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PROLOGUE
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Tom — The Night Before

The house had been silent for hours, but Tom couldn’t bring himself to go upstairs. Silence in this house wasn’t peaceful anymore. It was a warning. A countdown. A weight pressing against the walls.

He stood in the kitchen with his hands braced against the counter, breath fogging the cold windowpane as he stared out into the dark. Oslo rain streaked down the glass in thin silver lines, like the sky was crying on their behalf. Typical, he thought. Anne used to laugh at how melodramatic he became when he was tired. But there was no laughter now. Not hers. Not his.

The clock on the wall ticked, each second louder than the last. In the living room the morphine pump clicked softly, a mechanical heartbeat reminding him that the woman he loved was drifting farther away with every hour that passed.

He hadn’t cried tonight. He was well past crying. Grief had burned through him, hollowed him out, and left something brittle behind. Something that felt like it might break if he breathed too hard.

He pressed his palms into his eyes. Every part of him ached — his spine, his shoulders, the place behind his ribs where fear had been living for months. Tomorrow a new nurse would arrive. A stranger. Another reminder that he couldn’t do this alone anymore. That he was failing. That he wasn’t enough.

He hated that thought. Hated the weakness in it. Hated himself for even thinking it.

Anne was upstairs sleeping — or drifting — floating somewhere morphine-soft and unreachable. He had kissed her goodnight hours ago. She hadn’t woken. Her skin had been warm, but there was something in her stillness that made his stomach twist. He knew what it meant. He didn’t want to know what it meant.

He leaned forward and let his forehead rest against the window. The cold seeped into his skin, grounding him just enough to keep standing. He tried to imagine tomorrow. The doorbell ringing. A stranger stepping into this mausoleum of lavender, medicine, and fading memories.

He tried to imagine letting someone see him like this.

He tried to imagine surviving any of it.

The chair scraped behind him — the one he had kicked earlier when he’d lost his temper, just for a second, just enough to feel something. The guilt came back immediately after, crashing over him like it always did.

He wasn’t sleeping. He wasn’t eating. He wasn’t living. He was watching his wife die in slow motion, and there was no manual for any of it. No guide. No lifeline.

His reflection in the window looked older than forty-five. Greyer. Rougher. Like a man life had chewed up and was still deciding whether to spit out.

A soft sound drifted from upstairs. Not a voice — a shift, a sigh, the kind of noise that jolted him into motion every time. He straightened, body on autopilot, ready to climb the stairs again, ready to sit beside her until dawn.

But he didn’t move.

He stayed there in the kitchen, fingers curled around the counter’s edge, feeling the house breathe around him. Feeling himself unravel one slow thread at a time.

Tomorrow, everything would change.

He didn’t know how.

He didn’t know why.

He only knew that he was standing on the edge of something he couldn’t name — and that nothing in his life had prepared him for what was coming.

The rain kept falling.

The house held its breath.

And Tom Andersen, exhausted and half broken, whispered to the empty room:

“I don’t know how much more I can take.”
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Chapter 1
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The Gaze

The house smelled of lavender and disinfectant. Tom Andersen stood at the kitchen counter, his hands wrapped around a cup of coffee that had gone cold an hour ago, and stared out the window at the Oslo rain streaking down the glass. September. The birches along Kirkeveien were already turning gold, their leaves spinning down onto wet sidewalks where people hurried past with umbrellas, living their ordinary lives. He envied every single one of them.

Upstairs, Anne was sleeping. She slept more and more these days, the morphine pulling her down into a deep, dreamless place where the cancer could not reach her. The doctors had stopped talking about treatment timelines. Now they talked about comfort. Quality of remaining days. Tom had learned to nod at the right moments and sign the forms they put in front of him, and then he would come downstairs and stand at this window and try to feel something other than the numb dread that had settled into his bones like winter.

He was forty-five years old, and his wife was dying, and the world did not seem to care.

The doorbell rang at exactly two o’clock. Tom set down the cold coffee and walked to the front door, wiping his palms on his jeans. He had been doing that all morning — wiping his hands, adjusting his collar, running his fingers through his hair in front of the bathroom mirror like a teenager before a date. He was disgusted with himself. His wife was upstairs in a hospital bed that he had assembled himself from a kit, the instruction manual still sitting on his desk because he could not bring himself to throw it away, and he was standing in the hallway checking his reflection.

Because today was the day the new home nurse started.

He opened the door.

She was smaller than he expected. The agency had sent a photo with the file — professional headshot, white uniform, hair pulled back — but in person Rosalyn Hansen was something else entirely. She stood on his doorstep with rain darkening her shoulders, a leather bag slung across her body, and looked up at him with dark eyes that held a warmth he had not seen directed at him in months. She was thirty-five, according to the file. Half-Filipino on her mother’s side. Her skin was the color of honey, and her black hair was pulled into a loose bun that was already losing strands to the wind.

“God ettermiddag. I’m Rosalyn.” She extended her hand. Her grip was firm and warm and she held on half a second longer than necessary, or maybe he imagined that. “You must be Tom.”

“Come in,” he said, stepping back. “Please. You’re soaked.”

She stepped past him and he caught it — not perfume exactly but something clean and warm, like vanilla and clean cotton, and it cut through the lavender-and-disinfectant fog of the house like a blade. He closed the door behind her and watched her take in the hallway: the family photos on the wall, the coat rack heavy with jackets no one wore anymore, the medical supply boxes stacked neatly beside the staircase.

“How is she today?” Rosalyn asked, turning back to him. Professional. Direct. Her eyes moved across his face and he felt suddenly exposed, as if she could read the sleepless nights written there, the grief that was not yet grief because the person was still alive.

“She’s sleeping,” Tom said. “She sleeps a lot now.”

“That’s normal at this stage.” Rosalyn’s voice was gentle but matter-of-fact. She did not flinch. She did not offer the soft, terrible sympathy that everyone else offered, the tilted heads and pressed lips and murmured condolences that made Tom want to put his fist through the wall. She simply stated the fact. “Can I see her room?”

He led her upstairs. The master bedroom had been converted three months ago: hospital bed in the center, IV stand, the monitoring equipment that beeped softly through the night. Anne lay on her side, her body diminished beneath the white sheets, her blonde hair thin against the pillow. She had been beautiful once. She was still beautiful to Tom, but it was a beauty wrapped in gauze now, fragile and fading.

Rosalyn moved to the bedside with practiced efficiency. She checked the IV, adjusted the pillow, glanced at the chart Tom had been keeping. Her hands were sure and careful. Tom stood in the doorway and watched her bend over his wife, and that was when it happened.

Rosalyn leaned forward to adjust the sheet, and her scrub top shifted. Not dramatically — a slight gaping at the collar as gravity did its work. Tom’s eyes dropped for no more than two seconds, and he saw the curve of her collarbone, the shadow between her breasts against a simple white cotton bra, the smooth skin of her chest moving with her breath. Two seconds. Maybe less.

He looked away immediately. His face burned. His pulse hammered in his throat and he gripped the door frame hard enough that his knuckles went white. What the hell was wrong with him? His wife was lying right there. Right there in that bed, dying, and he was staring at the nurse’s chest like some kind of animal.

But in the moment before he looked away, Rosalyn had glanced up. Their eyes met. And in that fraction of a second Tom saw something that terrified him far more than Anne’s diagnosis ever had: recognition. Rosalyn had seen him looking, and instead of disgust or professional detachment, there was a flash of something warm and startled in her dark eyes, something that said she had felt it too.

She straightened up quickly. A faint blush crept across her cheekbones. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and looked down at the chart in her hands.

“Her vitals from yesterday look stable,” she said, and her voice was perfectly steady. “I’ll set up a new monitoring schedule. Could you show me where you keep the supplies?”

“Downstairs,” Tom said. His voice came out rough and he cleared his throat. “In the kitchen.”

He turned and walked down the stairs ahead of her, and he could feel her behind him — her presence, the soft sound of her shoes on the carpet, the warmth of her. He had not been this aware of another human being in years. It was as if someone had flipped a switch inside him, some circuit that grief and exhaustion had shut down, and now every nerve in his body was humming.

* * *
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IN THE KITCHEN, HE showed her the supply cupboard and the medication schedule he had taped to the refrigerator door. She studied it carefully, asking precise questions about dosages and timing, and Tom answered on autopilot while his brain ran a parallel track that consisted entirely of: Stop it. Stop it. Stop it.

“You’ve been doing all of this yourself?” Rosalyn asked, looking up from the medication chart. There was no judgment in her voice, but something softer. Respect, maybe. Or concern.

“Emma helps when she can. My daughter. She’s twenty-three, lives on the east side. And Daniel — he’s twenty-one, at university in Trondheim. He comes when he can.” Tom leaned against the counter. “But mostly, yeah. It’s been me.”

“That’s a lot to carry alone.”

He shrugged. It was a lot. It was everything. But saying that out loud would make it real in a way he was not prepared for, so he shrugged and said nothing, and Rosalyn held his gaze for a moment longer than was strictly professional.

“I’ll be here every weekday,” she said. “Two to eight. You can reach me on my mobile anytime outside those hours if something comes up. I want you to know that you don’t have to do this alone anymore.”

Something cracked inside his chest. Not dramatically, not in a way that showed on his face, but he felt it — a hairline fracture in the wall he had built around himself. He nodded.

“Thank you,” he said. And then, because the kitchen suddenly felt too small and her eyes were too warm and the crack in his chest was threatening to become something larger: “I should let you get set up. I’ll be in my office if you need anything.”

He walked away. He sat down at his desk and opened his laptop and stared at a spreadsheet he had been working on for three days without progress. His job as a financial analyst allowed him to work from home, which had been a blessing these past months, but now the numbers blurred before his eyes and all he could see was honey skin and dark eyes and the flush that had risen on her cheekbones when she caught him looking.

* * *
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ROSALYN STAYED UNTIL eight. Tom heard her moving through the house — quiet, efficient, the occasional murmur of her voice as she spoke to Anne during the brief periods when Anne was awake. At ten minutes to eight, she found him in his office.

“She’s comfortable,” Rosalyn said from the doorway. She had her bag over her shoulder, her coat on. The rain had stopped and the evening light through the window caught the side of her face, painting gold across her cheekbone. “I’ve updated the chart and prepared her evening medication. She just needs the pills at ten.”

“Got it.” Tom stood. “Thank you. For today.”

“It’s my job.” She smiled. It was the first time she had really smiled at him and it transformed her face — her whole body seemed to lift with it, her eyes crinkling at the corners, her lips parting to show straight white teeth. Tom’s stomach dropped as if he’d missed a step on a staircase.

“See you tomorrow, Tom.”

“See you tomorrow.”

He listened to the front door close. He listened to her car start in the driveway. He stood there in his office as the sound of the engine faded down the street, and then he sat back down and put his head in his hands.

Upstairs, Anne slept. The monitoring equipment beeped its steady rhythm. The house settled around him, full of the smells of medicine and lavender and, now, impossibly, something warm and clean like vanilla and cotton.

Tom Andersen pressed his palms against his eyes and whispered to the empty room: “What the hell is wrong with you?”

No one answered. But the crack in his chest pulsed like a second heartbeat, and he knew — with the certainty of a man who has spent twenty years reading market trends and predicting outcomes — that something had just begun that he would not be able to stop.
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Chapter 2

[image: ]




Proximity

The days acquired a rhythm. Rosalyn arrived at two, Tom retreated to his office, and for six hours they orbited each other like planets bound by a gravity neither acknowledged. Tom would hear her footsteps on the stairs, the soft click of the bedroom door, the murmur of her voice speaking to Anne with a tenderness that made his throat ache. He stayed behind his desk and fought with spreadsheets and pretended he was not counting the minutes until she appeared in the kitchen for a glass of water or a cup of tea.

It was always the kitchen. That was where the proximity became dangerous.

The kitchen was long and narrow, a galley style with counters on both sides. Two people could not pass each other without turning sideways. When Rosalyn stood at the sink filling the kettle and Tom came in for coffee, their bodies were close enough that he could feel the warmth radiating from her skin. She would step aside and say “Sorry” and he would say “No, go ahead” and their hands would brush as he reached past her for a mug and every single time it happened a current ran through him that was so strong he was amazed his hair didn’t stand on end.

It was the third day when the coffee cup incident happened. Tom was pouring coffee and Rosalyn reached for the sugar at the same moment. Their fingers collided on the handle of the sugar bowl. Tom’s hand closed over hers instinctively — just for a second, just a reflex — and they both froze. Her fingers were warm beneath his. Small. Her nails were short and unpolished. He could feel the bump of her knuckles, the softness of the skin between them.

They stood like that for what felt like an hour but was probably two seconds. Then they both let go at the same time and stepped back and did not look at each other.

“The sugar,” Tom said.

“You first,” Rosalyn said.

He added sugar to his coffee. She made her tea. They stood at opposite ends of the kitchen and sipped their drinks in a silence that vibrated with everything they were not saying.

* * *
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BY THE END OF THE FIRST week, the conversations started. Short at first — comments about Anne’s condition, the medication schedule, the weather. But the house was quiet and the hours were long and Anne slept through most of them, and gradually the conversations grew.

Rosalyn told him about her daughters. Lily was fourteen, quiet and bookish, the kind of girl who read novels in the bathtub and forgot to eat. Vera was sixteen, fierce and angry, still furious about the divorce from her father two years ago.

“He left,” Rosalyn said, leaning against the kitchen counter with her tea. “Just packed a bag one morning and said he needed to find himself. Vera hasn’t forgiven me for not stopping him.”

“That’s not your fault.”

“Try telling that to a sixteen-year-old.” She smiled, but it was the tired smile of a woman who had carried too much for too long, and Tom recognized it because he wore the same one.

He told her about Emma and Daniel. About how Emma had moved out the moment she turned eighteen, fierce and independent, Daddy’s girl transformed into a young woman who called once a week and visited when guilt outweighed inconvenience. About Daniel in Trondheim, studying engineering, so much like Anne — methodical, precise, showing his love through carefully planned visits rather than spontaneous affection.

“Do they know?” Rosalyn asked quietly. “About Anne. How close it is.”

“Emma does. She was here for the last consultation. Daniel...” Tom stared into his coffee. “Daniel knows what I’ve told him, which is that she’s comfortable and we’re managing. He doesn’t ask for details. I think he can’t.”

“People grieve differently.”

“Yeah.”

The silence that followed was comfortable in a way that frightened Tom. He should not be this comfortable with a woman he had known for a week. He should not be noticing the way she tucked her hair behind her ear when she was thinking, or the way her scrubs pulled across her hips when she reached for something on a high shelf, or the way she bit her lower lip when she read Anne’s chart.

He noticed everything. He hated himself for it. And he could not stop.

* * *
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AT NIGHT, ALONE IN the guest bedroom where he slept now because the medical equipment took up too much of the master bedroom, Tom lay in the dark and tried not to think about Rosalyn Hansen. He succeeded for approximately forty-five seconds at a time.

He thought about the way she moved. Economical, graceful, purposeful — the movements of a woman who was used to being on her feet all day, whose body was a tool she used with precision. But there was something else beneath the efficiency, something softer. The sway of her hips when she walked down the hallway. The stretch of her back when she reached up to check Anne’s IV, her scrub top riding up to show a strip of smooth brown skin above her waistband.

He turned onto his stomach and pressed his face into the pillow. This was insanity. His wife was thirty feet away, separated from him by one wall and an ocean of guilt, and he was lying here in the dark getting hard thinking about the nurse.

The nurse. She had a name. She had daughters and a tired smile and hands that were warm and steady and —

Tom got up and took a cold shower. It didn’t help much.

* * *
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ACROSS OSLO, IN A SMALL apartment in Grunerlokka where the kitchen light was the only one still burning at midnight, Rosalyn Hansen sat at her table with a glass of wine and her phone pressed to her ear.

“I’m in trouble, Mira,” she said.

Her best friend’s voice came through tinny and concerned. Mira Bakken was a physiotherapist with a talent for extracting confessions and a complete inability to judge anyone for them.

“What kind of trouble? Financial? The girls?”

“Worse.” Rosalyn took a long drink of wine. “I’m attracted to my patient’s husband.”

A beat of silence. Then: “Oh, Ros.”

“I know.”

“The dying woman’s husband?”

“I know, Mira! I know how it sounds!” Rosalyn pressed her free hand against her forehead. “He’s married. His wife is dying. I am her nurse. There are literally no worse circumstances for this to happen.”

“Tell me about him.”

Rosalyn hesitated. What was there to say? That Tom Andersen was tall and broad-shouldered with grey-blue eyes that looked like the fjord on a cloudy day? That he had a way of listening — really listening — that made her feel seen for the first time in years? That his hands were large and capable and she had spent an embarrassing amount of time imagining them on her body?

“He’s... kind,” Rosalyn said. “He’s exhausted and heartbroken and he’s been doing everything alone for months and he still makes sure the coffee is ready when I arrive. Every day. Fresh coffee, waiting for me, like it matters to him that I’m comfortable in his house.”

“And he’s attractive.”

“Ridiculously attractive. In that Nordic way — strong jaw, light eyes, the kind of body that looks like he used to be athletic and still moves like it. And he smells like...” She trailed off.

“Like what?”

“Like clean skin and woodsmoke. Like a man who spends his evenings sitting by the fireplace trying not to fall apart.”

“Ros. You need to be careful.”

“I know.”

“If this gets out — professionally —”

“I know, Mira! I know all of it!” Rosalyn refilled her wine glass. Her hand was shaking slightly. “Nothing has happened. Nothing is going to happen. He’s a grieving husband and I’m a professional and that is all this is.”

“But?”

Rosalyn closed her eyes. “But today our hands touched reaching for the sugar bowl and I felt it all the way to my toes. And when I looked up, he was looking at me like...”

“Like what?”

“Like I was water and he’d been in the desert for a year.”

The silence on the phone lasted a long time. Finally, Mira said: “Just... be careful. Please. I love you and I’m not judging you, but be careful.”

“I will,” Rosalyn said. She hung up, finished her wine, and went to bed.

She did not sleep well. She dreamed of grey-blue eyes and large hands and a kitchen that was too narrow for two people, and she woke at 5 AM with her heart racing and the sheets tangled around her legs and a heat between her thighs that no cold shower could touch.

She took one anyway.
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Chapter 3
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The First Touch

Anne had a bad night. Tom sat beside her bed from midnight until four in the morning, holding her hand while she drifted in and out of consciousness, her breathing labored and irregular, the morphine pump clicking like a metronome keeping time to a song nobody wanted to hear. At some point she opened her eyes and looked at him with a clarity that was almost cruel.

“Tom.” Her voice was a whisper. “You look terrible.”

He tried to smile. “I’m fine.”

“Liar.” A ghost of a smile. Her fingers tightened weakly around his. “Go sleep. I’m not going anywhere tonight.”

He stayed until she fell asleep again. Then he went downstairs and sat at the kitchen table and put his head in his arms and felt the enormous, crushing weight of everything press him flat against the surface of the earth.

He did not cry. He had not cried in weeks. The tears seemed to have calcified somewhere behind his eyes, turning into something hard and heavy that sat in his skull like stones. He was too tired to cry, too numb, too hollowed out. He sat there and breathed and waited for the sun to come up.

* * *
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BY THE TIME ROSALYN arrived at two o’clock, Tom had been awake for thirty-six hours. He had managed a shower and a change of clothes and a pot of coffee that he was working through with the grim determination of a man crossing a frozen lake — one careful step at a time, trying not to look down.

Rosalyn took one look at him and her professional composure shifted. He saw it — the slight parting of her lips, the softening of her eyes, the way her hand rose a fraction as if to reach for him before she stopped herself.

“Bad night?” she asked.

“Yeah.”

“Go rest. I’m here.”

“I can’t sleep.”

She studied him for a moment, then nodded and went upstairs. Tom heard her voice, soft and steady, talking to Anne. After a while, the house fell quiet again. He sat at the kitchen table and stared at his hands and tried to remember what it felt like to be a whole person.

* * *
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AT SIX O’CLOCK, TOM went to the garage. He had no reason to be there — the car was in the driveway, the tools were organized, there was nothing to fix. But the garage was the farthest room from Anne’s bedroom, and sometimes he needed to be in a place where he could not hear the beeping of the monitors, where the air did not taste like medicine, where the walls were bare concrete and smelled of motor oil and cold metal. It was the only room in the house that had not been colonized by death.

He sat on the workbench and pressed his hands against his face and the calcified tears finally broke loose.

It was not pretty crying. It was not the dignified weeping of a man who was nobly enduring tragedy. It was ugly, wrenching, full-body sobbing that came from somewhere so deep inside him that it felt like his organs were rearranging. His shoulders shook. His breath came in ragged gasps. He gripped the edge of the workbench until his knuckles went white and he cried for Anne, for himself, for the life they had built that was crumbling around him like a sandcastle at high tide.

He did not hear the door open.

“Tom.”

Rosalyn’s voice, soft and close. He looked up, mortified, and found her standing three feet away. She must have heard him from the hallway. Her face held no pity, no discomfort, no awkwardness — just a deep, steady compassion that was almost worse because it made the crying harder to stop.

“I’m sorry,” he managed, wiping his face with the back of his hand. “I didn’t — I’m fine, I’m —”

“You are not fine,” she said it gently but firmly. “And you don’t have to be.”

She crossed the distance between them. Tom was sitting on the workbench, which put his face at the level of her collarbone. She stood in front of him and, after a moment’s hesitation that he felt like a physical thing in the air between them, she put her arms around him.

His face pressed against her shoulder. His hands came up automatically — one on her back, one gripping the fabric of her scrub top at her hip. She smelled of that vanilla-and-cotton warmth and beneath it the salt of her skin and something floral in her hair, and Tom’s entire body shuddered with the shock of being held.

When was the last time someone had held him? Really held him, not the careful embraces of friends who were afraid he would break, not the awkward side-hugs from his children who didn’t know how to handle their father’s pain? This was different. Rosalyn held him like she meant it, her arms firm around his shoulders, one hand moving in slow circles on his back, her body warm and solid against him.

He cried into her shoulder for a long time. She didn’t shush him or tell him it would be okay or offer any of the useless platitudes that well-meaning people weaponized against grief. She held him and breathed and let him fall apart.

Slowly, the sobs subsided. Tom’s breathing evened out. He became aware of things incrementally, the way a man regains consciousness after a blackout: the concrete floor cold against his feet, the fluorescent light buzzing overhead, the smell of motor oil mixing with Rosalyn’s warmth. The rise and fall of her chest against his. The beat of her heart, steady and strong, against his cheek.

And then he became aware of her body.

It was not a conscious shift. One moment he was a broken man being comforted by a compassionate woman, and the next he was acutely, devastatingly aware that her breasts were pressed against his chest, that his hand on her hip was resting on the curve where her waist flared out, that her thigh was between his knees, that if he turned his head even slightly his lips would touch the skin of her neck.

His hand on her back stopped moving. His fingers spread against the warmth of her, feeling the ridge of her spine through the thin fabric. His breathing changed — no longer ragged with grief but shallow with something else entirely, something that tightened his stomach and heated his blood and sent a pulse of awareness south through his body that was impossible to ignore.

Rosalyn felt the shift. He knew she did because her hand on his back stilled too, and her breath caught — a tiny hitch, barely audible, but in the silence of the garage it was deafening. She did not pull away. Her fingers curled into the fabric of his shirt.

Time stopped. The garage existed outside of reality, outside of the house where his wife was sleeping, outside of decency and professionalism and the thousand reasons why what was happening should not be happening. There was only this: his face against her neck, her hands on his back, the heat building between their bodies like a current seeking ground.

Tom turned his head. His lips grazed her neck — not a kiss, not quite, the ghost of contact. Rosalyn inhaled sharply. Her hand moved from his back to his hair, her fingers sliding through it, and for one electric, endless moment they were balanced on the edge.

Then her hand tightened in his hair and gently pulled his head back. She looked down at him. Her pupils were dilated, her lips parted, her cheeks flushed. She was breathing fast. She was beautiful and she wanted him — it was written across her face as clearly as a headline — and she was going to stop this.

“We can’t.” Her voice was barely a whisper. Hoarse. “Tom. We can’t.”

He closed his eyes. His hands were still on her body — one on her hip, one on her back — and he could feel the slight tremor running through her, the effort it was taking her to say those words. He wanted to pull her closer. He wanted to close the six inches between their mouths and taste her and lose himself in her and forget everything — the beeping monitors, the morphine pump, the grave that was already being prepared in his future.

“I know,” he said. His voice was wrecked. “I know we can’t.”

Neither of them moved. The garage hummed with fluorescent light and unacted desire. Rosalyn’s hand was still in his hair. His hand was still on her hip. They were close enough to kiss, close enough to breathe each other’s air, and the distance between them was the most charged space Tom had ever occupied.

“I should go check on Anne,” Rosalyn said. She did not move.

“Yeah.” He did not let go.

Five more seconds. Ten. An eternity compressed into a handful of heartbeats. Then Rosalyn’s hand slid from his hair to his cheek, and she cupped his face for a moment — a gesture so intimate and tender that it felt more devastating than a kiss — and then she stepped back. His hands fell to the workbench. The cold air rushed into the space where her body had been and Tom felt the loss of her like a physical wound.

“I’ll make you something to eat,” she said, and her voice had steadied, though her hands trembled as she smoothed her scrub top. “You need to eat, Tom.”

“Rosalyn.”

She paused in the doorway.

“Thank you,” he said. “For... for coming in here. For not leaving me alone.”

Something flickered across her face — pain, longing, the weight of a line they had almost crossed and both knew they would stand at again.

“You’re not alone,” she said. “I meant what I said on my first day. You’re not alone anymore.”

She turned and walked back into the house. Tom sat on the workbench in the cold garage and pressed his fingers to his neck where his pulse hammered like a fist against a locked door, and he thought: I am in so much trouble.

* * *
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THAT NIGHT, LYING IN the guest bedroom, Tom replayed the scene in the garage like a man obsessively rewinding a tape. The feel of her body against his. The hitch of her breath. The way her fingers had curled into his shirt. We can’t. She had said it. He had agreed. And they had both meant it in the moment, the way a drowning man means it when he says he’ll swim to shore — with conviction, with determination, and with the growing certainty that the current is too strong.

His phone buzzed on the nightstand. He picked it up.

A text from Rosalyn. The first she had ever sent outside of work matters.

Are you sleeping?

Tom stared at the screen. He typed: No.

The three dots appeared. Disappeared. Appeared again.

I can’t stop thinking about the garage.

Tom’s heart kicked against his ribs. He typed: Neither can I.

A long pause. Then: We can’t, Tom.

I know.

Another pause. Longer this time. Tom watched the screen in the dark, his pulse loud in his ears.

Goodnight.

Goodnight, Rosalyn.

He put the phone down. Picked it up. Put it down again. Picked it up and typed: I’m glad you came to the garage. Then deleted it. Then typed it again and pressed send before he could think about it.

A full minute passed. Then a single word appeared on his screen: Me too.

Tom set the phone on the nightstand and stared at the ceiling. In the room next door, the monitors beeped their steady rhythm, counting out the dwindling beats of his wife’s life. And in a small apartment across Oslo, a woman he barely knew and desperately wanted was lying in her own bed, staring at her own ceiling, caught in the same terrible gravitational pull.

Sleep did not come for either of them. But something else did — a quiet, dangerous certainty that settled over them both like the first snow of winter: silent, soft, and impossible to stop once it had started.
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Chapter 4
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The Confession

A week passed. Seven days of careful distance, of professional smiles, of conversations that never strayed beyond medication schedules and Anne’s comfort levels. Seven days in which Tom and Rosalyn moved around each other like dancers performing choreography they had not rehearsed — always aware of where the other was, always maintaining the precise distance that kept them safe.

It was exhausting.

Tom threw himself into work. He took on two new client portfolios and spent fourteen-hour days staring at financial models, as if enough numbers could fill the space that Rosalyn’s warmth had carved inside his chest. He ate at his desk. He slept in fragments. He avoided the kitchen during her shift and communicated through notes left on the counter: Anne had a good morning. The pharmacy delivery is on the table. I’ll be in my office.

Rosalyn matched his retreat with her own. She arrived precisely at two, went directly upstairs, and kept to Anne’s room. When she needed something from the kitchen, she moved through it quickly, efficiently, like a woman navigating a minefield. She left her updates in the chart and her notes on the counter beside his, a parallel correspondence between two people who were afraid to be in the same room.

On Wednesday, Tom found a note in her handwriting that said simply: I hope you’re eating properly. He stared at it for a long time and then folded it carefully and put it in his desk drawer, which was either sentimental or insane, and he could not tell the difference anymore.

The texts had stopped. After that night — I can’t stop thinking about the garage / Me too — neither of them had sent anything that wasn’t strictly professional. Tom drafted messages and deleted them. Typed her name and stared at the blinking cursor. Once, at two in the morning, he wrote: I miss talking to you, and his thumb hovered over the send button for a full minute before he deleted it character by character.

On Thursday, Emma came for dinner. She sat at the kitchen table and watched Tom push food around his plate and said, “Dad, you look like shit.”

“Language,” Tom said automatically, without conviction.

“Seriously. When’s the last time you slept? Or went outside? Or did anything that wasn’t work or...” She gestured toward the ceiling. Upstairs. Anne. The unfinished sentence hung between them.

“I’m fine, Em.”

“You always say that. Mom says it too.” Emma’s jaw tightened. She had Anne’s coloring — blonde hair, blue eyes — but Tom’s stubbornness, and right now both were on full display. “The nurse seems good, at least. Rosalyn? She was really kind when I visited Mom yesterday.”

Tom’s fork stilled. “Yeah. She’s excellent.”

“Mom likes her. Says she has warm hands.” Emma reached across the table and squeezed Tom’s wrist. “Let her help, Dad. That’s what she’s there for. You don’t have to carry all of this yourself.”

If you only knew, Tom thought, and the guilt was so sharp it felt like a blade between his ribs.

* * *
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THE RAIN CAME ON FRIDAY. Not the gentle autumn drizzle that Oslo wore like a mood but a proper storm, the kind that turned the sky black at four in the afternoon and hammered the windows with a violence that made the old house groan. The power flickered twice. Anne slept through it, chemically cocooned, her monitors running on battery backup.

Tom was in his office when Rosalyn appeared in the doorway at seven-thirty, her bag on her shoulder, her coat in her hand.

“I’ve given her the evening medication,” she said. Professional. Distant. A woman doing her job. “She should sleep through the night. Call me if anything changes.”

Tom nodded. Then he looked out the window at the rain lashing the glass, the trees bending in the wind, the street already flooding at the curb.
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