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Most married couples, if you ask them honestly, will admit that children are somewhere on the horizon. Maybe not tomorrow. Maybe not even in the first year. But the idea lingers, like a future season they assume will eventually arrive.

When people marry young, though, that season feels very far away.

In the early months, the young husband often has simpler expectations. He imagines proximity. Availability. The quiet thrill of no longer waiting for someone’s parents to leave the house. No more careful scheduling, no more whispered goodbyes at the door.

“I can’t believe,” he might laugh on the honeymoon, pulling her close, “that we don’t have to sneak around anymore.”

She smiles. “You say that like we were criminals.”

“We were,” he grins. “Romantic criminals.”

He assumes marriage will mean more of what they already had. More passion, just without the logistical obstacles. What he doesn’t yet understand is that before the wedding they met under curated conditions. Evenings chosen carefully. Moments when both were rested, excited, dressed for each other. Desire framed by anticipation.

Marriage dissolves the frame.

Now they see each other tired, irritated, ill, distracted. They see each other before coffee. After arguments. In the middle of bills and broken appliances. Passion has to coexist with laundry and exhaustion. The bedroom is no longer an escape from life. It is inside life.

And that changes things.

The young wife often carries different expectations into marriage. For her, it may be less about uninterrupted access and more about meaning. Permanence. A shared direction.

“What do you think our life will look like in ten years?” she asks one night, lying on her back, staring at the ceiling.

He turns toward her. “Ten years? I don’t know. Bigger apartment, maybe a house.”

“And?”

“And what?”

She hesitates. “Children. A family.”

He shrugs lightly. “Sure. Eventually. We’ve got time.”

To him, time feels abundant. To her, it feels structured. Measured. She thinks in arcs and narratives. He thinks in chapters.

Society, of course, has shifted around them. The old rhythm, marry young, have children quickly, build from there, has loosened. The urgency has softened. Today, the message young people absorb is different: live first. Travel. Build a career. Explore yourself. Don’t rush.

Children become something to schedule strategically rather than something to welcome organically.

“Not yet,” friends say over dinner. “We want to enjoy life first.”

And who can blame them? Raising children is expensive, demanding, relentless. In many countries, birth rates are falling. Not because people hate children, but because children require time, money, stability, and emotional energy that feel scarce.

Apartments are small. Careers are unstable. Support networks are thinner than they once were.

“It’s just not practical right now,” someone will explain. “Maybe later.”

Later becomes a flexible word. Elastic. It stretches quietly across years.

But sometimes the absence of children has nothing to do with practicality or convenience. Sometimes it is not a postponed decision. Sometimes it is not even a decision at all.

Sometimes there are reasons no one sees.

Behind closed doors, away from statistics and social commentary, couples carry private stories.

And our situation was not the usual story of postponement. It was not about career plans or travel dreams. It was not about selfishness, or economics, or wanting to “live first.”

Ours was something else entirely.

The kind of reason that does not come up casually at dinner parties.

*  *  *
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We had been married long enough for the word when to replace the word if.

In our early twenties, no one had really asked. We were “still young.” We were “just enjoying ourselves.” But by our late twenties, the atmosphere had shifted. Babies seemed to appear everywhere. At family lunches. In group photos. In prams parked beside café tables.

Our parents had stopped being subtle.

“So,” my mother would say, pretending to rearrange cutlery, “have you two thought about expanding the family?”

Millie would smile politely. “We’re thinking about lots of things.”

My father was less delicate. “Don’t wait too long. There’s never a perfect time.”

As if life were a train schedule and we were in danger of missing the last departure.

Even our friends had crossed over. They spoke in a new language now. Sleep regressions. Daycare waiting lists. Organic purées. Their social media feeds had transformed into galleries of small humans wrapped in pastel blankets.

We would sit on their couch while their toddler waddled across the carpet, and someone would inevitably grin at us.

“You’re next.”

It was said jokingly. It never felt like a joke.

Meanwhile, my life with Millie had settled into something solid and reassuring. We had stable jobs. A comfortable apartment. We travelled once a year. We had our rituals. Sunday morning coffee in bed. Friday night takeaway and a film neither of us fully watched.

I began to feel that the conditions were right. That invisible checklist in my head had enough ticks beside it.

One evening, while we were washing dishes side by side, I ventured into the territory.

“Have you ever thought,” I said carefully, “about stopping the Pill?”

She didn’t look at me at first. “Stopping it?”

“Just... letting nature take its course. See what happens.”

I expected hesitation, maybe practical questions. I expected logistics. What I didn’t expect was the stillness that followed.

She turned off the tap. Dried her hands slowly.

“I don’t know,” she said.

It was the tone more than the words. Not uncertainty. Not excitement. Something guarded.

“I mean,” I tried to keep it light, “we’re not kids anymore. We’re stable. It might be nice.”

“Nice,” she repeated quietly.

I laughed. “You know what I mean.”

She nodded, but her smile didn’t reach her eyes. “Let’s not rush.”

I had assumed, perhaps arrogantly, that women would feel a kind of instinctive enthusiasm at the thought. That motherhood was something they were secretly waiting for, even if they didn’t say it out loud. That once the idea was on the table, it would ignite something natural and unstoppable.

But Millie did not ignite. She stalled.

“Maybe next year,” she would say.

“After the promotion.”

“After we renovate.”

There was always a horizon slightly ahead of us.

At first, I didn’t think much of it. People move at different speeds. But the outside world did not move at different speeds. It accelerated.

At birthdays, someone would hand Millie a baby to hold.

“You look good with one,” a friend would tease.

My aunt once said bluntly, “Don’t be selfish.”

I saw Millie’s jaw tighten.

The pressure, subtle at first, became constant. Questions disguised as concern. Advice disguised as wisdom.

“You don’t want to regret it.”

“Time flies.”

“You’re not getting younger.”

And because I had made it known that I wanted a child, the spotlight settled almost exclusively on her.

“So what’s stopping you?” someone asked her at a barbecue, not even bothering to lower their voice.

I watched her laugh it off. I watched the effort in it.

At home, something in her began to shift. She was more withdrawn. More irritable. Sometimes unusually quiet.

One night I said, “They’re just excited for us. It’s not malicious.”

She stared at me. “It doesn’t feel like excitement.”

“It’s just... normal. This is what people do.”

“And if I don’t want to do what people do?”
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