waist, the slow, building rhythm of their bodies joined in the dark. Her thighs pressed together again, her breath going shallow, her free hand drifting up to grip the edge of the blanket for steadiness.

She whispered, “Sometimes I close my eyes and I can almost feel it. The way you made me tremble. The way you held me down and made me confess everything I wanted, everything I needed. I remember every sound you made. I remember what you look like when you come.”

Her body flushed with heat, the ache of memory nearly as sharp as the ache of loss. She pressed her face to his hand, breathing in the faint scent of lotion, hospital, and something that was still just barely, impossibly, Rowan.

She stayed that way for a long time, letting the memories cycle, feeling them as much in her skin as in her heart. She imagined Rowan watching her, listening, waking—imagined him squeezing her hand, whispering her name, forgiving her for needing him so much.

At last, she returned the phone to the table, wiped her eyes, and pressed a long, gentle kiss to the back of Rowan’s hand.

“I’ll keep telling you all of it,” she whispered. “Every day, every night, until you wake up. Until you remember.”

Her body, wrung out with longing, stayed humming, alive with desire and hope. It was only memory, for now. But memory, she told herself, was a form of love—and tonight, it was all she had.

Evening fell slow and silent. The brief bustle of visiting hours faded into the hush of night, the soft shuffle of nurses changing shifts, and the low murmur of hospital radios. The world outside the window glowed with the diffuse orange of streetlights and the neon pulse of the city beyond the glass, but in the ICU everything narrowed to the close, blue-lit world of machines and memory.

Ava had said her goodbyes with a squeeze of Iris’s arm and an irreverent wink, leaving behind a care package of snacks and a “for emergencies” chocolate bar that Iris would eat before midnight. Elaine had lingered, tension coiled in her posture, but eventually she, too, had drifted away—her goodnight whispered not to Iris, but to her son’s unhearing form. After that, the only sounds were the gentle beeping of Rowan’s heart monitor and the soft, intermittent sighs of Milo as he settled himself for another night on his blanket beside the cot.

Iris waited until the last light in the hallway clicked off, until the hospital’s energy shifted from public performance to private vigil. This was the time of night when the world felt thinnest—when her grief and need could stretch to fill the entire room without being contained by someone else’s worry or judgment.

She brushed Rowan’s hair back, fingers lingering on his forehead. “It’s just us now,” she whispered. “Just you, me, and Milo. Just the three of us.” She smiled at the dog, who looked up briefly, gave her a slow blink of trust, and tucked his nose under his paw.

She checked Rowan’s monitors—out of habit, out of hope—confirming everything was as steady as it could be. Then she dimmed the bedside light, took off her shoes, and curled into the visitor cot, drawing her knees up and wrapping herself in the t-shirt she’d pilfered from Rowan’s dresser. The fabric was soft, a little faded, still faintly scented of his aftershave and the unique musk that was only his. She breathed it in, letting her body remember, letting her mind drift.

The ache was sharp now, unmitigated by duty or performance. Alone, the rituals of care became rituals of desire. She pressed her palm to the hollow of her throat, feeling the rapid pulse beneath her skin, and then let her hand wander lower, settling over her breast, her stomach, the soft line of her thigh. Every nerve was alive, every inch of skin a memory.

She closed her eyes and conjured Rowan. Not the silent, motionless form in the bed beside her, but Rowan as he’d been: laughing, urgent, gentle, hungry. She remembered the way his hands had moved across her skin—confident, curious, reverent—the way his mouth had found the softest parts of her, the way his voice had changed when he whispered her name.

She let her hand drift under the edge of his t-shirt, fingertips tracing patterns he’d once traced on her. Her breathing grew slower, deeper, as if Rowan’s hands were guiding her own, as if memory could become presence, as if devotion could conjure him back into her body.

She murmured, quietly at first, then with more confidence: “I miss you. I miss your hands. I miss your mouth. I miss the way you made me feel—wanted, worshipped, safe, wild.” Her thighs pressed together, hips rocking imperceptibly on the narrow cot, as she let herself remember every detail.

The memories sharpened: Rowan’s body in the lamplight, the way he’d hovered over her, slow and deliberate, refusing to rush, always making her beg for more. She recalled the teasing, the playful struggle for control, the breathless laughter between kisses, the gasps and confessions that had marked their nights. She remembered the argument that had ended in desperate, apologetic sex; the morning after, tangled in sheets and sunlight; the shower, water hot, mouths hotter.

Her body responded as it always had—with a slow, coiling heat that began low in her stomach and spread out to every limb, until she was trembling, hips flexing into her own hand, skin prickling with the ache of wanting and not having. She bit her lip to stay silent, mindful of the thin walls and the possibility of a nurse’s sudden entrance. But the urge was overwhelming, insistent: a rebellion against despair, a stubborn refusal to let pleasure die, even in the face of grief.

She slipped her hand lower, letting her fingers move with the rhythm Rowan had known so well. She pressed her face into his t-shirt, stifling a gasp, letting the scent, the memory, the ache carry her away. “Rowan,” she whispered, “I need you. I need you so much. Please… remember this. Remember us.”

Milo shifted, thumping his tail once, as if giving quiet permission.

Iris let the pleasure build, not rushing, not forcing, letting the ache sharpen into focus, the need become prayer. Each breath was a memory: Rowan’s mouth on her breast, his hand between her thighs, the way he’d groaned her name when she came undone for him.

She let herself remember the things she’d never dared say aloud—the fantasies they’d only just begun to explore, the nights they’d spoken their desires into the darkness, the promises made with mouths and hands and trust.

As her pleasure crested, she pressed her lips to Rowan’s wrist—his hand resting beside her on the edge of the bed, fingers relaxed, palm open. Her other hand cupped her own sex, body trembling with the force of sensation, the force of memory. She came with a silent, shaking sob, tears streaming down her cheeks, her orgasm tangled in grief, devotion, and the hope that something of him, somewhere, could feel her reaching for him across the gulf of sleep.

Afterward, she lay still, body thrumming, heart beating a wild tattoo. The tears didn’t stop. She let them fall, unashamed, grieving what she’d lost, worshipping what she still had: his hand, his scent, the memory of his voice, the stubborn pulse of desire that refused to die.

She whispered to him, voice thick, trembling: “I love you. I love you. I love you. I need you. I’m here.”

She reached for her notebook and wrote a single line: Tonight I touched myself for you, Rowan. I hope you felt it. I hope you come back to me, wanting, hungry, alive.

Milo licked her hand, and she stroked his fur, grounding herself in the tangible. Her body, wrung out and aching, curled into the shape of longing and hope.

Outside, the hospital settled into its midnight hush. Inside, Iris surrendered to the pulse of memory and the promise that pleasure—like grief, like love—could survive anything, even the waiting.

The night in the ICU was a kind of limbo: half-lit, silent, suspended. The monitors’ glow painted green and amber lines across Rowan’s face. Milo had long since curled in his usual spot at the base of the cot, breathing slow and deep, the rhythm as comforting as any lullaby.

Iris lay on her side, knees drawn up, Rowan’s t-shirt pulled tight around her, notebook balanced on her hip. Her body was wrung out—physically from release, emotionally from the endless vigilance and the waves of memory that never left her. But she could not sleep, not really. Each time her eyes drifted closed, she snapped awake again, heart hammering, panic rising until she could confirm once more: yes, he was still breathing. Still here.

She reached out, hand finding Rowan’s beneath the hospital blanket, squeezing gently. The touch was her anchor. It didn’t matter that he couldn’t squeeze back, or even twitch. What mattered was that she could still reach him—that her hand on his was a promise, renewed a thousand times each day and night.

With her free hand, she flipped open her notebook and began to write, slow and deliberate, the pen scratching in the hush. She filled a page with fragments—images, impressions, scraps of dialogue half-remembered from their life together, secret jokes, erotic promises. The entries bled together: Today I kissed your wrist until I could taste memory on my tongue. I read you that old poem, the one about patience. Milo barked at the janitor and made me laugh. I missed you so much I ached. I touched myself and I wished you would wake up and scold me for not waiting. I want you to wake up hungry for me, Rowan, I want us to start again.

She paused, pressing the back of her hand to her eyes, swallowing tears that threatened but did not quite fall. Her thighs pressed together, the aftermath of pleasure still a dull thrum in her body, grounding her in the here and now, but her mind spun with memory and hope, circling always back to Rowan.

She closed her notebook and set it aside, letting her hand drift to his again. “Do you know how much I need you?” she whispered. “Not just to love me, but to want me. To see me. I’m scared you’ll come back different, or not at all, or… that I’ll have to let go. I don’t want to let go.”

She pressed her lips to the back of his hand, lingering, letting the moment stretch until her own breath calmed. Outside, a siren wailed and faded. The hospital was otherwise silent, the whole world narrowed to the small oasis of light around Rowan’s bed.

Iris let herself drift. She alternated between wakefulness and shallow dreams, images flickering behind her eyes: Rowan smiling, teasing, hands tangled in her hair, mouth warm on her shoulder. She dreamed of waking to find him watching her, his eyes bright and wicked, his body alive with hunger. She dreamed of his fingers tracing patterns on her skin, of the soft, wordless sounds of night, of Milo leaping on the bed and tangling them all in a heap of laughter and fur.

Each time she woke, the pain of absence cut through her—sharper than any physical wound. But then she remembered her rituals. She reached for Rowan’s hand, pressed it to her cheek, whispered, “I’m here. I won’t let you go. Not tonight, not ever.”

The nurses came in and out, quiet as ghosts. One paused, squeezed her shoulder gently, and left a glass of water by the cot. No one asked her to move. They had learned by now: Iris was not leaving. She was as much a fixture as the monitors, as essential to the room as oxygen.

After a while, she propped herself up, letting her hand roam lightly over her own body, not for release but for comfort, remembering Rowan’s touch, imagining his voice. She let her fingers rest against her throat, her collarbone, the dip of her waist—places he’d lingered, places he’d claimed. Her breath deepened, her body humming with the ache of memory and anticipation.

She whispered to him, low and fierce, “If you come back to me, Rowan, I’ll never take you for granted. I’ll tell you every fantasy, I’ll let you see every corner of my hunger. I’ll never let a single day pass without reminding you what you mean to me. To us.” She glanced at Milo, who thumped his tail, as if confirming his agreement.

The night wore on. Iris dozed, woke, wrote, whispered, cried softly, laughed at nothing, pressed herself to Rowan’s hand, let memory become a second skin. She moved between hope and despair, desire and exhaustion, fear and gratitude, a pendulum swinging without rest.

In the dark, just before dawn, she wrote one last note in her journal: You are the reason I wake up. The reason I stay. The reason I still believe in tomorrow. If you can hear me, come back. If you can feel me, come home.

She folded herself around Milo, eyes fixed on Rowan, the lines of his face bathed in the faintest suggestion of morning. Grief pulsed through her, but so did love, and so did the slow, stubborn ember of desire.

She would be here again tomorrow. She would love him, want him, wait for him, as long as it took.

And when the monitors ticked a little louder, or Rowan’s finger twitched—just once, just enough to make her heart lurch—she allowed herself to hope.

Tomorrow, she would begin again.


Chapter 16: Memory & Need

There was no more morning or night in the ICU. No neat division between days—just the slow, tidal drift of fluorescent light overhead and the unending pulse of machinery tracking a life on hold. Iris had lost the count of how many sunrises she’d watched from this side of the city, but each one seemed to arrive with less meaning than the last. She felt herself dissolving into the hours: shift changes, coffee in paper cups, the ritual of Rowan’s care, and the endless, weightless ache that lived in her chest.

Some days she woke on the visitor cot to find Milo curled at her feet, his body warm, his loyalty absolute. Sometimes he was at Rowan’s side, nose pressed to the sheets as if willing breath back into his master’s chest. She envied Milo’s simplicity—the way the dog’s devotion never fractured, never tangled itself in guilt, or hope, or the dark, bodily hunger that haunted Iris’s own sleep.

The world beyond the hospital had thinned to a blur. She no longer answered most texts; her phone buzzed with Ava’s gentle reminders—eat something, please, take a break, just for an hour, I love you, you stubborn girl—but Iris only replied with single words, sometimes emojis, and sometimes nothing at all. John sent short, stilted check-ins. Elaine dropped by with sandwiches and awkward comfort, her anxiety a constant, ghostly presence at the edge of the room. All of it faded, muffled, as if she lived underwater.

Her real world was the ICU, Rowan’s bed, Milo’s heart-shaped nose, and the notebook she now carried everywhere. It was her lifeline—a paper companion to the rituals she could not live without. Each morning began the same: open to a fresh page, jot down the date (or what she guessed was the date), then record Rowan’s status in precise, clinical detail. Heart rate steady. Skin warm. Pupils reactive, sometimes. No movement overnight. Breathing shallow, regular. She recorded each change as if it were a victory, no matter how small.

But what filled most of the notebook were not clinical notes. They were letters—pages upon pages addressed to Rowan, some practical, some pleading, some fevered confessions. She wrote everything: memories of trips they’d never taken, fantasies she’d never shared, apologies for past arguments, and, most often, a catalog of her hunger.

I want you, Rowan. I want you in a way that is not just longing but physical pain. I want your mouth, your hands, your weight on me. I want you to wake up angry with need, to claim me, to remind me how real I am. I want to taste sweat and hear you say my name with your mouth pressed against my ear. I want everything we haven’t done yet. I want it all.

Sometimes, writing was not enough. Memory pressed into her with the force of a body; she’d sit at the side of the bed, fingers tangled in Rowan’s, letting scenes replay so vividly she almost wept. She saw them in the kitchen, flour everywhere, Rowan’s laughter echoing as he pinned her to the counter, fingers dusting her jaw before his mouth found hers. She felt him in the dark, the slow drift from teasing to hunger, the way his hand settled at her waist before sliding under her shirt, deliberate and claiming.

She let her hand curl around his, tracing his lifeline with her thumb, remembering the shiver that always ran through her when he did the same to her—fingers brushing her palm, a secret code, a promise. The memory was so acute she swore her own body responded: nipples tightening under her shirt, pulse leaping at her throat, warmth spreading low in her belly. The absence was agony, but the memory was almost enough to make her gasp aloud.

Sometimes she whispered the memories into the hush, voice low and trembling. “Do you remember, love, the first time you undressed me in the kitchen? The way you wouldn’t stop until I begged? The way you grinned at me, so sure I’d be shy, and then I pulled you down on the tiles? I ache for you, Rowan. I ache in ways I can’t write down anymore. I need you to come back and remind me who I am.”

Time stretched. Days bled into each other. She moved through routines—adjusting Rowan’s pillow, brushing his hair, massaging lotion into his hands—her body always remembering the ghost of his touch. The erotic ache never left her. Sometimes she had to step away, lock herself in the family bathroom, and press her hand over her mouth, shaking with need, grief, and the unbearable longing to be claimed, filled, seen.

When the longing became too much to hold, she wrote about it, filling page after page with detailed recollections, some real, some half-invented, all so raw they left her flushed and trembling. I want to hear you say you need me. I want to feel your tongue, your teeth, your fingers buried in me. I want to be marked. I want you to take everything. I want to give it.

She sometimes read the passages aloud, voice a trembling caress, a desperate invocation, as if words alone could conjure Rowan back from the dark. She saw the nurses exchange glances, but no one stopped her. Nurse Lottie, the gentle one with quick hands and kind eyes, sometimes paused by the door and squeezed her shoulder in silent support. “You do what you need to,” she’d murmur. “He’s still here, because you are.”

Iris’s body learned new forms of endurance. Sleep came only in brief, shuddering fragments, hunger dulled to an afterthought, pleasure became not just memory but a survival instinct—a refusal to surrender the part of herself that Rowan had always claimed as his. Sometimes, in the thick of night, she let her own hand drift beneath the covers, needing release as much as breath. The orgasm that followed was always tinged with grief, but also with hope—a plea sent out into the dark, a reminder to them both that need could outlast even this.

Days without end, longing without relief. But she did not stop. She would not. Each act of memory, each pulse of pleasure, each line written in her journal was an act of faith—faith in Rowan, in her body, in the possibility that love and hunger could bridge the space between worlds.

Come back to me, Rowan. I’m here. I’m waiting. I’m yours, always.

And as the sun faded and the monitors blinked on in the blue-lit dark, Iris pressed her lips to Rowan’s hand, let herself ache for him, and began to write another letter—a ritual, a prayer, a promise she would keep until the world started moving again.

Sleep was an unreliable visitor in the ICU, coming on only when Iris’s exhaustion finally toppled her into darkness, and even then, it was a fractured thing—shallow, easily broken by the beep of a monitor, the footfall of a nurse, Milo’s soft whine in the night. But tonight, perhaps because she had spent so much of the day on the edge of tears and pleasure, sleep caught her more quickly, pulling her down like a tide she could not resist.

She lay curled in Rowan’s t-shirt, Milo a warm line at the backs of her knees, and let the world dissolve. For a moment, she felt herself drifting, untethered, senses fading at the edges—just the steady rise and fall of Rowan’s breathing, the slow tick of the monitors, the faint perfume of his aftershave still clinging to the fabric at her throat.

And then she was dreaming.

She knew it was a dream immediately, but she did not want to wake. In the dream, she was not in the hospital. She was at home—no, not just home, but their home as it had always existed in her heart: suffused with sunlight, walls gleaming, Rowan’s laughter echoing from the kitchen. She moved through rooms filled with artifacts of their life together: books stacked haphazardly, Milo’s bed under the window, the yellow mug Rowan claimed as his own.

But most vivid, most urgent, was Rowan himself. He stood in the doorway, watching her with a hunger she had not seen in months. In the dream, he was both the man she’d fallen in love with and the man she had grown to crave—hair rumpled, eyes dark, mouth curled in that knowing half-smile that promised heat, mischief, and care.

“I missed you,” she breathed, the words slipping out with the same intensity as her waking letters.

Rowan stepped forward, taking her face in his hands. His touch was solid, electric. She gasped, shivering, as he traced his thumbs along her jaw, then ran his fingers into her hair. “I’ve missed you too,” he murmured. “Every minute, every night, every inch of you.”

She pressed herself into him—needing his weight, his heat, the reality of his body against hers. In the dream, everything was heightened: the scent of his skin, the rasp of his stubble, the slide of his palms down her arms and over her hips. She was bare for him in a way she never managed when awake, her need open, urgent, wild.

Rowan’s lips found hers with a hunger that was both gentle and consuming, coaxing her mouth open, tasting her as if for the first time. His hands moved over her, possessive and reverent, exploring every curve, every scar, every secret. She moaned into him, clinging to his shoulders, letting herself be held and handled, letting herself surrender to the dream’s fever.

He pressed her to the wall, mouth hot on her neck, hands sliding under her shirt, thumbs teasing her nipples until she arched into his touch, sobbing with relief and want. “I need you,” she gasped. “Please, Rowan, I need all of you.”

“In every way?” he teased, breath warm against her ear. “Even the ways you never dared to say out loud?”

She nodded, desperate, aching. “Every way. Everything. I want you to take me—use me—keep me.”

He pulled her into the bedroom—no, it was not their bedroom, not exactly, but some imagined place, vast and shadowed, the sheets cool and smooth against her skin. He laid her down and stripped her with patient, hungry hands, kissing every inch as he exposed it, worshipping the planes of her stomach, the softness of her thighs, the arch of her foot.

His mouth found her breast, and she gasped again, feeling the heat pool between her legs, need blooming so fiercely she thought she might sob. Rowan was relentless in the dream, teasing her with lips and tongue, coaxing her to confess every desire, every fantasy. She did not hesitate. She whispered them all: being bound, being claimed, being used—begging him to leave his mark, to remind her she was his.

He tied her wrists with a silk scarf, his eyes never leaving hers. “Is this what you want?” he whispered, voice low and rough.

“Yes. Please. Please, Rowan…”

He pushed her thighs apart, knelt between them, and licked her slowly, deliberately, holding her open and steady, making her feel every flick, every swirl, every inhale of his breath against her. She bucked, writhed, pleaded, and he only smiled, taking his time, watching her unravel for him.

When she was close, he stopped, sliding up her body to kiss her, his cock hard and hot against her thigh. “Not yet,” he murmured. “You’ll come when I say. You’ll come for me, because I need to see you lose yourself. I need to know you’re still mine.”

She nodded, breathless, desperate. “Anything. Everything. Just don’t leave me.”

He slid inside her then, slow and deep, filling her in a way that felt both familiar and astonishing. She gasped, body arching, every nerve alive. They moved together, slow at first, then urgent, Rowan’s hands braced on either side of her head, his mouth on her ear, his breath painting her with promises.

He spoke to her—words she’d always needed to hear, words that blurred the line between love and hunger, between safety and surrender. You’re mine. You’re safe. You’re wanted. I’ll never let you go. His rhythm built, and she rose to meet him, eyes locked, bodies slick and straining. She sobbed his name, begged for release, promised anything if he would just let her come.

When he finally gave permission, she shattered—pleasure roaring through her, tears streaming down her cheeks, her body wild in his hands. He followed, crying out her name, collapsing on top of her, breath mingling, sweat slick, hearts pounding together.

They lay tangled in the aftermath, Rowan’s fingers tracing her spine, her face buried in his neck. “You’re real,” she whispered. “You’re here. I can feel you.”

He laughed, soft and tender. “I’ll always be here. Even when you think you’ve lost me. Even when you can’t see me, can’t touch me—I’m yours, Iris. I always will be.”

The dream began to unravel then, colours fading at the edges. She clung to him, frantic. “Don’t go. Please, Rowan, don’t go…”

She woke abruptly—disoriented, heart pounding, thighs damp, pulse racing, grief slicing through her like a knife. The hospital room was cold and blue and empty. Rowan lay as he always did: silent, still, breathing in careful, measured intervals.

Milo nosed her hand, whining softly. Iris pressed her palm to her chest, willing her heart to slow, the heat of the dream to linger, even as tears stung her eyes.

“I miss you,” she whispered, voice cracked with longing. “I need you. Please come back.”

Her body ached with the memory of pleasure, her sex still throbbing with phantom sensation, her skin tingling with the ghost of Rowan’s hands. She curled around herself, grief and desire colliding, letting the tears come as she pressed her lips to his hand, to Milo’s fur, to the page of her journal.

Dream or memory, it didn’t matter. The need was real. The love was real. The hope was real. Even in the waiting, even in the darkness, she would keep reaching for him—through sleep, through longing, through every beat of her heart until the day he answered.

Daylight bled slowly into the ICU, a thin grey radiance leaking through the blinds and painting the linoleum floor in harsh, indifferent stripes. Iris surfaced from dream to waking in a tumble of sensation—her pulse rapid, breath shallow, skin hot with lingering need and the acute, stabbing ache of absence. Her thighs pressed together as if holding the memory of Rowan between them. For a moment, she let herself believe he was there, his body warm and solid beside her, arm heavy across her hip, his scent wound into the fabric of his t-shirt and the tangled blanket.

But the world did not change. Rowan was silent and still. Milo sat upright at the edge of the cot, watching her with soft, dark eyes as if he understood everything. Iris pressed her palm to the dog’s head, breathing out a trembling sigh, the aftershocks of the dream still humming through her like a fever.

She closed her eyes and let the fragments come back: Rowan’s voice, hungry and tender, his hands strong, the ache of being opened for him, the pulse of pleasure she’d felt, the shattering permission he’d given her—Come for me. You’re mine. Her body tensed with the memory, her nipples tightening, her clit throbbing in time with her heart. She shivered, not with cold, but with the echo of her need.

Her cheeks flushed. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt this alive and this lonely at once.

Iris rolled to sit at the edge of the cot, drawing Rowan’s t-shirt tight around her shoulders, anchoring herself in its faint scent. The room was quiet; the ICU had not yet begun its usual daytime commotion. She could hear a nurse’s voice somewhere down the hall, the muted scrape of a cleaning cart, but otherwise, it was just her, Rowan, and Milo—a small, closed universe suspended between hope and despair.

She reached for Rowan’s hand, weaving her fingers through his, letting her thumb rest in his palm. She bent close, lips almost brushing his ear, and began to speak.

It started as a whisper, shy and hoarse: “You visited me last night, Rowan. In my dreams. You took me apart with your hands, your mouth, your voice. I could feel everything. I woke up aching for you—aching in places I haven’t let myself remember in days. You made me beg. You made me yours.”

She flushed deeper, the words sparking arousal and shame in equal measure. But there was no one to hear, except perhaps the unconscious man in the bed and the small, loyal dog at her feet.

She pressed on, voice gaining strength, desire burning brighter. “I want you, Rowan. I want you right now. I want your hands on my body, your mouth on my skin, your cock inside me—hard, relentless, loving. I want you to tie me up like you did in the dream, to make me say everything, to make me promise I’ll never let you go. I want to be yours again. I want you to wake up wanting me. I want you to take me like you never have before.”

Her hand shook as she spoke, desire and grief knotting her stomach, heat spreading between her thighs. She realized her words had risen to a normal speaking volume—perhaps loud enough for someone in the hallway to hear. For a flicker of a second, she worried, but then the worry dissolved. If someone listened, let them. If the world wanted to judge her, let it try.

Iris pressed her lips to Rowan’s ear, let her tongue trace the shell, then whispered, “If you come back to me, I’ll do anything. Anything you want. I’ll kneel for you, beg for you, let you have me in every way. I want to feel you take control, Rowan. I want to give up everything. Just wake up. Come back to me.”

She nuzzled his jaw, her free hand moving down to his chest, feeling the steady, mechanical rise and fall beneath the thin hospital gown. She stroked him there, letting her touch be gentle, devotional, her body remembering every way he’d touched her—soft and rough, slow and wild, always with that underlying current of claim and care.

The door creaked. Iris stiffened, but it was only Lottie, the nurse with the warm eyes, pausing at the threshold. She smiled, a flicker of understanding in her gaze. “Let him hear you,” she whispered. “Don’t hold back, Iris. Tell him everything.”

Iris blinked, surprised, her cheeks flushing further. But gratitude bubbled up too. She pressed her forehead to Rowan’s hand and continued, softer now but unbroken. “I need you. I need your strength, your hunger, your love. I want to come for you—over and over—until I forget everything but your name. I want you to wake up wanting me so much you can’t stand it.”

She squeezed his hand, the words now flowing like a confession, an incantation. “I touch myself for you, Rowan. I do it here, in the bathroom, in the cot, in my dreams. I come thinking of you—your mouth, your hands, your voice, your cock. I want you so much I can hardly breathe.”

Desperation rose in her, nearly choking. She stood abruptly, glanced once at Milo (who had curled up again, content), and slipped out of the room, heart pounding.

The family bathroom was just down the hall—small, private, clean. She locked the door, braced her palms on the sink, and stared at her reflection: hair mussed, eyes wild, lips parted, skin flushed. She looked like someone caught between worlds—half-woman, half-wraith, body aching for what only memory could provide.

She let her hand drift beneath the t-shirt, tracing the line of her breast, her belly, the inside of her thigh. She thought of Rowan’s hands, Rowan’s mouth, Rowan’s voice. She thought of the dream—his command, his tenderness, the way he’d said You’re mine and made it true.

She pressed her fingers between her legs, hot and slick with need, and began to move with practiced urgency. She leaned her forehead against the cool tile, breath fogging the mirror. Every stroke was a memory: Rowan’s tongue, Rowan’s teeth, Rowan’s cock pushing into her, stretching her, filling her. She bit her lip to keep from crying out, but tears came anyway—tears of pleasure, grief, and relentless hope.

She came quickly, shuddering, her orgasm washing through her like relief and punishment all at once. She gasped Rowan’s name, let herself sag against the wall, heart pounding, thighs trembling, her body momentarily lightened by release.

She cleaned up quietly, hands shaking, tears still hot on her cheeks. She stared at herself in the mirror and whispered, “I need you. I love you. Please come back.”

When she returned to the room, Lottie met her eyes and squeezed her shoulder. No words passed between them—just understanding, just permission.

Iris knelt at Rowan’s bedside, pressed her lips to his hand, and whispered all her confessions anew—her fantasies, her need, her hope. She let the sound of her voice carry love and lust and longing, let the air thicken with all that was missing, all that might still return.

Daylight glimmered through the window. The monitors ticked on. Iris began her vigil again, body wrung out but alive, love and need intertwined, her rituals of pleasure and confession now the only thread tying her to the world.

By late afternoon, the hospital had returned to its steady hum.

The earlier intensity—the bathroom, the whispered confessions, the raw edge of need—had settled into something quieter but no less powerful. Iris sat in her usual chair beside Rowan’s bed, notebook open across her knees, pen hovering as if the page itself might recoil from what she was about to write.

She had stopped pretending these entries were casual updates.

They were no longer daily summaries. They were offerings.

She pressed the pen to paper.

Rowan,

Today I told you things I’ve never said out loud before. Maybe I was brave. Maybe I’m losing my mind. Maybe it’s the same thing.

Her handwriting was uneven, slanted by emotion.

I need you in ways that feel almost embarrassing to admit. Not just love. Not just comfort. I need your hunger. I need your weight on me. I need the way you look at me when you’re trying to decide whether to be gentle or cruel. I need your voice in my ear telling me what to do with my own body.

She paused, swallowing.

Even writing it made her thighs press together.

She glanced at Rowan—still, quiet, chest rising and falling beneath the hospital gown. The ache was constant now. Not just grief, not just fear. But desire suspended in air, unable to land anywhere except inside her.

She wrote again.

You used to say I was shy. That I held back. That I thought too much. I think you were right. I think I was always a little afraid of how much I wanted you. Afraid of how much I liked being taken apart by you.

Her pulse quickened.

She leaned forward slightly, voice dropping as she read the lines back to him, just above a whisper.

“You liked when I begged,” she murmured softly. “You liked when I lost control. I pretended I didn’t. I pretended I was just humoring you. But I wasn’t. I loved it.”

The confession vibrated through her.

Her body responded the way it always did when she let the truth surface—heat blooming under her skin, breath catching in her throat. She shifted in the chair, crossing her legs tighter, the friction subtle but deliberate.

She turned the page.

If you wake up, she wrote, slower now, more deliberate, I won’t hold back anymore. I’ll tell you everything. Every fantasy. Every time I wanted you to push me harder. Every time I wanted you to tie my wrists and make me promise I’d stay. I’ll tell you how much I liked giving up control. How much I liked being yours.

Her hand trembled slightly.

The erotic charge wasn’t just in the words—it was in the permission. The stripping away of restraint. The way the page absorbed everything without judgment.

She let her free hand drift to her collarbone, tracing downward absentmindedly as she read her own words aloud again, softer.

“I liked being yours.”

She closed her eyes.

Memory layered over sensation. Rowan’s mouth at her throat. His hand pinning her wrists gently above her head. The way he’d look at her—steady, intense, waiting for her to ask for more.

She inhaled sharply.

Her pen scratched again.

Last night I dreamed you tied my wrists with silk. You asked me if I wanted it. I said yes. I said yes without thinking. When I woke up, my body was still shaking. I’ve never felt that alive in my sleep before.

Her legs shifted again.

The chair creaked faintly.

She glanced toward the door—closed. Quiet.

The hospital psychologist had stopped by earlier that day. Soft voice. Concerned eyes. Gentle suggestion of a support group.

“You’re isolating yourself,” the woman had said carefully. “It might help to talk to others going through similar experiences.”

Iris had smiled politely.

What she had not said was this:

This was how she survived.

Not platitudes. Not shared grief circles.

This—ink, confession, memory, desire—was the only thing keeping her from dissolving entirely.

She wrote faster now.

They think I’m withdrawing. They think I’m not coping. But this is coping. Writing you like this. Wanting you like this. Keeping our sex alive in my body. It reminds me we were real. That I’m still real. That I’m still a woman who feels, who aches, who needs.

Her breath grew heavier.

She slid one hand down her stomach, over the soft fabric of Rowan’s t-shirt, stopping just above her hips. Not quite touching herself. Just hovering. Letting anticipation build.

She read again, voice barely audible.

“I’m still yours.”

The words made her shiver.

She didn’t need to imagine explicit detail to feel it. The emotional dynamic alone—the surrender, the belonging, the permission—was enough to make her pulse throb between her thighs.

Her fingers dipped lower.

Slowly.

Not rushed. Not frantic like earlier in the bathroom.

This was deliberate. Ritualistic.

She let her palm rest over herself, applying gentle pressure through the thin fabric of her underwear. The contact sent a warm wave through her body. Her head tipped back slightly.

She kept writing with her other hand.

If you come back to me, I’ll kneel for you without embarrassment. I’ll let you see how much I want you. I won’t pretend to be composed. I won’t hide the way my body opens for you.

Her hips moved subtly under her palm.

The sensation was slow-building, controlled. A low, steady heat rather than a desperate spike.

She wasn’t chasing climax yet.

She was cultivating devotion.

She imagined Rowan reading these words someday. Imagined him blushing. Smirking. Teasing her for how filthy she’d become while he slept.

The thought made her smile.

“I’m becoming honest,” she whispered toward him. “That’s what this is.”

Her fingers slipped beneath the waistband of her underwear.

Her breath hitched.

The touch was gentle at first—just resting there, feeling warmth, reminding herself she was alive. She let her eyes close again, conjuring Rowan’s voice. Not the dream version. The real one. The low murmur he used when he wanted her to confess.

“Tell me what you want,” he would say.

Her hips rolled slowly into her hand.

“I want you to wake up and make me beg,” she whispered.

The words alone nearly undid her.

She moved her fingers with slow intention now, circling lightly, letting sensation spread outward through her thighs, her stomach, her chest. Her nipples tightened under the t-shirt. Her breath deepened.

She kept her other hand anchored in Rowan’s.

That mattered.

It wasn’t about replacing him.

It was about carrying the connection through her own body.

Her writing slowed, then stopped entirely as pleasure began to crest more insistently. She didn’t fight it. She didn’t rush it.

This wasn’t frantic survival.

This was worship.

She pictured Rowan’s face when she would finally admit all this to him. The mixture of pride and heat. The way he’d say her name like a promise.

Her orgasm built gradually—deep, steady, full-bodied.

When it came, it wasn’t explosive. It was consuming. A slow, trembling release that made her clutch his hand tighter, gasp his name under her breath, and arch slightly in the chair.

Tears slid down her temples.

Not from shame.

From intensity.

From love.

When it faded, she remained still for a long moment, breathing hard, fingers slowly withdrawing, body humming with aftershocks.

She leaned forward, pressing her forehead to the mattress near Rowan’s arm.

“I’m keeping this alive,” she whispered. “For us.”

She picked up the pen again.

Tonight I came thinking of you reading this. Thinking of you waking up and smiling that infuriating smile and saying, “So that’s what you’ve been doing while I was gone.”

Her handwriting steadied.

I’m not ashamed anymore. I’m yours. And I’m not letting that die.

She closed the notebook gently.

The room felt different afterward.

Quieter.

Grounded.

Her sexuality no longer felt like a betrayal of his unconscious body.

It felt like a lighthouse.

A stubborn, bright signal in the dark.

She squeezed his hand once more.

“Come back to me,” she said softly. “There’s so much more I want to tell you.”

Night in the hospital had its own peculiar silence. The overhead lights dimmed, shadows gathering in the corners. Machines blinked quietly, their sounds subdued beneath the gravity of unspoken prayers and waiting. Iris sat in her chair, Milo curled at her feet, Rowan’s hand cradled in hers. Every cell in her body throbbed with fatigue, but she could not bring herself to rest. The energy that had carried her through the day—writing, touching, remembering—now condensed into something sharper, more urgent.

She listened for the sounds that meant she was alone: the last rounds of the nurses, the muffled conversation at the main desk, the hum of the janitor’s vacuum two wings away. When she was sure the world had gone quiet, Iris leaned forward, closer to Rowan’s ear, her heart hammering with a thrill that was part fear, part hunger, part desperate hope.

She let her voice drop, barely more than breath. “I need to tell you something,” she whispered, her words trembling in the space between them. “Not just how much I love you, not just how much I miss you…but what I want. What I crave. What I dream of, even now.”

Her hand trembled as she stroked his jaw, thumb brushing the faint stubble that always seemed to linger, even in sleep. “If you wake up—when you wake up—I want you to take me. I want you to pin my wrists and make me beg. I want you to tell me I’m yours and remind me of every promise I made. I want to be used, Rowan. I want to surrender. I want you to claim me—body and soul. No more hiding. No more pretending I don’t need it.”

The confessions tumbled out now, unfiltered, her breath ghosting over his skin, her words seeping into his unconscious. “I want to kneel for you. I want to say ‘please’ and mean it. I want you to say ‘good girl’ in that voice, the one that makes me ache for you for hours. I want you to tie me up, keep me where you want me, take everything. I want to wake up with your marks on my body—reminders that I’m loved and owned.”

Her thighs pressed together beneath Rowan’s t-shirt, the heat of arousal mixing with the ache of loss. She let her hand drift over her own chest, breath catching, letting her body feel everything—every ounce of want, every scrap of memory and hope.

She slid her hand under the hospital blanket, touching herself through her underwear, slow and secret, breath shaking. “I want you to watch me touch myself, Rowan. I want you to tell me what you want. I want to be your fantasy, your possession. I want to give you everything. But most of all…I want you to come back and make it real.”

Tears slipped down her cheeks as pleasure bloomed, her body shivering with the effort to stay quiet, to keep her longing contained. She pressed her face into Rowan’s pillow, stifling the soft whimpers that rose from her throat as her fingers moved in slow, desperate circles. Each breath, each gasp, was Rowan’s name—a prayer, a plea, a promise.

She remembered every detail: his hands on her hips, his teeth on her shoulder, the way he’d whisper mine when she trembled for him. Her orgasm built slowly, a tidal surge of sensation that made her whole body tighten and then release, pleasure and grief braided together until she sobbed his name against the mattress, heart pounding, tears hot on her face.

And as the tremors faded, she realized she was not alone.

Standing in the doorway, barely illuminated by the hallway’s safety light, was Elaine.

For a moment, time froze. Iris’s heart stuttered, breath caught in her throat, shame rising like a wave. She expected words—reproach, horror, some accusation of indecency. Instead, Elaine just stood there, hands clutched to her chest, eyes wide not with disgust but with something like sorrow, or perhaps recognition.

Neither of them spoke. Elaine’s lips parted as if to say something, but she simply shook her head, and after a long, aching pause, she slipped away, the door closing softly behind her.

Iris lay frozen, the afterglow of pleasure mingling with humiliation, panic, and a strange, stubborn relief. She pressed Rowan’s hand to her heart, whispering, “I’m sorry. I’m not ashamed of wanting you. I can’t be. It’s all I have left.”

Milo lifted his head, whined quietly, then tucked himself back to sleep. Iris let her breathing slow, her hand still tangled in Rowan’s, her body still trembling. She thought about what Elaine must have seen, what she might think—about love that had not died with Rowan’s voice or touch, about need that was not silenced by absence.

She rolled onto her side, eyes burning with tears, and pressed her mouth to Rowan’s knuckles. “If you come back, I’ll never hide from you again. I’ll give you everything I am. All the dark, hungry parts. You can have them all. Just come back. Please.”

She pulled the hospital blanket around herself, Milo pressed to her belly, Rowan’s hand cradled at her cheek, and let exhaustion drag her toward sleep. Her last thought before she drifted off was of Rowan’s voice, whispering that he wanted her, that she belonged, that he’d find his way back through the dark to claim her again.

In the stillness, the machines ticked on, oblivious. Iris’s body hummed with spent longing, her confession hanging in the air, both a risk and an offering. Tomorrow, she knew, she’d have to face Elaine’s eyes and the weight of what had been revealed. But tonight, she clung to ritual and memory and the stubborn, primal hope that longing alone could be a beacon—one strong enough to guide Rowan home.

The hospital never truly slept. Even in the deepest hour of night, when corridors fell still and the world shrank to the circle of pale light at Rowan’s bedside, the ICU was alive with the subtle pulse of hope and dread. Iris drifted in and out of sleep, her body curled around Milo, the t-shirt she’d stolen from Rowan clinging to her skin, his hand resting atop the blanket where her own fingers could tangle with his in the dark.

The rituals of care and longing had become her anchor, the only thing that kept her sane as days blurred together and the calendar on her phone lost all meaning. In the hush before dawn, she lay awake, her eyes tracing the familiar contours of Rowan’s face, each detail sharpened by longing and softened by memory: the faint dimple in his chin, the curve of his mouth, the lashes casting small shadows on his cheeks. Sometimes, she imagined she saw his brow twitch, his lips part, a movement so subtle she wondered if she’d dreamed it.

Her need for him—physical, emotional, primal—had not faded with time. If anything, it grew sharper, more insistent. Grief was still present, but it had learned to live alongside desire. The ache in her body was not just the ache of loss; it was the ache of a woman who refused to relinquish her pleasure, her erotic selfhood, even to the cold decree of tragedy.

She pressed her lips to Rowan’s hand, slow and reverent, letting the memory of his mouth on hers surface with such clarity she nearly wept. “I miss you,” she whispered, voice husky from sleep and unshed tears. “I miss your hands. I miss the way you looked at me when you wanted me. I’m still here. Still yours. Still wanting. I won’t let go, Rowan. I won’t let go.”

As the night wore on, she reached for her journal, lighting her phone screen just enough to see. She wrote by touch, the words pouring out of her in a rush, confessional and raw:

I ache for you every hour. I touch myself and hope you feel it—hope that my pleasure is a thread you can follow back. I want you to come back to me needing, hungry, as desperate as I am. If longing can build a bridge, I will lie here every night and build it with my own body, my own voice, my own love.

She paused, her hand resting over her heart, feeling the thud of it—steady, stubborn, alive. She remembered something Nurse Lottie had said earlier, as she’d checked Rowan’s lines and smiled with gentle understanding: “Whatever you’re feeling, let it in. Love is messy. But it keeps us moving.” The words had lingered with Iris, echoing through her as she traced Rowan’s lifeline with her thumb.

Her rituals deepened as the hours dragged by. Sometimes she spoke to him, confessing everything—her fantasies, her fears, the small humiliations of hospital life, the ache of loneliness that lived inside her bones. Sometimes she sang softly, half-lullaby, half-invocation, letting the sound weave around them both.

But most often, it was touch that kept her from dissolving. She stroked his arm, massaged his hand, pressed kisses to his wrist and knuckles. At times, her touch grew bolder—her own hand sliding down her stomach, beneath the waistband of her underwear, finding pleasure in slow, reverent circles as she whispered his name. Her orgasms were quieter now, but no less intense: silent, shivering waves that left her breathless and weeping, devotion and hunger intertwined.

Each climax was an act of rebellion, a refusal to surrender her body to sorrow. She told herself it was for him as much as for her—a stubborn assertion that desire, too, was a form of hope. If she could keep their erotic connection alive, then some essential part of Rowan must be alive as well. She imagined him listening, learning her anew through the persistence of her longing.

As dawn approached, Iris lay spent and blinking, her body soft with exhaustion, her mind looping through memories both painful and sweet. She recalled their first weeks together, the delirious rush of new lust; she remembered the comfort of settled routine, the heated whispers shared in darkness, the private language of skin and gasp and pulse.

She whispered it all to Rowan as the world began to stir—a litany of want and gratitude, a mantra to ward off despair:

“I’m not giving up. You’re still mine. My body remembers you. My heart won’t let go. I’ll keep wanting you, loving you, needing you—until you come back to me, or until I’ve run out of longing to spend.”

The hospital came awake by degrees: the rattle of carts, the shuffle of slippers, the faint aroma of burnt coffee drifting from the nurses’ station. But Iris kept her small island of silence, Milo pressed close at her hip, Rowan’s hand anchored in her grasp.

Elaine poked her head in, her face uncertain—still marked by the previous night’s unspoken revelation—but this morning she only nodded, offering a thermos of tea and a glance at Rowan that was softer, sadder, but no longer judgmental.

Lottie arrived on her first round, pausing to check the monitors and squeeze Iris’s shoulder. “Did you get any rest?”

“A little,” Iris answered, not quite meeting her eyes.

Lottie just smiled. “He’s still here because you are. Don’t let anyone tell you how to love, okay?”

Iris nodded, swallowing the knot in her throat.

Left alone again, she let herself sink into one final ritual before the day began: she wrote a new entry in her journal, words poured straight from her heart and her aching, hope-fueled body:

This longing is not weakness. It’s how I survive. It’s how I love you, even now. If you find your way back to me, I’ll be waiting—with open arms, with a hungry mouth, with every story and every secret my body holds. I am here. I am yours.

She tucked the journal under her pillow, pressed one last kiss to Rowan’s hand, and whispered, “Come back to me. I need you. I’ll keep wanting. I’ll keep loving. I’ll keep believing.”

She curled into herself, the dawn gold on the horizon, and finally, finally let herself sleep—dreaming of Rowan’s hands and Rowan’s voice, longing woven into every breath, every heartbeat, every secret pleasure she refused to surrender.


Chapter 17: The Reminder

The hospital conference room was all pale wood and glass, a bland, neutral space designed for compromise and not for grief. Iris sat at the long table, feeling smaller than ever, the document folder in her lap suddenly impossibly heavy. Across from her, Dr. Harker—gentle, precise, deeply uncomfortable—was flanked by a hospital administrator and a woman from legal, both of whom had learned in the past weeks to lower their voices and look away from tears. Lottie stood at the door, a silent anchor of kindness.

The topic at hand was the living will. More specifically, the “child clause.” The language was clinical, almost sterile, but Iris could feel the heat of Rowan’s hand on hers as if he were still in the room—his laughter, his low voice in her ear, his careful, deliberate way of making even paperwork into a kind of foreplay.

“Thank you for meeting,” Dr. Harker began, voice soft. “We know this is difficult, Iris. But the time has come for some decisions, and your voice is the one that matters.” The administrator handed her a copy of the will, the pages already worn at the edges from nervous review.

Iris stared at the document. Her own name, Rowan’s, their signatures twined together in blue ink. There was a note in Rowan’s looping, sideways script in the margin—a private joke: You owe me dinner and at least three orgasms for this clause.

A flush crept up her cheeks. She remembered that night, clear as day: the forms on the kitchen table, Rowan pouring her wine, the two of them making jokes about what would happen if either of them was hit by a bus or swept away by a freak tornado. The way his hand had rested on her thigh as she read aloud, the way he’d insisted on a “ceremonial signing” with a playful wink. The way, when it was over, he’d pushed the paperwork aside, slid to his knees in front of her, and made good on his promise for the first of those orgasms—right there on the kitchen floor, her laughter muffled in his hair, the legal made erotic, their future both terrifying and alive.

She blinked, coming back to the room, the ache of memory sharp in her chest and between her thighs. The hospital lights seemed suddenly too bright, the faces of the team expectant but kind.

“We know it’s a lot,” the legal woman said quietly. “But Rowan was very clear. He wanted you to have agency, no matter what. The ‘child clause’ is… unusually explicit, but it’s valid. If you wish to act on it—should you want to—it’s your right.”

Iris nodded, fingers trembling as she traced the familiar curve of Rowan’s signature. “Thank you. I—can I have some time with it? Alone?”

“Of course,” Dr. Harker said. “Take all the time you need. We’re here if you want to talk, or if you’d rather not talk at all.” The group rose as one, file folders and laptops closing, chairs scraping gently on the floor. Lottie lingered a moment, meeting Iris’s eyes, her look saying everything words could not: I’ve seen how you love him. I know you’ll do what’s right for you both.

When they were gone, Iris exhaled shakily, heart hammering. She opened the will with trembling hands, scanning to the “child clause,” her eyes catching on phrases that now seemed surreal in their clarity: I give my full, enthusiastic consent for my partner, Iris May Harrington, to use any genetic material or stored reproductive tissue, or to pursue any method of conception, should I be incapacitated or deceased. This is not a burden but a wish. I want her to know that my love does not end with my breath.

Her breath caught—both at the generosity and the audacity. Rowan had written it himself, the lines echoing in his voice: You are my future, no matter what. If you want a child, you have my blessing. If you don’t, I trust you completely.

Her mind reeled, but her body responded with a fierce, aching heat. She remembered how turned on they’d both been by the idea of legacy—not just legal, but physical, visceral, sexual. The night they’d signed the will, they’d joked about what it would mean for Iris to carry a piece of Rowan, to have his future written in her body. He’d whispered filthy things in her ear: Imagine me inside you, even when I’m gone. Imagine being filled with my love, my need, my everything. Imagine never being alone, not really. Imagine our baby, wild like you, stubborn like me…

She shivered now, tears blurring her eyes. The erotic memory was so sharp it nearly hurt: Rowan’s mouth on her, Rowan’s hands strong and gentle, the way he’d loved to talk her through her orgasms—promises, vows, commands, jokes. It was all there, alive in the margins, in the legalese and the private notes.

She pressed the will to her chest, eyes closed. The decision felt impossible—too heavy, too intimate for a room so cold and bright. She longed for Rowan’s guidance, for his hands, for the heat of his breath against her neck. She longed to make the choice that would let her feel him inside her again, not just as memory or pain, but as a living thing, a future.

She laid her head on the table, tears sliding freely now, the document crushed in her grip. Her mind replayed the signing, every word, every laugh, every gasp. Her body, helplessly, ached for him—grief and erotic memory tangled so tightly she could not separate them.

For a while, she simply sat there, breathing through the storm. Then, alone in the room, she whispered into the empty air: “I love you. I don’t know what to do. But I promise, whatever I choose, it will be for us. For both of us.”

Her fingers traced Rowan’s signature one last time, as if hoping to conjure him back. She closed the folder gently, pressing it to her heart. The ache did not subside, but she welcomed it now. It was proof of their love, proof that her longing was alive, proof that she was still his, in grief, in hope, in memory, and in desire.

The clause remained—unanswered, unresolved, unbearably intimate. But so did Iris: present, trembling, choosing, alive.

Iris didn’t go back to Rowan’s room immediately.

Instead, she slipped into one of the small family consultation suites at the end of the corridor—a space meant for bad news and quiet breakdowns. The lights were softer here, the chairs upholstered in a shade of blue someone had probably chosen to look calming. There was a box of tissues on the low table. A framed landscape print on the wall. A faint scent of disinfectant beneath something floral and artificial.

She locked the door.

Not because anyone would interrupt her—but because this decision felt too intimate to risk being witnessed.

She sat on the sofa, the folder resting on her thighs, fingers pressed into the cardboard cover as though it might pulse beneath her touch.

The “child clause.”

Even the phrase sounded clinical.

But Rowan had never been clinical about it.

She opened the folder again.

The words stared up at her, black ink on white paper. Formal. Binding. Permanent.

I give my full, enthusiastic consent…

Her breath caught on that word.

Enthusiastic.

That had been deliberate. Rowan had insisted on that word.

“You don’t do lukewarm consent,” he’d said that night at the kitchen table, pen tucked behind his ear, wine glass balanced dangerously close to the paperwork. “If we’re going to write it down, we write it properly.”

She could see him now—sleeves rolled up, expression half-serious, half-mischievous. The way his foot had hooked around her ankle under the table. The way his voice had lowered when they’d reached this section.

If something happens to me… I want you to have options. I want you to have me, in whatever way you want me.

At the time, it had felt theoretical. A kinked-up thought experiment. Something they could tease into foreplay.

But now—

Now it was real.

She read the paragraph again.

…to use any stored reproductive material… to pursue assisted conception… this is not a burden but a wish…

Her chest tightened.

A wish.

The words carried his tone. That careful intensity. That quiet insistence he used when something mattered deeply to him.

She let the document fall slightly against her lap and pressed her palms flat against her thighs, grounding herself.

The idea rose slowly, inevitably:

His child.

Inside her.

Not as fantasy.

Not as roleplay.

But real.

Her body reacted before her mind caught up.

Heat flared low in her stomach—unexpected, unwelcome, undeniable. The thought of Rowan’s genetic material. Of him existing in her body. Of carrying something that was him and not him.

Her breath deepened.

Guilt rushed in immediately behind the arousal.

How could she feel that now?

How could her body respond to something so heavy with grief?

She closed her eyes and let the sensations settle instead of fighting them.

Because the truth was this:

They had talked about children in bed more than they had at brunch tables.

It had been one of their most charged fantasies—sometimes soft and tender, sometimes explicitly erotic. Rowan whispering what he wanted. How he wanted to fill her. How he wanted to see her swollen with his future.

She had laughed at first. Called him dramatic.

But she’d felt it too.

The erotic weight of creation.

The intimacy of it.

The finality.

She remembered one night clearly—after signing the will. He had pinned her wrists above her head and asked her, in that low voice that made her shiver:

“If something ever happened… would you want a piece of me inside you?”

She had moaned instead of answering.

He’d smiled.

“I’d want to know I left you something that mattered. Not just money. Not just paper. Something alive.”

She opened her eyes sharply.

Alive.

The word echoed in the quiet room.

She picked up the document again and read the clause aloud under her breath.

Her voice trembled on the consent language.

I want her to know my love does not end with my breath.

Her free hand drifted down her stomach unconsciously.

Her palm flattened there.

The space felt suddenly charged.

Her body remembered his weight. His rhythm. The heat of him moving inside her.

She shifted on the sofa.

The image sharpened:

Not fantasy.

Not dominance.

Just the idea of him leaving something tangible. A mark that outlasted silence.

Her fingers curled lightly into the fabric of Rowan’s t-shirt where it fell over her hips.

The thought of medical procedures—sterile rooms, clinical handling—jarred against the heat in her belly. It felt wrong, almost violent in its coldness.

But beneath that discomfort was something softer.

What if it wasn’t about replacing him?

What if it was about carrying him forward?

Her hand slipped under the hem of the shirt, resting just above the waistband of her underwear.

Not touching yet.

Just resting.

She read the clause again.

Slowly.

Letting each word land.

Her breath grew heavier.

Her thighs pressed together.

The idea of his consent—written. Signed. Freely given.

It stirred something deep.

Permission.

Not obligation.

Not expectation.

Permission.

Her fingers dipped lower.

She inhaled sharply.

This wasn’t about replacing Rowan.

This wasn’t about moving on.

This was about connection.

Her body, traitorous and honest, pulsed with heat.

She imagined him saying it again.

You have my blessing.

Her fingertips slipped inside her underwear.

The contact made her gasp quietly.

Her mind split in two:

One half drowning in grief.

The other ignited by the thought of carrying him inside her body in the most literal way possible.

She let herself circle slowly.

Tentatively.

The sensation was softer than earlier—less frantic, more contemplative. Not release-driven. Almost meditative.

“What would you want?” she whispered into the empty room.

The question wasn’t legal.

It wasn’t medical.

It was intimate.

Her hips rolled subtly against her hand.

The image shifted again—not clinical procedure, but Rowan in bed with her, telling her he wanted this. Telling her he wanted to leave something behind.

She moaned quietly at the memory.

Her other hand tightened around the document.

The contrast struck her—paper and skin. Law and longing. Ink and heat.

Tears slid down her temples as her pleasure built slowly.

She wasn’t chasing climax.

She was sitting with the collision of things:

Grief.

Consent.

Legacy.

Desire.

Her body trembled as sensation deepened.

She imagined reading the clause aloud to Rowan in the hospital room. Imagined whispering it into his ear. Imagined asking him, one last time, if this was truly what he wanted.

Her breath grew shallow.

Her fingers moved faster.

The thought of him inside her—not in a dream, not in memory—but as something that could grow, change, breathe.

It shattered her.

Her orgasm came quietly, deeply, more emotional than physical—waves of heat and sorrow rolling through her as she pressed her forehead against the back of the sofa and sobbed through the release.

When it passed, she sat very still.

The room felt changed.

Not lighter.

But clearer.

She withdrew her hand slowly, adjusting her clothes with shaking fingers.

The will lay open in her lap.

She read the final line again.

I trust her completely.

That was the part that undid her.

Trust.

Not command.

Not expectation.

Trust.

She wiped her face with the heel of her hand and closed the folder carefully.

“I don’t know yet,” she whispered. “But I’m not running from it.”

Her body still hummed faintly with the echo of pleasure and ache.

She stood slowly, clutching the folder to her chest.

The decision wasn’t made.

But the question was no longer abstract.

It lived in her skin now.

And she would have to face it.

When Iris finally emerged from the quiet room, the light in the hallway had shifted—softer now, dusk blurring the sharp edges of the hospital’s white corridors. The will was clutched against her chest, the feel of Rowan’s handwriting still burning in her palm. She wanted to retreat, to sink into the cocoon of his hospital room, but as she turned the corner, she saw the gathering: her father, John, in his best attempt at calm authority; Elaine, pale and tense; and Ava, sitting cross-legged on a plastic chair, face pinched with worry and determination.

They were waiting for her, as if she were a defendant on trial.

John rose first. “Iris. They said you were reviewing the documents. Are you… do you want to talk?” There was an undertone of urgency, of parental worry veiled as practical concern.

Elaine looked smaller than Iris had ever seen her, her hands twisting at the strap of her bag. “It’s all so fast. All so much. This clause—it’s so… it’s not what we ever talked about. Not in our day.”

Ava gave her a wry, compassionate look, inviting but not pressuring. “You don’t have to decide right now, but you do have to talk to someone, love. Even if it’s just to say you’re lost.”

Iris swallowed, her throat aching with exhaustion and the residue of tears. She glanced at the faces that were, for better or worse, her family. The air was thick with expectation, with fear and hope and judgment—none of it malicious, all of it suffocating.

John spoke first, voice firm: “Rowan made his wishes clear. You have his blessing. You have… his legacy to consider.”

Elaine flinched at the word legacy, her lips thinning. “It’s a child, John. Not a contract. Not a… legacy project. It’s a life, a person, and Iris will be the one to bear the burden and the joy. Not Rowan. Not you.”

Ava cut in, voice gentle but strong. “Maybe it’s not about legacy or obligation. Maybe it’s about what Iris wants. About what’s right for her, not just what’s written on a page.”

The argument broke open then—quiet at first, then louder, voices overlapping, each statement an attempt to stake claim to love, to pain, to the future. John insisted on “honouring Rowan’s wishes.” Elaine pleaded for caution and emotional honesty, for not rushing into something “no one can ever undo.” Ava tried to steer them all back to Iris, to the reality of her grief and her right to choose, not to be made a vessel for anyone else’s idea of meaning.

Iris felt like she was floating above the scene, watching herself grow smaller and smaller under their scrutiny. She could feel her body shrinking into itself, the heat of the earlier encounter with the will still pulsing between her thighs—a secret, private ache that was hers alone. Her chest was tight, her jaw sore from holding in words that would only confuse or disappoint. The conversation swirled around her, growing sharper, more fraught, the old wounds of family surfacing beneath the surface of this impossible choice.

Finally, she found her voice. “Stop,” she said, not loudly, but with a force that stilled the room. “Please. I know you all love me. I know you all loved Rowan. But this isn’t about legacy, or guilt, or… or making meaning out of tragedy. This is about me. About what I have to live with, every day, for the rest of my life. About what I want. About what I can bear.”

Silence followed, broken only by the hum of the hospital’s ventilation and the faint, muffled wail of a child somewhere on another floor. John looked at the floor. Elaine nodded once, tears brimming. Ava reached for Iris’s hand and squeezed, hard and warm.

“I’m not asking you to decide,” Ava whispered. “I’m just asking you to keep breathing. Keep feeling. You’re allowed to want what you want, whatever that is.”

Iris squeezed back, gratitude and grief twining in her chest. The heat in her body had not faded. If anything, the stress and scrutiny had only sharpened it—a kind of resistance, a stubborn, erotic insistence on her own right to pleasure, to life, to desire even now.

She excused herself from the group, promising to return, but knowing she could not be watched a moment longer.

She found the staff bathroom—a place of rare privacy in the constant hum of hospital routine—and locked the door behind her. The mirror showed a woman with haunted eyes, flushed cheeks, lips bitten and raw. She ran the tap, splashed cold water on her face, tried to chase away the tension in her shoulders. But what she really needed was something only Rowan had ever understood: the fierce, living connection to her own body, her own pleasure.

Her hands shook as she slid down the wall to the cool tiles, the will still pressed to her chest. She closed her eyes, conjured the memory of Rowan—his voice, his touch, his laughter when she was most undone. She let her hand slip beneath the waistband of her leggings, the heat between her legs more acute for being stolen, for being claimed as her own in a world that wanted her to surrender everything but survival.

She moved slowly at first, circling gently, letting the tension unwind, her mind painting images of Rowan: not just the man she had lost, but the lover who had taught her to claim pleasure without shame, to live in her body as well as her mind. She thought of the will, of the word “enthusiastic,” of the night he’d knelt at her feet and made the law erotic, the future something she could taste.

She bit her lip, stifling a moan, the ache inside her cresting as she imagined Rowan whispering, Take what you want, Iris. I trust you. I want you to have everything you desire. I want you to live, and love, and take pleasure, even if I can’t give it to you myself.

Her orgasm came quickly, a sharp release that left her breathless, tears streaming down her face. It was not a solution, not an answer—but it was a reclamation. It was proof that her body still belonged to her, that her pleasure could survive even this crucible of judgment and fear.

When she emerged, face washed and expression calm, she tucked the will back under her arm and rejoined her family. She didn’t have a decision yet, but she had her selfhood—her right to want, to feel, to hope—intact.

That, for tonight, would have to be enough.

The hospital cafeteria was mostly empty at this hour—just the low hum of a coffee machine and the occasional clatter of cutlery from the staff kitchen. Iris stared into her cup, hands wrapped tight around the cheap cardboard for warmth. She had wandered here without thinking, drawn by the need to be anywhere but in the orbit of decisions and eyes. Her nerves were shot; her body still hummed with the aftershock of private release, shame and relief competing for dominance in her bloodstream.

Ava found her easily. She slid into the seat opposite Iris, uninvited but not unwelcome, her gaze steady and kind. For a moment neither of them spoke. Ava studied her, worry knitted into the corners of her eyes, then reached across the table and covered Iris’s hand with her own.

“You don’t have to pretend with me,” Ava said quietly. “Not now. Not ever.”

Iris closed her eyes. The weight of that offer, the permission to be honest, nearly undid her.

Ava squeezed her hand. “You know, I was angry with Rowan when I first met him. You were so… you—vivid and self-sufficient and wild. And then you let yourself be loved, and I realised that made you even more yourself, not less. I’ve never seen you give up so much control to anyone, or take so much pleasure in it.”

Iris’s mouth twisted into a broken smile. “It was never just about control. It was about… being known. Being wanted. Being allowed to want.” Her throat thickened. “And now all anyone wants is for me to make the ‘right’ choice. Like I’m a vessel, not a person. Like the only thing I have left of him is duty, or legacy, or… an empty bed.”

Ava leaned forward, lowering her voice. “That’s not all you have. You still have you. You still have your desire. You still have everything he gave you, and everything you made together. Don’t let anyone turn that into a burden.”

The tears started then, silent but unstoppable. “I’m scared, Ava. Scared that if I do this, if I use the clause, it’ll be out of guilt. Or loneliness. Or because I’m afraid to let him go. I’m scared that if I don’t do it, I’ll regret it every day, like I let our future die with him.”

Ava didn’t flinch. “You’re allowed to want. You’re allowed to be selfish. You’re allowed to choose life, or choose grief, or choose desire, Iris. Wanting something isn’t the same as betraying him.”

Iris looked up, voice trembling. “What if I told you… it’s not just about wanting a child? What if I told you… sometimes I think about it, and I get wet. Sometimes the thought of carrying his child, of being filled with him, makes me ache in ways I don’t know how to talk about.”

Ava’s gaze was steady, a flicker of something like understanding passing through her. “I’d say that sounds… real. Honest. Maybe a little fucked up, but aren’t we all? Grief is a mess. Sex is a mess. You get to have both. You get to be all the things you are, Iris. You don’t have to choose between your body and your mourning.”

The confession spilled out, halting but unstoppable. “I can’t tell anyone else. The nurses, my dad, Elaine—they’d think I was crazy or obscene. But sometimes the only thing that keeps me here is the ritual. The touch, the memory, the pleasure. Sometimes I think if I let that go, I’ll just disappear. That if I stop wanting, I’ll stop loving him, and then I’ll lose him all over again.”

Ava’s hand squeezed tighter. “Then don’t stop. Hold on to what’s yours. The rest of it—whatever you decide about the clause, about the future—you’ll figure it out. And if you want to talk about all the weird, dark, beautiful stuff? I’m here for that too. I’ve got my own secrets.”

They sat together in silence for a while. The coffee cooled. Iris let herself lean into the warmth of Ava’s hand, into the comfort of being seen and not judged. The mess of her longing, her grief, her hunger—none of it had been erased, but it no longer felt like a secret poison. With Ava, it was simply a truth she carried.

Eventually, Ava stood. “Go. Do what you need to do. Cry, scream, fuck, write. Just… don’t stop living, okay?”

Iris nodded. The gratitude she felt was fierce, humbling. “Thank you,” she whispered. “For letting me say it. For not trying to fix it.”

Ava grinned. “That’s friendship, babe. It’s messy as hell.”

After Ava left, Iris sat for a while, letting her body and mind settle. Then she made her way back to Rowan’s room. The hospital was quieter now, the world contracted to the soft pulse of machines, the hush of night.

She changed into fresh underwear and a clean t-shirt—Rowan’s, of course—then settled onto the visitor cot. For a moment she simply lay there, staring at the ceiling, letting her body hum with the residue of confession and comfort. She pressed her hand to her belly, thinking of Rowan, of the will, of the ache that never left her.

When she let her hand slip lower, beneath the fabric, it was with a different kind of permission—one born not just of need, but of acceptance. Her pleasure rose slowly, bittersweet and beautiful, each ripple a reminder that desire and grief could coexist, that her body could be a vessel for both pain and hope.

As she came, quietly, she whispered Rowan’s name, letting the sound root her in the present, in the reality of love and loss and longing. She imagined him smiling, teasing, promising her all the wild futures they had dreamed of. She let the pleasure roll through her, a wave of devotion and mourning and, yes, fierce, stubborn life.

Afterward, she pressed her palm to her heart, feeling it beat steady and true.

“I’m not dead,” she said softly, as if Rowan and Ava and the universe needed to hear it. “I’m still here. I’m still yours. I’m still me.”

And she slept—restless but alive, ready, at last, to face the night’s final decision.

Night pressed close against the hospital windows. The city lights outside shimmered behind rain-streaked glass, blurred and distant as if from another life. Iris sat at Rowan’s bedside, the will spread before her, her hands curled tight in the blanket’s edge. Milo slept at her feet, chest rising and falling, a living metronome anchoring her to the world. The corridor outside was silent, the day’s swirl of family and medical authority faded to memory. It was just Iris, Rowan, the machines, and the echo of her own heart.

She had read the “child clause” a hundred times today. Every word was etched into her skin, each turn of phrase Rowan’s voice in her ear: You have my blessing. I trust you completely. This is not a burden but a wish. It was at once a permission and a dare, a legacy and a lifeline. And tonight, for the first time, she was ready to answer it.

She drew in a shuddering breath and gathered her courage. “I need to say it, Rowan. I need you to hear me.” She picked up the document, let her finger trace the line where his signature met hers. “You gave me this choice. You wanted me to have it. I don’t know what the right answer is, but I know I want to feel you with me tonight. Just once more. I want to be filled with you, claimed by you, even if it’s only in memory and words.”

Her voice broke. She pressed her forehead to Rowan’s hand, the scent of him—faint but stubborn—rising from the t-shirt pressed against her cheek. The room was heavy with longing, the weight of all they had not yet lived. “I love you. I miss you. And I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to let you go.”

She opened the will and began to read aloud, her voice trembling but clear. “I give my full, enthusiastic consent for my partner, Iris May Harrington, to use any genetic material or stored reproductive tissue, or to pursue any method of conception, should I be incapacitated or deceased. This is not a burden but a wish. I want her to know that my love does not end with my breath.”

As she spoke, her hand drifted down, slipping beneath the blanket, resting first on her stomach, then moving lower. She closed her eyes and let herself remember—Rowan’s weight pinning her to the mattress, his mouth hot on her ear, his voice promising, You’re mine. I want you full of me, even when I’m gone.

She moaned softly, her touch gentle at first, exploratory, as if she were rediscovering her own skin. Her mind supplied every detail—the press of Rowan’s hips, the roughness of his hands, the way he had always asked for consent and then claimed her completely. Each stroke became a plea, each sigh a confession: I need you. I want you. I can’t do this alone.

The words of the will blurred in her vision, but she kept reading, voice thick with tears and heat. “If you want a child, you have my blessing. If you don’t, I trust you completely. You are my future, no matter what.”

She imagined Rowan behind her, arms wrapped around her, his breath hot at her nape, his hands guiding her own. She let her pleasure rise, slow and reverent, built from memory and promise and all the things they had once whispered in the dark. Her hips rocked against her hand, her body pulsing with need and sorrow and hope.

“I want you to be part of me,” she whispered, voice shaking. “I want to carry you forward. I want to live, Rowan. I want to live and love and maybe… maybe make something new from what we had.”

Her orgasm rose not as a sudden crash but as a slow, rolling wave—grief and longing and gratitude cresting together. She came with his name on her lips, tears streaming down her cheeks, her body shuddering with the intensity of all she felt and all she feared. It was not just pleasure; it was a prayer, a promise, a last desperate attempt to bring Rowan back through memory and need.

She lay beside him afterward, heart racing, fingers tangled in his. She pressed a kiss to his hand, then to his mouth, the gesture gentle, sacred. “Thank you,” she breathed. “For the choice. For the love. For every part of you that still lives in me.”

For a long time, she just lay there, letting the silence settle, letting her breath return to normal. Milo pressed his head to her knee, sighing softly, as if offering comfort from the border of sleep.

Iris did not know, even now, what she would choose. But she knew this: she would honour Rowan by living fully, by loving fiercely, by claiming both her sorrow and her desire. Whatever came next, it would be hers—her longing, her hope, her act of devotion.

As the night deepened, Iris held Rowan’s hand and whispered, “I promise to keep loving, wanting, and living. I promise to remember you not only in sorrow, but in joy, and pleasure, and everything we dreamed.”

The monitors ticked on. The city breathed beyond the glass. And Iris, finally, drifted into sleep, her decision a vow written not just in law, but in the living, trembling body she still claimed as her own.

The dawn was slow and pale, seeping into the ICU with no ceremony. The world outside the hospital pressed quietly against the windows—rain tapering to a drizzle, the city’s traffic starting up, headlights drifting past in bleary procession. Inside, everything was hushed, liminal. Iris blinked awake to the beep of monitors and the ache of having barely slept, Rowan’s t-shirt tangled around her shoulders, her hand still curled tightly in his.

For a moment, she lay still, letting the aftermath of the night settle in her bones: her body limp with release, her heart battered by hope and longing, her mind caught between dread and clarity. Milo was already awake, stretching at the foot of the cot, then nosing up beside her, his warmth a silent comfort.

She sat up slowly, pressing her palm to her eyes, breathing in the strange hush that comes only after a night spent wrestling angels and ghosts. There was no epiphany. No sudden flash of certainty. Just the slow, inexorable movement of time—pushing her toward decision, toward action, toward living.

The will still lay on the small table beside the cot, pages neatly stacked, the pen placed beside it as if waiting for a signature. The words from last night echoed through her: I trust you completely. This is not a burden but a wish. You are my future, no matter what. She reached for the document, let her thumb rest on Rowan’s signature—his looping script familiar as a lover’s touch, his private joke scribbled in the margin.

“I heard you,” she whispered, voice scratchy and thick. “I’m here. I’ll carry you, whatever that means. In memory. In body. In choice. In longing.”

There was a knock at the door—gentle, respectful. Lottie entered first, hair in a loose bun, a paper cup of coffee in each hand. She offered one to Iris, her eyes gentle but keen. “Morning, love. You want a minute before the circus starts?”

Iris managed a smile. “Thanks, Lottie. For everything.”

Lottie squeezed her hand, then left her alone again.

It wasn’t long before the others arrived. First Ava, her face lined with fatigue but bright with loyalty. Then John, awkward in his suit jacket, and finally Elaine—eyes red, shoulders tight, dignity barely holding together. They gathered in the small waiting area outside Rowan’s room. The hospital’s legal and medical teams waited, too, shuffling papers, their voices low, their postures deferential.

Iris stood, the will clutched against her chest, and faced them.

She didn’t speak immediately. She let the weight of the moment settle, let the anticipation stretch to the breaking point. Then she said, clearly, “I’ve made my choice.”

She looked at each of them in turn—her father’s worry, Elaine’s heartbreak, Ava’s fierce hope, Lottie’s quiet solidarity.

“I’m not deciding out of guilt, or out of fear. I’m not trying to fix the past. I’m not letting go of pleasure or longing or love just to fit someone else’s idea of how to grieve. I’m choosing… because Rowan trusted me. Because he loved me. Because I am still alive. And I want to stay alive. That means wanting, feeling, hoping—carrying him in my body and my memory, in whatever form that takes.”

A slow, relieved exhale seemed to ripple through the group. Elaine wiped her eyes, her face softening. John put a tentative hand on Iris’s shoulder; Ava hugged her fiercely, and Lottie simply squeezed her hand, a silent vow of support.

The administrator nodded, stepping forward with the necessary documents. “Whatever you choose, Iris, we’ll support you.”

Iris signed where she needed to, hands steady, voice calm. The formalities felt almost beside the point—her real decision made not in ink, but in the dark, with her body, her longing, her grief. This was a ritual, not a magic spell. There would be pain and uncertainty ahead, but also the possibility of new life—her own, Rowan’s, perhaps something more.

When the signatures were done, when the others filed away to give her space, Iris returned to Rowan’s room. She knelt beside the bed, took his hand, and pressed it to her heart. “Thank you,” she whispered. “For loving me. For letting me want. For giving me permission to live.”

She changed into fresh clothes—Rowan’s t-shirt and soft leggings—and brushed her teeth at the tiny sink, studying her own reflection. She saw a woman changed, but not broken; a woman who had learned to carry longing without shame, to honour both the living and the lost.

Before she left for a walk in the hospital garden—a place where she could breathe and feel the air on her skin—she lay beside Rowan once more. The room was quiet, the light soft. She curled into him, letting her body remember every touch, every gasp, every secret smile.

Her hand drifted beneath her waistband, slow and reverent. This time her pleasure was not desperate, but grateful—a quiet affirmation of life and love and the fierce, unbroken desire that had kept her alive all these nights. She came softly, holding his hand, whispering, “I’m still here. I’m still yours. I promise to keep living.”

Tears came after, but they were cleansing, not shattering. She pressed her lips to Rowan’s forehead, then to his hand, letting hope and sorrow mingle, letting love flow through her in every trembling breath.

As she walked out to meet the day, Iris felt lighter, her grief and her longing not erased, but transformed—woven together as a testament to the life she’d shared, the choices she’d made, and the promise that she would carry Rowan forward, in memory, in body, and in the restless, beautiful ache of desire.


Chapter 18: The Decision

The smell of antiseptic and printer paper made Iris feel like a specimen, not a woman. She sat in the little consulting office for the third time in a week, her knee jiggling under the desk, her hand absently rubbing the chain that held Rowan’s ring. The table was littered with pamphlets: IVF: What To Expect, Your Rights and Fertility, Hope After Loss—titles meant to soothe, their glossy covers smiling at her with a kind of aggressive optimism.

Dr. Harker, with his careful voice and neat beard, reviewed the steps of the process yet again: “We’d collect the sample here, we’d prep you with a round of injections, and you’d come in for retrieval and insemination. The odds are good given Rowan’s stored material and your age. I know you want to do this quickly, but—”

“I don’t want to do this at all,” Iris blurted, before she could stop herself.

The room froze. Ava, in the chair beside her, squeezed her hand—startled, but not surprised.

Dr. Harker blinked, setting down his pen. “Iris, you asked us to—”

“I asked because I thought it was what I was supposed to do,” Iris said, her throat suddenly tight. “But this isn’t… this isn’t what he would have wanted. This isn’t what I want. I don’t want a future that starts with a laboratory, or a syringe, or a room full of people who can’t say his name without looking at the file. I want Rowan.”

A silence settled over the office—a hush of real grief, not the clinical kind.

Ava recovered first. “We can go,” she said, softly. “You don’t have to explain yourself to anyone.”

But Iris did feel she owed them—her family, Rowan’s memory, even the staff a kind of explanation. “I know you all mean well. I know Rowan planned for this—he signed the forms, he gave the samples, he wrote the clause. But we always talked about it as a what-if, a last resort. We made a joke out of it, but it was always about us. Not paperwork. Not science. Us.”

Dr. Harker leaned forward, his face gentle. “It’s not uncommon to feel… detached, when the process becomes real. Sometimes a break—”

“No,” Iris said, more gently now. “Not a break. I’m done. I can’t do this with a pipette and a checklist. If there’s going to be a child, it has to be from us. From me and Rowan. No one else in the room. No lab coats. No forms. Just… us.”

Ava squeezed her hand tighter, her eyes shining.

John, seated awkwardly against the wall, let out a breath he’d been holding for days. Elaine pressed her lips together and looked at her lap—a flash of relief, worry, and something like guilt crossing her face.

Dr. Harker nodded, closing the folder with a quiet finality. “You’re allowed to change your mind. If you want to talk again later—about anything, not just this—you know where to find us.”

The meeting dissolved around her. Ava rose, guiding Iris out with a gentle touch at her elbow. In the corridor, John fumbled for words: “If this is your decision, I’ll support you, even if…” He trailed off, but Iris saw the gratitude in his eyes—a different kind of relief, one less tangled with the weight of scientific intervention.

Elaine was the last to approach. “Rowan always said you were stubborn. I think he’d be proud.” There was a tremor in her voice. “Whatever you do, I hope you’re not alone.”

Iris hugged her—a quick, fierce squeeze, more solidarity than comfort. “I don’t think I can be.”

Outside, the air felt heavy with summer rain. Iris blinked into the humid sky, the city’s thrum muted by her own exhaustion. Ava fell into step beside her as they walked, silent until the hospital was a memory and the world felt bigger again.

“Are you okay?” Ava asked.

“I don’t know,” Iris admitted. “I feel… more like myself than I have in months. And also more terrified.”

They walked for a long time, no destination, just movement. Ava didn’t push. She just matched her stride, their hands brushing occasionally.

Eventually, Iris found her words: “I want to be with him. Not his memory. Not his paperwork. I want to be with Rowan. If it happens, it happens because I chose it—not because a doctor gave me permission. I think that’s what he would have wanted, too.”

Ava nodded, her eyes dark with understanding. “Whatever you choose, Iris, I’m here. For you. For all of it.”

As they split ways, Iris felt the pressure in her chest loosen. She walked home alone, letting the city’s energy buzz around her—a thousand couples laughing, fighting, touching, living. She was still numb, but beneath the numbness, desire flickered—shaky, raw, a longing for flesh and sweat and breath. For Rowan.

At home, she changed into his favourite shirt—soft, worn thin at the collar, the scent of him faded but never lost. She curled up on the bed, the city humming beyond her window, and let herself feel it all: the grief, the guilt, the longing that would not die.

She took out her journal. The words spilled raw and messy onto the page:

I want it to be real. I want you. Not a doctor, not a plan, not a contract. If there’s going to be a piece of you, it needs to come from us. I don’t care how impossible that is. I need it to be ours, Rowan. Just us.

Later, she lay in the dark, fingers tracing the chain at her throat, her hand drifting lower as memory unfurled—his mouth, his voice, the way he’d laugh and say, We’ll find a way, love. Always.

She let herself hope, just a little, that he was listening.

Night fell in fits and starts, like a curtain half-drawn across the city’s face. Iris wandered the pavements, anonymous, unseen, letting the humid June air cling to her skin. There were people everywhere—lovers spilling from bars, students trailing laughter behind them, a solitary runner pounding along the river’s edge. No one noticed her. No one asked. The invisibility was its own comfort.

She paused at a red light, watching the rush of traffic, and thought about the sterile chill of the hospital, the careful words of Dr. Harker, the pamphlets that still sat in her bag, unread and now irrelevant. She wondered how many women made this choice out of hope and how many out of habit, out of “this is what’s left, so I suppose I must.”

She stepped off the curb, letting the city swallow her up.

Her mind spun with questions that wouldn’t quiet.

What does consent mean, when the person you love can’t answer you?

If he wrote his wishes down, is that enough?

Does love survive the breaking of taboo, or does it become something else?

Is wanting him—his body, his child—when he cannot choose, a kind of violence, or the truest act of devotion?

Iris stopped at a bench along the river, the lights rippling gold on the water. She pulled her knees to her chest and pressed her face into the soft cotton of Rowan’s cardigan. Tears threatened, but she blinked them away. She wasn’t sure she deserved them.

A couple walked by, their arms twined, her laughter high and unselfconscious. Iris watched them vanish, feeling both envy and a kind of fierce, private pride. She was still here. Still wanting. Still refusing to disappear.

She dug out her phone and scrolled through old messages from Rowan.

—You’re braver than you think.

—If I’m ever not here, promise me you’ll keep going.

—Don’t let anyone tell you how to love. Especially me.

—If you ever want a family, you make it the way you want to. Not the way the world tells you to.

Her hands shook as she read, not just from longing but from the weight of possibility.

She closed her eyes, imagined Rowan as he’d been the night before his accident—smiling, half-dressed, reaching for her across their bed. She heard his voice, low and teasing, If it happens, I want it to be us. Not a science project. Us, making a mess and laughing, and maybe crying, and maybe making something new.

What would you think now, Rowan? Would you want this? Would you forgive me? Would you be proud, or would you look at me with that careful, gentle concern and say, “Are you sure?”

She found her feet again and started walking, letting the city’s noise steady her. Her body ached with the need for touch—real, human, not clinical or distant. She imagined Rowan’s hands, the weight of him, the way he’d always known how to hold her, to make her feel wanted and seen.

The dilemma gnawed at her—where did love end and selfishness begin? Was it selfish to want him, even now? Was it selfish not to try, to give up, to let the clinical solution be her only answer?

She arrived home after midnight. The flat felt changed. Not haunted—inhabited, as if Rowan’s absence had made more room for him somehow. She shed her clothes as she crossed to the bedroom, not out of seduction but out of exhaustion—wanting to be bare, animal, herself.

She stood in the doorway, looking at their bed. The sheets were clean but creased, the pillows bearing the faint impression of old dreams.

She lay down, body tense, mind buzzing. She pressed her face into Rowan’s pillow, breathing him in, letting her hand drift lower—fingers searching, circling, coaxing her body to remember.

As she touched herself, her mind filled with memory:

—Rowan’s mouth tracing her hip, his teeth nipping gently, his fingers confident, exploratory, patient.

—His laugh when she grabbed his hand and guided it between her legs, not waiting for permission.

—The way he’d looked at her after, eyes bright, voice reverent: I never get tired of this. Of you. Of us.

She let herself imagine what she wanted—what she feared.

She pictured herself climbing into his hospital bed, naked under the thin sheets, whispering, Forgive me, forgive me, forgive me. She pictured the press of his body, the heat, the impossible hope of conception in a world that made no space for miracles. She imagined his hands, his breath, his voice, coaxing her on, saying, If you want this, you take it. You make your own fate, Iris.

Her pleasure built and built, threaded with guilt and longing. When she came, it was not with a shout but a sob—her body curling tight around the absence, the ache, the impossible need. Tears came after, hot and unchecked.

Afterward, she lay there, hand over her heart, skin slick with sweat and memory.

“I want you,” she whispered into the hush. “I want you, not your ghost. I want your child because I love you, not because I’m afraid to let you go. If this is wrong… let me carry the wrongness. But let me choose.”

She fell asleep that way—bare, raw, resolved not with answers, but with the unshakable truth of her desire:

If she was to make a future, it would not be with test tubes or signatures. It would be her choice, her body, and Rowan—together, one last time, come what may.

The sun was well up before Iris finally surrendered to wakefulness, the memories of last night’s walk and the ache of desire still clinging to her like sweat. She lay sprawled on top of the duvet, skin cool, hair wild, Rowan’s pillow pressed to her face. When she finally stirred, it was with the inertia of someone carrying something heavy—more than just exhaustion, something deeper, more electric. The flat was quiet, Milo snuffling in his sleep beside the bed, the distant hum of the city already building outside.

Iris rolled over, checked her phone. Three missed calls from her father. A text from Elaine: Let me know you’re all right. A single, silent message from Ava: You up?

She stared at the words, thumb hovering. She knew she needed to talk to someone, and that the only person she could bear to tell the truth to—the only one who might understand—was Ava.

She texted back: Come round if you’re free. I’ll make coffee. I need you.

Ava’s reply came seconds later: Already on my way. Don’t you dare put the kettle on until I get there.

That made Iris smile, shaky and real, the first genuine warmth she’d felt in days.

She got up, showered quickly, choosing not to look too long in the mirror. She dressed in loose pyjamas and Rowan’s threadbare university jumper, sleeves tugged over her hands. She felt soft, unprotected, but also defiant—her body still humming with memory, with the secret she was about to share.

Ava arrived less than half an hour later, letting herself in with the spare key. She came bearing croissants, coffee, and a face full of concern. She paused in the doorway, taking Iris in—bare-faced, eyes dark and swollen with the residue of tears and sleeplessness.

They hugged for a long moment. Ava’s body was warm, grounding. “You look like hell,” she said, voice gentle.

Iris managed a laugh. “You’re a shit liar.”

Ava grinned, but the worry didn’t leave her eyes. “Let’s get caffeinated.”

They settled at the kitchen table, the kind of domestic scene Iris once would have called ordinary—two women in their thirties, pyjamas and slippers, the remains of sleep clinging to them like dew. But everything was different now; every moment vibrated with the possibility of confession, of rupture, of release.

Ava poured the coffee. “Okay. Spill. And I mean all of it. No British politeness.”

Iris stared into her mug. She tried to find a starting point, but everything felt too big, too entangled. She took a deep breath.

“I went to the clinic yesterday,” she said. “Sat through the briefing. Heard the stats, the process, the consent. I hated it. All of it. Every word felt like… like putting Rowan on a shelf. Like making him a project, not a person.”

Ava nodded, listening intently, her hand reaching across the table to squeeze Iris’s.

“I kept thinking—if we’re going to have a child, it should be because of us. Not because of a freezer, or a team of strangers, or a timeline on a wall. It should be… I don’t know, messy. Human. Real. It should be Rowan and me. Together. Not clinical. Not sterile.”

She met Ava’s eyes, bracing for judgment, for the gentle, rational counterargument that always seemed to follow when Iris veered too close to the impossible.

But Ava just nodded, slow and steady. “That makes sense,” she said softly. “But Iris—he’s not there. Not the way he was. You know that, right? I’m not saying this to hurt you. I just—”

“I know.” Iris’s voice broke. “I know. But his body is. His warmth, his scent, his skin. The doctors say he’s not conscious, but they don’t know. Not really. I keep thinking… what if some part of him can still hear me? What if he’d want this? What if… what if this is the only way to make it feel like he’s not gone? Like I’m not just moving on but carrying him forward?”

Ava was silent for a long time. She traced her finger around the rim of her mug, her brow furrowed in thought.

“Do you want to do this?” she asked quietly. “With him? Not with a doctor. Not with a lab. With Rowan?”

Iris’s cheeks burned. She nodded, tears pricking her eyes, not from shame but from the rawness of finally saying it aloud. “Yes. I want it to be him. I need it to be him. I know how it sounds—I know it’s not normal, not what people expect, but I don’t care. I want to be close to him, Ava. I want to make something alive with him, not with memory or science or hope alone.”

Ava didn’t recoil. She reached out and covered Iris’s hand with her own. “Then tell me what you need.”

Iris let out a shaky breath. “I need you to promise not to judge me. Not to try and talk me out of it, or make it about what’s right or wrong, or legal or not. I need you to understand that this isn’t about sex—it’s about love. About needing something real before it’s gone forever.”

Ava’s eyes shone with tears. “I promise. I swear.”

They sat in silence, the tension thick as honey. The city outside carried on—cars, buses, schoolchildren on their way, the distant call of a market trader hawking fruit.

Iris reached for her phone, pulling up an old voice note from Rowan. She played it—his voice filling the kitchen, low and a little scratchy from a hangover.

“If you’re listening to this, it’s probably because you’re mad at me. Or maybe you just miss me. If so, good. I miss you too. I hope you’re not crying, but if you are—go eat something, then come to bed and let me fix it.”

Ava smiled through her tears. “God, he loved you.”

“I loved him,” Iris whispered. “I love him still. I don’t want to let go. Not yet.”

Ava squeezed her hand again. “So what’s the plan?”

Iris swallowed, voice trembling but clear. “I’m going to ask the hospital for private time. They’re so used to me being there—no one will question if I want a night alone. I’ll tell them I need to say goodbye, to talk to him. And I do. I need to do that. But I also… I want to try. I want to try to make a baby the only way I know how.”

Ava looked down, nodding slowly, as if absorbing the truth of it. “Do you need me there?”

Iris shook her head. “No. I think I need to be alone. But I need you to know. I need you to be the person who understands why.”

Ava stood abruptly, circled the table, and pulled Iris into a fierce hug. They held each other, both shaking, both crying a little.

Ava whispered into her hair, “Iris, whatever happens, you’re not alone. If you need me, I’m here. No matter what.”

Iris clung to her, the relief dizzying. For the first time since Rowan’s accident, she didn’t feel like a ghost—she felt like someone making a choice, forging a path, even if it was lonely and dark and uncertain.

They sat like that until the croissants went cold and the coffee cooled. Ava eventually stood, wiped her eyes, and said, “Text me when it’s done. Or if you change your mind. Or if you just want to scream.”

Iris nodded. “Thank you.”

Ava smiled, sad and proud and a little awed. “Go do what you need to do. And if the world can’t understand, fuck the world. Love is never the wrong answer.”

Iris watched her go, the door closing softly behind her, and felt the quiet settle around her—not emptiness, but possibility.

She moved to the bedroom and lay on the bed, staring at the ceiling, Rowan’s voice still echoing in her ears. She let her hand drift to her belly, imagining what it would be like—his child, her child, something that was both of them and neither.

She turned her head and buried her face in his pillow, breathing in the scent that still lingered. Her body responded immediately—an ache low in her pelvis, the memory of his hands, the press of his weight.

She closed her eyes and let herself imagine it:

—Rowan lying there, eyes closed but chest rising, the warmth of him under her.

—Her fingers trailing down his chest, her mouth at his ear, whispering her need, her apologies, her hope.

—Straddling him, slow and reverent, guiding him inside her, rocking gently, letting her body memorize the shape of him, the possibility of new life.

—Her own pleasure building, not frantic, not hungry, but a long, slow ache, the kind that says yes, the kind that says more, the kind that says I will carry you with me, always.

Her hand drifted lower, between her thighs, and she moved her hips in time with the fantasy. Her breath caught, tears streaming down her cheeks as she brought herself to the edge, teetered there, and then let go.

Her orgasm was quiet, deep, full of longing and relief, her body shuddering with the force of desire and grief and the wild, improbable hope that maybe—just maybe—love could reach across even this distance and become something more.

She lay there after, skin cooling, body loose, mind clear for the first time in days.

She texted Ava, just two words: I’m ready.

And she meant it.

The day after Iris’s confession to Ava passed with a strange, measured clarity. It was as if the act of speaking her truth—of naming what she wanted—had burned away some of the fog. Her body was tired, heavy with anticipation and nerves, but her mind was sharp, almost clinical. She moved through her flat gathering what she needed, every gesture purposeful, a ritual she didn’t need to explain to anyone but herself.

She started with Rowan’s things: his favourite old t-shirt, soft as worn velvet, the one that always fell too low on her collarbones and smelled like him even after countless washes. She laid it across the bed, smoothing the creases with a palm, as if tucking Rowan himself in for the night. She found the small bottle of massage oil—unscented, but with a faint note of cedar from being stored with his shaving kit—and set it aside.

She opened the wardrobe and retrieved the silk scarf. Burgundy, with a subtle pattern of leaves woven through the fabric; Rowan had given it to her on their third Christmas together, and it had found its way into a hundred intimate moments since. She held it to her cheek for a moment, smiling through the ache. Next, she chose a pair of soft towels, a fresh change of underwear, her favourite toiletries, a candle in a small glass jar (just in case), and a framed photo of her and Rowan at the lake, sunburned and grinning, his arm wrapped tight around her waist.

She tucked everything into her overnight bag, adding her journal and a pen. The journal was half full—lists of what she missed, what she wanted, letters to Rowan, fragments of memory that refused to fade. She would write again tonight, she decided. Maybe a goodbye, maybe a welcome. She didn’t know which.

In the bathroom, she showered slowly, taking her time with each part of her body. She shaved her legs and underarms, washed her hair, scrubbed her skin until it tingled. She stepped out and patted herself dry, then stood in front of the mirror, brush in hand, staring at her own reflection. She looked older, she thought—not with age, exactly, but with knowing. There were lines around her eyes that hadn’t been there last year, a fullness to her mouth that came from weeping and wanting and not letting herself numb.

She brushed her hair until it gleamed, then twisted it into a loose knot at the nape of her neck, tying it with the ribbon Rowan had once pulled from a birthday bouquet. She dabbed a little of his cologne at her wrists, breathing in the warm, woodsy scent. She dressed simply, in leggings and a loose sweater, knowing she would change again later.

The last thing she did before leaving the flat was to sit at the kitchen table, pen poised over her journal. She hesitated, then wrote:

Rowan,

Tonight I am coming to you—not out of desperation, not out of fear, but because this is what we wanted. What you wrote. What you asked of me, if things ever turned out this way. I want to feel you, not just remember you. I want to try for the life we dreamed, not just mourn the life we lost. Thank you for trusting me. I hope I am doing this right. I hope you forgive me if I get it wrong. I love you, in this body, in this breath, in this longing that won’t let go.

She read it back once, then closed the book. Her hands were steady as she put it in her bag.

The city was golden with late afternoon light when she made her way to the hospital. Iris walked rather than took a cab, letting her nerves wind down with each step. The bag felt heavy on her shoulder; she felt lighter for it. Her mind drifted to every conversation she’d had with Rowan about consent, about agency, about how love and desire had always been something they crafted together, never something she simply received or surrendered. She reminded herself that this was as mutual as anything could be: written, promised, trusted.

At the hospital, the reception staff greeted her by name—she had become a fixture these past months, both ghost and guardian. Nurse Lottie met her in the corridor, eyes warm with understanding.

“We’ll give you all the time you need,” Lottie said quietly, handing her the key card for Rowan’s room. “No one will come in after seven. If you need anything, buzz reception. I’ll keep the floor clear.”

“Thank you,” Iris replied. She wanted to say more, to spill her gratitude or confess her nerves, but found she couldn’t. Lottie seemed to understand, squeezing her arm gently before disappearing down the hall.

Inside Rowan’s room, the hush felt sacred. The machines hummed their patient rhythm, but otherwise the world seemed to pause. She set her bag down and took out each item in turn, arranging the room as if she were preparing for a private ceremony—because she was.

She draped Rowan’s t-shirt over the back of the chair by the bed, then replaced his hospital-issue pillowcase with the one from home, the faint scent of their laundry flooding the air. She placed the framed photo beside the bed, tucking the scarf under Rowan’s hand as a silent signal: I am here. I am not afraid to touch you, to remember what we were.

She placed the candle on the windowsill and, after checking with a quick glance at the hallway, lit it. The flame glowed softly, flickering gold across the white sheets. She set up the little speaker on the bedside table and paired it with her phone, scrolling to a playlist of their songs—slow, lush tracks that sounded like dusk and summer and everything unfinished.

She moved through the room with careful intention, turning down the bed, folding back the sheets, fluffing the pillow behind Rowan’s head. She dimmed the overhead lights, letting the evening blue settle around them. She unpacked the massage oil, placed it on the table within reach, and laid out the towels nearby. Finally, she placed the wedding ring on its chain beside Rowan’s hand, her fingers lingering for a moment on the warm metal.

When everything was set, Iris stood by the window, looking out over the city. She watched the lights come on, one by one, until the world below shimmered with possibility.

She closed her eyes and let herself feel the anticipation—the aching, almost erotic charge that ran through her. She breathed deeply, grounding herself in the present: the softness of the shirt against her skin, the steady thrum of music, the promise of touch and memory hovering just out of reach.

She went to the small bathroom adjoining Rowan’s room, undressed slowly, and changed into his shirt and fresh underwear. She brushed her teeth, smoothed her hair, washed her hands and face again, stalling for a few minutes to steady her nerves.

She looked at her reflection. She was flushed, pupils dark, lips parted with anticipation and a little fear. She whispered to herself, “This is for us. This is consented. I am allowed to want. I am allowed to hope. I am allowed to love.”

She returned to the room, locked the door, and sat beside Rowan, taking his hand in both of hers. She pressed her lips to his knuckles, letting her forehead rest against his wrist. “You wanted this,” she said softly. “And so did I. Thank you for trusting me. I hope I make you proud.”

She sat there, letting the music and the scent and the anticipation fill the space between them. She did not touch herself, but her body buzzed with want, the edges of arousal humming just beneath her skin. She focused instead on gratitude—on the gift of Rowan’s trust, on the rightness of the ritual she was making, on the fragile, beautiful hope of what might come next.

She breathed in, breathed out, let herself tremble, and waited for night to fall—ready for whatever came, certain only of her love.

The room was so still it felt like time had slipped sideways. Not frozen, not dead—but holding its breath, the way Rowan used to do when he was trying not to laugh during a serious moment. That same mischievous tension hung in the air now, even though Iris was the only one breathing.

She had turned the lights low. Just one bedside lamp cast a halo across the sheets, and the playlist drifted on quietly—something instrumental, soft, the kind of music that carried emotion without insisting on words.

Iris stood for a long time at the foot of the bed, barefoot, wearing nothing but Rowan’s old t-shirt. It hung just below her hips, sleeves cuffed at the shoulder, smelling faintly of cedar and time. Her breath trembled, but her hands were steady. She wasn’t nervous anymore—not like before. She was aware. Of her heartbeat. Of the way the cotton brushed against her thighs. Of the way Rowan’s hand rested, open and waiting, on the blanket beside him.

She stepped forward and laid her fingers lightly against his. His skin was warm from the heated blanket, his nails neatly trimmed. His fingers twitched sometimes in his sleep, small spasms the nurses called “nothing,” but to Iris they felt like sparks. Memories trying to speak.

“Hey,” she whispered, her voice breaking the silence gently, like a stone dropped into still water. “It’s me.”

She sat down beside him on the bed, careful not to jostle any wires or disturb the gentle rise and fall of his chest. The machines hummed their indifferent rhythms. She leaned over, kissed his forehead.

“I know you can’t answer me. Not yet. Maybe not ever.” She swallowed. “But I need to say this anyway.”

She took his hand in both of hers, cradled it like a relic. “I’ve read your letter a hundred times. I’ve listened to your messages until I can hear them even when I’m not playing them. I know what you said. I know what you meant.”

Her thumb brushed over the fine line of his knuckles. “You wanted this. You said so. You said if I ever wanted to try—to carry on something of you—you’d want it to be us. Not a clinic. Not a freezer. Us. Messy. Stupid. Brave.”

She laughed, but it caught in her throat. “I kept trying to talk myself out of this. I thought maybe it would be easier to do it the official way. Cold. Distant. But that’s not how we ever did anything, was it? We were always a bit too much. Too emotional. Too fast. Too intense.” She smiled. “Too in love.”

Her free hand reached out, smoothed the line of his jaw. There was stubble there—he’d always hated the roughness, insisted on shaving every morning, even on holiday. She liked it. She liked him wild. She liked everything, even the flaws.

“I want to be honest with you, Rowan. I want this. Not because I’m trying to replace you. Not because I’m deluded. But because I want part of you to keep living, even if…” Her voice trailed off. She let herself feel the if. She’d danced around it for weeks. Tonight, she let it settle in the room.

“I’m scared,” she said. “But I think you’d understand. I think you’d hold me and say, ‘Scared is fine. So long as you don’t run.’”

She shifted, drawing her legs up onto the bed, sitting beside him cross-legged. She faced him fully now, their knees almost touching.

“I’m not running.”

For a moment, she said nothing. Just breathed. Watched him.

Then she began to touch him—not sexually, not yet—but with the reverence of someone tending to a beloved altar. She cupped his face. Brushed her fingers along his collarbone. Smoothed the sheet over his stomach, adjusted the pillow beneath his neck. She whispered little things between touches—memories, jokes, a short verse from a poem he loved. All of it layered between breath and skin and the silent pulsing of hope.

Her fingers traced the scar on his arm from when he’d tried to build her a garden bench and cut himself on a rusted screw. “You never finished it,” she murmured. “But I didn’t care. You got the frame right. That’s all that mattered.”

She leaned down and kissed his sternum, just below the neckline of the gown. “This body has loved me so well,” she whispered.

With one final breath, she pressed her forehead to his. Her eyes closed. She listened—not for words, not for miracles—but for something quieter: the memory of being wanted, and the knowledge that she still was.

“I’m going to make this ours,” she said. “Carefully. Completely. With nothing but love.”

Then she drew back, her breath catching as the tension coiled inside her. She let her fingers linger on his chest. Her whole body vibrated with reverence and longing.

When she finally lay down beside him, drawing the blanket over both of them, it wasn’t just to prepare for what came next. It was to remember that love—real, embodied, and sometimes terrifying—had always lived here.

And still did.

The silence between them wasn’t hollow—it pulsed. Iris lay beside Rowan with the blanket drawn up to their waists, her hand resting on his bare chest. She had unfastened the hospital gown earlier with slow, careful movements, revealing the skin beneath like unwrapping something sacred. Now, the low amber glow of the lamp caught on the fine hairs of his sternum, glinting on the faint sheen of massage oil she’d warmed between her palms and worked gently across his torso.

The act hadn’t been sexual at first. It had been devotional.

She had started at his shoulders, massaging in gentle, rhythmic circles, whispering nonsense and memories as she went. “You always got that knot here, didn’t you? Remember, after that flight to Sicily? You blamed the rental car seats.” Her fingers worked through the remembered stiffness, down his arms, along his forearms, pausing over the pale scar on his elbow from when he’d slipped on wet tiles three summers ago. “You said it made you look dangerous. I said it made you look clumsy.”

Now, her body was humming. Not from friction or urgency, but from the slow ignition of something deeper—grief transforming into yearning, and yearning into choice.

She kissed the centre of his chest, just above where his heart beat faintly beneath the machines’ oversight. “I want this to be yours,” she whispered, breath warm against his skin. “Not a form. Not a vial. I want you.”

There was no reply, of course. But Iris felt his presence as surely as if he were looking back at her, lips parted, eyes dark with the kind of focus he always gave her when they made love.

Her hand drifted lower now, across the flat of his belly, resting just above the waistband of the hospital-issue trousers he still wore. She hadn’t touched him there yet. Hadn’t crossed that threshold. Her body had been aching for hours, her thighs slick, her nipples peaked beneath the soft cotton of his shirt. But the desire hadn’t rushed her. If anything, it had steadied her. Carried her.

Now, she eased herself up onto her knees beside him, the mattress dipping gently under her weight. She reached for the waistband, pausing with her fingers hooked beneath the edge.

“I’m going to undress you now, Rowan,” she said softly. “Just like we talked about. Just like you wanted.”

She took a breath and slid the trousers down slowly, working them past his hips with care. His boxers followed. She moved with reverence, revealing him inch by inch, resisting the impulse to close her eyes. She wanted to see him. All of him.

When he was fully naked beneath her, she sat back on her heels and took him in.

Rowan’s body had thinned slightly in these months of stillness, but he was still recognisably him—long legs, freckled knees, the faint trail of hair from his navel downward, the curve of his hips she used to press her thumbs into when she straddled him. His cock lay soft, nestled against his thigh, and for a moment, Iris’s throat tightened with something like sorrow.

But it wasn’t sorrow. It was awe.

She reached out, touching him there with two fingers, just a featherlight stroke down the shaft. “I remember the first time you let me do this,” she said aloud. “You were so shy. You blushed down to your toes.”

Her touch became firmer. She cupped his balls gently in her palm, lifting, feeling the familiar weight, the slight warmth. Her breath caught as she felt a twitch—not imagined, not dramatic, but real. A faint reflex, a muscle memory of pleasure.

“I know you’re still in there,” she whispered. “And I’m going to make this ours.”

She reached again for the oil and poured a few drops into her palm, warming it with slow friction before wrapping her hand fully around him. She began to stroke—slowly, steadily—watching him, willing him to respond, not with hope or expectation but with love. Each movement was measured, sensual but tender, coaxing rather than demanding.

“You always said you liked it like this,” she said, smiling faintly. “Not rushed. Not for show. Just… real.”

She kept stroking, and beneath her hand, he began to swell.

It was subtle at first—a slow thickening, the texture shifting from slack to responsive. Iris exhaled in a shaky breath, her other hand braced on his hip as she adjusted her weight. Her own arousal surged at the sight, slick heat blooming between her thighs.

“Oh my god,” she whispered. “You’re with me. Aren’t you?”

There was no answer. But there didn’t need to be. His body was answering for him.

She leaned down and kissed the head of his cock, then licked a slow circle around the tip, her tongue warm and reverent. She tasted salt, skin, memory. He twitched again in her palm. Her own thighs pressed together involuntarily.

She wrapped her lips around him, mouth soft and slow, taking him deeper with each pass—no rhythm, no agenda. Just closeness. Just presence. She remembered all the nights they’d done this, lazy Sunday mornings and rushed lunch breaks and those rare, sacred moments when Rowan let go completely and let her worship him.

When he was fully hard in her hand, she drew back, wiping her mouth on the back of her wrist. She swallowed. She was shaking.

She looked down at him—naked, hard, beautiful.

And hers.

With a slow breath, she lifted the shirt over her head, leaving her completely bare. The air kissed her skin, nipples taut, legs trembling. She climbed into the bed fully now, straddling him with her knees spread wide, her cunt already wet and aching.

“This is what we wanted,” she said aloud. “This is us. No doctors. No signatures. Just you. And me.”

She reached between her thighs and guided him to her entrance, positioning herself with care. Her body trembled as the head of his cock brushed against her, slicking through her folds.

She closed her eyes.

And lowered herself onto him—slow, deep, until he was fully seated inside her.

Her breath left her in a ragged sob. Her hands landed flat on his chest. “Oh god,” she gasped. “Rowan.”

There was no resistance. Her body welcomed him like memory. Like belonging.

She didn’t move at first. Just sat there, hips pressed flush to his, his cock buried deep inside her, her walls pulsing with the intensity of it. Tears welled in her eyes—not from pain, not even from sadness, but from the overwhelming rightness of it.

“I’m here,” she whispered. “And so are you.”

She began to rock then—slow, deliberate motions, every rise and fall a prayer. She kept her eyes closed at first, then opened them, wanting to see him, wanting his face imprinted on her in this moment.

Her hands roamed his chest, his shoulders, her thumbs brushing over his nipples, her fingers gripping the sharp edges of his hips.

Each movement sent waves through her—pleasure, yes, but also grief, and love, and something like peace.

She whispered to him as she rode him, her voice unsteady but strong. “Remember when we said if the worst ever happened, we’d still find each other? This is me finding you. This is me not letting go.”

Her climax built slowly, a deep pull from her centre, her thighs trembling, her nipples brushing the coarse hair of his chest. She rode it gently, rocking faster now, her breath stuttering.

When it crested, it wasn’t a scream. It wasn’t even a moan.

It was a sob.

She came quietly, body convulsing around him, her face buried in his neck, tears mixing with sweat.

“I love you,” she choked. “I love you. I love you. I love you.”

She stilled. Stayed like that for a long time. Breathing. Feeling.

Inside her, he stayed hard for a while—reflex, maybe, or memory. She clung to the sensation, not moving. Her hands pressed flat against his ribs, as if trying to etch him into her bones.

Eventually, she eased herself off of him, careful not to rush. She reached for the towel and cleaned them both gently, reverently. She placed her palm over her lower belly, then took Rowan’s hand and laid it there too.

“You’re part of me now,” she whispered. “In every way.”

The stillness that followed felt almost holy.

Iris didn’t move right away. She lay on her side beside Rowan, her body curled gently toward his, her hand resting lightly over his heart. Beneath her palm, the faint rhythm of the monitor beeped out a stubborn, steady pulse—life still here, held in circuits and wires and breath.

She had tucked the sheets carefully back over his lower half, shielding his nudity the way he’d always done for her after sex, folding the covers under her thighs so that her skin stayed warm. She’d cleaned him with a soft towel, warmed it under the tap in the small en-suite sink, whispering apologies as she did, even though no apology was needed. The towel now lay folded in the hamper. The oil bottle was capped and zipped back into her small toiletry pouch. Everything was in order. Everything had been made gentle again.

But she wasn’t in order.

Her body thrummed—not with the sharpness of climax, but with the echo of something seismic. Her muscles ached, not with exhaustion but with meaning. Her womb felt heavy. Her chest tight. Her limbs humming with warmth and raw, unguarded tenderness.

She hadn’t cried. Not since the first sob that cracked open at the peak of her orgasm. But now, she felt the prickle of tears behind her eyes again—quiet ones. Not falling. Just waiting.

“I’m here,” she whispered into the stillness. “I stayed.”

Rowan’s head was turned slightly toward her. She liked to think that maybe he could hear her voice better that way. That some thread of consciousness still pulsed behind those lashes, beneath that still brow. That he’d felt her when she moved against him. That he knew.

She reached out and traced the edge of his eyebrow, then the faint dip of his temple. “You were perfect,” she said, her voice catching. “Still are.”

Then she turned her face into his shoulder and let the stillness hold her.

They lay like that for a long while. Time slid sideways again—her thoughts drifting in and out of memory. Of their bodies together on early summer mornings, windows open, his hands hot and sure on her hips. Of arguments that turned into desperate kisses. Of Rowan resting his forehead to hers and whispering, “Whatever happens next, it’ll be ours.”

She wasn’t sure how long passed before she moved.

Eventually, she eased herself out of bed, wrapping the blanket around her body like a robe. She padded barefoot to the sink and washed her hands, then her thighs, wincing slightly at the tenderness between her legs. It didn’t hurt. It just reminded her—her body had been opened for something sacred tonight. She had made space. Not just for pleasure. For life.

She looked at herself in the mirror above the sink. Her skin was flushed, her lips swollen. There were tear tracks on her cheeks, and her hair was mussed from the pillow. But she didn’t look broken. She looked changed.

Softly, she whispered to her reflection, “We did it.”

Back at the bedside, she pulled on Rowan’s shirt again, now warm from her skin and his. She pulled the chair closer and took her notebook from the nightstand. It was the same one she’d been writing in for weeks now—messages, letters, fragments of poems. Pieces of her she couldn’t say aloud.

She flipped to a fresh page and wrote:

Tonight, I became yours again.

Not just in memory, or in longing.

In flesh. In fire. In full consent.

You gave me this.

And I will carry you forward, if I can.

Not because I need to replace you—

But because I believe love can still make something.

Even here. Even now.

She paused, pen trembling slightly, then wrote:

If a heartbeat ever echoes beneath mine, it will know your name.

She tucked the notebook back onto the shelf and returned to the bed. This time, she didn’t crawl in beside him. She simply sat, back pressed to the headboard, knees drawn up, blanket tucked tight around her shoulders. Her hand found his again and held it lightly.

She looked out the window. It was nearly dawn. The first blue-gray hints of morning stretching across the sky. Another day beginning. Another night survived.

Beside her, Rowan breathed. Slow. Machine-steady. But real.

She glanced down at their joined hands. “You were never just a body to me,” she whispered. “And you’re not now.”

She paused, then added, “If there’s a child… I’ll tell them everything. That you were smart. And funny. And sometimes ridiculous. That you left your socks everywhere and made tea with too much milk and cried at dog movies. That you held me like I mattered. Fucked me like I was magic. And planned a life with me that never once felt like a compromise.”

Her throat tightened. “I’ll tell them this wasn’t sad. Not really. That we were brave. That we chose love, even when it scared us.”

Silence again. Then—

“I hope, if you’re still in there, some part of you heard this. Felt it. That your body knew mine tonight, the way it always did. That if I carry anything from you now, it’s because you gave it. Not because I reached for what wasn’t mine.”

The monitors clicked. Rowan’s fingers didn’t twitch. But Iris smiled anyway.

“You’re still mine,” she said.

She slid down beside him once more, this time wrapping her arms around his torso, her head tucked under his chin. She breathed him in—clean skin, hospital linen, and the barest trace of that massage oil.

Sleep found her slowly.

And when it did, she dreamed—not of loss or silence, but of Rowan in summer light, laughing with her on the balcony, his arms around her waist, the sun at their backs. Dream-Rowan kissed her forehead and whispered, “You made me real. Again.”

When the nurse came in to check vitals just after sunrise, she paused at the door. Iris and Rowan lay tangled in sleep, the blanket kicked halfway down, their faces turned toward each other.

The nurse hesitated, then stepped back out and quietly closed the door.

The city was gray with first light when Iris woke, caught between the remnants of her dreams and the humming quiet of the hospital room. She didn’t open her eyes immediately—just floated in that strange, weightless space, the slow rise and fall of Rowan’s breathing under her ear. The monitor’s soft beeping pulsed a rhythm that matched her own heartbeat, anchoring her in the reality of now.

She lay curled against Rowan, her cheek pressed to his chest, her arm draped over his ribs. Their bodies were a tangle of warmth under the covers—her skin flush with his, the faint musk of sweat and sandalwood oil lingering in the air. For a long time, she simply breathed him in. She could feel the echo of the night before in every part of her: a rawness between her thighs, a deep ache in her core, the ghost of tears on her cheek.

For the first time since the accident, she did not wake with panic or dread. Instead, she felt a surprising peace—a calm so quiet it was almost unfamiliar. The decision was no longer hypothetical. It had been made, enacted, lived. There was nothing left to debate with herself. She had chosen—boldly, completely, and with love.

She shifted, carefully untangling herself from Rowan’s embrace. She pulled the blanket back up to his chin and brushed a lock of hair from his brow, her fingertips lingering in gentle aftercare. He looked so young in sleep—lips soft, lashes a shadow on his cheeks, his jaw slack with dreaming. The sight undid her a little, the tenderness nearly too much.

Iris stood, bare feet pressed to cold tile, and stretched the stiffness from her spine. She padded to the en-suite, washed her face, and rinsed her mouth. In the mirror, she saw herself: her hair mussed, cheeks still faintly flushed, lips swollen from kisses and weeping. There was something different in her eyes—less haunted, more alive.

She ran warm water over a towel and wiped gently between her legs, sensitive but not sore. She let her hand linger over her lower belly, pressing lightly. “Thank you,” she whispered, to no one and everyone—to Rowan, to herself, to the universe. “Thank you for letting me have this.”

She dressed in fresh underwear and Rowan’s t-shirt, the cotton soft and comforting. She rolled up the used towel, dropped it in the hamper, and tidied the room. She folded the spare sheets, put away the oil and candle, and smoothed the pillowcase. Every gesture was reverent, careful—a closing of the ritual she had begun last night.

She went to the window and pulled the blind up an inch, letting in a thin shaft of morning light. Outside, the world was waking. Buses rumbled past, the sky a flat pewter blue. It felt like the city was holding its breath, waiting with her.

Iris returned to the bed and sat beside Rowan. She took his hand in hers and placed it over her heart. “You’re still here,” she murmured. “Whatever happens, you’ll always be part of me.” She pressed a kiss to his knuckles, closing her eyes as she breathed in the moment.

She pulled her notebook from the bedside table and flipped to a clean page. Her hand shook a little, but she wrote anyway:

Morning after:

We did it, Rowan. I don’t know what will come of it. Maybe nothing. Maybe everything. But I know I was brave, and I know you were with me, somehow, through it all.

If there is a child, they will know they came from love—messy, complicated, real love. If not, I will still be grateful. I will still be yours.

I am not alone anymore. I have you, and I have myself.

Thank you.

She closed the notebook, set it gently aside, and drew her knees to her chest, sitting for a moment in silent prayer—not to any god, but to Rowan, to their past, to the fragile hope blooming inside her.

There was a soft knock on the door. Iris startled, but Nurse Lottie’s voice came muffled: “You all right, love? Want some tea?”

Iris smiled, heart twisting with gratitude. “Yes, please. Give me a minute?”

“Take your time.”

She listened to the nurse’s footsteps fade, then bent over Rowan, cradling his face between her hands. “I’ll come back tonight. I’ll always come back.”

She pressed a final kiss to his forehead, then, with effort, stood and gathered her things. She packed her bag in silence, sliding her journal, the candle, and the photo carefully into place. She glanced once more at the room—the space where she’d found the courage to claim love, where grief and longing had become something generative, not just destructive.

She lingered at the door, then turned back to Rowan, moving as if to anchor the moment one last time. She placed his wedding ring back on the chain around her neck and tucked it under her shirt, a promise close to her skin. She squeezed his hand, whispered, “I love you. No matter what.”

Out in the corridor, the hospital was coming to life—orderlies pushing carts, nurses moving in pairs, the world carrying on as if nothing extraordinary had happened. Iris made her way to the small waiting area, where Lottie met her with a steaming mug.

“Rough night?” the nurse asked, not unkind.

Iris shook her head, a tear slipping down her cheek despite herself. “No. It was… right. I needed it.”

Lottie didn’t press. She handed Iris the tea and sat beside her, companionable silence stretching between them.

After a while, Iris finished her tea, thanked Lottie, and made her way outside. The air was crisp, tinged with spring. She stood for a moment in the brightening day, letting the sun hit her face, filling her lungs with hope.

Her phone vibrated—a message from Ava:

How are you?

Iris smiled and typed back:

I did it. I think he’d be proud.

She slipped the phone into her pocket and started walking, her stride growing steadier with every step.

As she moved through the city, Iris felt her body humming—not just with the residue of pleasure and grief, but with the pulse of new resolve. She didn’t know what would happen next—whether her act of devotion would yield life, or only memory. But she knew, with absolute certainty, that she had chosen. That she had been bold. That she had loved, fully and fiercely, and that whatever came, she would carry Rowan forward in her body, her spirit, her hope.

She was alive, and moving forward. The city opened up before her, endless, ordinary, and utterly transformed.


Chapter 19: Waiting

The days after that night blurred at the edges, time dissolving into a haze of waiting and self-scrutiny. It was as if the universe had narrowed its focus to Iris’s body: every twinge, every subtle ache, every wave of warmth or chill magnified and analyzed in the aching silence of her flat. She found herself moving slowly, as though her limbs had become heavy with meaning. Even breathing felt deliberate—each inhale a question, each exhale a wish.

She lost track of how many times she checked the calendar. Her phone was littered with reminders, cycle trackers, questions she’d googled in secret. How soon do symptoms start? Earliest signs of conception. How long after unprotected sex can you feel different? She devoured anonymous forum posts at three in the morning, scrolling until her eyes burned, desperate for any clue that hope might already be growing inside her.

But there were no certain signs—just the heightened pulse of anxiety, the ache between her thighs when she remembered what they’d done, the ache in her heart that never seemed to fade.

She couldn’t bring herself to talk to anyone about it, not even Ava—not yet. Ava texted every morning (“How are you today, babe?”), and every night (“Call me if you can’t sleep”), but Iris usually left the messages unread. Her father called and left voicemails; Elaine sent gentle, guilt-tinged emails, checking in but not pressing.

Mostly, Iris walked. The city was her only company. She drifted through the markets, the parks, down unfamiliar streets, lost in the swirl of strangers. Her feet carried her automatically to places Rowan had loved: the little bakery with the sticky buns, the riverside where they’d picnicked one late August afternoon, the old movie theatre with the neon sign that flickered every other letter. She lingered, pressing her palm to her lower belly, whispering questions to the air.

At home, she developed rituals—ways to make the waiting bearable. She bought fresh flowers, arranging them in vases on every surface. She kept the flat immaculate, as if order could keep the chaos at bay. She changed the sheets on the bed every two days, folding Rowan’s shirt carefully and laying it on his pillow each morning.

She ate little but drank endless cups of herbal tea, the kind Rowan had called “muddy water,” and forced herself to journal every night before bed. Her notebook became a running list of symptoms, anxieties, wild hopes, and tiny, secret prayers.

Day 3. Tired. Breasts ache. Is it real or in my head?

Day 4. Nothing. Can’t sleep. Kept thinking I felt something—nothing.

Day 5. Dreamed of Rowan, warm and alive, laughing at me. Woke up crying, but it felt good.

Day 6. Dull cramp low in belly. Hope or hormones or heartbreak?

She read her own handwriting obsessively, looking for patterns, omens, messages from a body she could not fully trust.

Nights were the hardest. She would lie awake, staring at the ceiling, her hand drifting to her stomach—waiting, pleading, bargaining with fate. She tried to remember every detail of that night with Rowan: the way his body felt beneath her, the heat of his skin, the sound of her own voice pleading, promising, claiming love in the face of uncertainty.

Sometimes, when the loneliness became too sharp, she’d slip her hand between her thighs. She wouldn’t rush—wouldn’t chase oblivion. Instead, she let herself move slow, conjuring Rowan in the darkness. She’d whisper his name, remembering the words they’d once traded in the breathless hush after sex: If you ever need to find me, just close your eyes. I’ll be there.

Her pleasure came quietly, threaded through with longing and fear and hope. Each climax was a tiny act of resistance—proof that her body was still hers, still alive, still capable of making and holding love, even in the silence of not knowing.

Afterward, she’d curl into Rowan’s pillow, clutching the fabric close, breathing in the fading ghost of his scent. She’d imagine cells dividing, hope taking root somewhere deep inside, secret and sacred.

And so the days passed—not empty, not quite full, suspended in the uncertain space between grief and beginning.

The silence didn’t last.

It never does.

By the end of the first week, the world began pressing at the edges of Iris’s carefully constructed cocoon. At first it was subtle — Ava’s texts growing more pointed, her father’s calls more frequent, Elaine’s messages tinged with something sharper than concern.

Have you spoken to the doctors again?

Are you eating?

You can’t keep living at the hospital, Iris.

Iris read them all. She just didn’t answer.

She moved between the hospital and the flat like a ghost — present, polite, detached. At Rowan’s bedside she spoke easily, softly, telling him about the weather, about the bakery’s new window display, about how Milo had started sleeping on Rowan’s side of the bed again. But when Elaine visited and asked how she was “really coping,” Iris gave her the practiced smile she’d perfected over months.

“I’m managing.”

Managing was not the truth.

Inside, everything was tight as wire.

Her body had become a battlefield of interpretation. Every dull cramp made her heart race. Every wave of nausea — real or imagined — sent her spiralling between euphoria and terror. She found herself googling at 2 a.m. again, reading medical forums with clinical obsession.

Implantation cramping timeline.

Early pregnancy fatigue.

Can stress delay symptoms?

She hated herself a little for it — for being so hungry for signs. For reducing the most sacred night of her life into a checklist.

But she couldn’t stop.

The waiting wasn’t passive. It was violent.

Ava showed up unannounced on a Thursday evening.

Iris was sitting cross-legged on the living room floor, Rowan’s old hoodie pooled around her thighs, her laptop open but untouched. She’d been staring at nothing for twenty minutes, one hand pressed absently over her lower belly.

The knock startled her.

“I know you’re in there,” Ava called gently. “And I brought Thai.”

Iris hesitated — then opened the door.

Ava took one look at her and frowned. “You’re pale.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re not fine.”

They moved into the kitchen. Ava unpacked containers, the smell of garlic and soy sauce filling the air. Iris tried to eat but found herself pushing rice around with her fork.

“You’re disappearing again,” Ava said quietly.

“I’m just tired.”

“You’re waiting,” Ava corrected.

The word hung between them.

Iris looked up sharply.

Ava held her gaze. “You don’t have to tell me anything. But don’t pretend this is just about grief. This is something else.”

Iris swallowed. Her throat burned.

“I feel like my body is a secret,” she admitted finally. “Like it knows something and it’s not telling me.”

Ava’s expression softened. “Have you tested?”

“No.”

“Why?”

“Because if it’s negative, then what was that night for?” Iris’s voice cracked. “And if it’s positive, then everything changes.”

Ava reached across the table and squeezed her hand. “Everything already changed.”

Iris shook her head. “Not like that. Not permanently.”

They sat in silence for a moment.

“Do you regret it?” Ava asked softly.

Iris didn’t hesitate. “No.”

The certainty surprised even her.

“No,” she repeated. “I don’t regret it. I regret that the world would misunderstand it. I regret that he’s not awake to hold my face and say, ‘Of course this is right.’ But I don’t regret choosing him.”

Ava nodded slowly. “Then don’t let waiting make you question it.”

After Ava left, the flat felt heavier than before.

Iris moved into the bedroom and pulled her journal from the nightstand. Instead of tracking symptoms, she turned to a blank page and began writing a letter.

Not to Rowan as he was now — silent, suspended.

But to Rowan as he had been.

I don’t know if I did the right thing.

But I know I did the loving thing.

I keep replaying your face in my head — not the hospital version. The one where you’re smirking at me across the kitchen. The one where you say, “You’re overthinking it again.”

I’m trying not to overthink it. I’m trying to trust that what we built doesn’t vanish just because you’re quiet.

She paused, pen hovering.

Her hand drifted to her stomach again — protective, unconscious.

If there’s something growing in me, I hope it carries your stubbornness. Your ridiculous optimism. Your hands.

Her breathing hitched.

She hadn’t let herself cry properly in days.

Tonight it came slow — not sobbing, not collapse. Just quiet tears sliding down her cheeks as she kept writing.

I’m scared to hope too loudly.

I’m scared to hope at all.

When she finished, she pressed the notebook to her chest and lay back on the bed.

The tension in her body had been building all evening — not sexual exactly, but physical. Her nerves felt exposed. Raw.

She slipped her hand beneath the hoodie, letting her fingers trace her own skin. Not urgently. Not desperately. Just grounding herself in sensation.

Her breasts were tender. She didn’t know if it meant anything.

She let her palm rest low on her belly and breathed.

Then slowly — carefully — she began to touch herself.

Not to chase climax. Not even to escape.

But to remind herself she was still whole.

She closed her eyes and let memory surface — Rowan’s voice murmuring in her ear, the weight of him inside her, the warmth of that final night. She let the memory unfold gently, not forcing it.

Her hips moved subtly against her own hand.

She whispered his name once — not pleading. Just acknowledging.

The release, when it came, was soft. Almost sad.

But not hollow.

Afterward, she curled around Rowan’s pillow, breathing in the fading scent of him.

The waiting hadn’t become easier.

But it had become shared.

Even in silence.

It happened slowly, and then all at once.

The first week after that night, Iris felt only exhaustion—her body heavy, her thoughts diffuse, her limbs weighted by anticipation. But as the days unfurled, small changes began to surface, each one blooming with outsized meaning.

It started with a dull ache low in her belly, unfamiliar but not exactly painful. It was the kind of twinge she’d always experienced before her period, but now it was loaded with possibility. She pressed her palm to her stomach, lying still in the morning light, waiting for clarity, for a sign that wasn’t just wishful thinking.

Her breasts felt fuller, more sensitive than usual. She caught herself wincing when she brushed her arm against them in the shower. The scent of her shampoo seemed suddenly too sharp, the morning coffee Ava dropped off tasted bitter and wrong. She grew teary watching an old sitcom, sobbed at a dog food commercial, then laughed at her own absurdity.

Every sensation became a message—every ache, a whisper from the future.

She became obsessed with tracking symptoms, scribbling new entries in her notebook:

Day 8: Breast tenderness. Nausea after tea. Could be nothing, could be everything.

Day 9: Slept 10 hours, woke up tired. Dreamed of Rowan holding a baby I couldn’t see.

Day 10: No bleeding. Heart pounding all day. Am I late? Am I just making this up?

She googled obsessively. Earliest pregnancy signs. How soon do you know? Can you feel implantation? Are mood swings normal? The forums offered comfort and confusion, stories of hope and disappointment tangled together.

She grew fearful of hope. Every time she felt her mood lift—when her period didn’t arrive, when nausea hit unexpectedly—she’d talk herself down. It’s stress. It’s grief. It’s nothing. But in the privacy of her flat, she let herself hope, if only in whispers.

She caught herself touching her belly constantly. She stood in front of the bathroom mirror at night, lifting her shirt, examining the soft curve of her stomach, searching for changes invisible to anyone but her. She imagined Rowan’s hand joining hers, his warm palm resting gently, reassuringly over her skin.

Each new sensation was met with a mixture of joy and terror. If she was pregnant, it was proof of a miracle—of love defying reason, of hope made flesh. If she was not, it would mean loss all over again, a new wave of grief layered atop the old.

She went to the pharmacy three times, each visit ending with her frozen in the aisle, unable to reach for the pregnancy tests. Once, she picked up a box, weighed it in her hand, and put it back on the shelf. Not yet. Not ready. She wasn’t sure if she was protecting herself from disappointment or prolonging hope.

At night, Iris’s dreams became vivid, sensual, and strange. She dreamed of Rowan, alive and smiling, their bodies intertwined on a beach, a warm breeze lifting his hair. She dreamed of being held, of being full, of Rowan kissing her bare stomach and whispering, You did it, love. You brought me home.

She’d wake wet and aching, her thighs slick with the residue of dreams. She would touch herself slowly, reverently, her pleasure a soft celebration of possibility. Each climax felt like a tiny offering—gratitude for the chance to hope, to carry Rowan in her body one more time.

On the tenth day, she woke before dawn, heart thundering, aware that her period should have come by now. She sat up in bed, hand pressed tight over her womb, and let herself hope, fully and without apology, for the first time since the accident.

She whispered into the hush, “If you’re in there—if you’re real—I will love you with everything I have.”

For the first time, she let herself imagine the future: a child with Rowan’s dark hair, his easy laugh, the stubborn tilt of his jaw. She pictured herself holding them, singing lullabies into the same blue light that now poured through her window.

That day, she bought the test. She tucked it away in her nightstand, not ready, not yet, but grateful for the concrete proof of her hope.

That night, she lay in bed, the unopened box resting against her thigh, her hand slow and tender between her legs. She pleasured herself with care, letting desire and hope entwine, her climax gentle and deep, like a seed planted in soft earth.

And as she drifted off to sleep, she was no longer waiting. She was becoming.

The test waited in the nightstand drawer for two more days. Iris felt it like a live wire—present in every room, humming under every thought. She brushed her teeth with her eyes on the drawer. She dressed in the morning and paused, hand hovering over the knob. It was the closest thing to a secret she had ever kept from herself.

On the third morning after she bought it, she woke to the first silver blush of sunrise slicing through the blinds. The city was quiet; even the birds seemed to hold their breath. Iris sat up slowly, heart pounding. The waiting had become unbearable. She couldn’t hold hope and fear inside herself any longer—they pressed against each other, making it hard to breathe.

She reached for the drawer and took out the test: a small, unremarkable box that felt like a gateway. She sat on the edge of the bed, legs trembling, the world suddenly very small—just her, Rowan’s shirt, and the white rectangle in her palm.

She went to the bathroom in a daze, closing the door softly behind her. The tiles were cold beneath her feet, her skin prickling with nerves. She read the instructions twice, hands shaking so badly she had to set the test down and breathe for a minute before continuing.

When she finally took the test, she closed her eyes and pressed her hand flat against her lower belly, the motion half-prayer, half-plea. The test needed three minutes to develop. She set it on the counter and backed away, as if distance could shield her from fate.

Three minutes.

She wanted to run. To disappear. To call Ava, or her father, or Elaine, or anyone who might share the weight of this with her. But in the end, she did what she had done every day since Rowan’s accident: she turned to him.

She went to the framed photo of Rowan she kept on the dresser—him in sunglasses, grinning in the summer sun. She picked it up and clutched it to her chest. She let her knees sink to the rug, the photo pressed to her heart, her free hand trembling.

“Rowan,” she whispered, “I need you. I need you so much right now.”

Her voice wobbled. She let the words spill out—her fears, her hope, her guilt for wanting, her terror of loss, her longing for a sign. “If you can hear me… If any part of you is still with me… let me be brave enough to face whatever comes.”

Her body ached with waiting. She rocked slowly on her knees, the photograph clutched in her hands, her breath shallow and sharp.

The timer on her phone buzzed.

She didn’t move. For a moment, she let herself stay in that liminal place—before, after, unmade and remade in the span of a heartbeat.

Then, gathering every ounce of courage, she rose and crossed to the sink.

She looked.

Two pink lines.

Her vision blurred. The world went silent, then roared. Her knees buckled, and she sank to the floor, tears streaming hot and unchecked down her face. She pressed the test to her lips, laughter and sobs tumbling together. “Oh my god. Oh my god. Rowan, we did it. We did it.”

Her hands trembled as she pulled Rowan’s shirt tighter around herself, hugging the space where her belly curved gently, hopefully, over her pelvis. She laughed again—a wild, unguarded sound—then wept until her throat hurt, her tears soaking the front of his shirt.

When the first wave passed, she lay back on the cool tile, hand over her stomach, breath coming in shudders. She stared at the ceiling and let joy and grief move through her in equal measure. The magnitude of what she carried—his life, her love, the impossible, secret miracle they had made—crashed over her, making her body shake.

Later that night, Iris crawled into bed, exhaustion hollowing her out, a sweet ache at the center of her chest. The test lay on her nightstand, a talisman. She pressed her hand between her thighs, not with urgency, but with reverence. Her touch was slow, grateful—a prayer, a promise, a release.

She remembered Rowan’s hands on her, the way he’d always mapped her body with patience, the way he’d made her feel known, chosen, cherished. She let her own hands echo his, tracing the lines of her hips, her belly, the soft curves of her breasts. Her climax built gently, like the opening of a flower—quiet, inevitable, a full-bodied yes to life, to memory, to the fierce, beautiful unknown.

Afterward, she lay in the hush, her hand resting on her belly, tears drying on her cheeks.

“I promise,” she whispered, “I’ll love this child with everything I have. And I’ll tell them every story about you.”

Sleep found her, deep and dreamless. For the first time since the accident, she felt the future inside her, warm and alive.

The next morning, the world felt different. The rain outside sounded clearer, the colors of the city sharper, the air in the flat buzzing with an energy Iris hadn’t known in months. She woke with her hand on her belly, half-believing it was all a dream, until her gaze landed on the pregnancy test resting on her nightstand, its twin pink lines as vivid and irreversible as a sunrise.

She moved through the motions of the day in a kind of trance—showering, dressing, making tea—her mind circling the news like a talisman. She wanted to tell Rowan first. It felt only right.

She packed her bag, tucking the test into a little velvet pouch, and added the latest ultrasound photo—just a black blur for now, a promise instead of a face. She hesitated over what to wear, finally choosing the shirt Rowan had once called his “lucky blue”—soft, a little frayed at the collar, smelling faintly of him. She slipped the chain with his wedding ring around her neck, needing every scrap of courage she could find.

At the hospital, she signed in as usual, nodded to Nurse Lottie, and made her way to Rowan’s room. The corridor felt longer than ever. At the door, she paused and pressed her forehead to the wood. “I’m coming,” she whispered.

Inside, Rowan lay as he always did—peaceful, suspended, the hum of machines weaving a cocoon of gentle noise. Iris closed the door behind her and drew the blinds, giving the room a soft, golden hush. She perched on the edge of his bed, the pouch and the photo trembling in her hands.

She took his hand in both of hers, pressing it to her cheek, her lips, her heart.

“Rowan,” she began, her voice breaking, “I have news. The best kind, and the hardest kind, and I wish you could hear it—really hear it—but I think you already do.”

She pressed the test into his palm, curled his fingers around it, and then laid his hand over her belly. “I’m pregnant,” she said, the words trembling with awe and terror and pride. “We did it, love. We did it the way you wanted, the way we wanted. It’s just a flutter now—nothing you could see, nothing you could hold—but it’s real. It’s happening. You’re going to be a father.”

The tears came then, not wild but clean—washing her as she bent over his hand, pressing kisses to his knuckles, his wrist, the crook of his elbow. “I wish you could squeeze my hand back. I wish you could laugh, and cry, and tell me you’re scared too. But I know—deep down—I know you’re proud of me. I know you’d say it was right.”

She stayed there a long time, talking to him softly, recounting every feeling, every symptom, every hope and doubt. She described the dreams, the cravings, the mornings when the world seemed bright again. She promised him that their child would know everything about him—his stubbornness, his laughter, the way he always remembered to lock the door but never to turn off the kettle.

When she was spent, Iris lay her head on his chest, letting her breath sync with the gentle rise and fall. For a little while, the room felt full, as if all three of them—Rowan, Iris, and the child—were held in a moment outside time.

She called Ava from the hospital café, her voice still thick with feeling.

“It’s positive,” she whispered, the secret blooming between them.

Ava gasped. “Iris—oh, Iris! I’m so proud of you. Are you okay? Are you—?”

“I’m… I don’t know. I’m everything at once. Terrified. Joyful. Like I’m walking on a wire over a canyon.”

Ava’s laugh was wet and shaky. “You don’t have to walk it alone.”

They talked a long time—about the logistics, the fears, the things Iris would have to say and do next. Ava was her anchor, her conspirator, the only one she trusted with every truth.

That night, Iris sat on her bed, the hospital quiet behind her, her body heavy with fatigue and hope. She crafted a group message to her father and Elaine, her hands trembling over the keys:

I have news. I’m pregnant. I know this is complicated, but it’s also a gift. I hope you can support me, and I understand if you need time. I love you both.

John replied almost immediately:

I’m here for you, no matter what.

Elaine’s response was slower—just a single line:

Call me when you’re ready.

It would not be simple. It would not be easy. But it was real.

Later, back home, Iris lit a candle on her nightstand, set Rowan’s photo beside it, and lay back in bed. She placed both hands over her belly, whispering to the life growing inside her, “Your daddy would have loved you. He does love you. I promise I’ll tell you every story.”

She let her hand drift lower, tracing the familiar path of memory and hope. She pleasured herself softly, slowly—not for escape, but for gratitude. Each shiver was a thank-you, a benediction, a claiming of joy despite the world’s shadows.

Her climax was quiet, but it left her weeping and smiling, her body full of promise and love. “You’re real,” she whispered into the dark. “We’re real.”

And for the first time in a long while, the future did not frighten her. It glowed, tremulous and alive, like the faintest heartbeat in the palm of her hand.

Dusk fell soft and blue, pressing the world into a hush. Iris found herself at Rowan’s bedside again, her hands folded over the slight swell of her belly, the hospital room lit only by the last light streaming in from the window. The machines whispered around them. Outside, someone played jazz from a radio on the loading dock, and the distant sound of laughter filtered up from the street. It was a night that asked for nothing but presence.

She sat in the chair she’d dragged close to the bed, bare feet tucked under her, Rowan’s shirt draped over her shoulders. With the pregnancy now real and known, there was a strange steadiness inside her. She was no longer a vessel of waiting; she was a vessel of promise. Whatever storms still raged in her family, in the uncertain future, she felt anchored here—her body proof that love, and risk, and faith, could coexist.

She reached for Rowan’s hand and placed it over her belly, covering it with her own. “This is you,” she whispered. “You’re still here, in me. In us.” The words were not a plea now. They were a vow.

She talked softly to him, to herself, to the child within. “I promise I’ll protect you. Both of you. I’ll tell you stories—about Rowan’s stubbornness, his wild laughter, his terrible singing. I’ll make this world gentle for you if I can. I’ll give you every piece of the courage I had to find to get here.”

Her other hand slid absently across her thigh, her body alive with the knowledge of what she carried, of what it had cost. The old grief was still present—Rowan’s absence a wound that never quite closed—but now it mingled with something softer. Each breath felt like acceptance.

She closed her eyes and breathed deep, letting her body become a temple, her heartbeat a slow benediction. She slipped a hand beneath the waistband of her skirt, fingers moving not with urgency, but with reverence. She touched herself in the silence, slow and meditative, feeling the way pleasure and gratitude blurred together.

It wasn’t a frantic chase after release. It was a claiming—of hope, of belonging, of the secret that was now hers to keep and to share.

Her climax built quietly, rolling through her in gentle waves, tears pricking her eyes as she mouthed Rowan’s name, the name she would give their child. Her hand tightened over his, holding him with her through every crest and fall, until her breath steadied and her spirit felt full.

When it was over, she leaned her head against his arm and let the twilight fold around them. She imagined, not for the first time, that somewhere deep inside, Rowan heard her. That some echo of love and longing, some vibration from flesh to flesh, would reach him and call him home.

“I’m not alone,” she whispered. “I’m yours. I’m ours. And I’m not afraid.”

She pressed one last kiss to his hand, and let herself rest, the city lights winking on beyond the window, the promise of tomorrow fluttering quietly in her womb.

Act V, Chapter 20: Aftermath

The body remembers before the mind does. Iris learned this with each passing day. She woke now with nausea pooling in her gut—a seasick lurch as if the world was tilting under her. Her breasts felt heavy, skin taut and sensitive, nipples aching beneath the fabric of her worn pajama shirt. Even the light in her bedroom seemed different, filtered through a haze of sleep and hormones and the knowledge that she was, impossibly, becoming.

She shuffled to the bathroom, pausing to catch her breath at the doorway. She’d read that pregnancy made the heart work harder, but she hadn’t expected the emotional whiplash—how tears would rise for no reason, how laughter would bubble up when she caught her own reflection in the mirror and saw herself changed, glowing and bewildered. She ran her hands over her belly—still soft, barely rounded—and whispered, “Hello, little one.” Some mornings she felt silly, but mostly she felt brave.

The scan appointment came quickly, and Iris spent the hours before it in a haze. She barely remembered dressing, brushing her teeth, drinking the required glass after glass of water. At the hospital, she signed her name on the sheet, hands trembling, eyes darting from waiting room to corridor as if Rowan might appear and steady her with a smile.

The sonographer was gentle, explaining each step in a voice soft as flannel. Iris lay on the table, heart racing. The gel was cold, the room too bright. Then, on the little screen, a flicker—tiny, frantic, unmistakable. The sound of a heartbeat filled the room: quick as a sparrow’s wings, determined, alive. Iris’s own heart stuttered. She pressed the back of her hand to her mouth, tears sliding down her cheeks as she watched the pixelated blur pulse with the evidence of new life.

“That’s your baby,” the sonographer said quietly. “Everything looks perfect.”

For a moment, the world narrowed to that sound. Not Rowan’s voice, not the beep of the hospital machines, but this: a new heartbeat, proof of a future. A gasp escaped her—half laugh, half sob. “Thank you,” she whispered to the universe, to Rowan, to her own trembling body.

The nurse handed her a printout, the little photo warm in her palm. Iris clutched it close all the way home, staring at it in the cab, then again at her kitchen table, tracing the blurry outline with her fingertip.

That night, Iris moved through the flat with new reverence. She undressed slowly, folding her clothes with care, pausing to study her form in the mirror. Her breasts were fuller, skin flushed, the faintest curve beginning at her belly. She trailed her hands over her hips, her thighs, the tender space just beneath her navel. She felt awe, and a strange, wild pride.

She sat on the edge of the bed and touched herself with the gentlest hands—not for release alone, but to anchor herself in sensation, in gratitude, in the miracle that her body could do this at all. Her pleasure was a quiet wave, a mingling of vulnerability and strength, a way of saying thank you to the skin, muscle, and womb carrying her forward.

Afterward, she held the scan photo to her chest, whispering, “You’re here. You’re real. We’re not alone.”

And for the first time since Rowan’s accident, she fell asleep smiling, her body both sanctuary and signal, a world made new with every beat of a tiny, hidden heart.

News spreads like ripples in a pond. Some days, Iris felt herself at the center, buffeted by every wave. Other days, she felt like a pebble—small and unremarkable, the world’s currents flowing around her, shaping her in ways she didn’t always understand.

Her father, John, was the first to call after the scan. He’d always been a worrier, but now his voice was softer, threaded through with awe and something like fear.

“I want to help, love,” he said, after she told him about the scan, the heartbeat, the tiny photo stuck to her fridge. “I want to do this right by you. By Rowan, too.”

“I know, Dad,” Iris replied. “You already are.”

He offered to come over that weekend, to fix the wobbly kitchen chair and bring groceries. He texted reminders about vitamins, asked gentle questions about morning sickness, brought flowers and the puzzle books she liked as a child. He hovered—sometimes too much—but it made her smile. She clung to his presence, grateful for his grounding steadiness.

Elaine was harder. Rowan’s mother had barely spoken since Iris’s first announcement, their conversations stilted and brief. Sometimes she sent late-night texts—Hope you’re sleeping. Don’t forget to rest.—but rarely did she call. When she finally agreed to come to dinner, Iris spent the day cleaning, nerves jangling, fear and hope flickering through her like static.

Ava arrived first, bearing flowers and a rich chocolate cake, her laughter filling the kitchen. She helped Iris chop vegetables, set the table, pick a playlist—something soft, unobtrusive, a balm for the tension they both anticipated.

Elaine arrived late, looking tired and brittle in a dove-gray cardigan, her hands fluttering at the buttons. She brought a tiny, hopeful offering—a box of mint tea and a crocheted baby blanket in progress, the soft yarn the same shade as Rowan’s eyes.

Dinner was careful. John did most of the talking, asking about doctors’ appointments, baby books, vitamins. Elaine sipped tea, eyes darting from Iris’s face to the scan photo propped on the mantel. She barely touched her food. Ava tried to lighten the mood with jokes about baby names and midnight cravings.

At one point, silence settled. Elaine looked up, voice trembling. “I still miss him every day, you know.”

Iris reached across the table, covering Elaine’s hand with her own. “Me too.”

The rest of the night passed quietly, but something had shifted. When Elaine left, she hugged Iris tighter than expected, whispering, “He’d be proud of you. Of both of you.”

Ava stayed to help clean up, her presence a comfort and a gentle tease. “You survived. Next time, I’ll bring wine. Well, not for you.” She winked, hugging Iris, and was gone.

Later, in the stillness of her room, Iris pulled out her journal and wrote a letter to the baby—a love note, a promise.

Little one,

Today I saw your heart.

Your grandfather is already planning school runs.

Your grandma made you a blanket.

You have an aunt in Ava who will teach you mischief and courage.

And you have a father who was more than brave—he was yours before you ever arrived.

I promise I’ll hold you as fiercely as I held him.

Love,

Mum

She closed the notebook, hands trembling, a tear slipping down her cheek.

Her body ached for grounding. She slipped her hand beneath her nightdress, pressing her palm to her belly, then lower. She touched herself with slow, reverent care, letting every sensation root her in the present. Her climax was quiet, bittersweet, a release of tension, a reclaiming of her own skin—a promise to herself and to the child that she would keep living, loving, choosing joy.

Afterward, she curled on her side, the baby blanket clutched to her chest, letting the night hold her gently, knowing she could weather whatever came.

It began with the singing.

Not deliberate at first—just a tune Iris hummed under her breath as she washed dishes, a half-forgotten melody from her childhood. She caught herself, hand splayed over her growing belly, the tune vibrating through skin and bone, a bridge between her heart and the new life growing beneath. The sound was simple, a comfort. It felt right.

So she did it more. In the quiet moments of morning, before the city’s noise pressed in, Iris would sit on the edge of her bed, sunlight pooling on the duvet, and sing softly to the child inside her. Sometimes she made up the lyrics as she went, describing the room, the way the light turned her hair gold, the dreams she’d had of Rowan laughing by the window. Other times she sang lullabies she barely remembered, words tumbling out in a hush of longing and promise.

“You’ll have your father’s laugh,” she’d murmur between verses, “and my stubbornness. I hope you get his patience. And his terrible sense of direction. I’ll teach you the important things—how to tie your shoes, how to make tea the way he did, too strong and too sweet.”

She began reading aloud, too, feeling slightly ridiculous but loving the ritual. At first it was novels—her favorites, then Rowan’s, their spines cracked from years of shared nights. Then it was children’s books: battered copies with scribbles in the margins from her own childhood, the stories of clever rabbits and brave girls, of secret gardens and magical wardrobes. She read them to her belly, to Rowan’s photograph propped on the bedside table, to the air.

The apartment became a sanctuary of ritual. She lit a candle each evening, the scent of lavender drifting through the rooms. She kept a vase of fresh flowers on the table—always sunflowers, Rowan’s favorite, their golden faces bright even on gray days. She cooked small, nourishing meals, mindful of her body’s new needs. She kept Rowan’s ring on a chain at her throat, fingering it as she walked from room to room, whispering secrets she could not share with anyone else.

On Sundays, Iris made her way to the hospital with her rituals in tow. She packed a small bag—baby blanket, scan photo, a new storybook, the sunflower he’d given her last summer pressed between the pages. The staff knew her well now; Nurse Lottie always greeted her with a soft smile and a squeeze of her hand.

In Rowan’s room, she made the space their own. She placed the scan photo by the window, the blanket at the foot of the bed. She swapped out the stale hospital flowers for her own, brushed Rowan’s hair, smoothed his sheets. She told him everything—about the baby, the awkward family dinners, Ava’s relentless optimism, John’s attempts at carpentry.

She read to him, voice steady, pausing sometimes to weep, sometimes to laugh. She pressed his hand to her belly, guiding his fingers as if he could feel the faint flutterings beneath her skin. She played music they’d loved, slow songs and silly ones, letting the room fill with memories and the promise of something new.

“You’re not missing it,” she whispered into the hush. “You’re part of all of it.”

As the weeks passed, her rituals became more elaborate, more sacred. She wrote letters to the baby, each one tucked into a notebook she planned to give them one day. She wrote letters to Rowan, too—words she spoke aloud at his bedside, words she whispered into her pillow at night.

Dear Rowan,

We made it to the second trimester. I’m showing now—can you believe it? John thinks it’s a boy; Ava says girl. Elaine knits little hats and cries every time she visits.

The baby kicked last night. I swear it was for you—just as I said your name.

I miss you every moment. But I promise I’ll keep telling your story.

Love, Iris.

At night, the apartment grew quiet, the rituals settling around her like a warm cloak. She would run a bath, the water clouded with lavender oil, and slide in, letting her body float, her hands gliding over her belly. She spoke to the baby in the dark, telling them about the world waiting outside, the family eager to meet them, the father who would have adored them with a fierceness she could barely describe.

One evening, as rain tapped softly at the window, Iris stood naked in the dim light of the bathroom, studying herself in the mirror. Her body was changing fast—breasts swollen and sensitive, hips rounder, her belly a soft curve beneath her hand. She marveled at her own reflection, at the marks of new life etched onto her skin.

She cupped her breasts, feeling the heat and weight of them, tracing her thumb over the darkened nipples. The sensation sent a shiver through her, pleasure mingling with the awe of what her body was doing. She let her other hand slip lower, over the mound of her belly, then between her thighs, her touch slow and searching.

It wasn’t just desire—though desire was there, blooming bright and wild. It was a need to connect, to claim her body as her own and as a vessel for something more. She closed her eyes and imagined Rowan behind her, his arms around her, his hands mapping the new landscape of her body.

She leaned back against the cool tile, one hand on her belly, the other moving in gentle circles. Her breath deepened, her legs parting, the water’s warmth and the memory of Rowan’s voice blending together, carrying her toward release.

As her climax built, Iris began to cry—not from sadness, but from the overwhelming fullness of it all: the baby’s heartbeat, Rowan’s absence, her own strength, the rituals that made the waiting bearable. When pleasure swept through her, it was quiet and steady, a tide carrying her out and back, leaving her gasping and spent.

She cradled her belly, whispering, “You are loved. You are wanted. You are a piece of both of us.”

She slipped into bed afterward, body clean and relaxed, the baby’s movements a soft flutter beneath her palm. She pressed Rowan’s ring to her lips, closed her eyes, and let the rituals hold her through the night.

Shopping for a baby was nothing like Iris had imagined. In her mind’s eye, these moments had always belonged to some future version of herself: older, more composed, hand-in-hand with Rowan, his eyes crinkling at every tiny sock and pastel blanket. Instead, she stood in the middle of the pram aisle at Mothercare, arms crossed protectively over her belly, biting her lip as panic and wonder mingled in her chest.

Ava was there, buoyant as ever, wearing a denim jacket with embroidered strawberries, her hair in a messy bun. She pushed a display stroller back and forth with one hand, the wheels clicking in soft, rhythmic protest.

“This one’s got Bluetooth speakers and a built-in bottle warmer,” Ava announced. “Honestly, if it doesn’t have an espresso machine, I’m not interested.”

Iris laughed, and the tension in her shoulders eased a little. She reached for a stack of baby vests, her fingers trembling as she smoothed the fabric. It was so small—absurdly so, impossibly so. She tried to imagine her child, Rowan’s child, nestled inside something so tiny and soft, but her mind skittered away, too awed to linger.

Ava noticed. “Hey.” She touched Iris’s shoulder. “You don’t have to get everything today. Or even decide what brand of pram. We’re just looking. Making space.”

Iris nodded. “It’s just… I thought Rowan would be here for this. He would’ve made spreadsheets. Compared tyre treads. Interviewed shop assistants about crash test data.”

Ava smiled. “He probably would’ve convinced you to get something hideous but ‘practical.’” She put the stroller back in its display and looped her arm through Iris’s. “You’re doing great, you know. I can tell by the way you talk about the baby. It’s like you’re already a mum.”

That brought tears to Iris’s eyes, sudden and bright. She blinked them away, pressing a palm to her cheek. “Some days I feel brave. Other days, I just feel… terrified.”

“That’s what being a parent is, from what I’ve seen.” Ava squeezed her arm. “Terror and joy. Sometimes both at once.”

They moved through the store together, Ava making jokes about wipes and baby monitors, Iris pausing to read the back of each bottle, feeling every ounce of the baby’s weight, both literal and metaphorical, settle deeper inside her. At the check-out, Iris bought just a single white sleepsuit and a board book with bright animals—a promise to herself that she was allowed to plan for a future, even if it scared her.

On the way home, Ava chattered about possible names, sharing the stories behind her own, listing outlandish options—Banjo, Jupiter, Pepper—until Iris was laughing so hard she almost forgot the ache beneath it all.

They stopped at a bakery for tea and buns, sharing bites and watching the rain streak the windows. “Thank you,” Iris said softly, breaking a piece of icing off her bun. “For making this less lonely. For letting me hope out loud.”

Ava’s eyes softened. “That’s what I’m here for. And for the record? You don’t have to do any of this perfectly. You just have to show up.”

When Iris got home that evening, the flat felt less haunted by loss and more shaped by possibility. She placed the tiny sleepsuit on her pillow and set the board book on the nightstand. She ran a warm bath, sinking in with her hands folded over her belly, letting the water buoy her, feeling her heart slow, her mind begin to settle.

Later, in the quiet dark, Iris lay naked beneath the covers, her skin tingling from the heat of the bath. She let her hand move over her stomach, feeling the gentle swell, the promise held inside. She pressed her palm flat, whispering to the baby, “You are wanted. You are loved. We are safe. I’ll make sure of it.”

Her other hand slipped between her thighs, her touch slow and grateful, a soft caress that soothed rather than excited. It was less about climax, more about communion—a way of inhabiting her body, of claiming its strength and its gentleness, of honouring the miracle it was performing. When release came, it was a quiet, glowing warmth, blooming low in her belly, a comfort she wanted to share with the life inside her.

Afterward, she curled around Rowan’s pillow, the white sleepsuit tucked beside her, tears on her cheeks and a smile on her lips.

For the first time, she let herself imagine not just the arrival of her child, but a world in which she could be happy again. A world where hope, finally, could be trusted.

By the time Iris’s pregnancy began to show—truly show, not just in the softening of her belly or the fullness of her breasts, but in the unmistakable roundness beneath her dresses—the world had found out. Some discoveries were gentle, as when a neighbor congratulated her on the stoop, or the barista at her local café started adding an extra pastry to her order, “for the baby.” Others were sharper, like the glances exchanged by distant cousins at a family gathering, or the whispers Iris caught in the hospital corridor as she signed in to visit Rowan.

She learned to ignore the stares. To carry herself with a new posture—not defensive, but proud. It wasn’t easy. Some days, the weight of the world’s curiosity, or skepticism, or plain old nosiness, felt like an anchor dragging behind her. But most days, she remembered that her body was not a debate. It was a home. For herself. For Rowan’s memory. For the child inside her.

There were moments of confrontation. An older woman in the hospital waiting room, eyes sharp behind her glasses, asked, “Is the father… still in the picture?” Iris smiled—tight, polite. “He’s with us every day,” she replied. She felt no urge to explain further.

Rumors circulated among the hospital staff. Iris overheard nurses talking in the break room—about miracles and madness, about what love can or cannot do. She let the gossip roll off her, a low hum beneath the real music of her days: the baby’s heartbeat at each scan, the growing strength of tiny kicks, the chorus of support from John and Ava.

Elaine, for her part, grew quieter but no less present. She brought more baby blankets, knitted hats, sometimes sitting beside Iris in Rowan’s room, the two of them sharing silent, complicated grief and hope.

Iris maintained her rituals fiercely. She wore Rowan’s ring on its chain every day, the metal warm against her skin. She brought fresh flowers to the hospital, arranged them beside the bed, tucked the latest scan photo in Rowan’s hand before she left each evening. At home, she wrote nightly affirmations in her journal—reminders that her body, her baby, and her choices were all acts of love.

The pregnancy gave her a new relationship to her body. Where once it had been a site of longing, a vessel of grief and hunger, now it was a fortress and a garden both. She massaged lotion into her stretching skin, sang lullabies in the shower, slept nude beneath the covers with her hands curved protectively over her belly. When she walked through the city, she caught her reflection in windows—soft, round, radiant with something she had almost forgotten: pride.

The world could watch, could whisper, could judge. She did not owe it an explanation.

At night, the rituals grew even more sacred. Iris would dim the lights and sit on her bed, caressing her belly in slow, gentle circles. Sometimes, she imagined Rowan’s hands with hers—bigger, rougher, surer—guiding her own, joining her in this new tenderness. She would press her palm to her heart, then lower, humming a lullaby, letting gratitude fill every breath.

The old ache of wanting, of sexual hunger, had softened, transformed. Now, when she pleasured herself, it was an act of care, of blessing. Her touch was not about quelling desire or conjuring memory, but about claiming her skin as sanctuary. She would close her eyes, let sensation wash over her, let pleasure root her firmly in her own flesh. Sometimes, as she crested, she would say Rowan’s name aloud, or whisper, “Ours, ours, ours.”

When release came, it was gentle, quiet—a pulse of comfort that left her body humming with safety, with certainty, with hope.

Afterward, she would hold her belly and speak softly to her child: “You are not a secret, or a scandal, or a miracle for anyone else to claim. You are mine. You are ours. You are exactly enough.”

She drifted to sleep that way—body sore, heart open, soul unafraid.

In the morning, she would rise, face the world’s questions and its kindnesses, and walk forward—not alone, not ever again.

Evening painted the hospital corridors with gold and indigo. Iris moved through the familiar halls, cradling a thermos of mint tea and a small stack of children’s books. At Rowan’s room, the lights were low—Nurse Lottie had dimmed them, knowing by now how Iris preferred the hush. The city beyond the window hummed quietly, but inside, the world was narrowed to this moment: Iris, Rowan, and the heartbeat within her.

She placed her things on the windowsill, set a sunflower in the glass beside the bed, and turned to Rowan with a gentle smile. His face was unchanged—peaceful, dignified, framed by the softest shadow of stubble. She sat at his side, took his hand, and pressed it carefully to her belly, anchoring both of them in the newness growing there.

“Guess what your baby did today?” she whispered, her lips curving. “Kicked so hard during my meeting I nearly dropped my pen. I think we have a little rebel.”

She picked up one of the books—a battered copy of Guess How Much I Love You—and began to read, her voice low and melodic, pausing to show the pictures to both Rowan and her belly. She let herself laugh at the silliest lines, allowed her voice to crack on the final page. “I love you right up to the moon—and back,” she murmured, and kissed the top of Rowan’s hand.

Afterward, she set the book aside and sang a lullaby she half-remembered from her own childhood, the words stumbling sometimes, but the melody true. She felt the baby move—an answering flutter that made her catch her breath.

Her eyes filled, but not with grief. With courage. With the sweetness of possibility.

She sat in silence a while, thumb tracing gentle circles on Rowan’s knuckles, other hand folded over her belly. The hospital machines faded to background. The future did not feel so far away.

When dusk deepened, Iris rose and closed the curtains, returning to sit on the edge of the bed. She undid the top two buttons of Rowan’s gown, pressed her cheek to his chest, and let herself cry—a few quiet tears, a letting go and a letting in.

She whispered to him, “I’ll do my best. I’ll make you proud. I’ll tell our child everything—the silly things, the brave things, the ways you loved us. I’ll be strong enough for all three of us. And I promise, no matter how hard it gets, I won’t let either of you be forgotten.”

Later, at home, Iris stood before the mirror, tracing the shape of her belly, marveling at the tenderness and power in her own body. Her hand slid lower, not for frenzy but for connection, her touch a soft benediction. She moved in time with her breath, pleasure rising slow and sure—a claiming, an affirmation that this life, this love, this future belonged to her.

Her climax was gentle, a spreading warmth that made her smile through tears. “We’re okay,” she whispered to her child, to Rowan, to herself. “We’re going to be okay.”

She curled in bed with Rowan’s pillow and the latest ultrasound photo beside her. As sleep crept in, she felt Rowan’s presence—not a ghost, not a memory, but a thread of hope woven into the quiet hum of tomorrow.

The world outside turned to night, but inside, everything pulsed with promise.


Chapter 21: Becoming Two

Pregnancy was nothing like the stories promised. No pastel-hued glow or effortless serenity; for Iris, it was a storm—intense, unpredictable, sacred in its rawness. Some mornings she woke already exhausted, her limbs heavy as stone, nausea coiling tight around her ribs. Even the familiar sunlight slanting across her duvet felt sharper, as if the world was insisting she stay awake, stay alert, stay ready for the future growing inside her.

She moved slowly through the flat, cupping her belly with both hands, aware now of every change. Her breasts were rounder, nipples darkened and tender. Her skin had become hypersensitive—sometimes she flinched when she dressed, certain she could feel each thread of cotton pulling over her body. Small things made her cry: an ad for baby shampoo, a single sock gone missing in the wash, the memory of Rowan’s hand tracing her lower back when she couldn’t sleep.

The food aversions were new and inconvenient. She’d once loved coffee, but now even the scent turned her stomach. Toast, bland and dry, became her safe harbor. John, ever attentive, started dropping off groceries and texting meal suggestions. He sent memes of “pregnancy cravings” and promised to make whatever she wanted—even if it was peanut butter and pickles at two in the morning. Sometimes Iris wanted to laugh, other times to throw her phone across the room. But mostly, she felt grateful for his steady, uncomplicated love.

Doctor appointments punctuated her weeks. Iris grew skilled at translating her body’s symptoms into medical language—tracking her weight, measuring her belly, peeing in small cups, waiting for numbers that spelled reassurance. Each scan was a revelation and a terror. She clutched Rowan’s photo through every appointment, pressed the ultrasound printouts into his hand on her next hospital visit, whispering, “You should have been there, love. You should have seen.”

At home, the flat became both sanctuary and cage. There were days she couldn’t face the world, didn’t answer Ava’s texts, let Elaine’s voicemails pile up unchecked. She lay on the sofa, one hand over her womb, half-listening to podcasts about parenting, sleep training, babies who didn’t sleep at all. Some nights she imagined herself failing at all of it. Some nights she allowed herself hope—seeing herself with a sleeping child on her chest, Rowan’s ring glinting in the lamp light, her own heart steady and unafraid.

She started recording voice notes to the baby, awkward at first, then easier. “Hi, little bean,” she whispered one morning, sitting in the window with her tea. “It’s just me today. Your grandad sends his love. I hope you like toast because that’s all I can keep down. I wish your dad could talk to you too. But you’re here. That’s enough for now.”

In the quiet, Iris made peace with her changing body—not every day, but often enough. She bought herself a soft new robe, replaced her old bras with ones that didn’t pinch, lit candles even at breakfast. She let the rituals of self-care become small acts of defiance and devotion.

One night, after a day of particularly relentless nausea and weeping (the reason now lost to her, just a wave of hormones and exhaustion), she ran a bath, filling it with rose oil and letting the steam cloud the mirrors. She slipped into the hot water, closing her eyes, letting the ache in her back and hips dissolve. Her hands drifted over her belly, up to her breasts, then lower. Her body was foreign and familiar, a landscape remade by longing and love and time.

She let herself touch slowly, gently—first just to know herself, to claim her skin as still hers, even as it transformed. Her pleasure was quiet, a slow unfolding, less about arousal than about anchoring herself in sensation, in gratitude, in the knowledge that she was both Rowan’s and her own, mother and lover and woman, alive and deserving of comfort.

After, she lay wrapped in towels on her bed, her hair damp, the world a little softer around the edges. She whispered to the darkness, “Thank you for holding on. Thank you for being real.”

She drifted to sleep, one hand resting on her belly, Rowan’s photo tucked under her pillow, the future trembling and alive in every beat of her heart.

It was a Thursday, just after midday, when the baby first made its presence unmissable.

Iris was sitting at her desk, answering emails and sipping lemon water, when a sudden, insistent flutter pressed against her belly—a sensation unlike gas or hunger or any other phantom twinge of early pregnancy. This was purposeful, delicate but real, like a goldfish brushing her from inside. She froze, both hands pressed flat to her bump, holding her breath.

For a long moment, she waited, unsure if she’d imagined it. Then it came again—stronger this time, a tiny thump, as if someone inside her was knocking to be let out.

“Oh,” she breathed, her heart leaping. “Oh, there you are.”

The world shifted. The baby was not just a sound on a monitor, a shadow on a scan. Now the life within her was tangible, urgent, unmistakably itself. Tears pricked her eyes; she laughed, sudden and wild, her fear eclipsed by awe.

She grabbed her phone and texted Ava: The baby moved. I felt it. Like a little fish.

Ava’s reply was instant: YESSSSSSS. That’s your future Olympian! Or a professional tap dancer.

Iris was still laughing when she slipped on her shoes, bundled up in a scarf and coat, and made her way to the hospital. She barely noticed the rain, the cold biting her ankles. The city felt new—each face on the street radiant with promise, as if everyone knew what she now carried, what she’d been given.

At Rowan’s room, she paused to collect herself. She placed a hand over her belly, as if inviting the baby to share this next moment. Inside, the light was dim, the machines whispering their quiet litany.

She set her bag on the windowsill and pulled out the latest scan photo, along with a tiny pair of white booties she’d bought on a whim after her first appointment. She pressed the photo into Rowan’s hand and sat beside him, tucking her knees up and letting her breath slow.

“Something happened today,” she whispered, her voice trembling with happiness and grief. “I felt our baby move. Really move. It was like…” She trailed off, searching for words, then smiled through her tears. “It was like you were knocking from the inside, telling me not to give up.”

She placed Rowan’s hand over her belly, covering his palm with hers, holding both of them to the center of her universe. “Do you feel that? That’s you. That’s us. That’s what we made—what we get to keep, even if you can’t come back to us.”

She sat with him for a long time, telling him stories about the baby’s milestones—the first scan, the endless nausea, the wild dreams, the names she’d considered (and dismissed), the way John had started crying at the mention of “grandad.” She sang softly, voice cracking on the lullabies Rowan used to hum into her hair at night.

Before leaving, she arranged the booties and scan photo on the bedside table, a small shrine of hope and memory.

That night, back at home, Iris lit candles and ran her fingers along the spines of Rowan’s books, choosing one at random. She curled up on her bed, the room perfumed with lavender and rain, and let herself remember: the heat of Rowan’s mouth on her skin, the weight of his body, the laughter, the tears. Her hand drifted lower, not for solace but for connection—a way to honor both her own body and the life she was carrying.

She touched herself slowly, breathing deep, every movement a thank you to what she had lost and what she had found. Her climax came gently, a surge of gratitude, her body arching as she whispered, “You’re still here. You’re always here.”

After, she cupped her belly and wept, hope and love and loss tangling together as she promised her child—and herself—that she would keep moving forward, no matter how much the past insisted she stand still.

She drifted off to sleep with Rowan’s photo and the tiny booties beside her, the world outside softened by mist, the future quietly blooming in her arms.

With every week, the world’s gaze became more pointed, and the story Iris was living—her story, Rowan’s, their child’s—became public property in ways she’d never prepared for.

It started with small things. An elderly neighbor on the stairs, asking, “Will you be moving to your mother’s, dear? All alone with a baby is hard.” Or the cashier at the supermarket, pausing as she bagged up Iris’s groceries, eyeing her swollen belly and the lack of a ring on her left hand.

Sometimes there were kind words—You’re glowing, or How exciting!—but more often there was curiosity shaded with judgment. She overheard two mothers at the community center, their voices low but their glances not subtle. “Isn’t that the girl whose husband is in the news? The one in the coma?” “Tragic. And she’s keeping the baby, they say. I suppose some people need a reason to carry on.”

The worst was a letter that arrived from a distant cousin—someone Iris barely knew, who had not called after the accident but felt entitled now to offer her opinion. The letter was sanctimonious, dressed in concern but rank with criticism: Have you thought about what’s best for the child? About how confusing this might be, growing up with a father who is here, but not? Are you prepared for the questions?

Iris read the letter twice. The first time, her face burned with shame and old wounds. The second time, with anger. Then she tore it up, piece by piece, and dropped it in the bin.

But the tension followed her. At the hospital, a new nurse—unfamiliar with her and Rowan’s long history—asked, “Is the father… involved?” The word “involved” stung, as if Rowan had made a choice to be absent, as if the love that had made this baby was something she now had to justify to a stranger.

Iris straightened her shoulders. “He’s with us. In every way he can be.”

She kept her voice level, steady. She saw the nurse’s eyes flicker, caught the uncomfortable silence, and let it pass without apology.

After that, she walked taller, her hand resting over her belly, Rowan’s ring visible at her throat. She greeted the gossip with a polite nod and a closed mouth. She refused to explain herself to those who hadn’t cared enough to ask about her well-being until now.

John was a steady shield, intercepting questions at family gatherings, declaring himself delighted to be “the world’s most excited grandad.” Ava sent daily texts—You’re a force, babe. Let them stare. They’ve never been loved like you have.

Iris started a new ritual after each confrontation, however small. She would retreat to her bedroom, journal open, and write—sometimes just a line, sometimes pages:

I am not a spectacle.

I am not a tragedy.

I am a woman who loved, who lost, who chose life.

She poured the day’s hurts onto the page, then closed the journal, physically closing out the world.

At night, when the tension in her chest refused to subside, she claimed her body back from the outside world. She drew the curtains, stripped down, and stood in front of the mirror—pregnant, strong, beautiful in ways she had never let herself see before. She caressed her belly, her hips, her breasts, her scars. She let her hand drift between her thighs, touching herself slowly, reclaiming every inch as hers, Rowan’s, and their child’s—no one else’s.

Her climax was quiet, grounding, a soft tide that eased her back into herself. She lay on the bed afterward, breathing deeply, hand resting on her belly, the city’s noise distant and harmless.

She whispered, “You are wanted. You are enough. We are not broken.”

And as she drifted into sleep, she felt Rowan’s presence close—not a ghost or a headline, but a warmth inside her, a silent promise that their story belonged to them, and to the future they were building, no matter what the world chose to see.

On the night the clocks changed, spring slipping toward summer, Iris felt a strange sense of arrival—a hush and a fullness that threaded through her bones. She’d made it through another week of appointments, another round of family questions, another tangle of private doubts and tiny victories. The world outside was greening, the city fragrant with lilac and cut grass, windows open to let in the promise of warmth.

Iris marked the season’s turning with her own new rite.

She gathered objects of meaning: Rowan’s ring on its chain, polished and warm from her skin; the ultrasound photo from her last scan, its grainy outline tucked into a slim silver frame; a letter she’d written for the baby, inked in looping script on thick paper. She carried them into the bathroom, placing each one on the edge of the tub alongside a sprig of rosemary and the little rubber duck her father had bought “for practice.”

She filled the tub with hot water and lavender oil, watching the steam rise in curling clouds. She lit two candles and turned off the harsh overhead light, letting the room slip into gold and shadow. As the water filled, she undressed—slowly, reverently—tracing her hands over her belly, her breasts, the soft new curves that had become her own landscape.

She stepped into the bath, sinking down until the water lapped at her shoulders, her body buoyed and weightless. She took a long breath, closed her eyes, and let the warmth seep into her muscles.

“Welcome, little one,” she whispered to the surface of the water, to the baby within. “This is for us. This is for you and me—and for your dad, who loved rituals, even if he’d never admit it.”

She pressed Rowan’s ring to her lips, then let it rest on her heart. She read aloud the letter she’d written to the baby, her voice trembling:

**My dearest love—

Tonight I want you to know: you were wanted. Before you were real, you were wished for. Before you kicked or stretched or hiccupped inside me, you were dreamed of—by me, and by your dad.

If you ever wonder where you came from, know this: you are hope made flesh. You are the echo of our laughter, the answer to every fear I’ve faced since I lost him. You are not just my second chance—you are my first courage.

I promise I’ll tell you our story. I promise you’ll never wonder if you’re enough.

Love, always—Mum**

She set the letter aside and let the tears fall, soft and easy. They tasted of salt and sweetness, of grief and release.

After a while, she leaned back in the water and touched her belly, tracing the faint lines that marked her skin—signs of stretching, of becoming, of carrying more than just her own life. Her hand moved lower, sliding between her thighs, slow and sure, her touch gentle but claiming.

This was not about escape or loneliness; it was a blessing. Each movement a promise: to trust her body, to forgive its weakness, to celebrate its strength. She pleasured herself with quiet care, the warmth of the water and the glow of candlelight making her feel whole, almost holy.

Her climax rose like a tide—soft, radiant, unfurling through her belly and chest, leaving her breathless and calm. She whispered Rowan’s name, then the baby’s, the syllables entwined.

After, she sat in the bath until the water cooled, holding the ultrasound photo and the ring, singing softly to herself and her child.

When she climbed into bed later, she felt new—light, grounded, threaded with hope.

She pressed her palm to her belly and whispered, “Thank you for choosing me. Thank you for carrying me, too.”

Sleep came easily. In her dreams, Rowan stood at the edge of a summer field, arms open, laughing, calling to her and the child to join him in the sun.

The day Iris ordered the cot, she realized something fundamental had shifted. The act was so ordinary—click, confirm, delivery next Thursday—but it cracked open a well of emotion she hadn’t expected. This wasn’t a hypothetical baby, a flutter in her belly, or a memory. It was a future, carved out by her own hands and choices, built from hope and bone and Rowan’s legacy.

She spent the morning making lists. She wrote out the things the baby would need—some from advice, some from instinct: blankets, bottles, tiny socks, lullabies, courage. She found herself humming as she moved through the flat, taping up swatches of soft greens and blues above the crib’s planned spot. The space felt lighter, less haunted, each corner a testament to possibility.

Ava arrived to help build the cot, carrying pastries and a hammer, rolling her eyes at the mess of screws. “I’m here for emotional support and snacks. And maybe to stop you from accidentally gluing yourself to the floor.”

Together they built the cot, laughed at the instructions, and decorated the tiny mattress with the quilt Elaine had crocheted and the elephant soft toy John had found at a car boot sale. For a moment, the flat was filled with a rare and radiant joy.

“Have you thought about names?” Ava asked as they stood back to admire their work.

Iris nodded, smiling. “Some days I can only think of Rowan. Other days, I want something new. Something just for them.”

Ava squeezed her shoulder. “Whatever you choose, they’ll know it’s chosen with love.”

That afternoon, Iris FaceTimed John, showing off the cot and the nursery corner. “You did good, kid,” he said, pride coloring his voice. “You and that little one are going to have a grand adventure.”

Elaine, too, visited, bringing more knitted hats and a book of lullabies. She sat in the nursery with Iris, her eyes shining with tears and a softness Iris hadn’t seen since before the accident. “He’d be so proud of you,” Elaine whispered, touching Iris’s cheek. “And I am too.”

In the evening, Iris curled up on the cot’s mattress, the room smelling of clean linen and possibility. She opened the new baby book she’d bought and began writing:

Your story starts here. You are loved beyond measure. Your father was hope, and you are joy. We are enough.

As dusk settled, Iris drew a warm bath and let her body sink into the water. She caressed her belly, her thighs, her breasts, her hands moving in gentle circles. Each stroke was an affirmation, a way of honoring the work her body had done and the life it continued to nurture. She closed her eyes, breathing in the scent of soap and memory, letting pleasure bloom not as longing but as simple, satisfied gratitude.

Her climax was a soft ripple, a sigh that ended in a smile, a quiet benediction for the future she was learning to claim. “Thank you,” she whispered to the growing child, to Rowan’s memory, to herself.

That night, she lay in bed surrounded by tokens of hope: the baby’s first soft toy, the new cot, Rowan’s ring cool at her throat. She dreamed of bright rooms and open windows, laughter and tiny feet, the world opening for her and her child like a book ready to be written.

In her dream, Rowan knelt beside the cot, tucking the quilt around their baby, looking up with that look of love and awe she remembered so well.

We made it, he mouthed.

And Iris, even in sleep, believed him.

Night in the city was velvet and quiet, the kind of stillness that only comes after rain. Iris made her way through the hospital corridors, moving slowly, one hand at her lower back, the other cradling the small book she’d chosen for tonight’s ritual. Her steps were unhurried, almost ceremonial. She felt the weight of her belly, the fullness of her breasts, the gentle ache of anticipation in every muscle—a body at the edge of transformation, both ancient and brand new.

Rowan’s room glowed with the golden hush of a single bedside lamp. She set her things down—her baby book, a new letter written for their child, the latest scan photo, a blanket, and the small stuffed elephant. She breathed in the familiar smell of antiseptic, lilies, and the cologne she spritzed on Rowan’s pillow whenever she visited.

She sat beside him, taking his hand as she always did, folding his fingers over the scan photo and then over her belly. “We’re all here tonight,” she whispered, voice warm with certainty. “We’re finally almost three.”

She smoothed the blanket over Rowan’s legs and began to read aloud—the story of a little rabbit and the moon, the tale of a mother fox and her cub. Her voice was gentle, rising and falling, the words as much for Rowan as for the child inside her. As she read, she paused to explain each picture, to laugh at a silly line, to press her lips to the curve of Rowan’s wrist.

At the end, she folded the book closed and rested her forehead against the back of his hand. She whispered, “This is our family. It’s not the family I thought we’d have. But it’s ours.”

She pulled out the letter, unfolded it, and read it softly:

**To my beloved—

Tonight, I promise you this:

Your story is one of courage and devotion, of fierce love and soft hope.

You are the living memory of your father and the wild hope of your mother.

You will know every laugh, every flaw, every time he carried me through.

And you will know this most of all:

That you were made from love.

That you are the proof that love endures, transforms, and becomes.

We are two now, you and I. But you carry him with you, always.

Love,

Mum**

Tears slid down her cheeks as she folded the letter, tucking it under Rowan’s pillow.

She sat in silence, Rowan’s hand over her belly, her own hand over his. Her heart was slow and strong. She breathed in, held the moment close, then—feeling an urgent need for connection—stood and undressed to her slip, letting the lamplight gild her skin.

She climbed onto the bed, stretching out beside Rowan, pressing her body along the length of his. She guided his hand beneath her shirt, over her bare skin, to the soft mound of her stomach. She let herself feel the heat of him, the shared stillness, the way their love had changed shape but never faded.

With her free hand, she caressed herself gently—fingers tracing circles over her thigh, her belly, finally slipping lower in a gesture both reverent and needy. Her pleasure built quietly, a hum at first, then a wave that left her breathless, tears spilling, not from pain but from the beauty of the moment—mother and lover, alone and not alone, body and memory and hope entwined.

Afterward, she nestled into Rowan’s side, eyes closed, letting her heart steady.

She whispered, “We’re ready. For whatever comes. For both of us to become more than we were.”

She fell asleep in that tangle of love and belonging, her dreams filled with lullabies, open windows, and the promise of new life.

When the sun rose, Iris woke changed—not just one, but two. And not alone.


Chapter 22: Monologues to the Sleeping

The hospital had become a second home—familiar and alien, a place where time bent and stretched, marked not by the clock on the wall but by the shape of Iris’s routines. It was dusk when she arrived, the corridors awash with yellow light and the hush of evening rounds. The staff at the desk barely looked up now; they knew her by sight, by the rhythm of her footsteps, by the bag she always carried.

Nurse Lottie greeted her with a quiet nod. “Evening, Iris. He’s all settled in.”

“Thank you.” Iris’s voice was soft but steady. Lottie’s presence was a balm—one of the few kindnesses she allowed herself to acknowledge anymore.

She made her way to Rowan’s room, pushing open the door with the gentle care reserved for sacred spaces. Inside, she let out a long breath. The room was dim, only the lamp by the window lit, the city outside painting the far wall in strokes of blue and gold.

Iris set her bag on the chair and began the ritual that had, over months, become both comfort and compulsion. She unpacked each item one by one—baby shoes, impossibly small and soft; the latest scan photo, its grey swirl sharp and full of promise; a book of poems, its pages dog-eared and marked; the long green scarf Rowan used to wear on autumn walks. Each object found its place: the shoes at the foot of the bed, the photo clipped to the IV pole, the scarf folded over the bedrail, the book placed on the nightstand.

She circled the bed slowly, her fingers brushing the crisp white sheet, pausing at Rowan’s wrist, then his cheek, tracing the lines of his sleeping face. “Hello, love,” she whispered, as she did every evening. “It’s just me again.”

She perched on the edge of the mattress, her hand wrapped around Rowan’s, thumb stroking the warm back of his palm. She talked about the city—the smell of rain on hot pavement, the man on the bus who played harmonica, the pigeons fighting over crusts outside the café. She told him about the baby, the strange and wonderful aches of her changing body, the first time she saw her own reflection and truly recognized herself as someone’s mother.

Her words filled the room, a steady, soothing current. She didn’t expect a reply. She barely hoped for one anymore. The ritual was for her as much as for him—a way to hold the loneliness at bay, to pretend the world had not slipped out of orbit.

As she spoke, Iris arranged everything just so, each object a talisman, each story a thread holding her together. She finished with the poem they’d loved—reading it quietly, her voice trembling, the final lines lingering in the hush:

“We begin again each day,

in the small light between questions—

naming what we carry,

loving what we cannot answer.”

When the words faded, she kissed Rowan’s hand, laid her head on the blanket, and closed her eyes, breathing in the scent of him, the promise of something still alive between them.

Tomorrow she would bring new stories, new tokens, and begin again.

Once the room was set, Iris settled into her place by Rowan’s side—a low chair, its cushion indented from months of use. She pulled her feet up, hugged her knees, and let her gaze wander over the small constellation of objects she’d arranged. Each one a proof of care, of time passing, of love refusing to fade.

She reached for the book of poems and opened to the familiar page, her thumb tracing a line in the margin. She read aloud, her voice low, the rhythm rising and falling like Rowan’s breath:

“Your hands,

the first home I remember—

a map I traced with my own,

learning the geography of hope…”

Her voice cracked, but she pressed on. She read him the news—stories she’d cut from the paper, little victories and absurdities, anecdotes about neighborhood dogs and the new sandwich shop opening near the hospital. She slipped in details from her day: how the baby kicked when she sang in the shower, how she’d forgotten her umbrella and walked home in the rain, how she’d dreamed of Rowan last night, alive and laughing, holding their child in a sunlit field.

She tried, as always, to draw out a response—watching the slow flutter of his eyelids, the rise and fall of his chest, the shape of his mouth in sleep. Sometimes, when she paused for breath, she could almost believe she saw his fingers twitch or his lashes flicker in recognition. Almost.

“Do you hear me, Rowan?” she asked softly, squeezing his hand. “Are you somewhere inside, listening?” The question hung between them, both hope and accusation.

From her bag, she drew her journal—a battered, ribbon-bound notebook. She thumbed to the latest entry, folded and re-folded, and read her confessions aloud. Some were mundane, others intimate, all raw with longing:

“I miss the sound of you singing in the kitchen.

I miss the way you would press your hand to my back when I couldn’t sleep.

I’m afraid I won’t know how to do this—any of this—without you.”

She looked up, swallowing tears, and forced a smile. “But we’re getting by, aren’t we? The baby and I. We’re learning. Every day.”

She finished with a story she’d written for Rowan—a silly tale about their baby growing up wild, befriending foxes in the park, and teaching her all the best hiding places in the city. As she spoke, her voice warmed, the shadows on the wall seemed to recede, and for a few minutes, the room felt less like a hospital and more like the home they’d always imagined building.

Iris leaned over, brushed Rowan’s hair from his brow, and pressed her lips to his temple. “I’ll read it again tomorrow,” she promised, as she always did. “And the next day. As long as you need.”

She closed the book, held his hand, and let silence settle between them—not empty, but full of every word she still dared to say.

The hospital fell silent at night in a way Iris never quite adjusted to—a hush pressed close as a lover’s hand, thick with the weight of dreams and things unsaid. The fluorescent glow in the corridors dimmed to blue, footsteps of the night staff faded, and the world contracted until all that existed was the pool of lamplight around Rowan’s bed, and Iris sitting vigil in her borrowed chair.

It was the hour when longing became impossible to ignore.

Iris sat with her hands folded in her lap, watching Rowan sleep. The gentle rise and fall of his chest, the soft stubble dusting his jaw, the shadow of his lashes on his cheeks—all details she memorized anew each night, afraid that someday even these would fade from memory. She listened for the small things: a breath catching, a finger shifting, some trace of the man she had loved so fiercely and still needed with an ache that had become physical, carnal, and sacred all at once.

She had tried, at first, to keep this hunger at bay. For months after the accident, she had told herself there was no place for want, for desire, in a room meant for hope and healing. But desire didn’t vanish. It grew strange and sharp, taking root in the hollow places where touch and conversation and laughter used to live.

Tonight, something was different—a heaviness in her limbs, a rawness beneath her skin, the baby stirring inside her as if reminding her that life, even here, demanded to be felt.

She stood, stretching the ache from her back, and crossed to the small mirror in the bathroom. Her reflection startled her: hair loose around her shoulders, eyes shining in the half-light, mouth parted as if she’d just been kissed. Her belly was round now, full with their child. She traced the curve of it with her fingertips, let her palms slide up to cup her breasts. The sight made her breath hitch, shame and pride mixing in equal measure.

She turned back to the room, moving slowly, reverently. She undressed to her slip, folding her clothes over the back of the chair. The silk clung to her curves, her nipples peaked beneath the fabric, her skin prickling with anticipation. She felt exposed, seen—not by the hospital cameras or the staff, but by Rowan, even in sleep.

She climbed into the bed beside him, careful not to disturb the tangle of tubes and wires. She curled close, her thigh pressed to his, her belly against his hip, her arm draped over his chest. The scent of him—shampoo, cologne, the faint metallic tang of hospital air—rose to meet her. She closed her eyes, letting herself imagine he was awake, his hand moving to her waist, his voice low and teasing in her ear.

“Rowan,” she whispered, voice trembling. “I miss you. I miss the way you looked at me when you wanted me. I miss your hands. I dream about you, you know? About you waking up and taking me—right here, right now, as if nothing ever happened. I want you so much I think I’ll break from it.”

Her words grew bolder in the dark, as if confession might conjure him back. She described the dreams she’d been having—how he would wake, eyes bright, hands rough with need. How he’d press her back against the mattress and make love to her slowly at first, then harder, until she was sobbing with relief and pleasure. How he’d kiss every scar, every stretch mark, every proof of survival, and tell her she was still the most beautiful thing in the world.

“I dream you’re inside me again,” she whispered, her hand sliding over her hip, across her belly, lower. “I dream you hold me down and make me remember what it’s like to be wanted. I wake up wet, aching for you, hating that you’re so close and so far away.”

She let her hand slip beneath her slip, fingers grazing the soft thatch of hair between her thighs, finding herself already slick with longing. She moved with slow, deliberate care, her other hand still resting over Rowan’s heart, as if to share the rhythm with him. Her breath caught as she touched herself, the memory of his hands layered over her own.

“Do you remember the first time?” she murmured. “On the old blue sofa, your mouth on my neck, your hands under my shirt, both of us terrified and reckless and certain it was right?” Her fingers circled her clit, slow at first, her hips arching instinctively into her own touch.

She kept talking—words flowing unfiltered, half-moan, half-prayer. “I loved the way you looked at me when I came. The way you’d whisper my name. The way you’d make me beg, just a little, just enough to know I was yours.”

The sensation built, cresting in waves. Her body strained against Rowan’s, her toes curling, her thighs trembling. She let herself go—didn’t stifle her whimpers, didn’t hold back the rush of feeling that threatened to unmake her. When her climax broke, it was with a sob—part relief, part grief, part exultation.

She stilled, breath shuddering, face buried in Rowan’s shoulder. Tears slipped down her cheeks, some falling onto his skin, mingling with the sweat at her temple.

Afterward, she lay there in the hush, Rowan’s body warm beside hers, her hand splayed over her womb. The baby moved—a flutter, a tiny kick—and she laughed through her tears. “You’re here too, aren’t you?” she whispered. “You’re proof that something survived.”

She didn’t move for a long time. She just breathed, tracing circles over her belly, her thighs, Rowan’s arm. The ache of longing had softened, replaced by a steadier, deeper love—a reminder that intimacy could survive even in the silence, that desire was not a betrayal but a bond.

At last, Iris propped herself up on one elbow, pressing a soft kiss to Rowan’s lips. “I’ll love you always,” she murmured. “In memory. In body. In every breath.”

She slipped out of bed, found a clean towel to wipe herself, and redressed in the dim light. She gathered the objects she’d scattered, restoring the room to order, the ritual complete.

Before leaving, she whispered one final truth: “This is how I keep you. This is how I keep us alive.”

She took her place in the chair again, holding Rowan’s hand as the city outside faded to midnight, her body still humming, her heart still hoping, her devotion undimmed.

The hospital awoke in a hush that was all its own—dim corridors blooming with golden light, the distant rattle of trolleys, voices kept low out of deference to night’s last grip. Iris slept lightly, curled in the chair beside Rowan’s bed, one hand stretched across the rails to tangle with his. Her body ached pleasantly, a secret kept in the warmth of her thighs and the heaviness of her limbs. She was half-dream, half-waking, cradled in the memory of touch and the ache of wanting more.

Nurse Lottie was the first to enter the room that morning, her steps soft as she paused in the doorway. She saw the evidence of ritual—the baby shoes at the foot of the bed, the scarf folded over the rail, the book of poems on the nightstand, Iris herself asleep in yesterday’s slip, hair wild, face peaceful. Lottie took in the tableau with a sigh, part sympathy, part protectiveness.

She crossed to the bed and gently draped a hospital blanket over Iris’s shoulders. For a moment, she brushed Iris’s hair from her face, a mother’s gesture, light and fleeting.

Iris stirred at the touch, blinking up at Lottie. “Morning,” she murmured, voice hoarse, sleep-blurred.

“Morning, love,” Lottie replied, keeping her tone matter-of-fact, as if nothing at all was unusual about a young woman keeping vigil all night in her lover’s room, as if every patient was so dearly kept. “You should try to get a little more rest. It’s still early. You’re safe here.”

Iris nodded, eyes falling closed again. “Thank you,” she whispered, and meant it more than she could say.

As Lottie went about her checks—temperature, IV, the silent recording of Rowan’s vitals—she cast a warning glance at the nurses gathering at the desk just beyond the half-open door. Their voices drifted in, curious and uncertain.

“—every night now, she’s here. I know she loves him, but it’s not right—”

“—she was in bed with him last week. Did you see? Like she owns the place—”

Lottie stepped out, quiet but firm, her words not for Iris to hear. “Let her be. She’s not hurting anyone. You don’t know what you’d do in her place. None of us do.”

The others subsided, shamed or at least silenced by Lottie’s certainty.

Back in the room, Iris blinked awake for good, the murmurs in the hall piercing the fog of sleep. She pulled the blanket tighter around her shoulders, shame and comfort warring inside her.

Lottie brought in a cup of weak tea, setting it on the side table with a smile. “Don’t let them bother you, Iris. People talk. It’s just noise.”

Iris sipped her tea, grateful for the normalcy. She watched Lottie check Rowan’s monitors, her movements brisk, professional, but her glances at Iris always gentle, full of the kind of care that didn’t need words.

Before leaving, Lottie squeezed Iris’s hand. “You keep loving him the way you do. It matters.”

Iris swallowed hard, tears pricking her eyes. “Thank you for seeing us.”

Lottie just nodded, and for a moment, Iris felt shielded from the world’s opinions—her love protected by this quiet, unassuming woman who understood that grief and devotion took their own strange, necessary shapes.

When the door closed, Iris reached for Rowan’s hand, pressing her lips to his knuckles, letting herself be seen—by him, by herself, by the morning light—as someone who belonged. The day began. Her rituals would continue, undeterred.

Even as the hospital morning settled into its familiar routine, something had shifted in the air. Iris could sense it in the way staff glanced through the open door, in the quiet conversations that tapered off whenever she walked by, in the almost imperceptible tightening of Nurse Lottie’s jaw as she made her rounds.

Iris tried to ignore it, focusing on the small acts that gave her days meaning: brushing Rowan’s hair, wiping down his hands and face, reading him the headlines, folding and refolding the scarf she’d brought from home. But today, each gesture felt strangely fragile, as if every thread of her devotion was stretched taut, just waiting for someone to tug and unravel it.

When she stepped into the hallway to fetch more water, the voices drifted clearer—two nurses, neither of whom she recognized well, speaking in low, urgent tones.

“It isn’t right. I know she’s grieving, but—”

“She needs help, not just space. It’s too much. Someone should say something.”

Iris froze, water cup suspended halfway to the tap, her heart pounding in her chest. For a moment, she was a child again, overhearing grown-ups whispering in another room, words that weren’t meant for her but changed her anyway. She felt exposed, raw as a nerve, her grief suddenly monstrous in the mouths of others.

She hurried back to Rowan’s room, shutting the door behind her. The sanctuary she’d built felt thinner, less safe, the air sharp with accusation.

She pressed her back to the door and slid down until she was sitting on the linoleum, knees drawn to her chest. She forced herself to breathe—deep, steady, anchoring breaths. Let them talk. Let them wonder. They don’t know what it is to be left waiting. They don’t know what it is to love like this.

The shame was there, burning in her cheeks, a cold sweat prickling the back of her neck. But beneath it, anger simmered. Why should I apologize for loving him? For needing ritual and closeness and touch, even if he cannot answer?

She crawled to the nightstand and retrieved her journal—a battered book, thick with months of confessions and questions, love letters and litanies. She opened to a blank page, hand shaking, and wrote furiously:

I will not stop.

I will not be shamed for loving you.

This is my devotion, my protest, my proof that grief does not need witnesses or approval.

They think I’m mad. Let them.

This love is bigger than their comfort.

I will not let you fade.

I will not let the world tidy you away.

We are real, even if only I remember.

She paused, tears smudging the ink, and pressed her palm flat to the page, feeling her heartbeat pulse through paper, pen, and skin. Rowan, love, if you can hear me—if anything of you lingers—know that I am not done. I am not done.

The shame receded, replaced by a fragile pride. She wiped her face, closed the journal, and climbed back onto the bed. She lay beside Rowan, curling around his sleeping form, and whispered into the space between his ear and her mouth:

“Let them call me mad. Let them call this too much. You are mine. I am yours. That’s all that’s left, and it’s more than enough.”

She held him until the tremors in her chest subsided, her heart bruised but unbeaten. The hospital world would keep turning—judging, doubting, questioning. But Iris’s love, stubborn and strange and unwavering, would remain, unbroken by anyone’s gaze but her own.

And as the day stretched onward, she began, gently, to forgive herself for needing what the world could not understand.


Chapter 23: Dreams & Nightmares

The hospital was a world of routines, and in its pale light, Iris sometimes felt like a ghost—untethered from everything but Rowan and the baby inside her, the rest of life drifting out of reach. Each day blurred into the next: the walk from home, the gentle nod from Nurse Lottie, the weight of her bag—now heavy with tokens from the outside world, now her only bridge to any reality but this.

She’d arrived at dusk, as always, and performed the rituals—arranging the baby shoes, smoothing the green scarf, reading aloud from her journal. She recited the milestones: the latest scan, the baby’s new acrobatics, the odd way Rowan’s favorite song had come on in the café that afternoon. She told him how much she missed him, but also how she was learning, almost against her will, to hold her own shape in the world again.

By the time the city went quiet, Iris was wrung out, exhaustion pooling behind her eyes. She curled in the visitor’s chair, one hand wrapped in Rowan’s, letting the stillness wrap around her like a shroud. She listened to the familiar rhythms: the machines’ soft beeps, Rowan’s breath, the distant murmur of nurses changing shifts. She pressed her lips to his hand, felt the roughness of his knuckles, the cool metal of his ring, and closed her eyes.

Sleep came swiftly, but it was not kind. It fell over her like velvet, thick and dark and almost sweet, swallowing her whole.

In the dream, the hospital room is transformed.

It’s not a room but their old flat—bathed in golden afternoon light, the window open to summer air. She can smell jasmine from the neighbor’s balcony, coffee brewing in the kitchen, hear the soft strains of Rowan’s playlist from the living room. Everything is so vivid she aches with it: the feel of wooden floorboards beneath her bare feet, the sun warming her face, the way Rowan’s voice carries from the next room—Just a minute, love!

Iris stands in the doorway, her body still heavy with pregnancy, but lighter, too—freer, as if grief and fatigue have been set down somewhere beyond the horizon. She steps into the living room, heart racing, and there he is: Rowan, alive and whole, sitting cross-legged on the old blue sofa, laughing at something on his phone. His hair is tousled, his eyes crinkled at the corners, his face lit up with the careless, devastating beauty of the living.

He looks up, and for a moment, Iris can’t breathe. “There you are,” he says, like it’s the most ordinary thing in the world. “Come here.”

She runs to him—actually runs, her limbs unburdened, her heart pounding with joy and disbelief. He catches her in his arms, pulling her down onto the sofa beside him, his hands framing her face, his mouth hot and urgent on hers.

The kiss is everything she remembers: tender, greedy, the taste of coffee and sweet warmth. She feels herself melting into him, his body firm beneath her hands, alive with heat and promise. She buries her face in his neck, breathes in the scent of him—sweat, aftershave, something indefinably Rowan.

“I missed you,” she sobs, clutching him as if he might dissolve. “I missed you so much.”

He pulls back, thumbs brushing away her tears. “I was always here,” he murmurs, voice rich with love and mischief. “You just had to find me.”

He kisses her again, softer now, his hands wandering to her belly, resting there with reverence. “How’s our little bean?”

“Active,” she laughs, voice breaking with happiness. “He kicks every time I hear your song.”

Rowan grins. “That’s my boy.”

For a while, they just sit, holding each other, everything both new and familiar—her head on his shoulder, his fingers tracing patterns on her thigh, the low hum of music and city noise drifting through the open window. She tells him about her days, about Ava’s relentless optimism, about John and Elaine’s tangled visits, about the first time she saw the baby move beneath her skin.

He listens, patient and hungry, drinking in every word, his hands never leaving her body. When she pauses, he tips her chin up, searching her eyes.

“You’re doing so well,” he whispers. “Better than I ever could. You’re stronger than you think.”

She shakes her head, laughing and weeping all at once. “I’m only strong because I have you.”

He smiles, and the whole world brightens. “You always have me. Even now. Even if you wake up.”

There is a sense of urgency, a quickening, as if the dream knows it can’t last. Rowan leans in, presses his mouth to her ear. “Stay with me,” he breathes. “Just a little longer.”

She nods, desperate, clinging to the dream. She wants to ask him everything—if he’s in pain, if he hears her, if he knows about the baby, about the loneliness, about the way she aches for him in every way.

Instead, she lets herself surrender to the joy of his presence. She listens to him talk, lets him touch her belly, lets the world contract to this—his hands, his voice, the promise of their child. She feels her body relaxing, warmth blooming between her legs, a familiar, welcome thrum of desire mingling with gratitude and grief.

The dream deepens, and everything sharpens. Rowan’s gaze is fierce, hungry, loving. “Iris,” he says, voice low, “you’re not alone. You never were.”

He kisses her again, and the room blurs—the light thickens, the sounds fade. All that remains is the heat of his body, the strength of his hands, the certainty of love.

Iris floats on the edge of waking, tangled in the memory of touch and scent and laughter. She wants to stay, to hold on to this fragile world where Rowan is alive, where the baby kicks against his palm, where everything is as it should have been.

But already, she can feel the hospital returning—the beep of monitors, the ache in her neck, the cold seep of reality at her edges.

She burrows deeper into the dream, pleading with her mind to keep him a little longer, to let the old flat remain bathed in gold, to keep Rowan alive and whole and hers.

But even as she clings to him, the light in the dream begins to fade, the music grows faint, and Rowan’s hands slip from her skin, leaving only warmth behind.

She wakes with his name on her lips, her face wet with tears, her body trembling—not from sorrow alone, but from the fierce, breathtaking memory of love fully returned.

For a moment, she lies still in the half-light, breathless, the taste of him still on her tongue, the echo of his laughter in her ears.

She whispers, “Thank you,” to the empty room, to the world that allowed her this night, and closes her eyes, hoping sleep will carry her back.

In the drifting dark of her dream, the world around Iris thickens—time slows, the air crackles with the static of desire and memory. She is not in the hospital anymore, nor in their old flat, but somewhere liminal: a space shaped by want, by loss, by everything she ever whispered in the dark when she thought Rowan could still hear her.

The room is soft-lit, more shadow than substance, the window thrown open to a velvet night. The city is far away, muffled; the only sounds are the hush of breath and the steady thrum of a heart that might be hers, might be Rowan’s, might be their son’s. She is both weighted and buoyed, her body somehow both heavy with pregnancy and light as air, as if grief and longing are the only things keeping her tethered to the bed.

Rowan is there, but not as she last saw him—sleeping, unmoving, lost to her in the world of waking. Here, he is power and vitality, eyes burning with the old certainty. He stands at the edge of the bed, tall and imposing in the half-light, his body limned with gold. He wears nothing but the green scarf, thrown loose around his neck, the rest of him gloriously bare, skin golden and solid and known.

He watches her, hunger naked in his gaze. “Lie back,” he says, voice rough, a command she feels as much in her bones as in her ears.

She obeys, heart pounding, her hands moving instinctively to her belly as if to shield the life there. But Rowan’s hands are already on her, warm and sure, pushing her arms gently aside, sliding over the swell of her stomach, down to her hips, kneading and claiming.

“You’re beautiful,” he growls, “all of you. Even now—especially now.”

He presses her knees apart, staring at the wetness already glistening between her thighs. His fingers trail up, teasing her, parting her, making her gasp. She feels the heat of him everywhere—his breath on her skin, his hands greedy and unafraid. He circles her clit with his thumb, slow and punishing, making her writhe.

“Rowan,” she gasps, “please—”

He silences her with a kiss—deep, devouring, his tongue pushing past her lips as if to swallow her whole. He breaks away only to trail his mouth down her neck, over the taut curve of her breast, pausing to suck a nipple between his teeth. She arches up, desperate, wanting him everywhere at once.

“Tell me what you want,” he demands, voice low. “Tell me what you missed most.”

“Everything,” she sobs. “Your hands. Your mouth. The way you—God, the way you used to—”

He answers not with words but with action. His hand slips lower, two fingers pushing inside her, crooking up and stroking in that way that always undid her. His thumb stays on her clit, relentless, and she bucks against him, shameless, greedy for more.

He grins—a wolf’s smile, all hunger. “Not enough for you? I remember how you like it.”

He moves lower, tongue replacing fingers, mouth covering her, lapping at her like a man starved. She fists his hair, moans, rides his face as if she has no shame left. She is all need, all memory, all the years of being seen and claimed by this man. She comes apart once, twice, shuddering, sobbing his name.

He rises over her, lining himself up, the head of his cock slick and hot against her entrance. He pauses, staring down at her, hand splayed wide on her belly.

“This is mine,” he says, reverence and ownership warring in his voice. “You are mine. You always were.”

He pushes into her with one slow, brutal thrust, filling her so completely she cries out, the sound wild and grateful. He fucks her hard—harder than she ever dared to ask for, the kind of fucking that feels like worship, like reclamation, like exorcism.

She claws at his back, gasps into his shoulder, lets herself be taken. “Don’t stop,” she begs, “don’t ever leave, don’t let me wake up—”

He leans down, bites her neck, thrusts deeper. “I won’t,” he promises, “I’ll never let you go.”

Her orgasm tears through her, violent and helpless. She is shaking, sobbing, split wide open with pleasure and grief. Rowan comes with her, shouting her name, spilling inside her, kissing her everywhere he can reach.

Afterward, they lie tangled, sweat-slick, Rowan’s arms around her, his hand never leaving her belly. He murmurs to the child within, promises of love, of presence, of a life that was always meant to be shared.

But the room begins to fade—the light softening, the warmth ebbing. She feels herself slipping away from him, the dream unraveling even as she clings to it.

“No,” she whispers, panic rising, “don’t let me wake—don’t leave—”

Rowan cups her face, kisses her softly, a benediction and a goodbye. “You can always find me here,” he says. “Whenever you need. Don’t be afraid.”

She wakes with a cry, body drenched in sweat, thighs wet, heart hammering in her chest. The ache between her legs is real, as is the hollow in her chest where Rowan had just lain.

Her hands tremble as she covers her belly, grief and pleasure and longing all braided together. For a moment, she can’t remember how to breathe.

Tears spill over. She buries her face in Rowan’s shoulder and weeps—grateful, broken, alive.

Even after the dream fades, the pulse of him remains.

The dream fell away as suddenly as it had come, the warmth of Rowan’s body, the press of his mouth, the sound of his voice—gone in an instant, as if someone had ripped away a blanket on a cold morning. For a few seconds, Iris floated in a liminal fog: heat pooled between her thighs, skin tingling, her lips still parted on a gasp that had begun as a moan and ended in a sob.

The first thing she felt was the sweat cooling on her skin. Her slip clung to her body, damp and twisted. The second was the emptiness—the ache not just of loss, but of having tasted fullness, of having Rowan so completely, only to wake with her hands clutching empty air.

She lay still, eyes wide, blinking up at the blue hospital ceiling, its panels dull and implacable in the thin morning light. Her breath came ragged. Every part of her felt raw, as if she’d been scoured clean by the tide of her own longing. Her thighs were sticky, the ache between her legs not just memory but sensation. Her body thrummed with aftershocks, nerves sparking as though he was still inside her, still pressing her down, still whispering her name.

For a moment, she didn’t move. She couldn’t. She was pinned by the weight of memory, so recent it felt like fact. She clung to the fragments: the curve of Rowan’s smile, the wolfish glint in his eyes, the rough sweetness of his voice. She ran her tongue over her lips and could almost taste him, coffee and skin and wild, living hunger.

But the room was silent. The lamp burned with ordinary light. The machines beeped their steady, indifferent song. Rowan lay beside her—breathing, unmoving, distant as the stars.

Despair came in waves. She turned to him, reaching out, pressing her palm to his cheek, his jaw still rough with stubble. She willed him to respond, to stir, to open his eyes and look at her with the same intensity he had in her dream.

“Rowan,” she whispered, voice cracking. “Please.”

No answer. No flicker, not even the ghost of a smile.

Iris curled around him, holding his arm to her chest, pressing her lips to his knuckles, needing desperately to hold on to something real. Her tears fell freely, unbidden, soaking the fabric of the hospital sheet. She breathed in his scent—faint, tinged with antiseptic and the clean, cold air of the room—and let her grief twist and buckle her, the pleasure of the dream curdling into a hollow, aching void.

Her body betrayed her. Each pulse between her legs reminded her of what she’d lost: not just Rowan’s love, but his touch, his claiming, his anchoring presence. She squeezed her thighs together, chasing the last shreds of sensation, grinding down on the memory of his cock inside her, his voice demanding, pleading, promising she would never be alone.

But the dream faded, leaving only longing.

She pressed her hand to her belly—round, alive, a heartbeat within her. She tried to imagine Rowan’s hand there, tried to summon the heat of his palm, the reverent way he’d spoken to their unborn child in the dream.

“I wish you could feel this,” she whispered, rocking gently, the motion a half-lullaby, half-self-soothing. “I wish you could tell me it was real.”

She closed her eyes, searching for any scrap of him left behind, but her mind was empty now—blank as a sheet, heavy as a stone.

She grew angry, suddenly, at the cruelty of it: to be given back her husband only in dreams, to wake up still wanting, still empty, still holding on to someone the world had already declared gone. Shame mingled with fury, her cheeks burning. How many mornings had she woken like this, body slick with longing, arms wrapped around a man who would never hold her again?

She sat up, legs dangling over the edge of the bed, her body shaking with frustration. She scrubbed her hands over her face, then through her hair, trying to banish the dream, to shed the skin of longing like an old coat. But her body would not let go—her nipples still stiff and aching, her thighs damp, her belly fluttering with life and grief.

She looked at Rowan’s still face, searching for blame, for comfort, for any sign that he knew what she carried. “Why did you leave me here?” she whispered, voice ragged. “Why did you go where I can only find you in dreams?”

There was no answer, only the steady, merciless pulse of the machines.

She found herself laughing, then—quiet at first, then louder, a wild, bitter sound. The absurdity of it all: to grieve, to ache, to burn with desire for a man who breathed but did not live, whose body was here but whose soul was out of reach. She pressed her fist to her mouth, stifling the laughter before it became a sob, before it brought the nurses in to find her unraveling.

She slid from the bed, moving to the small bathroom. She washed her face with cold water, letting it sting her skin awake, banishing the last traces of sleep. She stared at her reflection—hair tangled, eyes red-rimmed, mouth swollen. She looked haunted, yes, but also alive, too alive for a world that kept asking her to grieve quietly, to love less.

Her hands moved over her body—neck, breasts, belly, thighs—as if to prove she still existed. She found her slip twisted up over her hips, the fabric damp between her legs. She stripped it off, standing naked in the harsh light, letting her eyes roam over every curve and line. She was marked by Rowan, by love, by loss, by the stubborn fact of her own survival.

She dressed in fresh clothes, smoothing her hair back, trying to assemble herself into someone presentable. She glanced at Rowan in the bed—so peaceful, so distant, so heartbreakingly handsome even in sleep. She wanted to scream, to shake him, to demand he wake and finish what the dream had started.

Instead, she sat by his side, holding his hand, letting her thumb trace circles over his knuckles. The ache between her legs remained—a quiet, persistent reminder that she was still alive, still capable of want.

She whispered, “I miss you. I miss you so much I think I’ll break from it.”

No answer. But in the silence, Iris let herself believe, for just a moment, that somewhere deep inside, Rowan heard her anyway.

And so she kept vigil—aching, wanting, loving in the only way she still could: fiercely, desperately, awake.

The dream would fade.

She knew that.

Even now, sitting on the edge of Rowan’s hospital bed, Iris could feel it slipping through her fingers like water. The warmth, the weight of him, the way he had looked at her — alive, commanding, whole. Already the edges were softening. Already her mind was trying to sand it down into something manageable.

No.

She wouldn’t let it go that easily.

Iris reached for her journal with shaking hands. The ribbon marker fell loose as she opened to a fresh page. She didn’t even bother to date it. This wasn’t about chronology. It was about preservation.

She began to write.

Not carefully. Not prettily. The words spilled, urgent and uneven.

He was standing at the edge of the bed.

He looked at me like I belonged to him.

He touched my stomach and said “this is mine.”

He was warm.

He was alive.

He wanted me.

Her breath hitched.

She forced herself to go slower. To catalogue it properly. The lighting. The smell of jasmine. The sound of his voice — lower than memory, rougher. The feeling of being seen completely. She wrote about the certainty in his eyes. About the way she hadn’t felt fragile in the dream — she’d felt chosen.

Chosen.

Her hand paused.

That was the core of it, wasn’t it?

The dream hadn’t just been about sex. It had been about being claimed. Being wanted. Being anchored by someone who knew her body and her fear and her softness — and didn’t flinch.

She pressed the heel of her palm into the paper, grounding herself.

“I won’t let you blur,” she whispered.

She began sketching too — rough outlines of a window, the sofa, the way his shoulders looked when he leaned over her. It didn’t matter if the drawings were imperfect. They were evidence. Proof that he had been vivid, if only inside her own mind.

When the writing slowed, her body began to make itself known again.

A quiet throb. A residual hum beneath her skin. The echo of something unfinished.

She swallowed.

Shame flickered first — sharp and automatic. How could she still want like this? How could her body respond when he lay silent and unmoving just inches away?

But the shame didn’t stick.

Instead, something harder rose in its place.

Defiance.

If the world had taken his voice, his movement, his presence — it would not take her capacity to feel.

Her sexuality was not betrayal.

It was proof.

Proof that she was alive. Proof that what they had built still pulsed somewhere inside her.

She shifted in the chair, the baby stirring faintly as if aware of the emotional storm. Iris placed one hand over her belly and closed her eyes.

“It’s okay,” she murmured. “We’re allowed to feel.”

Her other hand drifted slowly over her own skin — not urgent, not frantic. Just contact. Palm to collarbone. Fingers to breast. Down the curve of her side. A quiet reclaiming.

She focused on sensation instead of fantasy this time. On breath. On the weight of her own body. On the fact that she could still generate warmth in a room built for waiting.

She didn’t narrate it aloud. She didn’t need to.

This wasn’t performance.

This was reclamation.

Her breath deepened. Her hips shifted subtly against the chair. The feeling built slowly — not explosive, not desperate like the dream had been. Instead it was steady. Controlled. Her body answering itself.

Tears slipped down her cheeks again, but these were different.

Not grief.

Not entirely.

Relief.

She was still here.

Still capable of pleasure without destroying herself.

Still able to choose sensation instead of drowning in absence.

When the wave finally crested, it wasn’t violent. It was grounding. A quiet pulse that left her breathing hard but clear-headed.

She stayed still afterward, palm splayed over her stomach.

“I don’t have to disappear just because you did,” she whispered toward Rowan’s sleeping form.

The thought frightened her.

It also strengthened her.

She closed the journal carefully, sliding it back into her bag this time instead of leaving it on the bedside table. A new instinct rising — protect this. Guard it.

Not from Rowan.

From the world.

From the people who would call it obsession instead of survival.

She stood and adjusted the blanket over him. Smoothed his hair. Pressed a kiss to his temple.

“I’ll keep finding you,” she said softly. “But I won’t lose myself doing it.”

That was new.

That was important.

As she left the room to wash her face, she caught her reflection in the dark window — round with child, eyes bright and a little wild, lips swollen from tears and breathing.

She didn’t look broken.

She looked fierce.

And somewhere beneath the ache and the waiting and the hunger, something else was forming.

Not just longing.

Identity.

The days after the dream, Iris found herself guarding her journal as if it were a living thing. She kept it zipped inside her battered bag, never out of arm’s reach—not even when she left the room for coffee or a shower. The act felt furtive, almost childish, but necessary. The journal had become the archive of her survival: confessions, sketches, every desperate attempt to keep Rowan close. It was her last line of defense against the hospital’s pale order and the world’s hunger for easy explanations.

She noticed the nurses watching her more often now—some with open sympathy, some with polite concern, some with the tight-lipped unease of people who believed in quiet, tidy grief. Even Lottie, kind as she was, sometimes looked at Iris with a sadness that bordered on pity.

It was the psychologist, Dr. Edmond, who finally raised the subject, her tone as gentle as her pressed shirt was severe.

“Iris, can we talk for a moment?” The question came after rounds, when the room was empty except for the hum of Rowan’s machines and the faint tap of rain against the window.

Iris nodded, her hand closing unconsciously over the journal in her lap.

Dr. Edmond perched on the windowsill, not too close, hands folded. “The team’s noticed how devoted you are. You’re here every day. You bring stories, objects, rituals.” She paused, measuring her words. “We want you to have what you need. But sometimes… there can be a line, between mourning and… losing ourselves to it. Do you think about that line?”

The question stung. Iris’s jaw tightened. “There’s no line. There’s Rowan. There’s our child. There’s me. We’re surviving.”

Dr. Edmond nodded. “And I want you to keep surviving. But sometimes, when grief becomes all-consuming, it starts to close the world off. Are you—” she glanced at the journal, “—finding ways to look outward as well as inward? To let others in?”

Iris bristled, hugging the journal closer. “You think I’m obsessed.”

“I think you’re in pain. And pain, left alone too long, can become a world of its own.”

Iris stared at her hands. The urge to confess—to open the journal, show Dr. Edmond every raw, beautiful, broken thing inside—warred with the old reflex to hide, to protect. She shook her head. “This is how I keep him alive. How I remember. How I survive.”

There was a long silence.

Dr. Edmond sighed, standing to leave. “If you ever want to talk about it, I’ll listen. No judgment.” She paused at the door. “Don’t let your memories become a prison, Iris. You deserve a future, too.”

After she left, Iris sat for a long while in the silence, watching the rain streak the glass. She felt exposed, picked at, her grief suddenly raw and visible. She looked down at her journal, the pages swollen with ink and memory, and hid it in the very bottom of her bag.

It was Ava who broke the tension later that day, bursting in with pastries and a breathless account of a near-collision with a cyclist. “You look like you’re defending state secrets,” she teased, eyeing the way Iris clutched her bag.

Iris managed a wry smile. “Maybe I am.”

Ava pulled up a chair. “Look, I know you’re living here more than anywhere else. But you’re allowed to come up for air sometimes. Even submarines have to surface.”

Iris let her friend’s warmth wash over her, loosening something inside.

When Ava left, the room felt quieter, but less suffocating. Iris pulled her journal from her bag, pressed it to her chest, and whispered a vow: “I will not let them shame me for loving you this fiercely. Not now. Not ever.”

But the psychologist’s words lingered.

Was she building a memory palace or a mausoleum?

She stared at Rowan’s still form, at the life growing inside her, and promised herself that one day, when the time was right, she would open the door—just a crack—and let the world in again.

For now, the journal remained closed, a secret world where longing and devotion were safe, if only for a little longer.


Chapter 24: Alone in the World

The silence crept in first—not sudden, but incremental, a gradual thickening that Iris barely noticed until it was everywhere. It seeped between the ticking of the kitchen clock, pooled in the corners of her bedroom, settled like dust on the windowsills. For weeks, the world outside her flat had seemed to recede, as if someone had drawn the curtains on her life and left her floating in a room with no doors.

At first, she told herself it was temporary. That people were just busy, that work would understand her absences, that Ava would always be a call away, that John and even Elaine would keep dropping by with food and check-ins. But as the days stretched into each other, as the spring sunlight slipped into summer heat, as her belly grew heavier and the baby kicked against her ribs, she realized something chilling: she had begun to vanish.

It wasn’t a dramatic erasure. There was no one moment when she was simply gone. Instead, it was a soft, relentless unraveling—the kind that only becomes clear when you wake up in the middle of the night, the sheets tangled around your legs, and realize you cannot remember the last time you heard your own laughter echo off these walls.

She stopped answering most messages. The phone would buzz, and she’d let it ring, watching the caller ID flicker Ava’s name or John’s, sometimes a number she didn’t recognize, and then fall silent. Ava left voicemails at first, full of bright stories and gentle scolding, promising to drop by, to bring food, to kidnap Iris for a walk in the park. But when Iris didn’t answer, the calls slowed, then stopped. John sent short texts: Love you. You’re doing great. Let me know if you need anything. She read them and didn’t reply, feeling the guilt twist in her stomach, hot and shameful, but powerless to break the inertia.

Work became a distant country. She’d started by calling in sick, then taking compassionate leave, then not answering at all. Her inbox swelled with unread emails, her calendar populated with meetings she would not attend, her absence marked only by an automatic out-of-office reply she’d forgotten to update.

The flat was her universe now, each room a planet she orbited restlessly. Some days, she’d find herself standing in the middle of the kitchen, holding a cup of tea gone cold, unable to remember how long she’d been there. Other days, she would drift from bedroom to living room to bathroom and back, a ghost searching for something she could not name.

She replayed old voicemails from Rowan—back when he was still alive and present, when his voice was sharp with laughter or soft with sleepiness. Sometimes she played them on a loop, letting the sound of him fill the silence. She touched his shirts hanging in the wardrobe, pressed her face into their faded scent. She ran her fingers over the spines of his books, tracing the titles as if they were braille, as if she could read the story of their life together in reverse.

The baby was the only thing anchoring her. Some mornings, she’d wake to the rhythmic kicks and rolls, the insistent reminder that she was not as alone as she felt. She would talk to the baby, her voice rough with sleep, narrating her movements through the flat, describing the color of the sky outside, the taste of strawberries, the memory of Rowan’s voice. “He would have read you stories,” she whispered once, clutching her belly, “and made up new endings when the old ones felt too sad.”

But even these moments were fragile. As her world shrank, so did her appetite for hope. She began eating less, not out of any conscious choice but because food felt like a thing for other people, for people with dinner guests, for people with someone to share it with. She let dishes pile up in the sink, forgot to water the plant Rowan had bought on a whim from a street vendor, let the mail stack up by the door.

The worst were the nights. She would lie in bed, the city’s hush pressing in, and listen for sounds she knew would never come: Rowan’s footsteps, the creak of the old floorboards, his breath against her neck. She pulled his pillow close, hugging it so tightly her arms ached, but it was never enough. She tried to remember his scent, but memory is a fickle thing, and some days she feared she was inventing it now, patching together scraps of aftershave, sweat, and skin from dreams and hope.

Even her dreams turned against her. Sometimes, she dreamed of Rowan alive and vibrant, his hands rough and certain on her body, his voice urgent with love and want. She would wake gasping, slick with sweat and longing, and find only the empty bed and her own shaking hands. Other nights, the dreams were thin and colorless, Rowan’s face blurred, his voice lost, the baby’s cry echoing in a room she could not enter.

She moved through the flat like someone trying to remember how to inhabit her own life. She cleaned compulsively some days—scrubbing the kitchen floor, wiping down every surface, folding and refolding the same stack of tiny baby clothes. On other days, she did nothing at all, letting the dust settle, the laundry pile up, her body heavy as stone. She started talking to the baby more, sometimes just a few words—You’re safe. I’m here. I’m trying.—sometimes whole conversations about nothing and everything, as if speaking would keep her tethered to the world.

She tried, once, to call Ava, but the phone rang and rang and went to voicemail. She couldn’t bring herself to leave a message. What would I even say? she thought. That I’m not sure I exist anymore? That sometimes I don’t know if I’m awake or dreaming? Instead, she set the phone down and walked through the flat, trailing her hand along the walls, counting her steps like a child at play.

The silence grew so dense it became a companion. She grew to dread the moments when someone did knock—delivery men with boxes she didn’t remember ordering, the occasional neighbor asking if she needed anything, John’s face at the window, looking older every time. She would hide in the bathroom until the danger passed, then emerge, pulse racing, feeling both foolish and relieved.

She lost track of time. Days bled into each other. The baby grew heavier. The flat closed in.

And still, she waited.

She waited for Rowan. For the baby. For something to break the spell.

She waited for the silence to end, or for it to become all she needed.

But the waiting, in its way, was also a choice. It was the only thing she had left.

And so, day after day, Iris let herself vanish, trusting—hoping, even in her numbest moments—that something, or someone, might one day call her back.

Nesting, they called it in the books—an animal urge, a deep-set instinct to prepare a safe place for the child about to arrive. For most, it was a phase marked by partners assembling cribs, grandparents sewing quilts, friends piling in with casseroles and painted wooden toys. For Iris, nesting became a ritual of one: a silent labor, an offering to her baby, to Rowan, and to the fragments of hope she still carried.

The process began with laundry. One morning, after waking from a dreamless sleep, she sat at the edge of her bed, looking at the stack of tiny onesies and vests she’d bought months ago in a fit of optimism. She gathered them into a basket, feeling the softness of the cotton between her fingers, the faint scent of store shelves still clinging to the fabric. She filled the sink with warm water, adding a capful of lavender detergent—the same one Rowan had liked for their sheets—and watched as suds frothed and danced.

She washed each item by hand, rubbing the fabric gently, rinsing and pressing out the water, then pinning them on a line strung across the kitchen. The clothes fluttered in the morning light, like prayer flags, like tiny signals to the world that something new was coming. She stood back, arms folded, heart aching with pride and loneliness. “Look, love,” she whispered to the empty room. “We’re getting ready.”

Next came the furniture. The boxes had arrived weeks before, delivered by a courier who barely met her eyes. She’d let them sit in the hallway, a silent rebuke, until the guilt of their presence became too heavy to bear. She opened the largest one first: the crib. The instructions were cryptic, the diagrams smudged, and for a moment, she felt her resolve falter. Rowan would have relished this—he would have laid out every piece, made jokes about Allen keys and engineering degrees, told her to read the manual “properly” while he built it from memory.

Iris sat on the living room floor, surrounded by pale wooden slats, screws in little plastic bags, the Allen key cold in her palm. She breathed deeply, wiped her eyes, and began. The process was slow, her hands shaking with fatigue and frustration, but step by step, the shape emerged. The crib took on substance—solid, real—a place for the baby to sleep, a sign that she was doing her best.

She hung a mobile above it, felt animals bobbing on a thin string, and draped a quilt at the foot—a gift from Elaine, the stitches tight and precise, the blue yarn almost the same color as Rowan’s eyes. The sight of it made her chest ache, but she smoothed the fabric anyway, letting her palm linger. “He would have loved this,” she told the baby, voice trembling.

Iris moved through the flat in slow, determined circles. She arranged stacks of nappies and wipes, sorted bottles and pacifiers, found a spot for the baby monitor. She dusted the bookshelf, choosing titles for the first readings: picture books, fairy tales, a battered copy of Winnie-the-Pooh Rowan had annotated in the margins, making up voices for every animal. She tucked the book at the top of the pile, resolving to read it on the baby’s first night home.

The baby’s room was a study, once—Rowan’s old desk still pressed against one wall, a whiteboard above it filled with half-erased equations and reminders. She wiped it clean, tears stinging her eyes as she erased the last of his handwriting. She hung up the baby’s scan photo in its place, tacked up sun-catcher stickers to throw rainbows across the walls when the light was right.

Sometimes, as she worked, she spoke aloud—narrating each action as if Rowan could hear, or as if the baby already understood. “I’m putting the clothes away now,” she said, folding tiny socks into a drawer. “These ones have giraffes. I know you can’t see them yet, but you will. I’m making up the crib—don’t worry, I checked the screws twice. Rowan would have checked three times.”

The radio became her companion—Rowan’s old playlists, a mix of folk and blues and the occasional pop song he’d secretly loved. She’d sing along, off-key and earnest, letting the music fill the rooms. Sometimes she danced, awkward with the weight of her belly, spinning slowly, laughing in spite of herself when the baby kicked as if in time.

There were moments of pride, too, brief flashes where she stood in the doorway and surveyed the room, her handiwork visible in every corner. She would run her hands over her belly, murmuring, “We did this. Just you and me.”

But the pride was always tinged with grief. There was no one to share the victories with, no one to tease her for putting the diapers on the wrong shelf, no Rowan to come in and sweep her into a hug, whispering, “You’re nesting, Iris Vale. Our little bird.”

Exhaustion sometimes caught her off guard—mid-task, she’d sink to the floor and cry, overwhelmed by the enormity of it all. The work never ended; as soon as she finished one job, another would appear. She’d hold a tiny hat and wonder if the baby would ever wear it, or if all her preparations were for a future that might never come.

Some days, the ritual of nesting felt like a ward against despair. Other days, it was a performance—something to fill the hours, to trick herself into believing she was ready, that she was strong enough to parent alone.

And always, the house felt too quiet. The silence pressed against her as she dusted, sorted, rearranged. Even the baby’s room, for all its color and careful order, seemed to echo with absence. She found herself sitting in the rocking chair, the one Rowan’s mother had insisted they buy, staring at the empty crib and the play of sunlight on the wall, humming lullabies to no one.

Sometimes, she’d drift off there, waking with a crick in her neck and the distant sense that someone had called her name. She’d touch her belly, ground herself in the here and now, and keep moving. Because movement, she had learned, was the only way to keep the darkness from closing in entirely.

On one particularly hard night, after wrestling with the car seat for an hour and nearly throwing it across the room, Iris sat cross-legged on the floor, surrounded by packaging and instruction booklets, and whispered, “I don’t know how to do this, love. Not without you.”

But as the tears fell, the baby kicked—a strong, insistent flutter. Iris laughed through her tears, pressing both hands to her stomach.

“You’re right,” she said softly. “We keep going.”

She wiped her face, put the seat together (with a few screws left over, which she stashed in a drawer, just in case), and lay down on the rug, watching the mobile spin in the gentle breeze.

It was not how she’d imagined it—this lonely work, this ritual of preparation. But it was hers. It was theirs.

And in the gentle hush of the baby’s room, surrounded by the evidence of love and effort, Iris allowed herself a moment of rest. Not victory, not quite, but something softer, sturdier, and real.

The flat, once a cage, became a kind of refuge in the weeks Iris stopped visiting the hospital. It happened not with an announcement, but as a slow, silent giving in. She missed one day—told herself it was just fatigue, that she needed to rest for the baby. Then another. And another. Each morning, she would wake with the intention to go, but the thought of the bus, the hospital’s sterile light, the faces of staff and family, pressed her deeper into the mattress.

The exhaustion was real—her body heavy, feet swollen, hands clumsy, the baby a restless presence at all hours. But there was a different, heavier weight too: the sense that nothing she did at Rowan’s bedside made a difference anymore. She brought stories, gifts, hope, and it all vanished into the same silence. Rowan did not stir. He did not dream her dreams or hear her songs. She was tired of performing her love where no answer ever came.

The first day, she called Lottie, her voice thin and apologetic. “Can you tell him I’ll come tomorrow?”

Lottie’s answer was gentle. “Of course, Iris. Take care of yourself.”

But the next day she didn’t call at all, and Lottie left a message: He’s peaceful. Rest when you need it.

Iris played the message over and over, both soothed and stung by its understanding.

The flat changed in her absence from the world. It grew dimmer, the curtains half-drawn against the press of summer light. She let voicemails pile up—Ava, cheerful and concerned; John, worried but gentle; Elaine, terse as ever, her words clipped and formal. “Just checking in. Let me know if you need anything. I’d like to see the nursery.”

Iris couldn’t bring herself to answer. Even the idea of opening the door felt impossible, as if the act would break whatever fragile shelter she’d built for herself and the baby.

Instead, she retreated into old comforts. She made tea, strong and black, with too much sugar, the way Rowan had liked it. She wore his shirts around the flat, letting the worn cotton fall over her swollen belly. She moved through the rooms in slow circuits, sometimes singing, sometimes silent. At night, she lay in their bed, surrounded by his things—his pillow, his worn robe, a faded Polaroid of their first holiday together. She slept with the window open, hoping the city’s distant sounds might make the space less hollow.

Her dreams changed in those weeks. Sometimes, they were wild and erotic—Rowan returning, alive and desperate, pressing her into the mattress, loving her with an urgency that left her breathless even after waking. Other times, he was a ghost, watching from the corner of the room, his eyes full of longing and accusation. She’d wake sweating, tangled in sheets, her heart pounding with guilt and need.

Some nights, she sat on the edge of the bed, clutching Rowan’s pillow to her chest, whispering apologies. “I’m sorry. I just can’t today. I can’t keep showing up and pretending it’s enough. I don’t know how to wait anymore.”

But the relief was there too—a selfish, ugly bloom in her chest. Without the ritual of the hospital, without the weight of other people’s eyes, she felt almost free for moments at a time. Free to eat when she wanted, to sleep without interruption, to cry as loudly as she pleased.

Then the guilt would return, sharper than ever. She worried that she was failing both Rowan and their baby—that every day she stayed away, she was losing a piece of herself, that the line between devotion and self-preservation was too thin to walk.

She avoided mirrors. She wore her hair loose and unwashed. She let the plants wither and the laundry pile up, sometimes watching the dust float in the afternoon light and thinking, If I never move, will time stop?

Still, she didn’t go back. Not yet.

It was the baby’s movements that kept her tethered. Each kick, each roll, a reminder that someone depended on her presence, her food, her warmth. “We’re okay,” she whispered into the hush. “It’s just us for now. Just us and the waiting.”

The hospital grew distant—its rituals, its kindnesses, even Lottie’s gentle voice. Iris’s world narrowed to the flat, the bed, the slow, persistent rhythms of her own body and the life inside her.

And though she knew it couldn’t last forever, though some part of her counted the days since she’d seen Rowan’s face in anything but dreams, she let herself have this pause—a brief retreat from hope, from duty, from grief, from love.

For a little while, Iris let herself belong only to herself and the baby.

It was not peace, not truly.

But it was a kind of survival.

The night it happened, the city felt far away.

Rain traced the windows in thin, wandering lines. The nursery light was off; the crib stood complete and waiting, a pale square of promise in the corner of the room. Iris stood in the doorway for a long time, one hand resting at the small of her back, the other cupping her belly, listening to the house breathe.

She hadn’t been to the hospital in four days.

The thought flickered through her, equal parts accusation and relief. Four days without the antiseptic smell. Four days without the monitors. Four days without watching Rowan’s stillness and trying to convince herself she saw change in it.

She turned away from the nursery and walked to the bedroom instead.

Rowan’s side of the bed was still made differently. She hadn’t meant for it to stay that way—it had just never occurred to her to smooth it flat. His pillow remained slightly indented, his old grey T-shirt folded beneath it, the one he used to wear on lazy Sundays.

Iris slipped out of her clothes slowly, methodically, like someone preparing for a ceremony. She pulled one of Rowan’s shirts over her head—too big now, falling open around the curve of her belly. She climbed into bed and gathered his pillow against her chest.

The scent was faint now. Laundry detergent and memory.

She closed her eyes and tried to summon him—not the hospital version, not the quiet body tethered to machines—but the man who used to fill this room with warmth. The weight of him behind her. The way his hand would slide under her hip without asking. The way he would murmur into her hair, half-teasing, half-reverent.

She pressed her face into the pillow and whispered his name.

It didn’t echo.

It didn’t answer.

But it steadied her.

Her body felt restless tonight—overstimulated and underheld all at once. Pregnancy had sharpened everything. Her skin felt thinner. Her emotions louder. Desire—when it came—came tangled with grief, but it still came.

She moved slowly beneath the sheets, not urgently, not trying to replace him, but trying to remember herself. Her hand drifted over her stomach first, tracing the tight curve of it, feeling the baby shift beneath her touch.

“We’re still here,” she murmured. “We’re still alive.”

Her touch moved lower, gentle and deliberate. There was no fantasy this time. No dream of Rowan returning to claim her. Just the steady rhythm of her own breath, the quiet insistence of sensation.

The act wasn’t about hunger tonight.

It was about grounding.

About refusing to let the silence swallow her whole.

Her body responded gradually, warmth building beneath her skin, her back arching slightly into the mattress. She clutched Rowan’s pillow tighter, tears sliding silently into the cotton as the wave crested—not sharp or desperate, but deep and aching.

When it passed, she didn’t collapse.

She lay still, breathing hard, one hand splayed over her belly, the other tangled in fabric.

It felt like protest.

Like proof.

Like saying to the empty room: You took him, but you didn’t take this.

She rolled onto her side and reached for her journal on the nightstand.

The pen felt heavy in her hand, but the words came easier now.

Tonight I touched myself and didn’t pretend it was you.

I didn’t pretend you were coming back.

I didn’t pretend this wasn’t lonely.

I did it because I am still alive.

Because this body is still mine.

Because our child deserves a mother who remembers how to feel.

She paused.

The truth trembled at the edge of the page.

I am afraid that if I stop waiting, you disappear.

I am afraid that if I keep waiting, I will.

The sentence hung there.

She stared at it for a long time.

There it was—the line she hadn’t wanted to name. The place where love and obsession blurred. Where devotion and self-erasure became indistinguishable.

She closed the journal gently and placed it back on the nightstand.

The rain had stopped.

In the quiet afterward, Iris curled onto her side, both arms wrapped around her belly now instead of the pillow.

“I don’t know how to do this,” she whispered into the dark. “I don’t know how to love you and let you go at the same time.”

The baby shifted beneath her hands, a small, insistent roll.

Alive.

Demanding.

Real.

Iris let out a shaky laugh.

“Okay,” she whispered. “Okay. I’m still here.”

She didn’t feel stronger.

She didn’t feel healed.

But she felt present.

And tonight, that was enough.

The knock at the door came late on a Thursday morning. Iris was in the kitchen, rinsing a mug she didn’t remember using, hands stiff and red from the cold water. The sound startled her—a sharp, unfamiliar intrusion. She considered not answering. Maybe whoever it was would go away if she was quiet enough, if she just faded a little further into the fabric of the flat.

But the knocking came again, louder this time, insistent.

She dried her hands on her jeans, padded down the hallway, and peeked through the peephole. John’s familiar, weary face filled the view—older than she remembered, grey streaks in his hair, jaw clenched with a stubborn kind of concern.

For a moment, Iris hesitated. The urge to retreat was strong. But she unlocked the door, stepping aside as John slipped in, arms full of groceries and a bouquet of late-blooming daffodils.

“Thought I’d find you here,” he said, voice soft but steady. “You haven’t been answering your phone.”

She managed a small smile, taking the flowers and setting them on the counter. “Sorry. I’ve been… tired.”

John set the groceries down, glancing around the flat. His eyes lingered on the stack of unopened mail, the dishes drying on the rack, the half-finished mobile over the crib. He didn’t comment, but Iris could feel his questions hovering in the air.

He took off his coat and began putting the groceries away, moving through the kitchen with the casual efficiency of someone who had done it a hundred times before. For a while, the only sounds were the clink of jars, the opening and closing of cupboards.

Finally, he spoke. “You don’t have to do this alone, Iris. You know that, right?”

She looked at him—really looked. His eyes were tired but kind, the lines at their corners deeper than before. He wasn’t judging her. He was offering something softer, sadder: a lifeline, frayed but real.

She wanted to say yes. To admit that she was scared, that the silence was suffocating, that waiting for Rowan had become its own kind of prison. But the words stuck in her throat, tangled up with pride and grief.

“I’m fine,” she lied. “Really. I just need a bit more time.”

John didn’t argue. He just sat at the kitchen table, hands folded, watching her with the patience of a man who had weathered storms before. “You’re allowed to miss him. You’re allowed to be angry. Hell, you’re allowed to be furious at all of us for not fixing it.”

Iris sank into the chair across from him, shoulders sagging. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do anymore. I feel like I’m just… waiting. For him, for the baby, for something to change. And I’m scared that waiting is all I know how to do.”

John reached across the table, covering her hand with his. “You’re more than this. More than the waiting. You always have been.”

The words undid her. Anger bubbled up first—at him, at Rowan, at herself. “But what if I’m not? What if this is all I have left? The waiting. The hoping. The rituals. What if I can’t move on? What if I don’t want to?”

John squeezed her hand. “Then we sit here and wait together for a while. That’s all. No one says you have to do it alone. No one says you have to do it forever.”

Tears slipped down Iris’s cheeks, silent and unstoppable. She tried to speak, but only a broken sound emerged. John let her cry, never looking away, never letting go of her hand.

When the worst of it passed, she wiped her face, embarrassed. “Sorry. I’m a mess.”

He shook his head. “No, you’re grieving. And you’re still here. That’s enough.”

They sat in silence, the flat quieter but less empty.

After a while, John stood, pulled the baby blanket off the back of the chair, and wrapped it gently around Iris’s shoulders. He made tea—strong, sweet, the way Rowan used to make it—and set a mug in front of her.

“Promise me something?” he said, settling beside her again. “If it gets too much, you’ll call me. Or Ava. Or anyone. You don’t have to be strong all the time.”

Iris nodded, clutching the blanket, the warmth of it seeping into her bones. “Okay,” she whispered. “I promise.”

John didn’t press for more. He just sat with her, letting the silence settle into something gentler, more bearable.

When he left, Iris walked him to the door. He hugged her, awkward and tight, pressing a kiss to her hair. “You’re doing better than you think, kid,” he said, voice thick.

She stood in the doorway long after he’d gone, daffodils in her hands, the scent bright and stubborn in the hush.

For the first time in days, the flat felt a little less like a tomb, and a little more like a place where life—however messy, however uncertain—might begin again.

It was late, and the flat had fallen into the deep, indistinct quiet of the early morning. Iris stood at the kitchen sink, turning John’s words over in her mind, her hands still sticky with the scent of daffodils. The silence didn’t feel quite so suffocating, not after his visit—but it wasn’t exactly comfortable either. It hummed with everything unsaid, everything unfinished.

The radio was on, a low murmur to keep the loneliness at bay. Iris wasn’t really listening—just letting the sound fill the space—until a name caught her attention. She turned up the volume, heart suddenly tight.

“…in remarkable news, hospital staff report that Daniel Hughes, a patient in a prolonged coma since March, woke today. Doctors call his recovery ‘unexpected and inspiring,’ offering hope to families waiting for loved ones to return…”

Iris pressed her hands to her mouth. Daniel Hughes—she remembered the name. His family had been in the waiting room with her, sometimes trading shy, exhausted smiles, sometimes sharing tea, a wordless solidarity.

Her emotions tangled instantly—hope, wild and sharp; envy, jagged as broken glass. She gripped the counter, blinking away tears, her mind racing. If it could happen for him, for Daniel, why not Rowan? Why not them?

Before she could think, she was already moving—throwing on shoes, grabbing her coat, fumbling for her keys. She left the flat in a rush, the night air cold on her skin, her belly a heavy, urgent presence. The city’s darkness was pricked by taxi headlights and the distant yellow gleam of the hospital’s windows.

She rode the lift up to Rowan’s floor, heart pounding, hands shaking. Everything felt louder than usual: the squeak of her trainers on linoleum, the soft beep of monitors, the echo of her own breath. Nurse Lottie glanced up, eyes wide with surprise, but Iris just shook her head, not ready for questions.

She slipped into Rowan’s room, shutting the door behind her. The familiar hush wrapped around her like a blanket and a shroud. Rowan lay just as she remembered—still, serene, maddeningly unchanged.

She went to him and took his hand, pressing it to her lips, then to her cheek. Tears spilled over, unrestrained. “Come back to me,” she whispered fiercely, “please, Rowan. Please. Someone else woke up today—he came back to his family, his wife, his kids. If he can do it, why can’t you? Why not you?”

She pressed his hand to her belly, letting him feel the baby’s restless kick. “He’s here, Rowan. Your son. Our son. He needs you. I need you. We’re waiting. We’ve been waiting so long. Please—if you can hear me, if there’s any part of you left, please fight. Please find your way back.”

Iris wept openly, her sobs shuddering through her, rocking the bed as she clung to Rowan’s hand. The despair that had felt so dull and constant for weeks sharpened into a desperate, burning hope—and into something harder, too: envy at Daniel’s wife, anger at fate, at God, at whatever cruel coin flip had returned one man but not another.

She stayed there for a long time, whispering pleas, promises, and confessions into the dark. She told Rowan stories about the baby—how he kicked whenever she played Rowan’s favorite song, how John kept bringing daffodils, how Ava tried to make her laugh, how the flat was ready and waiting, full of quiet love.

She told him how scared she was. How tired. How ready she was for something to change.

When her tears slowed, she lay beside him, careful with her swollen body, curling up so their son could rest between them. She closed her eyes, Rowan’s hand over her belly, and breathed in the hush, the faint hope pulsing just beneath the despair.

As dawn crept through the hospital blinds, Iris promised them both she would not give up. Not yet.

And when she finally drifted to sleep, she dreamed of Rowan waking—his eyes opening, his fingers tightening in hers, the room suddenly full of light.

In the dream, she heard his voice—hoarse but real: “You waited. I’m here. I’m home.”

Iris woke with tears drying on her cheeks, her body aching with hope and with love, the sun rising quietly over the city—just another ordinary miracle.


Chapter 25: Almost a Family

The dream was already receding when Iris jolted awake, heart pounding, skin slick with sweat. For a moment she was suspended in that strange, weightless place between worlds—the bed unfamiliar, the silence so deep it rang in her ears. It was still dark outside, the city holding its breath. Her hands found her belly, the swell now immense, hard, alive beneath her palms.

A dull cramp twisted low, then faded. Iris lay back, telling herself it was nothing. Braxton Hicks, she thought, remembering the phrase from her worn copy of What to Expect. She’d felt them for weeks now, sporadic tightening, false alarms. But this was different. This one was sharper, and behind it there was a strange certainty, a kind of electric anticipation that had nothing to do with logic and everything to do with instinct.

She reached for her phone—3:17 AM. The flat was silent except for the hum of the fridge, the creak of pipes, the steady rush of her own blood in her ears. The world was still asleep, and she was more alone than she’d ever been.

Another contraction came, tighter, sharper, radiating from her spine through her hips, catching her off guard. She closed her eyes, breathing as she’d practiced—in for four, out for six—willing herself to stay calm. She tried to remember what Rowan had said, all those months ago, joking to ease her nerves: “You’ll be brilliant. Just keep breathing. I’ll be there, holding your hand, making terrible jokes.”

Her eyes burned. There was no one to hold her hand now. No one to make her laugh. Only her own strength, which felt, in this moment, like a story she’d read about someone else.

She shuffled to the bathroom, moving slowly, holding her back, then perched on the closed lid of the toilet. She timed the contractions on her phone: every twelve minutes, then ten, then eight. Each one stole a little more of her composure, each wave higher and darker than the last.

As the pain mounted, so did her sense of unreality. She ran a bath and lowered herself into the steaming water, clutching her knees to her chest. The tile was cold against her cheek. She remembered, suddenly, the first bath she and Rowan had shared in this flat—how he’d poured too much bubble bath, how the foam had overflowed, how they’d both ended up slick and laughing and deliriously in love. She closed her eyes, wishing she could pull him into this moment, even as a ghost. “Rowan,” she whispered, “I’m scared. I need you.”

No answer, except the next contraction, sharper still. The baby rolled and pressed inside her, an urgent, living presence, not to be ignored. Iris bit back a sob, gripping the edge of the tub. “We’re in this together,” she told the child, her voice wavering. “You and me. We can do this.”

The flat felt too large, then too small. She pulled herself up, dripping, shaking, and changed into a fresh nightdress. She wandered from room to room—checking the baby bag, the car seat, the neatly folded stacks of clothes she’d prepared during her endless, lonely nesting. Her hands shook as she filled a water bottle, packed snacks, tried to remember every step from the hospital pamphlet.

Fear pressed in on all sides: the fear of pain, the fear of something going wrong, the fear of bringing this baby into the world alone. But beneath it all was a deeper, older determination. She would not let herself falter. Rowan would want her to fight. The baby deserved a mother who could meet the pain and not run from it.

Still, every contraction stole a piece of her composure. She tried to sit, then stand, then pace. She leaned against the nursery wall, forehead pressed to cool plaster, and wept—quietly, fiercely, allowing herself to feel every sharp edge of loss and hope.

She wanted Rowan with a kind of animal intensity—wanted his hand in hers, his jokes, his steady voice saying, Almost there, love. You’re stronger than you know. But when she called out, only her own echo answered. It was the loneliest she’d ever been.

When the pain crested again, she braced herself on the cot, breathing through it, gripping the rail so hard her knuckles whitened. The mobile above spun in the darkness, throwing wild, shifting shapes across the walls—foxes, stars, small boats. She counted the seconds. She begged the pain to ebb. And when it finally did, she slumped onto the rug, panting, heart racing, sweat slick between her shoulder blades.

She checked her phone—five minutes apart now. The world was sharpening, becoming real and urgent and frightening.

She hesitated only a moment, then dialed Ava. The phone rang, rang, rang. “Pick up, please, pick up—”

A groggy voice answered, confused, then instantly alert. “Iris? What’s wrong?”

“It’s happening,” Iris gasped, voice shaking. “I think—I think it’s really happening.”

She heard Ava moving, heard her promise, “I’m coming. I’m coming right now. Hold on.”

Iris hung up, curling onto her side on the nursery floor, holding her belly as another contraction tore through her. She closed her eyes, picturing Rowan beside her—imagined him stroking her hair, imagined him kneeling at her side, imagined him whispering that everything would be okay.

For a moment, it was almost enough.

But as the next wave began, Iris reached deep for courage, for resolve, for the will to bear down and meet the pain head-on. For her baby, for herself, for Rowan. For the family that was almost, almost, almost whole.

The dawn was coming.

And with it, everything would change.

It didn’t take long for Ava to arrive. Iris barely registered the passage of time—contractions folding her into and out of herself, the minutes blurring into a tunnel of pain and waiting. But suddenly, there was Ava’s voice at the door, frantic and bright, keys jangling, footsteps echoing through the hall.

“Iris? It’s me—where are you?”

“In here,” Iris called, her voice thin and breathless from the nursery floor.

Ava burst in, wild-haired and half-dressed, clutching her phone and a bag of random supplies—water bottle, protein bars, some kind of peppermint spray. She knelt at Iris’s side, face pale but steady.

“Oh, honey—okay, you’re okay. We’ve got you,” Ava murmured, her hands warm on Iris’s back. She texted a rapid-fire message, then fumbled with the baby bag. “Lottie’s on her way. Are they close together?”

“Four, five minutes,” Iris panted. “Hurts—God, it hurts—”

Ava stroked her hair, made a bad joke about hypnobirthing she’d read in a magazine, and helped Iris to her feet. For a moment, it was just the two of them, best friends in a foxhole, a thousand memories and promises compressed into the urgency of this morning.

Then Nurse Lottie swept in, brisk and calm, hair twisted into a bun, the hospital’s scent clinging to her clothes. She knelt beside Iris, took her pulse, listened to the baby, and declared, “You’re progressing fast. No ambulance. We’ll get you there ourselves—just breathe for me, Iris. We’ve done harder things, haven’t we?”

The three women moved in a strange, desperate ballet. Ava packed the bags, Lottie called ahead, Iris gritted her teeth and tried to remember everything she’d learned in classes she’d mostly skipped. The taxi arrived in minutes, the driver’s eyes wide with alarm as Ava half-carried Iris down the stairs.

Iris doubled over on the curb, breath ragged. Lottie pressed her hands to Iris’s hips, grounding her through another contraction. “Listen to me. Breathe in—now out. You’re safe. I promise. You’re safe.”

The world narrowed: cold air, city lights, the slap of Ava’s trainers on pavement, the grip of hands that would not let her fall.

Inside the taxi, everything was noise and motion. The driver sped through empty streets, Lottie calling instructions to the hospital, Ava clutching Iris’s hand so tight their knuckles ached. Iris groaned, head thrown back, pain and fear warring with a strange, wild excitement.

Ava talked her through the contractions, counting, swearing, making her laugh between moans. “Think about all the bad dates we survived,” Ava whispered. “This is nothing. You’re a legend, Vale.”

Iris tried to smile, tried to find Rowan’s face in her memory, his steady voice. But all she had was Ava’s warmth and Lottie’s calm, the scent of peppermint and sweat and fear and the city rushing by outside.

The hospital loomed ahead—glass and concrete, brilliant with morning light. Iris sobbed with relief and terror as the taxi pulled up to the entrance.

“You’re not alone,” Lottie said quietly, as they bundled her out, guiding her through the doors, past the security guard, into the bright chaos of triage. “You’ve never been alone. Not really.”

For the first time in months, Iris believed it.

As nurses descended, as papers rustled, as forms were filled and beds prepared, Iris clung to her friends—Ava’s hand, Lottie’s voice—anchored in the storm, trembling but unbroken.

The pain was fierce, the fear real, but for these moments, Iris did not have to be everything to herself. The community she’d built, small and stubborn, closed ranks around her, and together they stepped into the next unknown.

She whispered a silent thank you—to Rowan, to her son, to the women who held her now.

The family that was almost.

And the dawn that had, at last, arrived.

The hospital swallowed her—sounds, lights, voices, hands. The world was all motion now: the squeal of the gurney wheels, the blur of fluorescent ceiling tiles, masked faces hovering in and out of focus. Iris drifted in and out of the present, riding the contractions like tidal waves—her body seized and released, seized and released. She clung to Ava’s hand, to Lottie’s words, to the rhythmic squeeze and release of the midwife’s grip on her wrist as they checked her progress.

There was paperwork, endless questions—When did it start? How far apart? Any complications?—and Iris answered as best she could, her voice splintering, sometimes shouting, sometimes sobbing. Pain blurred everything, but she heard her own voice, low and animal, echoing back from some deep, old place.

Between contractions, the world seemed to slide sideways. She heard Rowan’s voice—real, imagined, a gift from her own desperate mind—soft in her ear: Almost there, love. I’m with you. I’m here. She turned toward the sound, searching the room, but found only Ava’s tear-streaked face, Lottie’s calm, the steady hands of strangers who became kin in the fire of the moment.

The labor went on. Hours passed in fits and starts. Sometimes, Iris floated above herself, watching the scene: her body open and trembling, her hair plastered to her forehead, sweat beading on her lips. She saw the line of her belly, the arch of her back, the wild, determined set of her jaw. She heard herself chanting—not words, but Rowan’s name, a mantra and a plea.

She tried to bargain: Let him be here. Let him see this. Let him come back, just for this moment. But the world did not listen.

The pain grew sharp, slicing her through. She begged for relief. The midwife shook her head. “You’re so close, Iris. I know it hurts, but you’re doing beautifully. You’re strong. Your baby is almost here.”

The room changed color with the hour—night blue to electric white, sunrise gold. Ava wiped her brow with a cool cloth, whispered encouragement, tried to make her laugh. Lottie pressed ice chips to her lips, checked the monitors, spoke to the staff in low, commanding tones. “She needs space. Give her space.”

When the contractions peaked, Iris clawed at the sheets, bit her own shoulder, roared and wept and shook. In the lulls, she whispered stories to the baby, remembered Rowan’s touch, the way he’d mapped her skin like a beloved country. She felt his absence so fiercely it became a presence—ghostly, real, a hand at the small of her back, a word in her ear.

You’re almost there.

She wanted to quit, wanted to disappear, but the body knows its own music. She pushed. She bore down. She screamed, raw and loud and unafraid. The world shrank to the ring of faces, the pulse between her legs, the impossible pressure of new life demanding to be born.

She thought, I’m breaking. I can’t. I can’t—

But she did.

The moment stretched and snapped—then came the flood, the slip, the catch of breath. A new sound split the air: the shrill, unmistakable cry of her son. Iris sagged back, trembling, laughing and crying at once, as the baby was lifted into her arms.

He was small, red and slick, a shock of dark blond hair plastered to his scalp, fists balled, lungs fierce with outrage. For a moment, the room fell silent—every face watching, every breath held.

Iris stared down at her son, awe and terror tangled in her chest. She counted fingers, toes, marveled at the curve of his ear, the soft down at the nape of his neck. She pressed her lips to his brow, whispering Rowan’s name, promising, “We’re here. We made it. He’s yours too. We’re all here.”

Ava was weeping openly, Lottie smiling behind her mask, the staff quietly efficient in their joy. Someone snapped a picture, a moment frozen—the almost-family, luminous and wounded and whole.

Iris held her son close, feeling her body’s exhaustion and triumph, her heart’s wild, ferocious love.

For the first time, she wasn’t waiting.

She was present, anchored, the center of a new universe.

And somewhere—maybe in the shadowed corner, maybe in the hush of her mind—Rowan stood watch, proud and aching and unforgotten.

The moment was quiet after the storm.

For an instant, all the motion and noise—the panic and command, the voices and rushing feet—fell away. Time seemed to catch and hold its breath. Iris was left floating on the edge of something holy, her body wrung out and trembling, the world reduced to the feel of her son placed on her chest.

He was impossibly small and impossibly fierce: slick with newness, hair damp and dark against his skull, mouth rooting blindly, fists balled up and shaking in the cool hospital air. The midwife’s hands faded from Iris’s vision, the nurses’ voices dropped to a hush. Everything shrank to the curve of the baby’s body, the heat of his skin against hers, the wild, shocked rhythm of two hearts trying to find each other.

Iris stared at him, tears streaming down her face. For a long moment, she was lost—unmoored, raw, awestruck and terrified. The baby’s cries shivered through her. She pressed her palm to his back, whispering, “You’re here. You’re really here.”

His lungs were powerful, demanding, announcing his existence to the world. The sound pierced Iris, but it was also a balm—proof of life, proof of survival, proof that all the waiting and pain had led to this.

Ava sobbed at her side, her laughter broken by tears. Lottie pressed Iris’s shoulder, steady and proud. The midwife wrapped a warm blanket around the baby and covered Iris’s legs, then stepped back, her smile visible even behind her mask.

“He’s perfect,” the midwife said softly. “Ten fingers, ten toes. He’s strong, love. You did beautifully.”

Iris couldn’t speak. She stroked her son’s cheek with a shaking finger, marveling at the softness, the way his skin folded at the wrist, the impossible strength of his grip when his tiny hand wrapped around her thumb.

A nurse gently brushed the damp hair from Iris’s forehead. “What’s his name?”

Iris stared at her son, trying to answer, but her voice was tangled in her chest. She thought of Rowan—how they’d spent hours arguing over names, how he’d written lists on the whiteboard, teasing her with outlandish suggestions, always laughing, always promising, “We’ll know when we meet him.”

She pressed her lips to the baby’s brow. “We’ll know,” she whispered. “We’ll know soon.”

The baby’s cries quieted. He blinked up at her, unfocused but searching, mouth opening and closing in the first reflexive movements of life.

“Look at you,” Iris said softly, voice shaking. “You’re so real. You’re so… you.”

A nurse checked the baby’s temperature, wiped him clean, placed a tiny cap on his head. Iris barely noticed. She was drowning in details: the warm weight of him on her chest, the way his heartbeat raced beneath her palm, the faint trace of Rowan’s jawline in the baby’s profile. She wondered if the nurses saw it too, if they recognized the inheritance in every line and feature.

Ava pressed a kiss to Iris’s hair. “You did it,” she whispered, voice hoarse. “You did it, Iris.”

Iris laughed, or tried to. It came out as a gasp, a half-sob. “We did it,” she corrected. “All of us. Thank you.”

The midwife finished her checks, nodding approval. Lottie gave Iris’s hand a final squeeze, then made herself scarce, shepherding the other nurses out, leaving Iris and her son cocooned in a circle of lamplight and hush.

The baby rooted, mouth searching, and Iris guided him to her breast, feeling the newness of the latch, the sharp sting, the relief. He suckled greedily, eyes squeezed shut, hands curling into her skin.

She watched him, falling in love with every tiny movement. “I promise,” she murmured. “I promise I’ll keep you safe. I promise I’ll love you, even on the days when it’s hard. I promise I’ll tell you everything about him—about Rowan. About us. You’re his, too. You always will be.”

The tears started again, silent and steady. She felt the ache of loss as sharply as she felt the rush of joy, the strange miracle of both at once. She wanted to call Rowan, to hand him their son, to see his face crumple with awe, to hear his voice crack as he whispered the name they’d never chosen together.

She closed her eyes and pictured it: Rowan in the chair beside the bed, holding the baby in his arms, murmuring nonsense and lullabies. She imagined Rowan’s hands—so careful, so strong—cradling their son, his laughter filling the room, his pride and love rising like sunlight after rain.

But Rowan was not there. Only his absence, vast and insistent, shadowed every bright thing.

Iris pressed the baby’s hand to her cheek, closing her eyes, letting the warmth of him anchor her in the present. She felt the afterpains roll through her, the deep ache in her bones, the exhaustion weighing down her limbs. The world was spinning, tilting, trying to right itself.

She rocked her son gently, humming a lullaby she only half-remembered from childhood. The melody faltered, but the rhythm was steady—a promise and a prayer.

For a time, she let herself exist only in sensation: the smell of the baby’s hair, the soft weight of his body, the thudding of her own heart slowing to meet his.

A nurse returned quietly, checking her stitches, pressing ice to her aching thighs. Iris barely flinched. The pain felt distant, almost irrelevant compared to the bright, tender ache in her chest.

Ava returned too, bringing water, wiping Iris’s brow, whispering, “He’s beautiful, Iris. Truly. He looks just like Rowan.”

Iris nodded, tears burning her throat. “He does, doesn’t he?”

“Name?” the nurse asked again, gently.

Iris searched her heart, found it bruised and full, found the memory of Rowan—of their first kiss, their laughter, the moment he had whispered, No matter what, I want to meet our child.

“Rowan,” she said, voice breaking. “His name is Rowan.”

A hush fell over the room, then a small, spontaneous cheer. Even Lottie, returning to check vitals, smiled with approval.

“That’s right,” Iris whispered to her son, smoothing his hair. “You’re Rowan. You always were.”

She kissed him again, this time with gratitude and terror and hope and the fierce certainty that she could do this, that she had already done the hardest part, that she would go on loving him with every breath, even on the days when she missed his father so much it threatened to undo her.

The rest of the night blurred into fragments. Nurses came and went. Ava dozed in the corner, boots kicked off, arms folded over her chest. Iris was cleaned, checked, stitched, and settled into the recovery room, her son never leaving her arms for more than a moment.

In the lull, Iris let herself grieve.

She wept for Rowan—the man who was gone, the life they should have had, the story they should have finished together. She wept for herself, for the woman she had become, fierce and raw and new-made. She wept for her son, for the battles he would never know, for the love he would inherit, for the ache and the awe that would live in the spaces where his father’s voice should have been.

But she also wept for joy—for the privilege of holding him, for the chance to be his mother, for the miracle of beginnings even in the wreckage of endings.

When she was finally alone, the baby sleeping against her skin, Iris sat upright in bed, cradling her son, and whispered into the dark, “Rowan, can you see us? Can you hear us? He’s perfect. He’s everything we dreamed. I promise I’ll tell him every story. I promise I’ll love him enough for both of us.”

She pressed her lips to the baby’s forehead, breathing in the sweet, new scent of him, and for the first time in months, she felt hope unspool inside her—not bright or blinding, but steady as a heartbeat.

In the quiet, she placed her son in the cot beside her, arranged Rowan’s ring on the pillow, and whispered, “We’re still a family. We always will be.”

The hospital was quiet. The world outside, for a little while, was whole.

Iris drifted to sleep, her hand on her son’s chest, her dreams filled with light and lullabies and the memory of Rowan’s laughter—a sound as real and as close as breath.

The hospital’s chaos receded, replaced by the hush of recovery—a cocoon of muted light and beeping monitors, white walls and the faint antiseptic tang that clung to everything. Nurses drifted in and out, checking charts, offering encouragement, but Iris barely noticed. Her whole world had narrowed to the shape and weight of her newborn son, the pulse of his tiny heart, the impossibly soft warmth of his cheek beneath her lips.

She was exhausted—her body trembling, muscles sore, hips aching with the shock of transformation—but she felt more awake than she’d ever been. Each movement was both fragile and monumental: lifting the baby, changing his first nappy, fumbling with swaddling blankets, staring at the rise and fall of his chest as if memorizing the rhythm could ward off every harm.

She watched him sleep in the crook of her arm, his fingers curled against her collarbone, his breath hitching with newborn effort. She whispered his name—Rowan—a hundred times, as if the word itself was a talisman, a bridge across loss and into the future.

Ava slept in the visitor’s chair, mouth open, hair wild, one boot hanging by its laces from the back of her ankle. The nurses came and went, but they were only background shapes. The world had become a quieter place, and in that hush, the ache of absence settled around Iris’s heart.

The longing for Rowan was sharpest now. Not just the Rowan who had helped make this child, but the Rowan who should have been here—awkward, overjoyed, crying as he cut the cord, beaming at every visitor, holding their son with shaking hands and laughing at his own wonder. She closed her eyes, tried to imagine him there, and her heart clenched with both gratitude and bitterness.

She gathered her strength, reached for the ring she wore on a chain, and slipped it from her neck. The metal was cool, heavy with meaning. She held it to her son’s palm, guiding his tiny fist to curl around it. “This is your father’s,” she whispered, voice rough with tears. “He wanted to be here. He wanted to hold you first. He loves you, even if you never hear his voice.”

It was time. Her son needed to meet his father—even if Rowan couldn’t see, even if he couldn’t move, even if Iris had to believe hard enough for both of them.

Slowly, trembling, Iris pressed the call button for the nurse. Lottie appeared, smiling, understanding in her eyes. “Would you help me take him to Rowan?” Iris asked, nodding toward the baby.

“Of course, love.”

The walk down the corridor was slow and reverent. Lottie pushed Iris in a wheelchair, her son wrapped in blankets, cradled to her chest. Every step felt sacred, every passing staff member pausing in quiet respect.

Rowan’s room was unchanged: a world suspended in hush and hope, the machines keeping time, the blinds casting long, golden stripes across the bed. Iris hesitated in the doorway, then nodded. “Let’s do it.”

Lottie helped her to her feet, steadying her as she stood, baby clutched tightly. For a moment, Iris just looked—at the man she loved, at the man her son would never remember except through stories and photographs and the echo of longing in his mother’s voice.

She crossed to the bed, lowering herself carefully to sit at Rowan’s side. She unfolded the baby’s blankets and laid her son—his son—against Rowan’s chest, tiny hand splayed over his father’s heart.

“Here we are,” she whispered. “All three of us.”

Her son shifted, searching for warmth, his small face pressing to Rowan’s gown, his fingers curling in reflex. Iris guided Rowan’s hand, covering the baby’s back with it, her own hand over both.

She began to speak—not in grand declarations, but in the simple, stumbling words of a woman undone by love. “This is your daddy, Rowan. I wish you could see him—really see him. He has your chin, your eyes, your stubbornness already. He’s perfect. He’s yours. He’s ours.”

Her voice broke, but she kept going. “I’ll tell him everything, Rowan. About how you used to sing to me in the kitchen, how you made me believe in miracles. About the time you danced with me in the rain, about the way you looked at me the night we found out he was coming. I’ll make sure he knows he was wanted, that he was the best thing that ever happened to both of us.”

Tears spilled down her cheeks, soft and relentless. She pressed her lips to her son’s head, then to Rowan’s hand, willing the circle to close, the brokenness to knit together for just this moment.

She felt the ache, the wonder, the horror and beauty of being almost a family. She felt pride and terror and the sacred weight of belonging, even in a room half-lit by absence.

A nurse slipped in, offering to take a photo. Iris nodded, blinking back tears. In the picture, she looked hollowed and luminous, her son cradled between two worlds, Rowan’s hand resting on his back, her own holding them all together.

She whispered to the still, listening air: “We’ll keep waiting. We’ll keep hoping. And we’ll keep loving you, no matter how long it takes.”

When it was time to go, Iris lifted her son, holding him close, placing Rowan’s ring on the baby’s blanket. “This is yours now,” she said. “A piece of your father, a promise that you’ll never be alone.”

Back in the recovery room, Iris sat in bed, rocking her son, the newness of him anchoring her to the present. She talked to Rowan—softly, steadily—telling him about the birth, about the strength she didn’t know she had, about their son’s stubborn wail and perfect fingers.

“Thank you for giving me him,” she said. “Thank you for loving me so much that I can still feel it, even now.”

Her son drifted to sleep in her arms. Iris, shattered and remade, pressed her lips to his brow, then to her own heart, vowing again and again to carry them both forward.

The night was quiet, her prayers silent and stubborn. For a little while, the ache of almost-family was less than the wonder of what she’d made, and Iris let herself rest.

Night in the hospital was a different kind of silence—deep, liquid, interrupted only by the soft beeps of monitors and the low hum of the city beyond the glass. Iris lay half-upright in the narrow bed, her son curled against her chest, the halo of his breath feathering across her collarbone. She was exhausted, mind frayed at the edges, her body battered and hollow, but she felt more whole than she had in months.

She sang to him quietly—old lullabies, snatches of pop songs, the tune Rowan used to hum when he thought no one was listening. The baby’s tiny hand clung to her finger, his eyes drifting closed, his weight an anchor holding her safely in the moment. In the shadows, the little cot waited, a pale moon-shaped cradle; but Iris could not bear to put him down. Not yet. She watched the movement of his chest, the flex of impossibly small fingers, and let herself believe, for this one long night, that nothing could ever break them apart.

Outside, the city lights bled into the sky. Sleep came in uneasy waves—brief, fractured, lit by the flicker of hospital lamps and the dreams that chased Iris through the hours. She drifted, surface-skimming, then sinking deep.

In the dream, the world was changed: the hospital room dissolved, replaced by a warm, sun-drenched field. She stood barefoot in the grass, her son in her arms, the air golden and thick with the scent of summer. Rowan was there—whole, smiling, eyes bright with joy and tears. He reached for her, pulled her and their child into his embrace, his arms strong and safe and real.

He kissed her softly, then pressed his lips to their son’s brow. “You waited,” he said, voice gentle, threaded with awe. “You carried us both. You did everything I hoped you would. I’m so proud of you, love.”

Iris wept in the dream, the tears soft as rain. “I miss you. I miss you so much it aches.”

Rowan cupped her face, thumb gentle on her cheek. “I’m with you, always. You’ve given him everything—your courage, your love. He’s not alone, and neither are you.”

They stood together for a long time, swaying, the world around them bright and endless. Rowan held their son, lifting him to the light, promising: “He’ll know me. He’ll know you. He’ll know the story of how hope is born, even in the darkest places.”

When Iris woke, her cheeks were damp. The dream’s warmth lingered, curling through the hush. The baby shifted in her arms, mouth working in sleep, a small sound—almost a laugh, almost a sigh.

The clock crept toward dawn. Iris sat up, heart aching but full, rocking her son and whispering the words she’d been too afraid to say aloud: “We’re okay. We’re not alone. You’re loved. He loves you, and so do I.”

She pressed Rowan’s ring to the baby’s chest, a promise and a benediction.

When the first rays of sunlight streaked the window, Iris closed her eyes, drawing the new day into her lungs.

She was mother and memory-keeper, survivor and storyteller. Her family was changed, yes—but it was whole in its own way, a constellation knit from hope, devotion, and the stubborn, shining miracle of new life.

In the hush of that new morning, Iris understood: love endures. In dreams, in bodies, in the stories we tell and the children we hold, it endures.

And for the first time in a long while, she believed she could endure too.


Chapter 26: Waking

Consciousness did not return gently. It rose through him like something dragged from the bottom of deep water, slow and resistant and heavy with pressure. There was no moment of clarity, no clean awakening. There was weight first — crushing, dense, as though he had been buried beneath something soft but immovable. His limbs did not belong to him. His chest rose and fell, but not entirely by his own will. A mechanical rhythm threaded through the silence: a measured beep, a pause, another beep. Breath moved in and out of him with an artificial steadiness that felt foreign and wrong.

He did not remember going to sleep.

He remembered wind.

He remembered the clean bite of air in his lungs as he cycled. He remembered the rhythm of the road under his tyres, the faint scent of rain in the distance. He remembered Iris in the kitchen the night before, one hand on her stomach, smiling that half-nervous smile she wore when she was trying not to hope too much. They had been arguing about baby names — she had accused him of choosing names that sounded like retired history professors. He had teased her. He had promised to cook dinner the following night. He had kissed her shoulder before leaving in the morning.

Then there had been light.

White and violent and absolute.

And then nothing.

His eyes opened into brightness that hurt.

The ceiling above him swam into focus in fragments — white panels, harsh fluorescent glare, shadows that shifted and sharpened. Something was lodged in his throat. Plastic. He tried to swallow and pain flared sharp and immediate, a burn that reached down into his chest. He tried to move his hand and found it heavy, sluggish, as though it were submerged in thick water. His legs felt distant and unreachable. Panic rose quickly, instinctive and animal.

A figure leaned over him. A nurse, masked, eyes steady and alert.

“Rowan? Rowan, can you hear me?”

He tried to answer, but the tube in his throat reduced the attempt to a hoarse rush of air. His mouth felt cracked and dry, his tongue thick. He blinked against the brightness, forcing his vision to sharpen. The room was not chaotic. It was not emergency. It was quiet. Structured. Built for time.

“You’re safe,” the nurse said, her voice calm but charged with something careful. “You’re in hospital. You’ve been unconscious. Just breathe.”

Unconscious.

The word moved through him slowly, as though it had to push past layers of fog.

How long?

His thoughts were faster than his body. They rushed ahead, colliding and splintering.

Accident. Road. Iris.

Baby.

Baby.

The memory struck clean and sharp. Iris had been pregnant. He could see her in the kitchen light, her hand resting low on her stomach, the faint swell beneath her shirt. They had been counting weeks. Arguing over prams. Debating whether August heat would be unbearable with a newborn.

He tried to form the question around the tube.

“How?” he mouthed, the word barely visible.

The nurse leaned closer, reading his lips. “You were in a severe cycling accident. You sustained a traumatic brain injury. You’ve been in a coma.”

Coma.

The word landed harder this time. Coma meant time. Coma meant absence.

“How long?” he mouthed again, more urgently.

She hesitated. He saw it — the flicker of caution in her expression, the glance toward the monitor that had begun to quicken.

“It’s important you stay calm,” she began.

“How. Long.”

The insistence burned in him.

“Ten months,” she said quietly.

The number did not make sense at first. It did not fit inside his understanding of the world.

Ten months.

He tried to calculate, but the math refused to settle.

Ten months.

The beeping around him seemed to distort, stretch thin and metallic. His chest tightened painfully.

Ten months.

Iris had been due in August.

Ten months.

He had missed everything.

The realization did not come as a single blow but as a collapse — structural and total. He had not held her hand in labour. He had not seen his child born. He had not heard the first cry, had not cut the cord, had not whispered promises into the downy hair of a newborn skull. He had not been there to steady her when she broke open and remade herself in blood and pain and light.

He had been gone.

Gone for the entire making of his child.

His eyes filled before he could stop them. Tears slid sideways into his ears as his body trembled weakly against the machinery keeping him alive.

“Baby,” he rasped around the tube, the word torn and desperate.

The nurse’s expression softened. “You have a son,” she said gently. “He’s healthy.”

Son.

The word reverberated through him.

A son.

He felt his heart lurch violently, the monitor answering with a sharper rhythm.

A son.

He tried to imagine the child — tried to picture a face he had never seen. Did he have Iris’s eyes? His own chin? Was he loud? Quiet? Did he sleep well? Did he look for a father who had not been there?

The shame was sudden and ferocious.

Ten months.

What had Iris endured alone? Had she sat in this room with him, swollen and exhausted, speaking into silence? Had she brought their son here, placing tiny fingers against a hand that did not close around them? Had she whispered to him and received nothing back?

The nurse placed a steadying hand on his shoulder. “Your wife has been here every day,” she said softly. “She hasn’t left you.”

Every day.

The phrase cut through him.

Every day.

Through pregnancy. Through birth. Through the long nights that followed. Through learning how to mother alone.

He tried to lift his head and failed. His body betrayed him, weakness flooding his limbs with humiliating certainty. He felt reduced — fragile and incomplete, dependent in a way he had never been before.

Ten months stolen.

He tried to picture Iris now. Had she hardened? Had she changed in ways he would not recognize? Had she learned to survive without him?

Fear began to creep beneath the grief.

How had she conceived?

The thought flickered, sharp and disorienting.

Then memory returned with brutal clarity — she had already been pregnant when he left that morning. The child had been growing before the accident. Before the white flash and the void.

He clung to that fact desperately.

He had not lost that moment.

He had only lost everything after.

His body began to tremble with exhaustion. His mind had been awake only minutes and already it felt scorched raw. The nurse adjusted something at his IV line, coolness spreading through his arm.

“She’s here,” she repeated. “We’ll get her. But you need to rest.”

Rest.

The word felt like surrender.

He fought the encroaching dark, desperate to stay conscious, desperate to see her face, to see proof that this world still existed beyond the machines and the ceiling tiles.

But his body would not obey.

The edges of his vision softened. The room dimmed.

His last coherent thought before the darkness folded over him again was not fear.

It was shame.

And beneath it, fierce and unyielding:

I am coming back.

The next time Rowan woke, it was as if he’d been surfaced by a great force—dragged up from dreams so heavy he wasn’t certain they were dreams at all. The room was quiet, the light changed—softer now, filtered through blinds, tracing pale lines across the hospital wall. There was a different hum to the machines; his chest felt clearer, less burdened, the air moving more naturally. The tube in his throat was gone, replaced by an ache and the taste of plastic and saline at the back of his tongue.

He coughed, startled by the sound of his own voice. The cough was weak, but it was his. The effort exhausted him, sent aches rippling through every muscle and bone. He was dry everywhere—lips cracked, mouth thick with old thirst. When he tried to lift his arm, it answered him, but barely; his muscles felt hollowed out, as if a piece of him had been scooped away in the night.

A nurse appeared almost instantly—one he hadn’t seen before, young, with careful eyes and a gentleness to her step. She smiled at him as if he was a miracle she’d been waiting to see. “Mr. Vale,” she said, her accent gentle and lilting, “you’re back with us.”

He tried to speak, found only a croak. The nurse handed him a cup, guiding the straw to his lips. The first sip of water was a blessing and a shock—cold, alien, reviving. He drank greedily until she pulled the cup away. “Slowly,” she warned. “Your body’s still catching up.”

Rowan forced the words out, rough but urgent. “How long?”

The nurse set the cup aside and met his gaze directly. “You’ve been unconscious for almost eleven months. It’s February now.”

He let that land. Eleven months. Not just autumn and the holidays lost, but winter too. Nearly a year had been taken and compressed into this narrow room. He blinked at the window, saw a faint smudge of frost, sunlight fighting through the condensation. He tried to assemble the months he’d missed—August, the baby’s due date, the fall, Christmas, New Year’s. His mind tripped and failed, overwhelmed by the stretch of time he could never get back.

His memories from the morning of the accident were still tangled—he remembered the plan for dinner, the light in Iris’s hair, the shape of her mouth as she laughed about baby names. The world had changed since then. He had missed the birth, the first smile, the entire fragile, terrifying, miraculous beginning of a life.

He gripped the blanket in both fists, anger and shame rising together. “I need—I need my wife.” The words were unsteady, the vowels sticking. He tried to say her name—Iris—but it caught in his throat, an ache instead of a word.

The nurse nodded. “She’s here, Rowan. She never really leaves. Do you want to see her now, or do you need a bit more time?”

Rowan shook his head, panic prickling in his skin. “Now. Please. I have to—please.”

He thought he sounded pathetic, but the nurse didn’t flinch. “I’ll let her know you’re awake.” She left quietly, leaving the door open behind her.

As soon as she was gone, Rowan’s mind spun into a thousand anxious questions. Was the baby healthy? Did Iris forgive him for leaving her, even if it wasn’t by choice? Had she changed in ways he wouldn’t understand? He imagined her coming in, wary and thin, their son on her hip, uncertainty written into every movement. Would the baby know him? Would Iris look at him the same way?

He pressed the back of his hand to his eyes, fighting tears. He wanted to be brave for her, but he felt hollowed out, scraped clean by grief and longing and the bone-deep exhaustion of being so long gone.

He heard the sound of footsteps—soft, measured, familiar. His heart hammered against his ribs, a wild animal’s beat. He was terrified—terrified she wouldn’t come, or that when she did, she would look at him as a stranger.

He whispered her name to the empty room, the syllables foreign and precious. “Iris.”

The door opened. The moment was now.

The door opened quietly, as if the world itself understood how fragile this moment might be. Rowan braced himself, gripping the blanket in both fists, every muscle tense with hope and terror. And then she was there: Iris, framed in the doorway, her hair pulled back in a hurried knot, dark circles under her eyes, a faint tremor in her hand as she balanced a small bundle against her chest.

He had pictured this moment so many times in his fractured dreams that it seemed, for a moment, like another trick of memory—a vision conjured by longing and regret. But it was real: Iris’s eyes finding him, filling with tears, her lips trembling as she tried to smile and failed. The ache in her expression, the way her shoulders rose and fell with every shallow breath, told him everything he needed to know. She had waited. She had survived. She had suffered in ways he could barely imagine.

For a long moment, neither of them spoke. They only looked—drinking each other in, searching for proof of what they had lost and what might remain. Rowan saw it all: the exhaustion in her posture, the fierce, stubborn pride, the way she clutched their child as though he were both anchor and lifeline. She was thinner, older somehow, changed by months of waiting and single-handed hope. And yet she was more beautiful than he had remembered, her grief and love sharpened into something almost luminous.

Iris stepped forward, her movements hesitant, as if she half-expected him to disappear. Rowan tried to sit up, but his body rebelled, his muscles shaking with the effort. She saw, and crossed to his bedside quickly, setting the baby—their baby, his son—down in the hospital cot before reaching for Rowan’s hand. The contact sent a shock through him, a jolt of memory and yearning. He squeezed her fingers, weak but desperate, and felt the answering pressure—a lifeline, a promise.

She knelt beside him, her free hand trembling as she brushed hair from his forehead. For a moment, all he could do was stare at her, as if memorising her features could make up for all the time lost. His lips moved, but no sound emerged at first. Finally, hoarse and broken, he managed, “Iris.” The word was both a plea and a prayer.

Tears spilled over her cheeks, and she laughed—a sound choked with relief and disbelief. “You’re here,” she whispered, pressing her forehead to his. “You’re really here.”

He wanted to ask a hundred questions—about her, about their son, about the world he’d missed—but words were suddenly useless, language a broken tool for something so sacred and overwhelming. So he only held on, as tightly as his ruined body would allow, while she held on to him just as fiercely.

After a long minute, Iris drew back, swiping at her eyes. She reached for the cot, lifting their son and cradling him between them. The baby squirmed, fussing for a moment before settling, his eyes heavy-lidded and unfocused. He was beautiful—sturdy and pink-cheeked, with a shock of dark blond hair and a furrow in his brow that was unmistakably Rowan’s.

Iris’s voice was soft, unsteady, reverent. “Rowan, this is your son. He’s… he’s perfect. He’s so much you.” She pressed the baby’s tiny hand into Rowan’s palm, and the sensation undid him completely. The child’s fingers curled reflexively around his thumb—small, warm, impossibly alive. Rowan’s breath caught. He stared, helpless and awed, as the truth of it all rushed in: months lost, a family made without him, a miracle he had not witnessed but now held in his hand.

Grief and gratitude collided in his chest. He wanted to speak, to apologise, to claim and comfort them both, but all he could do was weep—quiet, steady tears that felt both penitent and grateful. Iris cried with him, her head bowed, her hand clutching his. The baby’s fingers tightened on Rowan’s thumb, as if to anchor him in the present, refusing to let him drift away again.

They stayed like that for a long time—three bodies tangled together, clinging to the fragile possibility of reunion, forgiveness, and the hope of something new.

The reunion was not a miracle. There was no swelling music, no certainty, no easy healing. It was three people—two adults, one child—stranded at the edge of a world none of them recognized anymore. After the first tidal wave of tears and relief, reality crept in. Rowan’s body betrayed him every time he tried to sit up, muscles trembling and burning with the effort. He wanted to reach for his son, to hold him the way he imagined a father should, but his arms felt foreign, too weak to trust. The baby, placed carefully in the crook of his elbow by Iris’s steady hands, squirmed and gurgled, then began to cry—a high, insistent wail that echoed off the linoleum and walls, louder than anything Rowan had heard in months.

He froze. The panic was sudden, almost overwhelming. What if he dropped the child? What if the baby didn’t recognise him, sensed the fear and shame roiling beneath Rowan’s skin? He looked at Iris, desperate for instruction, for reassurance, but she too seemed uncertain, her hand hovering at the edge of the cot, caught between wanting to help and not wanting to take over.

Before she could speak, the door swung open and the hospital world crowded back in. Elaine entered first, Rowan’s mother, her expression pinched and guarded, eyes flicking from the monitors to her son to Iris and finally, with a softness she could not suppress, to her grandson. John followed, sturdy and quiet, carrying a plastic bag of groceries, as if this were just another visit, another day to survive. Ava, hovering in the corridor, peered in with a fierce protective glare, her loyalty to Iris radiating like a shield.

The tension was immediate—each person’s grief and hope and judgement swirling in the small space. Elaine stepped forward, her hand squeezing Rowan’s shoulder, but her voice was sharp. “Don’t push yourself, Rowan,” she warned. “You’ve only just woken. Everything can wait.” Her gaze darted to Iris, wary. “Let the nurses help with the baby. Don’t do too much.”

John, quieter, simply set the bag down and touched Iris’s arm. “He’s stronger than he looks,” he said softly. “He always has been.” But Rowan saw the tremor in his father-in-law’s jaw, the way he avoided Rowan’s eyes when he said it.

A nurse entered, adjusting machines and fluffing pillows, a polite but efficient intrusion. The baby began to fuss again, red-faced and angry, his cries growing louder. Rowan struggled to comfort him, shifting awkwardly in bed, and Iris stepped in, lifting the child to her chest. She rocked and shushed and soothed, her touch practiced now, her voice steady. For a moment, Rowan felt himself shrinking inside his own life—reduced to witness, an outsider in the family that bore his name.

Elaine’s hand lingered on Rowan’s shoulder. “You need to focus on your recovery. Let Iris manage for now. There’s time for everything else.” There was concern in her tone, but also a warning—don’t demand too much, don’t expect too much. Rowan’s shame burned. He wanted to protest, to insist that he could be father and husband, even from this narrow hospital bed, but the truth of his weakness pressed in on all sides.

Iris glanced at him, eyes dark and uncertain. He could see the battle in her—how to let him try, how to keep him safe, how to allow herself to hope again. Ava’s presence in the background was a comfort; her loyalty a quiet reminder that not everything had been lost, that someone still saw Iris’s pain as the center of the world.

When the medical team entered for a formal debrief, the room filled with tension. Words like “rehabilitation,” “physiotherapy,” and “long-term care” floated through the air, all couched in careful optimism. Rowan nodded along, hearing only fragments: how to re-learn walking, what to expect from nerves and muscles long dormant, the necessity of patience.

Iris squeezed his hand, and he squeezed back, grateful and desperate and terrified all at once. The baby slept now, head lolling on Iris’s shoulder, small mouth open, breath feather-light.

When the staff finally left, the silence that followed was heavier than any crowd. Elaine touched Rowan’s cheek. “Don’t let anyone pressure you,” she murmured, loud enough for Iris to hear. “You need time.” Her words hung in the air, a challenge and a comfort.

Ava entered then, bearing coffee and a brave smile. She sat at Iris’s side, offering gentle jokes and snatches of the outside world, breaking the tension just enough to let Rowan breathe.

John took Iris aside for a moment, murmuring low and private—words of encouragement or caution, Rowan couldn’t tell. All Rowan could do was watch as his family reassembled itself around him, every movement shadowed by the months he’d missed.

He tried to reach for Iris, but she was busy with the baby, her focus split and taut. He tried to hold the child again, but fatigue pulled at him, the edges of his vision already softening. He was losing the moment, and it was only his first day back.

Before he surrendered to sleep, he managed to whisper Iris’s name, and she leaned in, pressing her lips to his forehead. “We’re here,” she said softly. “We’re not going anywhere.”

Rowan closed his eyes, letting her words hold him. He felt fractured, recalibrated, fragile as glass—but for the first time in nearly a year, he was not alone with his pain. He was here. And the hard work of learning how to belong again had only just begun.

Night brought a hush to the hospital that was different from anything Rowan remembered. The lights dimmed in the hallway, the steady traffic of nurses and doctors slowed to a respectful minimum, and the silence pressed against the windows, thick and patient. It was the first time Rowan had truly been alone with Iris since waking—no visitors, no medical team, just the two of them and the small, sleeping form of their son in the corner cot.

Iris sat at his bedside, shoulders hunched, her hair fallen loose around her face. She looked so tired—more so than in any memory he had, but there was a strange, soft defiance in her posture. She held Rowan’s hand in both of hers, her thumb running small, nervous circles over his skin. For a long time, neither of them spoke. Rowan watched the way her eyes flicked from his face to their child, then back again, searching for reassurance, or perhaps for permission to finally let her guard down.

When she did speak, her voice was low, almost hesitant, as if she was telling a secret she still wasn’t sure she had the right to share. She began with the practical: the day of the accident, the blur of sirens and doctors, the hope that each hour might bring him back. She recounted the early days—her shock, her anger, the well-meaning but empty reassurances from family and staff. She told him about the appointments, the check-ins, the way she would read to him, even when she thought he couldn’t possibly hear. Her voice trembled as she described how her body changed, how the baby grew, how she had learned to measure hope in weeks and then months.

Rowan listened, silent, feeling the ache and weight of every word. He wanted to apologize for not being there, for making her bear it all alone, but the words caught in his throat and refused to come out. Instead, he let her speak—her confessions pouring out in stops and starts, sometimes breaking with tears, sometimes rushed as if she needed to get them out before she lost the courage.

She told him about the rituals she’d made—bringing him objects from home, writing stories and messages in a notebook, whispering her secrets into his ear at night. There was shame in her telling, but also pride. She confessed to moments of anger, even resentment, for being left with all the choices, for not knowing if he would ever wake or if she was simply performing grief in a room no one else could enter.

And then, almost without realizing it, her voice slipped into something more intimate, the boundaries between confession and longing dissolving. She spoke of missing his touch—not just the safety of his hand, but the way his body had shaped itself to hers, the way he had known her without words. She described the dreams she’d had—how sometimes he would visit her in sleep, loving her fiercely and wordlessly, how she would wake aching with both hope and loss.

Rowan closed his eyes, letting her words wash over him, a tide of memory and need. He felt the ghost of arousal rising in him—not urgent or demanding, but a distant, aching thrum, a reminder that he was still alive in his own skin. The sensation surprised him. His body, so foreign and weak, suddenly remembered pleasure—an echo of desire tangled with grief, with gratitude, with the longing to reclaim what had been lost.

He squeezed her hand, and Iris paused, her eyes shining in the dim light. For a moment, the air between them felt thick with possibility and dread—two bodies reunited by accident and survival, their old vocabulary of intimacy remade by pain and waiting.

“I missed you,” she whispered, her voice trembling. “I missed you so much, sometimes I thought I would forget what it felt like to be touched by someone who knew me.”

Rowan wanted to reach for her, to pull her into the bed, to hold her and their son and promise that he would never leave again. Instead, he let his thumb brush the back of her wrist, the smallest gesture—half apology, half invitation.

“I don’t know how to be here,” he said softly, voice rough with emotion. “I don’t know how to catch up to everything that’s happened.”

“You don’t have to,” Iris replied, squeezing his hand in return. “You’re here. That’s enough. That’s everything.”

She leaned in, resting her head on his chest, her hair spilling over the thin hospital blanket. He breathed her in—the salt of old tears, the faint trace of milk and baby, the warm, stubborn scent of Iris herself. He felt her body tremble, then settle, and his own heart echoed the rhythm.

For a long time, they stayed like that—just the quiet, the baby’s gentle snuffling, the slow return of desire threaded through exhaustion and relief. Their bodies remembered, even when their minds did not; the language of touch survived, despite everything.

As Rowan drifted toward sleep, he knew this was only the beginning. Healing would not be simple or complete, but tonight, in the hush of the hospital, the simple intimacy of being together—skin against skin, breath mingling—was enough. Tomorrow, the work would begin anew. Tonight, they were here, and they remembered each other, and that was, for now, everything.

Dawn crept slowly into the hospital room, painting the walls with uncertain gold. Rowan drifted in and out of sleep, held to waking only by the ache in his body and the unfamiliar weight of so much hope and dread at once. When the door opened again, the spell of the night was broken. The medical team entered with their charts and their gentle authority, ushering in a new round of questions, plans, and measured optimism.

The debrief was thorough. Doctors and therapists spoke of “neurological milestones” and “rehabilitation pathways.” They laid out a future built of small victories: relearning how to stand, how to walk, how to hold his son without fear of dropping him. Rowan nodded, tried to absorb it all, but felt a sense of distance—as if life had already sped ahead and he was chasing it, limping, struggling to keep up.

Iris sat at his side, the baby drowsy in her arms. She listened intently, nodded when asked if she understood the schedule of home visits and assessments, asked careful questions about pain, sleep, and the drugs that would soon replace hospital supervision. Beneath her calm, Rowan sensed a fresh undercurrent of anxiety. She was not only caretaker now, but translator, protector, mother and wife and the fragile seam that held this small, battered family together.

Elaine reappeared, her presence still cool and efficient, her eyes darting between Rowan, the baby, and Iris. She offered to take the child for a walk down the corridor—“just to give you two some time”—but there was an edge to her voice, a wariness that had not softened with Rowan’s awakening. She cornered Iris near the window, speaking in a low, urgent tone. “Don’t pressure him. He needs to recover at his own pace. Don’t make him relive everything all at once.”

Ava arrived with pastries and relentless brightness, talking too fast, working to fill every gap in the conversation. John was quieter, carrying a new blanket for Rowan and a worried frown. He pulled Iris aside, asking if she was eating, if she was resting at all. She gave him the same answer she had given everyone for months: “I’m fine, Dad. I have to be.”

When Rowan finally held his son in his arms, alone for a moment, the experience was both sacred and foreign. The baby was heavier than he expected, solid and squirming, his small hands grasping Rowan’s shirt with a surprising strength. Rowan’s fear—that the child would not know him, or worse, would sense his inadequacy—remained unresolved, but he found a measure of comfort in the physical connection. It was imperfect, but it was real.

He looked to Iris for approval, for affirmation, and saw in her face the complexity of her hope. She wanted him to belong in this new world, but she could not grant it; it was something they would have to build together, brick by hesitant brick.

Elaine’s words hung over them both, and Rowan knew she would be watching for any falter, any weakness, ready to step in and claim her own idea of safety. John hovered, awkward but present, while Ava carved space for Iris’s laughter and resilience.

The discharge plan was set, and for the first time, Rowan truly understood that survival was only the first miracle. The rest—learning, adapting, forgiving—would be messier, slower, and painfully human.

When the room was empty again, Rowan and Iris sat side by side, their son asleep in the cot between them. She touched his arm, tentative, and he turned to her with a small, uncertain smile.

“We’ll manage,” she whispered, as if saying it aloud might make it true.

Rowan nodded, unable to find any bigger promise to give her. The night before had been intimacy and relief. The day was uncertainty, hard work, and the persistent shadow of everything that had been lost.

Still, they were here, together. That, at least, was a beginning.


Chapter 27: Reunion

The days after Rowan’s awakening bled together, neither truly bright nor dark, suspended between the harsh glare of hospital lights and the uncertain hush of the flat he barely remembered. Everything felt like it was happening at the wrong speed—slow when he wanted to rush forward, too fast when he needed a moment to catch his breath. Each morning, someone helped him from bed to wheelchair, then to the therapy room or the courtyard or the ward’s communal lounge. He learned the geography of his new, smaller world in measured increments: the corridor to the vending machine, the window with the best sunrise, the chair that let him see the sky while Iris fed the baby in his arms.

The routines of new parenthood arrived with the same strangeness. Rowan watched Iris change nappies, mix formula, soothe midnight tears with a patience and confidence that made his heart hurt. He wanted to help, to step in, but his body’s limits humiliated him at every turn. The first time he tried to hold his son alone, the baby squirmed and Rowan’s hands trembled so badly that Iris gently took over, whispering encouragement that felt more like pity. The baby was wary of him, uncertain, his gaze flicking back to Iris for comfort, as if to check that the world hadn’t tilted too far.

At night, Iris sat by his hospital bed, baby asleep in the cot nearby. She explained every step—how to tell when their son was hungry, how to burp him, the particular way he liked to be rocked. Rowan nodded, grateful, but each lesson was a reminder of what he had missed: the first feed, the first smile, the night terrors and the tiny triumphs of survival. He longed to step into the role of father, but everything about him—his weak grip, his trembling voice, the way fatigue swept over him in waves—made him feel like a ghost haunting his own life.

Sleep came in fitful bursts. He’d wake to the baby’s cries, or to Iris’s soft singing, or to the murmur of nurses shifting in the hallway. Sometimes, in those blurred hours before dawn, Rowan would watch Iris cradle their child and feel awe so fierce it brought tears, followed by a stabbing guilt he could not name. She had built a world for their son without him. She had survived every night he was gone. Now, with him returned but frail and unfinished, she must bridge the gap between the man she remembered and the one who had come back.

The baby—a boy named after Rowan’s father—was solid and alert, already developing a repertoire of grunts and sighs, his hands forever searching, grasping for something he could not yet name. Rowan tried to memorize the details: the faint swirl of hair at his crown, the quickness of his smile, the way he quieted in Iris’s arms but wailed if anyone else tried to comfort him for too long. Each new moment felt like a gift, but also a reminder of everything lost. He had not been there for the birth, had not cut the cord, had not held his son in that miraculous first hour. That absence pressed on him like a bruise.

Visitors arrived in fits and starts—Ava with jokes and strong coffee, John with practical advice and a silent, heavy warmth. Elaine hovered, her worry sharp as ever, her advice both helpful and barbed. Each person seemed to carry an opinion about what Rowan should do, how fast he should recover, what he should feel. None of them saw the confusion he carried, the shame that shadowed every small failure, the helpless gratitude and resentment braided together in his heart.

Through it all, Iris was the axis—steady, kind, and sometimes brittle. She answered questions the doctors directed at Rowan when he drifted, juggled hospital forms and baby wipes, kissed Rowan’s forehead and then checked the time, already thinking of the next feeding. Her resilience inspired him and made him ache. He wanted to tell her everything—how scared he was, how grateful, how much he loved her still and how lost he felt at the edges of this new life. But the words tangled inside him, smothered by exhaustion and a stubborn pride that would not let him break in front of her.

One night, after a particularly long day of therapy and failed attempts at parenting, Rowan lay awake listening to the sound of Iris rocking their son in the darkness. The baby whimpered, then quieted, lulled by the rhythm of Iris’s heartbeat and the low hum of her voice. Rowan realized then that healing would not be swift or easy, that every day would be another small attempt to belong, to be chosen, to learn how to be father, husband, survivor. The days in limbo were their own kind of grief and grace: a space in which he and Iris could try—and fail and try again—to become a family with what was left.

It happened late one afternoon, after a particularly hard therapy session and a fretful, sleepless night with the baby. The world outside the hospital window was low and grey, streaked with rain. Iris closed the blinds, set the baby in the cot for a rare nap, and returned to Rowan’s side. The room felt suddenly too quiet, as if the silence itself was waiting for them to fill it. For a while, they just sat together—her perched on the edge of his bed, his hands curled in the blanket, both staring at the child as if watching a tide neither could control.

When Rowan finally spoke, his voice was rough and uncertain. “I feel like I’m still dreaming sometimes. Like I woke up in a life that belongs to someone else.” He hesitated, staring down at his lap. “I keep thinking I’ll remember how to be a husband. Or a father. But everything I do feels… off.”

Iris reached for his hand, tracing the lines of his knuckles. “It’s not your fault,” she said softly. “None of this is your fault.”

But Rowan shook his head, tears pricking at his eyes. “Maybe. But it’s still what happened. You did all of this alone, Iris. You were pregnant, you gave birth, you kept him alive—you kept me alive, too. And I wasn’t here. I keep trying to catch up, but I never can. I don’t know how to forgive myself.”

Iris was silent for a long time. Rowan could see the weight of exhaustion, grief, and stubborn hope in the way she sat, in the small lines etched at the corners of her mouth. When she spoke, her voice trembled but did not break. “I was so angry at you. And at the world. And at myself. I kept coming here every day, even when I thought you’d never wake up, even when I hated the waiting. I brought you things from home—pictures, your old jumper, your favourite mug. I read you stories, I sang to you. I wrote you letters in a notebook, and sometimes I whispered things I could never have said out loud if you were awake. I thought if I just loved you hard enough, it would bring you back. And then I started to hate you for not coming back, for leaving me with all the choices.”

She hesitated, searching his face. “I did things I never thought I would. I signed the clause, Rowan. I made the decision to have the baby, to name him, to do it all without you. There were nights I wished you would just go peacefully, so I could finally stop waiting. And then I’d hold your hand, or watch him sleeping, and I’d pray you’d wake up—even if you didn’t remember me, even if you hated me for what I’d done.”

Rowan’s throat was tight. He squeezed her hand, his grip trembling. “I don’t hate you. I can’t. I’m… grateful. And so fucking sorry. I wanted to come back. I dreamed of you, of the baby. I heard your voice sometimes, and I wanted so badly to answer. But I was trapped inside myself. I kept thinking, if I ever woke up, maybe I could just step back in, and it would be like it was before. But it’s not. I’m not. I don’t know if I ever will be.”

Their son stirred in the cot, sighing in his sleep, and both of them paused, watching him breathe, letting the silence gather around their confessions. When Rowan spoke again, his voice was almost a whisper. “Sometimes, I feel angry, too. I see you with him, and I feel left out. I feel jealous of all the memories you made without me—even though I know you didn’t want it that way. I worry I’ll never be his father in the way I wanted to be.”

Iris let out a shaky laugh, tears brimming in her eyes. “Sometimes I worry that, too. I worry that I’ll never trust happiness again. That something else will happen, and I’ll be left alone again. I’m scared all the time, Rowan. I’m scared of loving you, of losing you again, of never really getting you back.”

He reached up, wiping away her tears with his thumb. “I’m here,” he said quietly. “I’m here now, for as long as I can be. I want to learn how to do this—badly, awkwardly, however it happens. But I need you to tell me how. I need you to be honest, even when it hurts.”

Iris nodded, her face wet with tears and hope. “I will. I promise. But you have to be honest, too. If you’re angry, if you’re scared, if you’re lost—I need to hear it. I can’t do this alone, not anymore.”

For the first time since waking, Rowan felt something inside him shift—not relief, exactly, but a space opening for truth, for vulnerability, for the painful and necessary work of beginning again. They sat in the growing dusk, hands joined, their son breathing softly nearby, and let the weight of everything they’d lost—and everything they might still find—settle quietly between them.

The dusk deepened, and with it, the emotional aftermath of their confessions settled around the hospital room like a low fog. For a long while, Iris and Rowan just sat together, side by side on the bed, their hands intertwined and their son’s slow, even breathing the metronome that kept them anchored in the present. Outside, the city’s lights flickered to life one by one, distant and untouchable, a reminder that the world was moving on as they tried—awkwardly, painfully—to find each other again.

It was Iris who broke the silence, her voice softer than he remembered, but no less determined. “Do you want me to stay tonight?” she asked. “Or do you want to rest?” There was no pressure in her tone, only an openness, an offering that spoke of months spent negotiating boundaries with herself, of waiting for permission that never seemed to come.

Rowan looked at her, really looked—at the circles under her eyes, the new hollows in her cheeks, the lines that hadn’t been there before. She was so changed, so much stronger than he’d ever given her credit for, and yet the ache of vulnerability was there, just beneath the surface. He reached up, cupping her jaw with a trembling hand. “Stay,” he said. The word was both a question and a plea.

Iris nodded, silent, and leaned into his touch. She pressed her lips to his palm, closed her eyes, and breathed him in—saline and antiseptic, exhaustion and something almost like hope. “I’ve missed you,” she whispered. “I missed you so much, sometimes it felt like my body forgot how to want anything but you.”

Rowan’s heart thundered. The honesty of her need, the raw confession in her words, made him ache and hope in equal measure. “I missed you, too,” he answered, voice rough. “Not just your voice or your face, but… you. All of you. The way you used to touch me. The way you would crawl across the bed and make me beg. I was so scared I’d never get to touch you again.”

She smiled then—a real smile, the first he’d seen since waking—and it was like watching the sunrise after a winter that would not end. She touched his cheek, tracing the line of his beard, her thumb gentle but unsteady. “Do you want me to touch you now?” Her question was hesitant, reverent, as if the answer might break them both.

“Yes,” he breathed, closing his eyes. “Please.”

For a moment, neither of them moved. The weight of the moment—the months apart, the newness of Rowan’s frailty, the unfamiliarity of their bodies—hung between them, almost unbearable. Iris shifted, drawing the curtain around his bed for privacy, then sat beside him, folding one leg beneath her, her knee pressed to his thigh.

She reached for him first—her hand cool and trembling as she traced the bones of his wrist, the scar at his elbow, the soft skin of his forearm. She moved slowly, not because she wanted to tease him, but because she was learning him again, mapping the places where memory and reality now diverged. Rowan shivered beneath her touch, every nerve ending awake, raw, as if he were being remade from the inside out.

He let his own hand drift to her waist, feeling the shape of her through the thin fabric of her shirt. She was softer in places, harder in others, the curves of motherhood lingering beneath her clothes. He marvelled at her strength, at the way her body had survived and transformed in his absence. There was a catch in his throat, a sudden swell of gratitude and grief, but he pushed it aside, focusing on the heat of her skin, the slow steady beat of her heart.

Iris leaned forward, pressing her mouth to his. The kiss was tentative at first—an experiment, a question. She tasted of mint and anxiety, of sleepless nights and the silent hunger that had filled the space between them for so long. Rowan kissed her back, opening to her slowly, letting the familiar rhythm of lips and tongues and breath take over. The kiss deepened, grew urgent, messy. He pulled her closer, threading his fingers into her hair, and for a moment, they forgot the hospital, the machines, the months of sorrow. For a moment, they were just Rowan and Iris—lovers, partners, desperate for something only the other could give.

When they broke apart, both were breathless, eyes wide and startled. Iris searched his face, reading the tremor in his jaw, the tears at the edges of his eyes. “Are you sure?” she asked. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

“You won’t,” he said, voice fierce. “Just… be gentle. And don’t stop touching me. Not yet.”

She nodded, and her hands grew bolder, sliding beneath his hospital gown, finding the ridges of his ribs, the scar on his side, the pale skin stretched over muscle gone soft from months of sleep. Rowan flinched at first—self-conscious, almost ashamed of how fragile he’d become—but Iris didn’t falter. She touched him as if he were precious, not broken, as if she were grateful for every inch of him.

He let his hands roam, too—finding the dip at the base of her spine, the scar from her C-section, the stretch marks on her belly. He pressed his lips there, worshipful, awed. Iris’s breath hitched, a sound of surprise and relief, and she guided his hand to her breast, teaching him the new tenderness required, the sensitivity that lingered after months of nursing. He cupped her gently, thumb brushing over her nipple, and she gasped, biting her lip.

The pace was slow at first—hesitant, awkward. Their bodies didn’t move as they used to; Rowan’s strength was uncertain, his movements shaky, Iris’s hips cautious, her thighs still sore in places he could not see. But there was a different rhythm now, a pulse that belonged only to survivors. They clung to each other, letting the urgency build in quiet increments—gentle touches, whispered encouragements, the soft cadence of names repeated like prayers.

Rowan wanted to go slow, to savour, but his body betrayed him—arousal came too quickly, his breath ragged, his need fierce and unsteady. Iris sensed it and shifted, guiding him inside her with care, their bodies moving together in a tentative, broken dance. The sensation was overwhelming—not perfect, not what they remembered, but real and raw and more than either had dared to hope for.

He cried out, a sound between pleasure and pain, and Iris shushed him, her hand cupping his cheek, her forehead pressed to his. “It’s okay,” she whispered. “Let go. You’re safe.”

They moved together—slow, careful, learning the contours of this new world. Tears slid down Rowan’s face, grief and gratitude tangled in every breath. Iris cried, too, not in sorrow, but in relief, in the holy strangeness of being touched again, of being wanted by the man she had feared she’d lost forever.

They reached climax together, not as a crescendo but as a breaking open—body and soul, all the months of longing and fear released in a single, trembling moment. Rowan held her close, his arms weak but his grip unyielding, and Iris clung to him as if she could anchor them both in the aftermath.

Afterwards, they lay tangled, bodies slick with sweat and tears, the baby still sleeping in his cot, the world outside quiet and distant. Rowan stroked Iris’s hair, pressing his lips to her temple. “I love you,” he whispered. “I love you, even when I’m angry, even when I don’t know how to be here.”

Iris laughed softly, a sound of exhaustion and hope. “I love you, too. I love you, even when I hated you. Even when I thought I’d never get to say it again.”

They stayed like that for a long time, the hospital room bathed in the golden hush of evening, their bodies aching and whole. There was no illusion that everything was healed, or even that healing would be simple. But they had found each other again—imperfect, desperate, and real. In the silent spaces between heartbeats, they made a new promise: to try, and fail, and try again, as many times as it took, for as long as they both remained.

When the baby finally woke, whimpering for comfort, Iris rose slowly, limbs trembling, and gathered him into her arms. She kissed Rowan once more, softly, lingering, then turned to their son, whispering, “We’re here. We’re all here.” Rowan watched her, awed and humbled, and knew that whatever came next—pain or joy, distance or closeness—they would face it together.

Morning brought the soft confusion of interrupted sleep, sunlight hazy through the hospital blinds, the thin hush of the world before visiting hours. For a precious hour, Rowan and Iris lay together—her head on his chest, their son drowsing in the cot nearby. The room still smelled of skin and sweat and something new, raw and hopeful. Rowan closed his eyes, listening to the gentle sound of Iris breathing, trying to memorize the way her hair fanned across his collarbone, the small weight of her hand curled in his.

But soon enough, the day intruded. A nurse arrived, gentle but brisk, to check Rowan’s vitals and smile knowingly at the rumpled sheets. Iris blushed, shifting away, her movements already protective, bracing for the shift back into public life. Rowan felt a flicker of embarrassment, too—an old, almost adolescent sensation that startled him with its familiarity.

The door opened again, this time wider, letting in the world: Ava, arms full of coffee and pastries, swept into the room with her relentless optimism, her eyes bright as she sized up the atmosphere. She hugged Iris fiercely, handed Rowan a flat white, and cooed over the baby as if she were the only adult in a room of children. “You both look… better,” she declared, voice low but teasing. “Sleep is the best medicine, right?” Her gaze lingered on Rowan, searching his face for cracks or clues, but she found only the blank exhaustion of someone trying to build something out of ruins.

Elaine followed, her presence always cooler, more calculated. She sat at the foot of the bed, her posture perfect, eyes flickering between her son, Iris, and the baby. “You’re both up early,” she observed, and Rowan caught the edge beneath her words—the warning not to overexert, the worry that something might break again. She insisted on holding the baby, handling him with practiced confidence, but the boy fussed, turning toward Iris for comfort. Elaine gave a thin, polite smile, and handed him back.

John arrived later, quieter than the rest, bringing a new blanket and a packet of homemade biscuits. He stood by the window, watching Iris move through her new routines, pride and helplessness mingling on his face. Rowan tried to talk with him about anything except the accident, or recovery, or loss, but found himself always circling back—each conversation a patchwork of gratitude, apology, and the unspoken fear that things might never truly return to normal.

In the bustle, Rowan’s bond with his son was put to the test. The baby, startled by so many new faces, began to wail—a shrill, inconsolable sound that cut through the room like a siren. Rowan tried to comfort him, but his hands trembled, and the boy squirmed away, reaching instead for Iris. Rowan felt the sting of shame, a familiar hollow opening in his chest. He looked to Iris for help, but saw only her own embarrassment, her smile brittle as she soothed their son. “It’s okay,” she said, her voice pitched for the others as much as for him. “He’s just tired. We all are.”

Ava and John made encouraging noises, but Rowan saw the flicker of discomfort in their faces, the way everyone watched him, waiting for proof that he could step back into his life, that he could be the father and husband they all remembered. Elaine, seeing Rowan’s distress, stepped in to tidy the baby’s blanket, her movements efficient but impersonal. Iris reclaimed their son, pressing him to her chest, rocking and humming until the cries faded.

The moment passed, but the tension lingered. Rowan felt exposed, all his failings on display for the people who loved him most. He wanted to disappear, to find a place where he could learn in private, where his awkwardness and fear wouldn’t become public spectacle. Instead, he swallowed his shame, smiled as best he could, and tried to follow the conversation as Iris juggled family, friends, and the baby with practiced, weary grace.

When the visitors finally left, Rowan lay back, exhausted, eyes closed against the ceiling. Iris sat beside him, silent, the baby asleep on her chest. The room was theirs again, but the intrusion of the world—their world—had left its mark. The fragile peace they’d found in the night was bruised, but not broken.

Rowan reached for Iris’s hand. She squeezed back, gentle and sure. “We’ll get better at this,” she whispered, as much to herself as to him. Rowan nodded, clinging to the hope that it was true.

They had been seen. They had stumbled. But they were still here—still learning, still choosing each other, even in the mess and noise of the lives they were rebuilding.

The night pressed close around the hospital, sealing in the exhaustion and turbulence of the day. The city’s lights blinked and faded beyond the windows, leaving only the glow of the monitor screens and the faint golden haze of the bedside lamp. Iris sat in the visitor’s chair, knees drawn up, her arms folded protectively across her chest as she watched Rowan sleep. Their son was bundled in the cot, breathing in gentle hitches, an island of innocence in a world grown precarious and strange.

For a while, the silence was thick with all they had not said, all the fears and doubts and half-formed hopes left floating between them. Iris thought of how exposed she had felt under her mother-in-law’s scrutiny, Ava’s bustling cheer, John’s gentle concern—the ways each visitor had pressed on her, unasked, with their questions and their judgments, however well-meant. She saw, too, how Rowan had flinched under the weight of his own failures, how the baby’s cries and refusals seemed to cut into him, opening fresh wounds in places still so newly healed.

When Rowan stirred, blinking awake in the shifting dark, she reached for his hand, their fingers tangling, cold and unsure. He squeezed back, and the touch grounded them both. “I’m sorry,” he whispered, his voice thin as paper. “For today. For… all of it.” His eyes shone, a little lost, the shadows beneath them deepening in the low light. “I know I’m not what you need me to be. Not yet. Maybe not ever.”

Iris shook her head, tears prickling. “You’re here. That’s what matters. I just—sometimes I think I should be further along, too. That I should be more grateful, more forgiving, that I should never resent how hard it’s been. But I do. Some nights I wished you wouldn’t wake, Rowan. Just so I could keep the memory of us perfect. Isn’t that awful?” Her voice broke on the last word, and she bowed her head, ashamed and relieved to finally speak the secret aloud.

Rowan let the confession settle. “No. It isn’t. I think I’ve been angry at everyone. At the world. At you. Even at him.” He nodded toward the sleeping baby, the admission raw and trembling. “He’s a stranger to me, and I hate that. I hate that you two have a whole life together I wasn’t a part of, and I’m scared I’ll always be behind, always failing. Sometimes, when he cries, I want to run away. Or disappear. Then I feel even worse, because you never did. You stayed. You carried all of this.”

The silence that followed was gentler. The worst things had been said. Iris slid from her chair to the bed, curling beside Rowan as best she could, her head on his shoulder. He wrapped his arm around her, their bodies fitting together in the old, familiar way, even if it now required more patience, more care. She traced the line of his jaw, the new silver at his temple, and pressed a kiss to his cheek.

“We’re not perfect,” she murmured. “We never were. Maybe that’s what makes this real. We just… keep showing up. We keep trying.” She ran her fingers over his chest, feeling his heart beating—faint, irregular, but steady. “I love you. Even when I hated you. Especially then, I think. Because you were still mine to hate.”

Rowan smiled, a fragile, crooked thing. “And you’re mine. Even when I don’t know how to come back to you. Even when it hurts.”

For a long time, they just held each other, breathing in the dark, the tension of the day dissolving into something softer—regret and hope, love and fear, all mixed together and still, somehow, enough. There was no urgency to their touch, no need for more than this simple closeness. Their hands wandered gently—tracing ribs, soothing scars, memorizing each other’s warmth. Sometimes, Rowan thought, survival was as simple as this: two people whispering old promises, rewriting new ones, daring to believe that the worst might be over, or at least endurable, together.

In the hush, Iris whispered, “Let’s try again tomorrow.”

Rowan nodded, pressing his lips to her hair. “Every day, if you’ll have me.”

They drifted toward sleep, fingers still entwined, the fragile peace of the moment holding them fast. The baby sighed in his sleep, the city stretched quietly beyond the hospital walls, and for the first time since Rowan had woken, the future—imperfect and unknown—felt like something they could reach for, side by side.


Chapter 28: Shattered Together

Leaving the hospital was supposed to feel like a victory, but for Rowan, it was more like being cast out of a half-remembered dream. The morning of his discharge was an anxious flurry: Iris packing bags, nurses offering last-minute instructions, friends and family cycling through the ward in waves of cautious optimism. Every well-wisher’s smile carried the weight of expectation—Rowan, restored; Iris, grateful; the baby, proof that life marched on. Beneath it all, Rowan felt a strange sense of dread—a fear that he was about to fail a test for which he’d never been given the answers.

The journey home was only a few miles but felt endless. Ava drove, her jokes and reassurances filling the silences Iris could not. The car seat was awkward, the straps too tight; Rowan’s hands trembled as he tried to help, acutely aware of his weakness. When Iris lifted their son from his arms to settle him, Rowan felt the old ache of uselessness flare—pride stung by the gentle efficiency of her movements. As the city blurred past the window, he realized that he had no idea how to re-enter the world. The hospital had been a bubble of routines and rules; here, there was only the wide, unpredictable wilderness of daily life.

Arriving at the flat, Rowan was assaulted by nostalgia and alienation all at once. The front door stuck the way it always had, the hall smelled faintly of the lavender detergent Iris favored, but the space itself was changed—rearranged for survival, for motherhood, for absence. A secondhand cot in the living room, baskets of nappies and wipes stacked by the sofa, a new armchair by the window where Iris must have spent long nights rocking the baby. Family photos had been shuffled on the shelves, making room for newborn portraits and cards with clumsy scrawls of congratulations. The books on Rowan’s nightstand had been replaced with sleep guides and baby monitors; his shoes, neatly lined by the door, were stiff with dust.

Friends and family bustled through, carrying casseroles, changing sheets, offering to help unpack. Elaine insisted on putting away the hospital bags, her commentary brisk and edged with judgment. Ava arranged flowers in jam jars, her energy relentless, filling every silence with talk of meals and sleep routines. John found small tasks to occupy his hands—checking lightbulbs, folding tiny clothes—each movement an act of quiet, helpless love. Rowan felt smothered and grateful at the same time, desperate for a moment alone with Iris and their son, and yet terrified of the silence that would follow when the door finally clicked shut.

It was Iris who kept them all together, answering questions, fielding offers, steering conversation away from awkwardness with practiced grace. Rowan watched her move through the flat, marvelling at the strength she had forged in his absence. There were changes here he hadn’t known about—new mugs, a framed print in the hallway, a softness in Iris’s voice when she sang the baby to sleep that spoke of too many nights spent waiting for something to change. He tried to help—taking the baby, stacking dishes, unpacking clothes—but the simplest tasks left him dizzy and sweating, his body reminding him of all it had forgotten.

When the last guest finally left, the flat was quiet in a way Rowan had almost forgotten: the hush of exhaustion, the scent of milk and lavender, the faint tick of the old kitchen clock. Iris set the baby in his cot and turned to Rowan, her face pale but determined. They stood together in the centre of their changed world, an awkward, broken family trying to remember what it meant to be home.

For a moment, neither of them spoke. Rowan traced the outline of the living room with his eyes, noting the places where his life had been edited out, the new objects that marked Iris’s journey through grief and survival. He felt the urge to apologize—to beg forgiveness for leaving her alone, for all the birthdays and ordinary days lost to sleep and silence—but the words stuck in his throat. Instead, he reached for her hand, and she took it, her grip fierce and trembling.

They stood in the fragile, uncertain peace of the flat, their son breathing softly beside them. It was not the homecoming Rowan had dreamed of—not triumphant, not seamless—but it was real. In the quiet that followed, he understood that coming home was not an ending, but the beginning of something harder, more honest, and, maybe, more lasting than anything they had before.

The first days at home were not the quiet celebration Rowan had once imagined in his loneliest moments. Instead, each hour seemed to magnify the fault lines running through their new family, bringing every difference, every wound, every unmet need to the surface. The flat, so familiar and strange, became a stage for all the ways in which none of them fit together the way they once had.

Sleep, that old balm, became elusive for them both. Nights blurred into mornings with the baby’s cries, the feeding, the fumbling with bottles, the shifting of pillows to make room for three in a bed that felt suddenly too small. Rowan would wake in the blue darkness and reach for Iris, only to find her side of the mattress cold—already up, already shushing the baby in the chair by the window, her face ghostly in the half-light. He would listen to the low murmur of her voice, sometimes a lullaby, sometimes just the sound of her own exhaustion spilling out into the dark, and ache to join her, to offer help she no longer seemed to need.

In the daylight, Iris managed routines with a relentless precision that both awed and alienated Rowan. She kept track of feeds and naps on her phone, moved from room to room with the determined efficiency of a woman who had survived alone. Whenever Rowan tried to help—changing a nappy, mixing formula, lifting their son—he fumbled. His hands shook, his grip too uncertain, his timing just off enough to make the baby fuss, to make Iris step in. She’d offer gentle correction, sometimes without thinking: “Let me, love. It’s faster if I just…” Her words, meant as reassurance, landed as a gentle dismissal. Rowan would retreat, shame burning under his skin, and Iris would sigh, a line of tension between her brows that never seemed to fade.

It wasn’t long before small arguments crept in—tiny sparks that flared into fights with surprising speed. Who should have done the night feed? Why hadn’t the washing been hung out? Was Rowan really listening when Iris explained how the baby liked to be rocked? Rowan, raw from the constant reminders of his uselessness, would snap back, defensive and wounded: “I’m trying, Iris. I can’t just know how to do this—I missed everything.” Iris, overwhelmed and brittle, would answer, “You’re not the only one who lost something. I need help, Rowan. I need a partner, not another person to care for.”

Sometimes, they would fight in low, bitter voices while the baby cried in the next room. Other times, the silence was heavier—both of them moving through the day like ghosts, performing their roles but never quite touching. Rowan hated himself for his resentment, for the moments when he wished he could go back to the simplicity of the hospital, where at least failure was expected, and the rules were clear. He hated the distance that grew between him and Iris, how the smallest mishap seemed to widen it until the flat itself felt too cramped to breathe.

Guilt mixed with longing. Rowan ached to reach for Iris in bed, to draw her against him and remember the woman who used to laugh in the dark, who used to crawl beneath the sheets and whisper his name with hunger. But exhaustion dulled desire, and shame made him hesitate. When he did try, his touch was tentative, almost apologetic, and Iris would stiffen, sigh, and turn away. “Not now. I’m too tired,” she’d murmur, her voice without malice but also without invitation.

Each failed gesture became another layer between them. Rowan would lie awake, listening to the steady breathing of his wife and child, and wonder if he would ever belong in this life, if the home he had returned to could ever be his again.

By the end of the first week, they both moved through the flat like careful strangers, trying not to set off another argument, trying to hold on to whatever fragile peace they could muster. The baby, blameless and insistent, demanded everything, leaving nothing for them but the scraps of patience and affection that survived the day. Iris’s kindness became edged with impatience, Rowan’s gratitude soured by resentment.

But beneath it all, the love remained—a stubborn, aching thing, waiting for one of them to find the courage to reach for it again.

It happened on a Tuesday afternoon, in the thin sliver of quiet that followed a feed.

Iris had finally fallen asleep on the sofa, her head tilted back, mouth slightly open, one arm still draped protectively over the baby’s blanket. The exhaustion in her face was not theatrical — it was bone-deep, etched into her skin in ways Rowan hadn’t noticed while they were fighting. For a long moment, he simply stood there watching her. She had done this alone for nearly a year. Alone.

A flicker of resolve moved through him.

“Go,” he murmured softly, though she was already asleep. “I’ve got him.”

Their son stirred in the cot, blinking up at him with unfocused eyes. Rowan bent slowly — carefully — and lifted him. The baby felt heavier than he expected, solid and warm, his small fingers immediately clutching at Rowan’s shirt as though searching for something familiar and not quite finding it.

“It’s just us,” Rowan whispered, voice uncertain. “We can manage that, can’t we?”

He carried the baby down the short hallway to the nursery — a room he had barely entered since coming home. Iris had transformed it during the months he’d been gone. The walls were a soft sage green. A mobile turned lazily above the cot. A framed photo of Rowan — from before the accident — sat on the dresser, placed there deliberately, as if to introduce father to son in his absence.

The sight of it struck him in the chest.

She had made space for him, even when he wasn’t here.

Rowan sat carefully in the rocking chair and adjusted the baby in his arms. For a moment, there was peace — the simple rhythm of rocking, the warmth of a small body pressed against his chest. He studied the curve of his son’s ear, the way his eyelashes rested against his cheeks. There were pieces of himself there. It wasn’t imagination. It wasn’t wishful thinking.

“You don’t know me,” Rowan said quietly. “But I’m trying.”

The baby blinked up at him.

And then, without warning, his face crumpled.

The cry came sharp and immediate — not the mild fussing of discomfort, but a full-bodied protest. Rowan froze, instinct scrambling. He rocked harder, murmuring nonsense syllables, trying to imitate Iris’s tone.

“It’s okay. I’ve got you. I’ve got you.”

The baby only cried louder.

Rowan stood, pacing the small nursery, heart racing. He tried adjusting the blanket, patting the baby’s back, humming the off-key version of the lullaby Iris favored. Nothing worked. The cries escalated, tiny fists punching against Rowan’s chest, body arching away.

The rejection was immediate and visceral.

The baby didn’t recognize him.

Didn’t trust him.

Didn’t want him.

The thought landed heavy and poisonous.

“Please,” Rowan whispered, voice breaking. “Please.”

The baby screamed harder.

In the living room, Iris stirred. Rowan heard the faint shift of cushions, the soft intake of breath. He held still for a second — pride warring with desperation — and then the nursery door opened.

Iris stood there, blinking sleep from her eyes.

She took in the scene in an instant — Rowan flushed and shaking, the baby red-faced and furious, the tension so thick it felt like static in the air.

“It’s okay,” she said gently, stepping forward.

Rowan flinched.

“I had him,” he insisted, though his voice was unsteady. “I just—he just—”

“It’s okay,” she repeated.

She reached for the baby.

For a fraction of a second, Rowan hesitated.

And that hesitation cost him.

The baby reached for her.

The shift was immediate — the cries softening, then fading entirely as Iris tucked him against her chest. She swayed once, twice, whispering something soft and private. The room quieted almost instantly.

Rowan stood there, empty-armed.

He felt ridiculous. Exposed. Childish in his hurt.

“I was fine,” he said finally, though the words were hollow.

Iris looked at him, and something flickered across her face — not triumph, not superiority. Guilt.

“He’s just used to me,” she said quietly. “It’s habit. That’s all.”

Rowan laughed once, sharp and humorless.

“Habit,” he repeated. “Right.”

He sank into the rocking chair, elbows on his knees, staring at the floor.

“He doesn’t know me,” he said, the admission dragged out of him. “I’m a stranger in my own house. In his life.”

Iris shifted, the baby already drifting back toward sleep in her arms.

“You’re not a stranger,” she said softly.

“I am,” Rowan replied, and there was no anger in it now. Just fact. “He has ten months of you. Of your voice. Your heartbeat. Your rhythm. I missed everything. I don’t even know what kind of cry means what.”

His voice cracked on the last word.

Iris crossed the room slowly and knelt in front of him, careful not to wake the baby.

“You think I don’t feel that?” she asked, not accusing — just tired. “You think I don’t know that he looks for me first? That sometimes I wish he wouldn’t? That I could hand him to you and just—rest?”

Rowan looked up.

There were tears in her eyes now.

“I didn’t want to be the only one he knows,” she whispered. “I wanted him to know you. I showed him your pictures. I played your voice memos while I was pregnant. I told him stories about you while you were lying in that hospital bed.”

The framed photo on the dresser flashed in Rowan’s mind.

“I tried,” she said. “I tried to keep you alive for him.”

The weight of that pressed hard against his ribs.

“I know,” he said, quieter now. “I know you did.”

They sat there in the dim nursery, the air thick with everything unsaid.

“I don’t want you to fix it,” Rowan said after a moment. “When he cries. Don’t rush in. Even if it takes me longer. Even if it’s ugly.”

Iris hesitated.

“That’s hard,” she admitted. “When he cries, it feels like something is tearing inside me.”

“I know,” Rowan said. “It tears something inside me too.”

She studied him for a long time.

Then she nodded.

“Okay,” she said. “We’ll let it be ugly.”

A fragile agreement.

The baby shifted, sighing softly in her arms.

Rowan reached out and touched the top of his son’s head — tentative, careful. The baby didn’t wake. Didn’t recoil.

It wasn’t acceptance.

But it wasn’t rejection either.

It was something neutral. Something possible.

Rowan exhaled slowly.

“I don’t want to compete with you,” he said.

“You’re not,” Iris answered. “We’re just learning each other. All three of us.”

Rowan leaned back in the rocking chair, watching his wife and son in the soft green light of the nursery.

Strangers, he thought.

But maybe strangers could still become family.

In the days that followed, the flat filled with a steady parade of visitors, each one bearing the flag of helpfulness but leaving behind the subtle debris of judgment. It was as if their small home had become a community project—everyone’s business, everyone’s stage for concern or advice. Iris, used to the demands of motherhood and her own solitude, tried to accept the help gracefully, but Rowan felt each intrusion like a stone in his shoe, grating with every step.

Ava came first, bursting through the door with her trademark energy and optimism, a bag of groceries in one hand and a to-do list in the other. “Let me hold him! You two rest—I’ve got it,” she declared, plucking the baby from Rowan’s arms as if motherhood were as easy as changing a song on her playlist. She narrated her every move—how to burp, how to swaddle, what brand of wipes was “best”—her voice relentless, her laughter sometimes too loud for the hush that still clung to Rowan’s nerves. Iris smiled, grateful for the company, but Rowan saw the tension in her jaw, the tightness in her shoulders as she tried to pretend it was all fine.

Elaine was subtler, her criticism disguised as concern. She arrived with home-cooked meals and sharp eyes, scanning the flat for anything amiss. “Have you sterilized these bottles?” she asked Iris, already rolling up her sleeves to do it herself. She clucked her tongue at the clutter, rearranged kitchen drawers, folded laundry with military precision. “You mustn’t let things slide, Iris. Babies need order,” she intoned, as if the disarray of their lives was something that could be put right with a well-made bed or a better filing system. Rowan tried to help, offering to carry groceries or put the kettle on, but Elaine was already there, quicker, more capable, always one step ahead.

John came with quieter intentions. He sat at the edge of the room, holding the baby with broad, steady hands, speaking softly to Iris about sleep and recovery, never quite making eye contact with Rowan. He offered advice only when asked, but Rowan felt the weight of his presence—the silent question of whether Rowan was measuring up, whether he was truly “back” or just occupying space in the life Iris had built without him.

The visitors overlapped, their voices rising in volume as the flat filled with opinions, laughter, the clatter of mugs and plates. Someone was always tidying, someone always offering to help, but Rowan felt himself receding further with every hour. When the baby cried, a chorus of suggestions would bloom—try this, try that, let me. Iris would look to Rowan, torn between gratitude and exhaustion, and he would nod, stepping back, not wanting to make a scene.

It was Ava who finally crossed the invisible line. She offered to take the baby for a walk so Rowan and Iris could “have a break, or maybe, you know, reconnect.” The suggestion was blunt, almost lewd, and Rowan felt heat crawl up his neck. He watched Iris flush, watched her try to laugh it off, watched Elaine bristle, lips pursed in disapproval. Rowan mumbled something about being tired, desperate to avoid being made a spectacle in his own home.

That night, when the flat was empty again, Rowan and Iris collapsed in separate chairs, the baby finally asleep. The quiet that settled was not relief but a kind of bruised emptiness. Iris closed her eyes, pressing her palms to her face, her breath coming in shaky bursts. “I love them,” she said, voice muffled, “but I wish they’d just let us… figure it out. I feel like I’m on display.”

Rowan nodded, the words stuck in his throat. He wanted to say he felt like a guest in his own life, that every mistake was magnified by the eyes watching, that he was still struggling to recognize himself in the role everyone expected him to play. Instead, he reached for her hand and squeezed.

They sat like that for a long time, two tired people in a too-small flat, hoping that tomorrow the world would give them a little space to breathe.

It was the night the baby would not sleep. He howled for hours, red-faced and inconsolable, his tiny fists beating against the air as if protesting every discomfort of new life. Rowan and Iris took turns—rocking, pacing, humming lullabies, swapping whispered instructions and increasingly desperate suggestions. But nothing soothed him for more than a minute. Every time they laid him down, he wailed again, his cries filling the flat, leaking through the walls until Rowan was sure the neighbours could hear their failure. The air grew hot and sour, thick with fatigue and frustration. Iris’s hair stuck to her cheeks, her voice raw from shushing and pleading. Rowan felt his patience unraveling thread by thread, his arms aching, his own voice rising in panic.

When the bottle spilled—formula soaking the sheets, the baby, the last clean sleep suit—something in Iris snapped. “For God’s sake, Rowan, can’t you just pay attention?” she hissed, snatching the bottle from his hands. The words landed like a slap. He bristled, anger blooming, shame close behind. “I’m trying! Maybe if you’d just let me figure it out instead of hovering—” The baby screamed louder, punctuating their fight with raw, animal sound.

They faced each other in the tiny kitchen, the light too bright, the floor littered with bottles, wipes, and tears neither had time to shed. For a moment, neither spoke. The silence between them was immense—filled with months of resentment, with grief for the life they’d lost, with fear that this was all they would ever be: two failures, failing each other.

Iris turned away, fists pressed to her eyes. “I can’t do this. I can’t. I’m so tired, Rowan. I just want—” She didn’t finish, her voice dissolving into sobs.

The sound undid him. He reached for her, clumsy, desperate. She resisted at first, then collapsed against his chest, her body shaking. “I’m sorry,” he whispered into her hair. “I’m sorry. I know I’m useless. I know I’m just another thing you have to carry.” Iris shook her head, but couldn’t answer. She sobbed harder, the noise waking the baby, who wailed anew.

They laughed then—a jagged, broken sound. It wasn’t happiness, but it was release, and the absurdity of it hit them both at once: the crying baby, the ruined bottle, the wreckage of their pride. Iris wiped her eyes, her lips twisting into something almost like a smile. “We’re a mess,” she managed. “A complete mess.”

Rowan kissed her forehead, fierce and soft. “Yeah. But at least we’re both here in the mess. That has to count for something.”

They stood like that, holding each other, swaying to the rhythm of the baby’s cries. Something cracked open between them—not a healing, but an admission. They couldn’t do it alone. They needed help, needed patience, needed to let themselves be as imperfect as the world they’d survived. Iris let him take the baby, let Rowan try and fail again, and didn’t rush to fix it when their son protested. Rowan asked her, at last, to call the doctor about support, to text Ava and admit they needed more than casseroles, to look up therapists who could help them talk about the dark parts.

Later, when the baby finally slept, they sat on the floor of the kitchen, backs against the cupboards, knees bumping. They ate biscuits John had brought, the silence now companionable, full of the kind of surrender that comes only after breaking down. “We’re not enough for each other right now,” Iris said quietly. “But maybe that’s okay. Maybe enough is just trying again tomorrow.”

Rowan nodded, his eyes stinging. He took her hand and kissed her palm, and they laughed again, a softer sound this time. In the mess and the midnight quiet, something like hope began to grow—not clean or easy, but real. Together, with help, they might just make it.

The flat was finally quiet. The baby, milk-drunk and limp with exhaustion, slept in his cot, small hands splayed across his chest. Iris and Rowan lingered in the kitchen, unwilling to shatter the fragile peace. For the first time in weeks, the silence between them was not filled with accusation or disappointment, but with a gentle, cautious hope.

It was Iris who reached out first. She touched Rowan’s face, brushing a damp curl from his brow, her hand lingering as if relearning the shape of him. He closed his eyes, leaning into her palm, and felt the ache that had been building for days—longing and love and the simple, aching need for contact. “Let’s go to bed,” she whispered. There was no seduction in her voice, only a raw honesty, a plea for rest and closeness and maybe—if they could find it again—comfort.

They moved together through the hallway in the hush, passing the baby’s door on tiptoe, sharing a silent prayer that he would keep sleeping. In the bedroom, Iris turned on the lamp, its light low and warm. She peeled off her shirt, unselfconscious now in her softness, her scars, the changes motherhood had written on her body. Rowan watched her, awed by her resilience, by the way she could still meet his gaze without apology or shame.

He undressed too, slowly, hands shaking, his body thinner, still marked by the months in hospital. For a moment, they stood on either side of the bed, seeing each other truly—no illusions, no performance. Rowan opened his arms, and Iris slipped into them, her skin cool against his, her breath fluttering at his collarbone.

Their lovemaking was nothing like before—no urgency, no fevered rush. Instead, it was slow, halting, laced with laughter when his hand missed the clasp of her bra, with apologies when a movement sent a jolt of pain through his side. They kissed softly, then deeper, letting their bodies remember what their minds had nearly forgotten: the rhythm of hips and hands, the pulse of pleasure rising and retreating, the trust required to open and be opened.

When Rowan slid inside her, they both stilled, breath mingling. It was not perfect—his body still weak, her muscles sore, nerves raw from exhaustion and emotion. But it was real. It was theirs. Iris pressed her forehead to his, whispering the things she had never dared speak in the daylight: “I missed you. I’m still scared. But I want this. I want you, even if it’s hard.”

Rowan traced her back with his fingers, finding each vertebra, every mark he had missed. “I love you,” he whispered. “Even when it hurts. Even when I feel like a stranger in my own skin.”

They moved together, slow and careful, their pleasure blooming not as a crescendo but as a quiet, persistent heat—an affirmation that even in the shambles, love could be remade. Iris cried out softly when she came, her body tightening around him, and Rowan followed soon after, burying his face in her neck, his tears mingling with sweat and relief.

After, they lay tangled together, the lamp’s glow gilding their skin. Rowan stroked Iris’s hair, her belly, the lines on her thighs—memorizing this new landscape, this new chapter. She held him, her head on his chest, and listened to his heartbeat, letting its uneven rhythm lull her toward sleep.

In the dark, they talked in whispers—about the baby, about therapy, about all the things they had let go of and all the things they still wanted to try. They laughed, too, remembering the mess in the kitchen, the absurdity of thinking anything could ever be “normal” again.

As sleep crept over them, Rowan pressed a final kiss to Iris’s brow. “We’re different,” he murmured, “but we’re still here.”

She smiled, already drifting. “That’s enough for me.”

And in the hush, with their child sleeping down the hall and the world finally held at bay, it was.


Chapter 29: A Future With/Without You

Spring crept in, shy and uncertain, painting the city with fleeting sunlight and the faint green haze of new leaves. In their flat, the world’s slow renewal seemed to echo the small, almost imperceptible ways Rowan and Iris’s life was knitting itself back together. Nothing changed overnight—there were no cinematic moments of perfect closure, no grand declarations—but the days began to string themselves into something like a new story, woven from fragile threads of trust and tentative joy.

The first real triumph was deceptively small. One morning, while Iris was still lost in the deep sleep that exhaustion carves, Rowan woke to the baby’s soft, searching cries. He didn’t wake Iris. Instead, with a confidence that surprised him, he crossed the room, lifted his son into his arms, and navigated the sleepy ritual of bottles and nappies on his own. The baby wriggled and fussed, but didn’t protest the way he had before. By the time Iris stirred, Rowan had coaxed him back to sleep, holding his tiny body close and feeling, for the first time, the fragile spark of competence—a spark that had eluded him for so long.

Iris woke to the hush of the flat, the baby dozing in Rowan’s lap, the kitchen washed with pale sunlight. Her face, when she saw them, was a patchwork of surprise and relief and the ghost of the woman she’d been before everything fractured. “You did it,” she whispered, not hiding her pride. Rowan felt her praise settle deep, filling spaces where shame and fear had rooted themselves. They shared a cup of tea, trading sleepy smiles, a peace lingering in the room long after the baby stirred again.

There were other victories, each one its own quiet celebration. The first family walk in the park was more expedition than stroll—a production of baby bags, thermoses, sunscreen, and contingency plans. Rowan worried about stairs, about slipping, about the eyes of strangers; Iris checked and rechecked the carrier, her own anxiety palpable. But the three of them made it—through the clatter of traffic, down city steps, into the patchy sunlight beneath budding trees. Their son watched pigeons with wide, serious eyes; Rowan carried him for half the walk, muscles burning but unyielding. When the baby laughed—his first real laugh, bubbling and clear in the spring air—Rowan and Iris turned to each other, breathless with wonder. They both cried, unashamed, and sat on a bench beneath a tree, holding their son between them and letting the world spin on without them for a little while.

The small routines became moments to claim as their own. Rowan took over bath time, learning the rhythm of bubbles and splashes, the tender art of washing the baby’s hair while singing off-key. Iris watched from the doorway, sometimes joining in, sometimes letting herself step back and trust. She taught Rowan how to swaddle more tightly, how to spot the difference between a tired cry and a hungry one, but she also began to defer to his judgment, letting him find his own way. They took photos—too many, perhaps, but each one an act of reclamation, proof that they were together, still growing, still choosing.

Some evenings, after the baby was down and the dishes cleared, Rowan and Iris sat on the sofa with mugs of tea, watching old comedies or scrolling through photos on their phones. They started to tease each other again, gentle barbs softening the sharpness that had haunted their early weeks at home. Rowan found himself laughing at Iris’s deadpan one-liners, and she rolled her eyes at his attempts to imitate the baby’s “serious face.” These moments were not dramatic, not the kind that movies would slow down for, but they were the ones that stitched a family together—shared laughter in the quiet, the slow thaw of old habits returning.

Their son grew, too, in ways that marked the seasons—his first attempts at crawling, the gleam of his first tooth, the way he began to babble and reach for Rowan’s face with chubby, determined hands. Rowan began to believe, in these moments, that his son knew him—not just as the man who came late to the story, but as father, as home. The ache of those lost months didn’t vanish, but the joy of presence—of being here, now—softened its edges.

There were dinners that didn’t end in tears, nights when the baby slept long enough for Iris and Rowan to slip out onto the balcony, wine glasses in hand, listening to the city breathing around them. They played music sometimes—old playlists they’d made in their first years together. Rowan would reach for Iris, pull her into a slow, awkward dance in the kitchen, the baby’s monitor between them and the laughter coming easier now. She let him hold her, resting her cheek against his shoulder, and for a few minutes, the future felt like something they could trust, if not predict.

These small triumphs were not free from shadow. Rowan was still haunted by moments of insecurity—a lost grip on the buggy, a startled cry that he couldn’t soothe, the odd glance from family or friend who didn’t know quite how to help. Iris, too, was sometimes gripped by worry, unable to believe that happiness could last, bracing for the next crack or setback. But the victories added up—each one proof that the work was worth it, that love could be rebuilt not with declarations but with practice, with stubbornness, with the willingness to keep trying.

Their flat, once a site of trauma and loss, began to feel like a home again. They hung new photos on the walls—pictures from the park, from the baby’s first birthday, from nights spent making silly faces in the kitchen. Rowan planted a few herbs in window boxes, coaxing green from the city’s stone, marking the days with growth he could see and taste.

One evening, as the sun set and painted the walls with gold, Rowan found Iris in the nursery, watching their son sleep. He slipped his arms around her from behind, resting his chin on her shoulder. She sighed, sinking into his hold, and they stood together in the hush, letting the day settle around them. “We’re doing it,” she whispered, the wonder in her voice fragile but real. “We really are.”

Rowan pressed a kiss to her temple. “We are,” he agreed, and felt the truth of it in his bones.

In that moment, he understood that their life would never be what it had been. There would always be shadows, memories that ached. But there would also be laughter, softness, the pulse of a future that, for the first time in a long time, felt like it belonged to them both.

The spring wind rattled the window, their son shifted and sighed in his sleep, and Rowan and Iris stood together—imperfect, battered, but triumphant in all the ways that mattered.

The promise of spring could not banish every shadow. For all their progress—each gentle victory and shared smile—Rowan and Iris found themselves, again and again, running up against the stubborn, jagged edges of the life they were still relearning to live. Sometimes the setbacks were as minor as a sleepless night or a dinner gone wrong, a spilled cup of milk, a snapped word at the wrong moment. Other times, they came roaring back like a storm: exhaustion, fear, wounds that refused to heal beneath the skin.

The first big fight started with nothing at all—a flicker, a word said too sharply as they navigated the morning’s routine. Rowan had been up late, haunted by a recurring nightmare that left him breathless and sweating: he was back on the road, time looping endlessly between the moment of the accident and the dark, silent world that followed. In the dream, he called for Iris, for the baby, but no one answered. He woke in the grey hours before dawn, heart pounding, uncertain for a moment if he was still lost in that suspended place.

He drifted through breakfast, jumpy and brittle, and when Iris reminded him, gently, to remember the baby’s hat for the walk, he snapped: “I know, Iris. I’m not a child.” Her face froze. “I wasn’t saying you were,” she replied, her tone going flat, the line between patience and annoyance suddenly paper thin. The rest of the morning was cold. Iris moved through the flat in silence, getting the baby ready while Rowan wandered, restless, hating himself for lashing out.

It wasn’t the last argument that week. Little things—dishes left undone, Rowan’s hesitancy with the buggy, Iris’s distractedness when Rowan tried to talk about his nightmares—built up into something sharp and unspoken. They circled each other, careful and irritable, each resenting the other’s weaknesses, each privately terrified that the fragile truce they’d brokered might dissolve at any moment.

There were nights when Iris cried in the shower, the water drowning out her sobs. She felt her own exhaustion stretching into something more menacing—an edge of despair she recognized as postnatal depression but still struggled to admit out loud. She loved her son fiercely, but there were days when the weight of caring for him, for Rowan, for herself, felt like too much. She moved through her hours with mechanical precision, checking off boxes, terrified that any mistake would send their new life tumbling down.

Rowan saw the cracks. He tried to help—cooking, cleaning, taking the baby for long walks—but sometimes, his presence seemed to make things worse. His anxiety hovered in the room, palpable as a second shadow. He couldn’t shake the fear that Iris would tire of him, that she would wake one day and see only the stranger who had replaced the man she’d loved. The thought hollowed him out, made him distant, even as he clung to the hope that time would do what love alone could not.

It didn’t help that family, well-meaning but relentless, circled the edges of their lives. Elaine called every other day, sometimes more, always asking after the baby, always gently prodding at Rowan’s recovery. “He seems better,” she would say, not hiding the question. “Are you getting enough rest? Is Iris coping? Maybe I should come by.” Rowan tried to reassure her, but her words—her hovering presence—made him feel like he was always being measured, found wanting.

Ava visited with gifts and offers of babysitting, her friendship both balm and burden. Rowan was grateful for her laughter, for the way she drew Iris out, but sometimes, when she swept in with her solutions and advice, Rowan felt as if his own efforts were invisible, erased by the sheer force of other people’s competence.

One night, after a day that seemed to stretch endlessly with no relief, Iris lost her temper. The baby had been fussy all afternoon; Rowan had tried to soothe him, but nothing worked. Iris returned from a rare solo walk to find Rowan sitting on the sofa, the baby howling, Rowan’s eyes blank with defeat. “I can’t,” he said, as if the admission hurt. “I’ve tried everything, Iris. He doesn’t want me.” Iris took the baby without a word, rocking him back to quiet, but the silence between her and Rowan was heavy and accusing.

Later, after the baby was asleep, the fight spilled out—resentment and guilt pouring over in waves. “It’s not your fault,” Iris said, voice trembling, “but sometimes I feel like I’m alone, even when you’re here.” Rowan snapped, “You don’t let me help! Every time I try, you take over. How am I supposed to learn if I’m never given a chance?” Iris wept, frustrated with herself, with him, with the impossible situation they’d all been thrust into. “I’m so scared,” she confessed. “Every day, I’m terrified something will go wrong and it will all fall apart. I need you, Rowan, but I don’t know how to let you in when I’m barely holding on myself.”

The admission broke something open. They held each other, both crying, the rawness of their fear laid bare. There was no neat resolution—no apology that fixed everything—but there was a deep, shared understanding: the wounds they carried were real, and healing was slow, full of setbacks. They could not always save each other from the darkness, but they could name it, hold it together, and try again in the morning.

Some days, Rowan woke from nightmares and could not find his way back to the surface until Iris, groggy and patient, held him, grounding him with her touch. Some mornings, Iris moved like a ghost through the flat, Rowan carrying the baby, cleaning, keeping the world running until she could join him in the light. They saw a doctor, talked about medication, wrote lists of the things that helped, the things that hurt. They made a rule: no big decisions in the middle of the night, no fighting about what could be fixed by sleep or food or a phone call to a friend.

Even as the spring brightened, the shadows persisted—fights came and went, grief resurfaced when least expected. The baby’s first cold, a friend’s careless comment, the anniversaries of lost moments they could never recover: all of it could unmoor them. But through every setback, Rowan and Iris began to trust that even broken days could be survived, that the future did not have to be perfect to be good.

In these hard seasons, they learned that loving each other meant showing up for the hard parts, forgiving the failures, and trusting—sometimes blindly—that the next small triumph was waiting, just beyond the dark.

Therapy had been Ava’s idea—suggested gently, then pushed more forcefully after a particularly raw Sunday morning where Iris, pale and silent, had wept into her coffee and Rowan had stared out the window, rigid and unreachable. “You need help,” Ava said, eyes kind but relentless. “Not because you’re broken—because nobody does this alone.” Rowan resisted at first, pride bristling, memories of failed attempts at group sessions after the accident making his skin crawl. Iris hesitated too, unsure what she might say if the silence was finally broken. But when the arguments and shadows kept circling, they surrendered—almost gratefully—booking the first available slot with a therapist in a cozy, high-ceilinged office on the other side of the park.

Their first session was a polite disaster. Rowan perched on the sofa, arms crossed, heart pounding, acutely aware of the therapist’s calm, even gaze. Iris sat beside him, fingers twisting her wedding ring, jaw clenched in determination and fear. The therapist—Dr. Casey, a middle-aged woman with gentle hands and a voice like rain—let them speak at their own pace. Mostly, they spoke about the baby, about exhaustion and household routines, about the clinical, day-to-day business of survival. Dr. Casey nodded, took notes, asked a few soft questions, and scheduled another appointment.

It was only in the third session that the real work began. The air in the room grew heavy, silence pressing at their chests. Dr. Casey set her notebook aside, crossed her legs, and asked, “What are you most afraid of, right now, in this room?” The question lingered, prickling. Rowan stared at the carpet, counted his breaths, and finally spoke.

“I’m afraid she’ll never trust me again,” he said. “That I’ll always be on the outside. I lost nearly a year of their lives. I wasn’t there. I can’t ever get that back, and some days, it feels like Iris and the baby are a team I’ll never quite join.” The words poured out, sharper than he’d expected. “And I’m angry. Not just at the accident, or the hospital. I’m angry that there was a clause—a plan for what would happen if I didn’t wake up. I know it makes sense, but it feels like the world went on without me, that choices were made and… and I was never asked. Sometimes, when I hold him, all I can see is everything I missed.”

Iris’s lips parted, her hand frozen over her knee. “I’m afraid he’ll leave again. That I’ll wake up and find him gone, or worse, that he’ll be here but never really come back. There are days I look at Rowan and I see the man I married, and then there are days when I don’t know him at all. I’m afraid to trust happiness, afraid to want too much, because for so long, everything I wanted was taken away. I’m angry, too. I’m angry at the world, at Rowan for leaving, even though I know it wasn’t his fault. I’m angry at myself, for not being stronger, for signing the clause, for making decisions alone that I never wanted to make.”

The truth, spoken aloud, filled the room—raw, unavoidable. Dr. Casey nodded, letting the pain settle. “What does forgiveness look like for each of you?” she asked, voice soft but unyielding.

Rowan was silent for a long time. “I don’t know,” he admitted finally. “I don’t know if I can forgive myself yet. But I want to try. I want to be more than the man who slept through his son’s first year. I want to be a husband again, not just a patient or an obligation. I want Iris to want me—not out of duty, but out of love.”

Iris stared at him, tears brimming. “I want to stop surviving and start living again. I want to believe that we’re allowed to be happy, even after everything. I want to forgive myself, too—for hating him, for loving him, for not being enough on my own. I want to be a family, not just three people in the same flat.”

Dr. Casey let the silence stretch. “Have you read the living will together since Rowan woke up?”

Rowan and Iris shook their heads.

“Would you be willing to?” Dr. Casey asked.

They agreed, both hesitant and relieved to have something concrete, even if it was a hard thing.

That evening, after their son was asleep, they sat together at the kitchen table. Rowan slid the battered folder across the surface, the pages inside familiar but still charged with dread. He opened to the clause—row upon row of legal language, signatures, dates that now seemed to belong to another life.

They read aloud, pausing over each line. The words felt clinical, cold—In the event of irreversible coma… upon medical confirmation… spouse may act as guardian and executor… In the event of pregnancy, the child clause will apply… It was a language of contingency and fear, written by people who had never imagined it would be needed.

Iris reached for Rowan’s hand. “I hated signing this,” she admitted. “It felt like giving up, like admitting you were already gone. But I was so scared of being left without any choices. I wanted to make sure that, whatever happened, you were a part of our lives—even if you weren’t there. I wanted our son to know you, at least through me.”

Rowan nodded, throat tight. “I get it. I do. But it hurts sometimes, seeing how well you managed, how much you protected him—and me—without me there. I want to be enough, Iris. I want to be the man you can lean on, not the weight you have to carry.”

They sat in silence, the will between them, the baby’s monitor humming softly from the other room.

After a long while, Iris spoke. “What now?”

Rowan squeezed her hand. “Now we keep showing up. We keep talking. Even when it’s hard, especially then.”

They agreed—awkwardly, imperfectly—to try therapy together and apart, to name their anger when it came, to mourn what was lost without letting it poison what was left. Dr. Casey gave them homework: write letters to each other, not to be shared, but to be written honestly, without editing or apology. Rowan poured his heartbreak and hope onto the page, telling Iris about the dreams he had in the coma, about the shame and guilt and the deep, wild love that had never left him. Iris wrote about fear, about longing, about the relentless weight of decision and the tiny, stubborn hope that maybe, just maybe, they could build something new from all the broken pieces.

In the weeks that followed, therapy became less a lifeline and more a practice. Some sessions ended in tears, some in silence, a few even in laughter. They learned to ask each other what they needed, to apologize with sincerity, to forgive themselves when they failed.

One afternoon, in therapy, Dr. Casey asked them each to name one thing they were grateful for in the other. Rowan looked at Iris, her hair messy, her eyes tired but bright, and said, “I’m grateful you stayed. Even when it hurt. Even when you didn’t know if I’d ever come back.” Iris smiled, blinking back tears. “I’m grateful you fought your way back to us,” she whispered. “That you’re here. That you’re still trying.”

The truth was not simple. Forgiveness was not swift. But as they walked home together, the spring breeze cool on their faces, Rowan reached for Iris’s hand and she let him hold it, their fingers twined as they navigated the city’s uneven pavements. They were not healed, not yet, but they were healing. The work was hard, the wounds deep, but the possibility—the hope—was real.

And for the first time since Rowan’s accident, the future felt not just survivable, but worth reaching for—together, uncertain, and wholly their own.

The weeks after their most honest therapy sessions felt different. The air in the flat was no longer charged solely with tension, but with a new, slow-burning sense of possibility. Iris and Rowan moved through their routines—feeds, laundry, dishes, midnight whispers—not as a performance for each other or the world, but as partners slowly learning the choreography of a new dance. The old ways of loving each other no longer fit, but, together, they began to shape something new.

It started with small, almost shy rituals. After the baby’s evening bath, Rowan would wrap him in a hooded towel and parade him through the living room, singing whatever song happened to be stuck in his head. Iris would sit on the sofa, smiling tiredly, and when the baby was down, she would invite Rowan to join her for a cup of tea or a shared chocolate bar, no talk of chores or worries allowed. Once a week, after their son fell asleep, they opened a bottle of cheap wine and watched old sitcoms, feet tangled under the throw blanket, laughter coming easier now, tinged with real relief.

The couple made a pact—date night every Thursday, even if it was just thirty minutes at home, a takeaway eaten on the floor, phones switched off. Sometimes they talked about nothing at all, other times about everything that still hurt. Sometimes, when the night was long and they were brave, they let the conversation drift to the future: to the possibility of a holiday, a sibling for their son, new jobs, or the wild hope of moving to a place with a tiny garden.

They learned to ask for what they needed. Rowan, once too proud to admit when he was overwhelmed, now told Iris when he needed a break, or a walk alone, or a little more patience. Iris, too, found the words to say when her anxiety crept in, or when the memory of her lonely months grew too heavy. “It’s not your fault,” she would remind herself, sometimes aloud, and Rowan would reach for her hand, grounding her in the present.

Therapy had given them tools, but it was their daily practice that began to heal the rift between them. They drew boundaries with their families—explaining, gently but firmly, that visits would be by invitation, that their little family needed time and space to grow. Elaine bristled at first, but John understood, and Ava, ever loyal, became their greatest advocate, running interference when needed, dropping off food and then leaving with a conspiratorial wink.

They found new ways to be together as partners, not just parents. Rowan began reading aloud to Iris at night—novels, poems, sometimes even their old text messages, rediscovering the language of affection that had once bound them. Iris bought a sketchbook and started drawing again, sometimes asking Rowan to pose, or the baby, or capturing the mundane glory of Rowan making tea with a tired but content smile. Their home filled with new memories—pictures on the fridge, scribbled notes, the scent of bread baking or flowers wilting in the sun.

Their conversations changed, too. Instead of avoiding the subject, they spoke openly about the accident, the coma, the living will—the shadows that had defined their past. They didn’t dwell on the pain, but they didn’t deny it, either. One night, sitting together on the balcony as dusk painted the sky, Rowan turned to Iris and said, “I want us to promise—no more secrets. No more surviving alone.” Iris met his gaze, the city lights reflected in her eyes, and nodded. “We promise,” she replied. “Whatever comes next, we do it together.”

With time, their son grew steadier, his laughter a bright thread in the tapestry of their days. Rowan’s confidence as a father blossomed—he carried their boy on his shoulders, taught him nonsense songs, soothed him through teething nights. Iris watched them, sometimes with pride, sometimes with a faint ache for all that had been missed, but always with gratitude for the second chance they’d carved from so much loss.

One Friday evening, after a rough week, Rowan surprised Iris by arranging a “date night” picnic on the living room floor—pillows, candles, takeaway curry, the baby monitor close at hand. As they ate, Rowan shared a plan he’d been mulling for weeks: a long weekend away, just the three of them, somewhere quiet by the sea. “It doesn’t have to be perfect,” he said. “But maybe it could be ours.” Iris’s eyes filled with tears, but she laughed, kissing him, hope swelling in her chest. “Let’s do it,” she said. “Let’s try.”

They began to imagine new dreams together—not a restoration of the old life, but the slow invention of a new one. They spoke about setting gentle goals, about finding joy in small things, about forgiveness and patience and asking for help. They decided to keep seeing Dr. Casey, to keep working, to accept that sometimes surviving together was enough, and that happiness, when it came, was a fragile, living thing that had to be tended, over and over, with both hands.

And on the nights when Rowan’s old fears returned, or when Iris felt herself slipping into the shadows, they held each other and remembered: the future was uncertain, the past unchangeable, but the present—however imperfect—was theirs. They would keep rewriting the story, together, as long as they both chose to stay.

Night settled gently over the flat, the world beyond their window painted in velvet shades of blue and gold. Their son slept in the next room, the faint hum of his monitor the only intrusion into the quiet. Rowan and Iris lay together in the soft glow of the bedroom lamp, the remnants of laughter and conversation still drifting between them. There was no rush, no desperate ache, only the comfortable warmth of bodies that had endured storms and chosen, again and again, to stay.

Rowan turned on his side, tracing the line of Iris’s jaw with his fingertips, marveling at the new softness there—the way her hair spilled across the pillow, the way her eyes, even in shadow, held a deeper, steadier light. She smiled up at him, her hand settling over his, grounding them both in the present. “You’re staring,” she whispered, teasing. He grinned, kissing her cheek. “Can you blame me?” His hand trailed to her collarbone, pausing at the faded stretch marks that mapped her skin, the places where grief and joy and motherhood had changed her. He pressed his lips there, reverent, and felt her shiver—part laughter, part anticipation, all trust.

They undressed each other slowly, careful as if the ritual were new, letting each layer fall away without shame or apology. Rowan cupped her breast, thumb sweeping gently over her skin, and Iris arched into the touch, her body answering with its own quiet longing. She reached for him in turn, tracing the scars on his chest and abdomen, the marks that told their story as surely as any words. “I used to be afraid you’d never want me again,” she confessed, her voice trembling, honest. “That I’d be too changed, too much of a reminder.” Rowan shook his head, pulling her close. “You’re more yourself now than ever. Every piece of you is a piece of us.”

They kissed then—softly, deeply. There was nothing frantic in their movements. Rowan let his hands learn her again, finding the places that made her breath catch, the curve of her waist, the hollow at her hip. Iris ran her fingers down his back, over the places where muscle had wasted and grown again, where healing had left him tender, more aware of his own fragility. They explored each other without urgency, the air thick with promise and permission.

When Rowan slid inside her, Iris’s eyes filled with tears—not of pain, but of gratitude, relief, the strange ache of being so fully seen. They moved together in a rhythm as old as their love and as new as this chapter—slow, deliberate, pausing for laughter, for a stray tear, for whispered memories and new promises. Iris’s hands roamed his body, pressing him closer, anchoring him to this world, this bed, this moment.

They didn’t try to chase a peak or perform a role. Their pleasure built gradually, blossoming in waves that ebbed and swelled, each crest followed by a gentle hush. Rowan’s mouth mapped a trail across Iris’s body—her shoulder, the arch of her foot, the soft swell of her stomach. She arched into him, her hands in his hair, her legs curling around his hips, surrendering to every sensation. When release finally came, it was not a crash but a surrender—a melting, a sweet, shattering letting-go that left them both trembling and still, awash in peace.

Afterward, they lay tangled together, skin damp and breath mingling, Iris’s head on Rowan’s chest, his arm wrapped around her. The room was silent except for the sound of their hearts, the city murmuring distantly beyond the glass. Rowan stroked her hair, humming softly, content to hold her, to be held, to know that here—in this bed, in this night—they had found their way back to something neither thought possible.

Iris spoke first, her voice thick with tears and wonder. “Thank you for coming home,” she whispered. Rowan pressed a kiss to her brow, his own eyes wet. “Thank you for waiting. For making home for both of us.”

They lay together, the minutes unhurried, speaking in touches and glances and the language of people who have learned the cost of absence. In this gentle, sacred intimacy, they made their last promise of the night—not with vows, but with every caress, every sigh: no more secrets, no more surviving alone.

Outside, the world spun on, indifferent and beautiful. But within these four walls, love had remade itself—less fevered, perhaps, but truer, lasting, a shelter against everything still unknown.

The night drifted toward dawn, and the hush of their flat felt fragile but whole—a kind of peace earned, not given. Iris slipped from Rowan’s embrace to check the baby, standing for a long moment by the cot, just watching the gentle rise and fall of their son’s chest. She listened for Rowan’s breathing in the next room, slow and steady now, not the shallow, restless gasps of his early recovery. There was comfort in these sounds, in the knowledge that life went on even while the future remained unwritten.

She wandered into the kitchen, drawn by the need for water and quiet, and found herself opening the bottom drawer, where they kept the box of important papers. She sifted through passports, insurance forms, medical records—her fingers trembling a little as she reached the folder marked with Rowan’s name. She opened it and stared at the living will, its language clinical and cold, the “child clause” underlined from a year ago, when everything had been possible and impossible at once.

For a moment, her breath caught. The words still held power—a reminder of how close she had come to living without Rowan, how narrow the passage between despair and hope had been. The clause was never spoken aloud now, its shadow fading with each day they survived together. But it was there, in the margins of their life—a warning, a blessing, the quiet echo of everything they’d risked and almost lost.

She closed the folder gently, placed it back in the drawer, and padded into the hallway. The flat was quiet, filled with the residue of laughter, tears, love made and remade. She paused outside the bedroom, watching Rowan asleep, one hand resting on the empty pillow where she’d lain. He stirred, sensing her presence, and opened his eyes. “You okay?” he whispered, sleep-thick and warm.

Iris crossed to him, slipping under the covers, curling her body against his. She pressed her face to his neck, breathing him in. “I’m here,” she murmured. “You’re here.” He tightened his arm around her, pulling her close.

“That’s all we can promise,” he said softly, and she nodded, letting the comfort of those simple words settle deep.

They lay in the grey light before dawn, neither quite asleep, neither fully awake, the baby’s soft sighs a gentle counterpoint to the beat of their hearts. The living will, the clause, the accident—they would always be part of their story. But here, now, Rowan and Iris chose each other, again and again, in the face of all that uncertainty.

The future was still unwritten, its shadows both warning and invitation. But the two of them, flawed and battered, had found a way to inhabit the present—not as a waiting room for disaster or a monument to what they’d survived, but as a place where hope could take root, day after ordinary day.

When morning finally came, Iris rose to greet it, Rowan at her side. The promise was small, but real: for now, they were enough.


Epilogue: The Living Promise

The flat was never quiet anymore. Even at dawn, before the city roused itself fully awake, there was always the soft patter of Milo’s nails on hardwood, the low murmur of the radio, the rustle of toys being pushed across the kitchen tiles by chubby, determined hands. Rowan sometimes woke to the sound of their son’s laughter—bright and insistent, a sound that pierced even the foggiest sleep. He would lie still for a moment, eyes closed, letting the ordinary miracle of it all settle into his bones.

Everything about their home had changed, yet everything was, in some deeper sense, the same. The framed sketches Iris hung on the fridge, the scuffed runners by the door, the faint lavender scent from the dryer—these were the signatures of their life as it was now. Rowan’s old watch collection, once hidden away, sat in neat rows atop the dresser. Iris’s notebooks were stacked in every corner, some half-filled with designs, some abandoned in the middle of thoughts. There was always a blanket tossed over the back of the sofa, a growing tangle of board books, and a scatter of toy cars that had a way of finding bare feet in the night.

Their son was a force of nature—crawling with gleeful determination after Milo, who, for his part, had learned to accept being chased and occasionally pinned by a giggling toddler. Iris would watch them from the kitchen, coffee in hand, her face still beautiful in the morning light, marked by the tiredness that never quite left but softened by something lighter, more forgiving.

The three of them moved through their days by a kind of practiced improvisation. Night feeds were shared without argument—sometimes Rowan stumbling into the nursery, sometimes Iris already there, both of them meeting in the dim glow of the hallway to exchange weary smiles and whispered encouragements. Rowan would sometimes carry their son back to bed, cradling him against his chest while Milo flopped at his feet, the world shrunk to a bubble of warmth and breath and the sure knowledge that, at least for now, they were together.

These moments—so easy to miss when life was all catastrophe and recovery—became the new markers of success. The baby’s laughter at breakfast, Iris’s soft humming as she sketched by the window, Rowan’s hand absently rubbing her back as she leaned against the counter. Small things: folding laundry together, a walk around the block on a sunlit afternoon, Milo dropping his head onto Rowan’s lap and sighing contentedly.

It was not a perfect life—there were nights of broken sleep, days when old fears crept in at the edges, arguments that started with nothing and ended in tears or silence. But the flat, lived-in and just a little too small for all their hopes, became a kind of sanctuary. It bore the evidence of every storm survived: the repaired crack in the bedroom wall, the worn armchair by the window, the living will filed away and nearly forgotten in a drawer.

Sometimes, Rowan caught Iris looking at their son, at the clutter and the quiet chaos, and saw in her face a gratitude that was almost disbelief. She would reach for him—hand on his arm, a squeeze of fingers, a smile that said: We made it. We’re making it, still.

Evenings were their own again. When the baby finally slept, Rowan and Iris would collapse side by side on the sofa, Milo curling up at their feet. Sometimes they talked, sometimes not, letting the ordinary peace of presence speak for itself. In these moments, the past felt softer, the future less terrifying. Their son would dream in his cot, Milo would snore, and Rowan and Iris would let themselves believe that, whatever might come next, they had earned this imperfect, miraculous now.

It was the little victories that anchored them, the moments that slipped by almost unnoticed until one or the other paused and realized: we couldn’t do this before. Rowan found it most often in the dark, in the liminal space between dreams and waking, when their son’s cries splintered the hush of midnight. He would rise, feet finding the cold floor by memory, and scoop the boy from his cot, cradling him close. Sometimes, if Iris woke, she’d hover at the door, watching—her heart knotted with love and something softer, stranger, that had once been only ache.

On one of these nights, their son trembled with a nightmare, his tiny body shuddering in Rowan’s arms. Rowan sang to him—an old, tuneless melody, barely more than a whisper. The baby’s sobs eased, the fierce little fists relaxed, and Rowan paced the narrow hallway, Milo padding at his side. When the boy finally drifted back to sleep, Iris wrapped her arms around Rowan from behind, pressing her cheek between his shoulder blades. “You’re so much more than enough,” she whispered, and in the silence that followed, the shape of their family felt certain and true.

For Iris, triumph revealed itself in the return of her creative self. The accident, the aftermath, and new motherhood had left her art in tatters—sketchbooks abandoned, ideas lost before they’d found paper. But that spring, she picked up a pencil one morning and didn’t stop. She filled page after page with studies of Rowan’s hands, their son’s smile, Milo curled in the sun. The sketches weren’t perfect, but they were real, born of a world that was sometimes ugly, always honest. Her first new freelance project—an illustrated children’s book, full of wild, resilient families—was completed late one night at the kitchen table, Rowan reading nearby, both of them sharing the hush of mutual effort. When Iris sent it off, she scrawled a dedication in the back: For the future we survived.

There were other small victories, too: a family dinner with Ava and Tom, laughter bubbling between forkfuls of takeaway, their son squealing as Tom bounced him on his knee. The conversation moved between light and heavy—old in-jokes, awkward silences, memories of harder times. At one point, Ava raised her glass and toasted “to surviving and thriving, even when the thriving part is a work in progress.” Iris grinned, Rowan squeezed her hand, and Tom declared the night a success because nobody cried and the baby only threw food once.

With each passing week, the world outside their flat grew a little larger. Walks to the park, grocery runs, errands with their son nestled in his sling—these ordinary things felt, to Rowan and Iris, almost revolutionary. They smiled at neighbours, shared small talk with shopkeepers, and discovered the slow return of confidence, the quiet joy of belonging not just to each other, but to the wide, indifferent city beyond their walls.

And on nights when everything went wrong—when the baby wouldn’t sleep, when dinner burned, when words came out sharp and regretful—they learned to pause, breathe, and forgive. Rowan would wrap his arms around Iris as she wept with exhaustion, and she, in turn, would press a kiss to his forehead when the weight of memories pressed too hard on his chest. “We’re here,” she would remind him. “We’re trying. That’s all we ever promised.”

Their son crawled after Milo, giggling, his laughter ringing through the flat, while Iris taped a new sketch to the fridge and Rowan set his old watch collection in a new wooden box by the window. The scars of their journey remained, visible and invisible, but love threaded through the chaos—strong, deliberate, and daily renewed.

In these small triumphs, the promise of the future felt not just possible, but already begun.

It was well past midnight by the time the flat stilled, the day’s chaos surrendered to sleep. The baby was finally quiet, Milo snoring under the kitchen table, the world beyond the curtains silent but for the occasional rumble of distant traffic. In the amber glow of a single candle, Iris sat hunched over her sketchbook at the kitchen table, pencil moving in slow, thoughtful strokes. The kitchen was a mess—crumbs on the counter, mugs abandoned to the sink—but she was undisturbed, lost in the gentle focus that had become her secret solace.

Rowan found her like this more often now—awake long after the world slept, hair tumbled around her face, eyes fixed on the page as if sketching kept the night’s shadows at bay. He watched for a moment from the doorway, the tenderness in his chest a quiet ache. Then, moving quietly, he came up behind her, sliding his arms around her waist, pressing a slow, careful kiss to the warm hollow of her neck.

“Still here?” he murmured, his voice barely more than a breath.

Iris smiled, setting her pencil aside. “Couldn’t sleep. Had an idea I didn’t want to lose.” She leaned back against him, her body soft and welcoming. Rowan held her tighter, swaying them gently in the chair, letting his lips wander from her shoulder to the edge of her jaw. She shivered, laughter and longing mingling in her sigh.

“Come to bed,” he whispered, not as an order, but an invitation—one he’d learned to give without expectation or hurry. She nodded, closing the sketchbook, and let him lead her through the quiet flat, their steps light and careful past the nursery door.

In their bedroom, they moved with the easy intimacy of survivors—unhurried, unselfconscious, reverent. Rowan helped her out of her T-shirt, pausing to trace the lines of her collarbone, the faded pink of her caesarean scar, the soft curve of her hips. Iris touched his face, his chest, her fingers gentle over the ridges of old injuries, the places where time and pain had made him new.

Their lovemaking was slow, exploratory. There was no rush—only gratitude, only the mutual surrender to the present. Rowan kissed her with a patience that was almost worshipful, mapping every inch of her with his hands, learning her anew. Iris pulled him closer, her body singing with memory and hope, her gasps muffled in his shoulder as she wrapped her arms around him, legs twining with his.

They whispered to each other—not promises, not apologies, but simple truths: “You’re beautiful.” “I missed this.” “We’re still us.” Each word was an offering, a thread tying them closer, a balm for the scars they both carried.

When they came together, it was quiet—a soft crest of pleasure that left them shuddering, gasping, laughing in relief. Rowan collapsed beside Iris, his head pillowed on her belly, hand splayed over the scar that marked where life had broken and then begun again. He whispered a litany of thanks, half-words and soft kisses: “Thank you for staying. For forgiving me. For making this home.”

Iris threaded her fingers through his hair, blinking back tears, her heart full. She pulled him up to lie beside her, their bodies tangled, hands finding each other in the dark.

They lay like that for a long time, listening to the hush of their home, the steady breath of their sleeping child, the gentle thump of Milo’s tail against the wall. In the afterglow, the world felt both impossibly wide and exquisitely small—nothing outside their bed, their room, their little family could touch the peace they had earned.

No words were needed for the promise renewed between them. Their fingers remained entwined, their bodies warmed by the memory of all they had survived.

Dawn came slow and gold, slipping through the curtains and warming the quiet corners of their flat. The world outside was just beginning to stir—traffic far off, the city’s chorus muted and distant. Inside, everything was still: the baby curled on his side in the cot, one tiny fist pressed to his cheek; Milo sprawled on the rug in the living room, twitching in a dream of rabbits and rain; Rowan and Iris nestled together in bed, the blankets a soft tangle around their bare legs.

For a few precious moments, time seemed to pause. The flat bore every sign of their long journey—the faint outline of old scars on the walls, the rainbow of children’s books on the shelf, sketches and photos clipped to the fridge, Rowan’s watches gleaming quietly in their box. It was a lived-in space, beautiful not for its order, but for its evidence of survival: a basket of toys in the corner, a mug half-full of forgotten tea, a pair of slippers one size too small waiting by the door.

On the nightstand, a stack of papers lay tucked in a drawer—the living will, the clause that once hovered like a storm, now filed away but never thrown out. Next to it sat a new, blank notebook, its cover clean and unblemished but for the title Iris had scrawled in her careful, hopeful script: “Our Next Big Ideas.”

Rowan woke first, blinking at the first light. He looked at Iris beside him—her hair loose across the pillow, her breath slow and even, the faintest smile curving her lips. He watched her for a moment, marveling at the quiet miracle of simply being here, of having survived—together. When she stirred and opened her eyes, he smiled, reaching for her hand. She squeezed back, no words needed.

Later, Iris stood in the doorway of the nursery, watching Rowan cradle their son, the gentle rise and fall of their lives folding over her like a promise. She thought of everything they’d lost, everything they’d found, and felt her heart fill—not with certainty, but with the fierce, stubborn hope that had carried them through.

That evening, after a day spent tangled in laughter, chores, and the endless demands of a young family, Rowan wrote the final line in their new notebook, pausing, then grinning as he read it aloud to Iris:

“A future without you was never what I wanted.

But this, whatever we make of it—

is ours.”

The flat quieted as night fell once more, the camera—if there was one—lingering on the sight of Rowan, Iris, and their sleeping child: imperfect, exhausted, and together. In this ordinary peace, hard-won and gently kept, the promise of forever was not in certainty, but in presence, in practice, in the willingness to begin again, every single day.

End of Epilogue.

If you’d like, we can now compile the full epilogue as one continuous piece, or zoom in further on any image, line, or emotion to deepen the final resonance. Just let me know what you’d like next!


[image: photo of the author]

About the Author

Roman Vale is an independent author of erotic romance and kink-forward fiction, writing stories shaped by control, consent, and desire that deepens rather than resolves. His work unfolds in deliberate, intimate spaces — contracts, rituals, confined dynamics, and chosen imbalances — where surrender is negotiated slowly and power is exercised with intention.
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Also by Roman Vale

Thank you for reading.

If you found meaning, intensity, or pleasure in these pages, I’d be deeply grateful if you left a review. Your words help others discover the story — and ensure it continues to reach those who need it most.

— Roman Vale
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She said she could take it. He never promised to stop.

Kate wants more than date nights and polite kisses. She wants the tremble that starts in her belly when she kneels; the hush that turns the world soft when he says good girl. One reckless whisper at the kitchen table—do your worst—becomes a contract neither of them can forget.

Sam doesn’t bargain with desire; he builds it. Rules arrive like gifts wrapped in ribbon: how she stands, how she speaks, how she waits. Mornings taste of obedience; evenings taste of consequence. And when he decides her devotion should be worn, not just spoken, Kate feels the first cool brush of metal and understands: this isn’t a phase. It’s a life.
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Fourteen days.

Fourteen keys.

One lock she controls completely.

Isla Mercer does not play games.

Every February, she begins the same ritual—carefully measured, deliberately unromantic, and absolutely unyielding. A glass heart sits in the centre of her living room, filled with fourteen identical keys. Each one represents a day of control. Each one must be earned through obedience, service, and restraint.

Theo has agreed to submit.

From the moment the lock clicks shut, his pleasure is no longer his concern. Isla does not offer mercy, reassurance, or reward. She offers structure. Rules are spoken once. Failure resets everything. Desire is allowed only as fuel for obedience, never as a bargaining tool.
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She was chosen because she could not be compromised.

She fell because she believed it.

Detective Superintendent Mara Ellison has built her career on one unassailable truth: she does not bend.

Not to money.

Not to pressure.

Not to desire.

When a powerful mafia organisation begins quietly destabilising a high-profile investigation, Mara is brought in as the ultimate safeguard — a legendary anti-corruption officer tasked with protecting the case from influence, seduction, and collapse.

At the centre of it all stands Isabela Moretti.

Elegant. Patient. Untouchable.

A woman whose power does not announce itself — and does not need to.

From their first meeting, Isa does nothing wrong.

She makes no threats.

Offers no bribes.

Crosses no lines.

And yet, something begins to shift.
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Every February, she takes one man.

Powerful crime families don’t call Valentina Moreau to kill their problems.

They call her to reassign them.

Known only as the Valentine Handler, Valentina specialises in bloodless victories—contracts instead of bullets, devotion instead of destruction. Her methods are elegant, discreet, and irreversible.

This year’s assignment is Luca De Santis: a reckless syndicate heir whose charm, excess, and entitlement are destabilising the city’s fragile balance of power. Killing him would start a war. Letting him live unchecked would be worse.
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On the night before their wedding, Elena and Daniel sign a joke “Marital Control Contract.”

What begins as laughter quickly becomes the most dangerous kind of truth.

When fiery, athletic, red-haired Elena slips the velvet pouch with the key into her bag, she tells herself it’s only a game. But once the ring is on her finger and the vows are said, something shifts inside her—something bold, hungry, and impossibly powerful. Daniel expects a perfect wedding night. Instead, his new wife gives him a soft kiss, a teasing smile… and the first denial.
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