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Adult-only fiction. Consent-forward.

All characters are 18+

Thank you for choosing Safe Hands. I'm curious:

Did Nora's midnight text to Ethan make your heart race? Did Ethan's midnight drive in Chapter 4 leave you breathless? And did the ending—quiet, hopeful, and disgustingly normal—satisfy your need for a healing love story?

Share your thoughts in a review—I read every single one, and your voice helps this story find readers who need it.

With gratitude,

Caden Rowen
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A Note from Caden Rowen
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I didn't set out to write a love story about touch. But once Nora and Ethan showed up in my head—both flinching from it for different reasons—I couldn't look away.

Nora and Ethan don't fix each other. They just stop pretending they're fine — which, it turns out, is harder and more useful than being fixed.

Nora and Ethan are both running from touch for different reasons. Watching them learn it can be safe again—that was the heart of everything. She's a physical therapist who's just left a controlling relationship. He's a former firefighter whose body bears the scars and memories of a tragedy that took his partner. When she starts treating him for lingering injuries, neither expects their professional boundaries to blur.

This is a slow burn, a consent-heavy exploration of two touch-starved people learning to trust again. The heat builds gradually because that's how safety returns—in small, measured doses. Expect honest conversations about boundaries, explicit verbal consent, and intimacy that's more about vulnerability than mechanics.

Content warning: This story contains discussions of PTSD, off-page references to past emotional abuse, depictions of panic attacks, and explicit intimacy that focuses on emotional connection over graphic detail.

If you've ever felt like your body wasn't yours anymore, or safety was something you had to relearn—this story is for you. Thank you for trusting me with your time.

Okay. Deep breath. Let's start with the morning they met—or rather, the morning before, when neither knew their life was about to shift.

— Caden Rowen
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CHAPTER 1 - "First Touch"
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The drive to Ethan Ward's cabin took thirty minutes, most of it uphill on gravel that made my Subaru sound like it was dying. Douglas firs crowded both sides of the road. October in the Pacific Northwest: everything gray, everything wet. Rain hammered the windshield. The wipers couldn't keep up. Another Tuesday. Another patient. Another paycheck.

Great. Another guy who probably thinks talking is optional. At least the VA's paying. The file said he was thirty-four, medically retired firefighter, PTSD, shoulder and back injuries from a warehouse fire two years back. I usually worked with post-op cases—hip replacements, knee surgeries, grandmas who needed help getting to the bathroom. Not trauma. But I needed the money, and the agency said he'd already gone through three therapists. Strike four, I'm out.

I parked behind a dusty pickup, ancient enough to be classic, new enough to be neglected. The cabin was exactly what you'd picture: logs, stone chimney, a wide porch that sagged in the middle. Dead leaves choked the gutters. A woodpile was stacked with obsessive precision against one wall, each piece the same length. Interesting. A sign of a mind needing order.

My PT bag felt heavier than usual as I trudged up the three steps to the door. The porch groaned under my weight. I raised a hand to knock, then paused, straightening my spine. Professional. Clinical. detached. That was the armor. I smoothed my ponytail, adjusted the collar of my fleece jacket. I could do this.

The door opened before my knuckles made contact.

And there he was.

Ethan Ward filled the doorway, a solid presence that made the porch feel suddenly small. He was bigger than his file suggested. A faded flannel shirt strained across shoulders that were still powerful despite whatever injuries he carried. Dark brown hair, too long, fell across his forehead. A week's worth of scruff shadowed a strong jaw. He didn't smile. His eyes, a startling green, fixed on a point just over my shoulder. Avoiding eye contact. Classic.

"Nora Chen?" His voice was rougher than I expected, unused.

"I'm Ethan."

"You're late," he said. My watch said I was two minutes early.

"Traffic was slow on the main road," I lied smoothly. "Shall we set up?"

He stepped aside, and I moved past him into the cabin. The air inside was cool, smelling of pine needles, damp wool, and something else—sawdust. No food smells. The main room was an open concept: kitchen to the left, living area to the right, a short hall leading to what I assumed were bedrooms and bath.

Everything was minimalist. A couch, worn but clean. A single armchair. A coffee table made of thick, unfinished slabs of wood. No rugs, no curtains on the large windows. On a high shelf across the room, half-hidden in shadow, sat a dusty firefighter helmet. I cataloged it, then mentally filed it away.

"Where's best for you?" I asked, setting my bag on the floor. "Living room? Bedroom?"

"Here's fine." He gestured to the open space in front of the couch. He didn't offer me anything to drink. Not surprising.

I unrolled a portable mat, the blue rubber loud against the quiet of the room. "Why don't you have a seat, and we can start with a basic assessment. I need to understand your current range of motion and any pain points."

He sat on the edge of the couch, body tense. I knelt on the mat, keeping professional distance. "The report mentioned your left shoulder and back took the brunt of it. Can you show me how far you can raise your arm?"

He lifted it, slow, grimacing. It stopped well below parallel with the floor. I made notes on my tablet, my pen making the only sound in the room besides the rain against the windows.

"Okay. Good starting point. I'm going to place my hands here," I said, hovering my fingers just above his shoulder blade. "Is that all right?"

A brief, sharp nod. I made contact. His entire body went rigid under my touch. Not in a way that suggested pain, but something else. Recoil. I held steady, applying gentle pressure.

"Breathe in, and on the exhale, try to relax into the stretch."

He complied, but the tension remained. His skin was hot, even through the thin cotton of his shirt. I could feel the tight ropes of muscle, the scar tissue. I was aware of every point of contact between us—my fingertips on his back, my knee almost brushing his thigh. My own body responded with a faint, unwanted flutter of awareness that I stamped down immediately. Professional. Clinical. detached.

"Does this hurt?"

"No." One syllable, ground out.

"Then relax, Ethan. Let me do the work."

I worked in silence for ten minutes, guiding his arm through passive movements, mapping the landscape of his injuries. His body was a history book written in twisted muscle and hardened skin. On the back of his left shoulder, visible above his collar, a web of silvery-white scars stretched toward his neck. I'd seen worse, clinically speaking, but these felt different. Personal.

"You have good muscular development here," I said, my voice too loud in the quiet room. "The woodworking, I assume?"

He didn't answer immediately. I looked up. His green eyes were fixed on me now, directly. It was the first time he'd really looked at me. The intensity of it made me flinch, just a little, an instinctual reaction I couldn't quite suppress.

"You flinch," he said. His voice was flat, a statement of fact.

"You startled me," I said, recovering. "You're usually looking at the wall."

"You're usually not looking at my scars like they're a puzzle."

"They're not a puzzle. They're part of what I'm here to help with."

"Hmm." The sound was noncommittal. He looked away again, back to the safety of the empty wall. The brief eye contact had left me rattled. He saw too much. This was the problem with isolated patients. They had too much time to observe.

I finished the assessment and packed up my things. "We'll do this twice a week. Tuesdays and Thursdays. Same time. I've left some simple exercises for you to do in between. Nothing strenuous."

He stood as I headed for the door. I felt him behind me, a solid presence. My breath hitched, my heart giving a stupid, thudding beat against my ribs. Stop it, Nora. This is a job.

I had my hand on the doorknob when he spoke again.

"You're running from something."

My fingers froze on the cold metal. I didn't turn. "Excuse me?"

"Your apartment. It's above a bookstore. Temporary. You buy your groceries in small amounts, like you might not be here next week. You wear a wedding band on a chain around your neck, but you're not married." He paused. "You're running from something."

The air left my lungs. How could he possibly know about the ring? I'd tucked it inside my shirt. I turned slowly, forcing my expression into neutral clinical mode. My professional armor was full of holes and he'd found every single one.
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