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This book is a work of fiction. All names, characters, locations, and incidents are products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

For Mature Audiences: This novel is intended for readers aged 21 and over. It contains graphic sexual content, explicit language, and explores complex, emotionally intense themes that may not be suitable for all readers.

Content Warning: This story delves into subject matter that some may find distressing, including detailed depictions of infidelity, marital strife, emotional distress, loneliness-induced depression, and anxiety related to infertility. The narrative is a realistic exploration of flawed characters making difficult moral choices. Reader discretion is strongly advised.

PROLOGUE: Four Years Without Answers

The rain in Valenrook, Northern France, never really washed the town; it only made it appear grayer, as if the sky itself bore the weight of the silence that hung over the rooftops. That night, in a well-kept but silent brick house, Elise Moreau stood in front of the bathroom mirror, staring at her reflection.

She was only twenty-eight years old, but her eyes held the weariness of a woman who had waited too long. Outside, the autumn wind beat against the window in a monotonous rhythm, in tune with the ticking of the clock that reached down to the very marrow of her bones. Today was their fourth wedding anniversary. There was no party, no guests. Just a simple dinner prepared by Elise—a slightly overcooked roast beef and a bottle of red wine that Julian had only drunk half a glass of.

Elise touched her flat stomach beneath her cream-colored silk nightgown. It was cold.

Four years. Forty-eight months of a cycle of hope that always ended in blood and disappointment.

In the bedroom, Julian was already lying down. The nightlight beside his bed was still on, highlighting his sharp features. Julian Moreau was handsome in a stern way; his jaw was strong, his nose straight, and his eyes always seemed to be calculating something—whether it was the structure of his new bridge project, or the remaining balance in their savings account. He was a responsible, loyal, and hardworking husband. But tonight, like so many nights, Elise felt like he was a thousand miles away, even when their bodies were in the same room.

Elise turned off the bathroom light and walked into the bedroom. The wooden floor felt cool under her bare feet. Julian closed the book he was reading—a civil engineering journal—and placed it on the side table. He turned to Elise. His gaze was soft, but there was a layer of weariness there that couldn't be hidden.

"Aren't you cold?" Julian asked, his voice deep, breaking the silence that had been reigning in the room.

Elise shook her head slowly, then climbed into bed, snuggling under the thick blankets. "Just a little," she replied. It was a small lie. She was chilled to the bone, but not because of the temperature.

Julian moved closer. This was part of their ritual. Not the explosive passion of their first year of marriage, but a measured habit. Julian's hand, rough and warm, touched Elise's waist. The touch was familiar, but tonight it felt like procedure. A husband and wife obligation on the anniversary of their union.

Elise allowed herself to be touched. She closed her eyes, trying to recall the memory of what it felt like to be wanted with such urgency. Julian kissed her neck, his warm breath tickling her skin. Elise responded automatically, her hands touching Julian's back, feeling the muscles tense from a long day of work.

As Julian began to press down on her, Elise opened her eyes briefly, staring at the dark ceiling. She could feel the weight of her husband's body, the friction of his skin, and the movement of Julian's hand as it traced her inner thigh. Julian positioned himself between her legs.

Do,Elise thought, her voice sounding hollow in her own head. Do it so we can finish.

The union happened. Julian's penis entered her vagina with a steady rhythm. There was no violence, no pain, but no sparks either. Everything felt mechanical. Elise could feel the friction, the tangible physical sensation, her clitoris throbbing softly in response to the biological stimulation, but her mind was far away. She wasn't making love to her husband; she was undergoing a medical procedure in her own bedroom.

In the silence punctuated only by Julian's increasingly heavy breathing, Elise's thoughts turned to biology. She imagined what was happening inside her. She imagined the sperm Julian would release, hoping it would swim through her womb, searching for an egg that might—or might not—be there. Sex for them had changed its function; from an expression of love to a desperate attempt to fill a void.

Julian let out a low groan, a sign that he was almost there. His movements grew faster, more urgent. Elise gripped Julian's shoulders, not out of sheer pleasure, but as a silent gesture of support. Let it out, Elise thought. Give me what I need.

When Julian finally reached orgasm, his body stiffened for a moment before slumping limply against Elise. His breath hitched in the crook of her neck. Elise remained still, feeling Julian's heartbeat slowly returning to normal against her chest. The warm liquid was now inside her. A new, fragile hope.

"Happy anniversary, Elise," Julian whispered, his voice hoarse and barely audible. He kissed her forehead briefly, then rolled onto his side, pulling the blanket over them both.

"Happy anniversary, Julian," Elise replied, her voice sounding foreign to her own ears.

Just that.

There was no conversation about feelings, no questioning about whether Elise had enjoyed the evening. Julian, with his trademark efficiency, quickly settled down to sleep. He had to wake up at five the next morning. A project in London awaited him. His suitcase was neatly packed in the corner of the room, standing tall like a tombstone to their brief time together.

Five minutes passed, and Julian's soft snores could be heard.

Elise lay on her back, her eyes wide open in the darkness. She didn't dare move too much, afraid the sperm inside her would spill out if she got up too quickly. So she lay there, feeling sticky and dirty, yet also prayerful. She placed her hand on her lower abdomen again.

Was her uterus truly damaged? The doctor at the last clinic said "no obvious structural problems," a sentence more painful than a definitive diagnosis. If nothing was wrong, why wasn't anything growing? Was her body rejecting Julian's seed? Or was her soul simply too lonely for life to want to stay there?

The room felt increasingly cramped. Elise turned to look at Julian's back. It was a solid back, the one she should have leaned on. But now it felt like a wall. Julian never spoke about his disappointment every time Elise got her period. He just kept quiet, nodded, and said, "Let's try again next month." Julian's stoicism was torture to Elise. She wanted him to be angry, to cry, or at least to show that he was hurting too. But Julian chose to be a rock—hard, untouchable, and cold.

Elise slowly shifted her body, getting out of bed, careful not to wake her husband. She walked to the window and pulled back the curtains slightly. The street outside was quiet. Streetlights reflected off the wet asphalt.

Tomorrow Julian will be leaving again. London. A city Elise has never visited. Julian says his accommodation there is small, unsuitable for Elise. "I'm there for work, El. Not for vacation. You'll get bored alone in a cramped apartment while I'm out in the field," Julian had said a week ago.

Logical reasoning. Always logical. Julian Moreau never made decisions based on emotion. He saved for their future—a future supposedly filled with a big house and kids running around. But what good was saving for the future if their present was slowly suffocating?

Elise pressed her forehead against the cool windowpane. Her breath cast a thin mist on the glass. She felt like a ghost in her own home. She was a wife, but she felt like a widow whose husband was still alive. She was a mother-to-be, but her womb was empty. She was a woman, but tonight she felt like nothing more than a container.

The feeling of loneliness wasn't new, but tonight it felt different. Tonight, it had teeth. It bit, reminding Elise that she could spend the rest of her life waiting—waiting for Julian to come home, waiting for a child who never came, waiting for her life to truly begin.

In the distance, thunder rumbled softly. The storm wasn't over yet. And in Elise's heart, another storm was just beginning to form, silently and dangerously.

Little did he know that the small decisions he would make in the next few days would change everything. Little did he know that London would be more than just the location of Julian's project, but the stage where the limits of his morality would be tested.

Elise looked back at Julian, who was fast asleep. There was affection there, of course. But love alone, Elise realized tonight, wasn't enough to hold back the walls that were starting to crack.

"I can't go on like this, Julian," she whispered into the darkness. No one answered. Only the sound of the rain continued to fall, like tears the sky had held back for years.
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CHAPTER 1 – A Cold Morning After the Warmth
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Elise was awakened by a heavy shift beside her. Not by the alarm, nor by the morning light creeping timidly into their room in Valenrook. She was awakened by a touch. Julian's hand, usually lost in his own world, now moved purposefully over her hip.

In a semi-conscious state, Elise felt her cotton nightgown being slowly removed. The cold morning air touched the skin of her bare thighs, making her shiver slightly. Julian's warm, rough hands were a contrast, traces of engineer's calluses tracing the curves of his body.

"Julian?" Elise whispered, her voice hoarse from sleep.

There was no answer in words. Just a soft snort and a kiss on the nape of his neck. Julian turned Elise's body to face him. His eyes were still half closed, his face showed traces of sleepiness, but there was urgency in his movements. This is not a burning romantic passion; it is a biological desire that awakens with the dawn.

Elise didn't resist. Part of her, tired, just wanted to go back to sleep, but another part—the part conditioned by the ovulation calendar and unwavering hope—took over. This is her fertile day, a voice whispered in her head. Don't waste this opportunity.

Julian removed the rest of Elise's clothing, then quickly stripped off his own pajama bottoms. In the dim light, Elise could see the silhouette of her husband's strong body. He positioned himself above her, supporting his weight with his elbows.

“Are you okay?” Julian asked, his voice low. It was a formality, a checklist before starting a task.

“Yes,” Elise answered quietly, opening her legs in a gesture of agreement.

The union happened quickly. Julian's fully erect penis entered her vagina without much foreplay. There was a slight pain at first, the friction of dry skin against the unprepared vaginal walls. Elise held her breath for a moment, allowing her body to adjust. Julian began to move at a steady, efficient rhythm, like a well-programmed machine.

Elise stared at her husband's face. His eyes were closed, his brow slightly furrowed—an expression of concentration, not pleasure. His hands gripped the sheets on either side of her head. There was no affectionate touch, no caress on her cheek. They were two bodies working together for a single purpose.

Elise's mind began to wander. She no longer felt the physical sensations down there; her neglected clitoris felt numb. Instead, she focused on the internal process. She imagined Julian's sperm about to be released, swimming toward her egg. She imagined that magical encounter, a fertilization that would change everything. Sex had become a scientific ritual in her bedroom.

Julian's movements quickened. His breathing became heavier and shallower. Elise knew her husband was nearing his climax. She placed her hand on Julian's back, silently encouraging him to complete his task.

“El...” Julian moaned as orgasm overwhelmed him. He groaned deeply, his body tensing for a few seconds before finally collapsing on top of Elise.

The warmth of his sperm spread through her womb. Julian's weight felt heavy on her chest. Elise held her husband, waiting for their heartbeats to return to normal. For a moment, the only sound was their labored breathing in the silent room.

However, the moment of togetherness did not last long.

Julian immediately rolled onto his side, taking a deep breath. “I need a shower,” he said, as if he had just finished a morning run. He got out of bed without looking back, walking straight to the bathroom.

Elise lay there, feeling the remnants of their intimacy rapidly cooling. Sticky fluid began to leak from her vagina, wetting the sheets. She felt empty. Not just her womb, but her entire soul.

Ten minutes later, Julian emerged from the bathroom, refreshed and wearing a bathrobe. The scent of mint soap wafted through the air. He didn't even glance at Elise, busy drying his hair with a towel.

“I’ll make some coffee,” he said simply, then left the room.

Elise finally got up. She walked to the bathroom, avoiding her own gaze in the mirror. Under the hot shower, she cleaned herself of her husband's traces. The water washed away the remaining semen between her thighs, washing it down the drain. Another wasted hope, she thought bitterly.

When she arrived in the kitchen, Julian was already dressed in his work shirt, sitting at the dining table, staring at his tablet. A steaming cup of coffee was in front of him.

“Your coffee is on the table,” Julian said, his eyes never leaving the screen.

Elise sat across from him, pulling her cup closer. The silence between them was thick, broken only by the sound of Julian's fingers tapping on the tablet screen.

"Julian," Elise called softly.

“Hmm?”

“Can you put the tablet down for a moment?”

With a barely audible sigh, Julian put down his tablet. “What’s wrong, Elise? I need to check some important emails before I head to the office.”

“About this morning,” Elise began, her hands shaking as she held the cup. “Is that all it means to you now?”

Julian frowned. “What do you mean? We had sex, Elise. Like we always do.”

“No, Julian. We didn’t have sex. You... you were just fulfilling your obligations,” Elise’s voice trembled. “There was no kissing, no talking. Once it was over, you left. It was as if I were just an incubator.”

Julian's face hardened. He didn't like emotional confrontation. "Don't start, Elise. You know perfectly well why we're doing this. This is your fertile period. I don't want to miss it. I'm doing this for our future."

“Our future?” Elise laughed dryly. “What future, Julian? The one you plan alone on your tablet? What about our present? What about me? Have you ever asked how I feel?”

“Of course I care about you,” Julian replied, his tone defensive. “Everything I do—the overtime, the overseas projects—it’s all for you. For the family we’re going to build.”

“But I don’t feel that way!” Elise exclaimed, her voice rising. “I feel like I’m part of another project of yours. ‘Project Baby-Making.’ There’s a schedule, there’s a goal. But there’s no heart in it, Julian. Nothing anymore.”

Julian leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms over his chest. His defenses went up. “I don’t know what you want from me, Elise. I’m not a poetic person. I show my love by working hard, by providing a decent life for you.”

“I don’t need a bigger house or a new car,” Elise sobbed, tears welling in her eyes. “I need my husband back. I need the man I married four years ago, who looks at me like I’m the only woman in the world, not just another target for his next ovulation.”

Julian fell silent, his jaw clenched. He didn't know what to say. In his world of logic and numbers, Elise's emotions were a complex equation with no solution.

“I have to go,” Julian said finally, standing up from his chair. He grabbed his briefcase. “We’ll talk about this tonight.”

“No,” Elise said firmly. “You’ll be home late, too tired to talk. You’ll be busy again tomorrow morning. There will never be a ‘later,’ Julian.”

Julian stopped in the kitchen doorway, his back facing Elise.

“The project in London has been extended,” he said quietly, changing the subject. “I have to leave the day after tomorrow. I’ll probably be there for the next six months.”

The statement hit Elise like a devastating blow. Six months. After this morning that felt so cold and empty, she would have to face six months of solitude.

The silence that followed felt heavier than before. On a morning that should have begun with warmth, Elise instead felt a chill that pierced her bones. She stared at her husband's retreating back, and for the first time, she felt more than just lonely—she felt abandoned.
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CHAPTER 2 – Denied Requests
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That night, the silence in the Valenrook house felt heavier than its brick walls. The remnants of the morning's argument still hung in the air, unspoken but felt by both of them. Elise found Julian in the bedroom, standing in front of a large suitcase open on the bed. He was folding his work shirts with the precision of a surgeon—every crease sharp, every collar perfectly straight.

Elise leaned against the doorframe, crossing her arms. Watching her husband pack always gave her an odd feeling, a mixture of sadness and alienation. It was as if she were watching an honored guest about to leave, not her own husband.

“Have you eaten?” Elise asked, her voice low, trying to bridge the gap of silence between them.

“I’ve done it. I bought a sandwich on the way home,” Julian replied without looking up. “You don’t have to bother cooking.”

The words were meant to ease Elise's burden, but instead they came across as rejection. I don't need you. I can take care of myself.

Elise entered the room and slowly approached the bed. She saw a neat pile of clothes, ready for another life that didn't include her.

“How long will it take this time?” he asked, repeating the question he always asked every time the suitcase was opened.

“Six months, maybe more,” Julian replied, pausing this time and looking at Elise. “The first phase of the contract has been extended. This is a big project, El. It's crucial to my career.”

Six months. 180 days. This morning, that number felt like a verdict. Now, after a day of being alone, it felt like a verdict.

“Julian,” Elise said, her voice wavering slightly. “I can’t.”

Julian frowned, returning his attention to a silk tie. “Can’t what?”

“Can’t be alone for that long again. Not in this house. Not after... this morning.”

Julian took a deep breath, a sound that signaled his waning patience. “Elise, we talked about this this morning. I know you’re upset, but don’t make this any harder.”

“I’m not making it difficult!” Elise retorted, her frustration starting to boil over. “I’m just telling the truth. I can’t take it anymore. So... take me with you.”

The request came out of nowhere, driven by pure desperation. Julian stopped dead in his tracks. He put down the tie and turned to face Elise. His face was a mask of calm disbelief.

“To London?” he asked, as if Elise had just suggested they move to the moon. “Honey, that doesn’t make sense.”

“Why not?” Elise challenged. “I can work from anywhere. I can find a new job there. Anything. As long as I’m not here alone, waiting for your fleeting call every night.”

“It’s not about your job,” Julian said, his tone low, as if explaining a complicated concept to a child. “Where I live over there... it’s not for you. The company rents you a small flat on Greyhaven Row. It’s a working-class area, cramped and old. The walls are thin, the heating is sometimes finicky. You’ll hate it.”

Every word Julian said felt like a gentle slap. You're too fragile. You won't make it. My place isn't yours.

“So you’d rather have me here, in this big, empty house, all alone?” Elise’s voice rose. “Or is there another reason you don’t want me there, Julian? Is there someone in London you don’t want me to see?”

The accusation hung in the air, sharp and poisonous. Elise herself was shocked by her words. She never truly believed Julian was cheating on her. He was too disciplined, too focused on work to have the energy for an affair. But the pain and distance had sown the wildest seeds of suspicion in her heart.

Julian's expression changed. It wasn't anger, but cold disappointment. It was as if Elise had broken the most fundamental unwritten rule of their relationship.

“Don’t be ridiculous, Elise,” he said flatly, without any trace of emotion. His calm denial was more hurtful than an angry shout. It made her feel like her accusation was stupid and baseless. “You know I’m not like that.”

“I don’t know anything anymore!” Elise cried, and that was when her emotional dam broke. The tears she had been holding back all day finally spilled over. “I don’t know this man in front of me! My husband will listen to me! He won’t treat me like a burden! You’re hiding something from me, Julian. Maybe not another woman, but something!”

Her sobs filled the room. She sat on the edge of the bed, covering her face with her hands. Her shoulders shook violently. She felt defeated, exhausted, and utterly alone.

Julian stood silently for a moment, looking confused. His logic and efficiency had no answer to the cries of a heartbroken woman. He approached awkwardly and sat down beside Elise, placing a hand on her back.

“Elise...” he called softly.

Elise didn't answer, just continued crying.

Julian sighed, this time not in frustration, but in defeat. He finally surrendered to his bastion of rationality.

“I’m not hiding anything,” he said quietly. “I’m just... being frugal.”

Elise slowly lowered her hand, looking at her husband with red, puffy eyes. “Saving?”

Julian nodded, his eyes fixed on the floor. For the first time, Elise saw a chink in her husband's armor. She saw vulnerability.

“I turned down the company’s accommodation allowance,” he admitted. “I chose the cheapest flat in the least desirable location so the remaining money could go straight into our savings. Every penny I could save in London, I saved. I ate sandwiches almost every day, I never went out drinking with colleagues. I lived like that... so we could buy the house you wanted sooner. So we’d have enough money when... when the child came.”

The confession left Elise speechless. So, the rejection wasn't because he didn't want her there. It was Julian's awkward, unspoken form of sacrifice. He wasn't pushing Elise away; he was trying to build a bridge to the future on his own, brick by brick, penny by penny.

Guilt immediately gripped Elise. She had accused her husband of cheating, even though he was living a frugal life for their shared dream.

“Why didn't you ever tell me?” Elise whispered.

“Because there’s nothing to be proud of living like that,” Julian replied, still staring at the floor. “And I don’t want you to worry.”

Elise took her husband's hand. The rough, strong hand felt cold. "I'm more worried when you're quiet, Julian. I'm more afraid of the distance between us than the cramped apartment."

Julian finally lifted his head and looked into Elise's eyes. There was a deep weariness there, a weariness that Elise had never seen before.

“Okay,” Julian said, his voice barely audible. “You can come.”

Hope bloomed in Elise's chest. "Really?"

“Yes. But you have to understand,” he continued, his tone firm and practical again. “We’re going to live very simply. No luxuries. No complaints. We’re going to share a very small space. Are you sure you can handle that?”

Elise nodded quickly, her tears now tears of relief. “I’m sure. I don’t care where I am, as long as I’m with you.”

Julian nodded curtly, as if a business deal had been struck. He stood up and returned to his suitcase. The moment of vulnerability had passed as quickly as it had come.

“Then start packing,” he said. “Choose the most important items. We can't afford extra baggage fees.”

Elise smiled faintly through her remaining tears. Even in compromise, her husband remained an efficient pragmatist. She got up and opened her own wardrobe, feeling a surge of renewed energy.

She was going to London. She had won her little battle tonight. But as she began to choose what clothes to bring, a nagging question arose in her mind: would insisting on her presence in London mend the rift between them, or would it expose it even more clearly in the unfamiliar lights of the city?
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CHAPTER 3 – Denied Requests
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Night fell on Valenrook not as a comforting blanket, but as a thick, heavy blanket of sackcloth. Inside their house, every illuminated corner seemed to cast longer, darker shadows. The remnants of the morning's silent argument—about an intimacy that felt like a transaction—still lingered in the air, becoming invisible dust particles that made it hard to breathe.

Elise found Julian in the master bedroom. His broad back was facing the door, his strong shoulders moving with an efficient rhythm. On the bed, a large black suitcase lay open, ready to swallow Julian's life for the next six months. He was folding his work shirts with the precision of an engineer; every crease was straight, every angle sharp, as if he were constructing a miniature structure out of cotton and linen. There was no hesitation in his movements. Everything was measured.

Elise leaned against the doorframe, her arms crossed over her chest, an unconscious gesture of protection. Watching her husband pack had always been a painful ritual. She felt like a spectator at a train station, seeing off someone heading off to a new adventure, while she herself remained on the same platform, day after day.

“Have you eaten?” Elise’s voice was thin, a fragile attempt to reconnect the thread of conversation that had been broken this morning.

“I’ve done that. I bought a sandwich on the way home,” Julian replied without looking up. He picked up a pair of charcoal-colored trousers and folded them with equally precise movements. “You don’t have to bother cooking for me.”

Those words, though perhaps intended as kindness, landed like a stone in Elise's heart. I'm not bothering you. I can take care of myself. I don't need you. Every functional sentence from Julian felt like another brick he added to the wall between them.

Elise stepped into the room. The fresh scent of detergent from clean clothes mingled with the faint scent of Julian's aftershave lingering in the air. She walked to the bedside and stared at the neatly arranged piles of clothes. Clothes for important meetings, shirts for fieldwork, sweaters for cold London nights. A wardrobe for a life that completely excluded her.

“How long this time?” she asked, even though she already knew the answer. She just needed to hear it again, perhaps hoping the number would change, or hoping Julian’s tone would reveal even a hint of doubt.

“Six months, maybe more,” Julian replied. Finally, he stopped and turned, his gray-blue eyes meeting Elise’s. There was exhaustion there, but also unwavering determination. “This is a big project, El. The first phase of the suspension bridge. It’s crucial for my portfolio.”

Six months. One hundred and eighty days. Twenty-six weeks. The numbers swirled in Elise's head, each one feeling like a countdown to something unknown, something she feared. This morning, it had felt like a prison sentence. Now, after a day of contemplation in the silence of the house, it felt like an erasure. She would be removed from her husband's daily life for half a year.

“Julian,” Elise began, her voice trembling with the weight of emotion that was ready to spill over. “I can’t.”

Julian frowned. He returned to his task, picking up several pairs of socks and rolling them into neat little balls. “Can’t do what?”

“Can’t be alone for that long again. Not in this house. Not after... not after all of this.” He couldn’t bring himself to detail ‘all of this’—the cold morning, the mechanical sex, the deafening silence.

Julian sighed. It wasn't a sigh of sympathy, but the sigh of a man whose patience was being tested. "Elise, we've been through this. I know you're not okay, but don't make this harder than it has to be."

“I’m not making it difficult!” Elise’s voice rose an octave, frustration overpowering her sadness. “I’m just telling the truth. I can’t. So...” she swallowed, gathering her remaining courage. “...take me with you.”

The request hung in the air, surprising them both. Julian froze, his hand stopping mid-packing the rolled-up socks into the suitcase. He turned slowly, staring at Elise as if she had just spoken a foreign language he didn't understand.

“To London?” he asked, his voice flat and filled with disbelief. “Honey, that doesn’t make sense. It’s illogical.”

“What logic are we talking about, Julian?” Elise retorted, her tone sharp. “The logic that makes you work thousands of miles away while our marriage slowly dies? Is that even logical? I can freelance from there. I can find a new job. I’ll do anything. As long as I’m not here, waiting for your five-minute call every night with nothing but weather reports and project progress.”

“It’s not about your job, it’s about the conditions there,” Julian tried to argue, his voice calm and collected, as if calming a panicked client. “Where I live... it’s not the place for you. The company only provides standard flats on Greyhaven Row. It’s a working-class area, cramped, old. The walls are paper-thin, the water heater is always fussy. You’ll hate it in a week.”

Every word Julian said felt like a judgment on Elise's character. You're too spoiled. You're too fragile. You wouldn't be able to live in my real world. Every logical argument felt like a personal insult.

“So you think I’m better off here? In this big, comfortable, but empty house, slowly going insane with loneliness?” Elise took a step forward, challenging her husband’s composure. “Or is there another reason you don’t want me there, Julian? A reason you’re not telling me? Is there someone in London you don’t want me to see?”

The accusations came out of nowhere, fueled by desperation and pain. Elise herself didn't fully believe it. Julian was too obsessed with efficiency and schedules to have the energy for an affair. It would take time, an elaborate lie—something that would throw Julian's well-laid plans into disarray. But pain can drive even the most rational mind wild.

Julian's expression changed instantly. It wasn't explosive anger, but rather a piercing, cold disappointment. It was as if Elise had just spat on the most sacred principle of their relationship: trust.

“Don’t be ridiculous, Elise,” he said, his voice dropping to a sharp whisper. His emotionless denial was far more hurtful than a scream. It made Elise’s accusations sound childish and hysterical. “You know I would never do that.”

“I don’t know anything anymore!” Elise cried, and that was when the dam finally broke. The hot tears she had been holding back all day poured down her cheeks. “I don’t know this man in front of me! The man I married would listen when I said I was scared! He wouldn’t give me a list of logistical problems! My husband would hug me, not give me excuses!”

Her sobs were now uncontrollable. She sat on the edge of the bed, beside the suitcase that had become a symbol of their separation. She covered her face with her hands, her shoulders shaking violently. She felt so tired. Tired of waiting, tired of hoping, tired of trying to understand the man she lived with but who felt so distant. Tired of feeling like a failure in her own body.

She remembered that morning, and all the other mornings. The sensation of Julian's penis moving inside her felt so foreign, as if it belonged to someone else. There was no passion, just the friction of skin. She would close her eyes and try to focus, try to feel something—anything—besides biological obligation. She would try to arouse herself, imagining a softer touch, a deeper kiss. But all she felt was emptiness as the warm semen was released inside her. The life-giving fluid felt like a reminder of their dying passion. Julian's brief, muffled orgasm was the end of a task, not the culmination of a union. And afterward, silence. Always silence.

Julian stood frozen in the middle of the room, looking confused and helpless. He was a man who could solve the most complex concrete structures, but he had no way to soothe his wife's cries. He approached hesitantly, then sat down beside Elise, placing a hand on her trembling back. His touch felt awkward, uncertain.

“Elise...” he called softly.

Elise didn't answer, just continued to cry, letting out all the frustration and loneliness she had been holding in for months, even years.

Julian sighed. This time, it sounded different. It wasn't a sigh of frustration, but of defeat. His towering wall of rationality finally showed cracks.

“I’m not hiding a woman,” he said softly, his voice barely audible over Elise’s sobs. “I’m hiding poverty.”

Elise slowly lowered her hands. Her face was wet with tears, her eyes red and swollen. She stared at her husband, trying to comprehend what he had just said. “Poverty? What do you mean? We’re not poor.”

Julian shook his head, his eyes staring at the floor in shame. “I turned down the company’s accommodation allowance. I chose the cheapest flat I could find, in the least desirable district, so the remaining money could go straight into our savings account.”

The confession left Elise speechless.

“Every pound I could save, I saved,” Julian continued, his voice cracking with emotion he rarely showed. “I never ate out unless a client paid for it. I packed lunches every day. I didn’t buy new clothes. I lived like a student... so we could buy your dream house in the country sooner. So that when...” he paused, “...the child was born, we’d have more than enough emergency funds. I didn’t want him to lack anything.”

The truth hit Elise with unexpected force. So, all those rejections, all those excuses about the cramped, unsuitable flat, weren't because he didn't want her there. They were a shield to cover his shame. Shame that he couldn't provide a better life for himself in London, even though it was a conscious choice. Julian's silent, awkward sacrifice was the purest form of his love, yet he conveyed it in the most painful way.

A sharp pang of guilt pierced Elise's heart. She had accused her faithful husband of infidelity, even though he was living a difficult life in a foreign city for the both of them.

“Why... why didn’t you ever tell me, Julian?” Elise whispered, her voice breaking.

“Because there’s nothing to be proud of,” Julian replied, finally looking up. For the first time in a long time, Elise saw vulnerability in her husband’s eyes. “It was my sacrifice. I didn’t want you to feel sorry for me or worry about money.”

“I was more worried when you built walls around yourself,” Elise said, taking Julian’s hand. Her hand, which had always felt strong, was now trembling slightly. “I was more afraid of the distance between us than the cramped apartment or the fussy water heater. I just wanted to be with you.”

They sat in silence for a few moments. Julian stared at their intertwined hands. He was a man used to being in control, making decisions based on data and facts. But now, in the face of his wife's raw emotions, all his calculations felt irrelevant.

“Okay,” Julian said finally, his voice so low that Elise barely heard him.

Elise stared at him, not daring to hope. “Okay?”

“You can come,” Julian repeated, more firmly this time. “But you have to know exactly what we’re getting into.” His tone returned to practicality, as if his emotional switch had been flipped back on. “We’re going to live very, very simply. No impulse purchases. No restaurant dinners. We’ll be sharing a very small space. Are you sure you can handle that?”

Elise nodded quickly, her tears now tears of relief mixed with emotion. “I’m sure. I don’t care where it is. I just want to wake up in the same city as you.”

Julian nodded curtly, an agreement reached. He stood, released Elise's hand, and returned to his suitcase. The moment of vulnerability had passed, replaced by familiar efficiency.

“Then start packing,” he said. “Pick out the most important items. We can't afford extra baggage fees.”

Elise smiled faintly through the remaining tears. Even in the most emotional moment of compromise, her husband remained a true pragmatist. She got out of bed and walked to her closet, feeling a surge of new energy she hadn't felt in months.

She was going to London. She had won the battle tonight. But as her hands touched the neatly hung dresses, a cold thought crept into her mind. She had torn down the walls Julian had built tonight, but their marriage was built on a cracked foundation. Moving such a fragile structure to new and unfamiliar ground was a huge gamble. Would London be the place where they would rebuild, or the place where everything would crumble to pieces?

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 4 – Greyhaven Row

[image: ]


The Eurostar train journey from France to England was a transition beyond mere geography. For Elise, it was a seismic shift in her inner landscape. She sat beside Julian, staring out the window, watching the lush green French countryside—with its neat fields and charming stone villages—slowly give way to the dark tunnel beneath the English Channel. As the train sped out the other side, into mainland Kent, the landscape had changed. The sky was lower, whiter, and the architecture more austere, dominated by red brick and harsher lines.

Julian, beside her, didn't notice the poetic shift. He was lost in his own world, his laptop screen casting a cool blue light on his concentrated face. He was reviewing flowcharts and project schedules, occasionally typing rapidly. For him, this trip was a logistical move, a time variable that had to be managed efficiently between point A and point B. He was her husband, sitting so close that their shoulders touched, but his thoughts were thousands of miles away, in the future, building a steel bridge over the Thames.

Elise tried to read the novel she had brought, but the words blurred before her. Her mind was too full of a turbulent mix of hope and anxiety. Her promise to Julian—not to complain, to accept—kept echoing in her head. It wasn't just a promise, but a mantra she repeated over and over again to calm her own fears. She had insisted on going along, risking the last shreds of harmony in their marriage. Failure here, in London, would be entirely her responsibility.

As the train finally slowed and lurched into the imposing St. Pancras International Station, Elise felt her heart pounding. The imposing Victorian architecture, with its towering steel and glass arches, was intimidating. The hustle and bustle of the station overwhelmed them as soon as they stepped off the train—the rumble of suitcase wheels on the marble floor, multilingual announcements blaring from the loudspeakers, and a sea of ​​people moving with a sense of urgency.

“Hold on to my bag,” Julian said, his voice practical and matter-of-fact. He took over, pulling their two large suitcases through the crowd as if navigating an obstacle course at a construction site.

They descended the escalator to the London Underground, the Tube. The air was warm and musty, smelling of dust, metal, and the breath of thousands of people. They were crammed into a crowded train carriage, surrounded by the weary faces of commuters. Elise was forced to stand very close to Julian, her hand gripping the cold metal pole. In Valenrook, they could spend an entire day in the same house without ever touching. Here, in the bowels of London, they were forced to share the tiniest of personal spaces with strangers. Ironically, Elise felt more connected to Julian in this moment of collective discomfort than they did in their own bedrooms.

After changing lines once, they finally resurfaced at a much quieter suburban station. The air felt fresher here, and the city noise had subsided to a distant hum. A classic black cab took them through narrowing residential streets. Sleek modern apartment buildings slowly gave way to Victorian-era semi-detached houses, which then gave way to rows of simpler, more uniform red brick houses.

“We're almost there,” Julian said, pointing ahead.

The taxi turned into a quiet cul-de-sac. Greyhaven Row. The name evoked images of a romantic, foggy harbor, but the reality was far more down-to-earth. Rows of identical two-story houses, built decades ago for workers, huddled together as if seeking warmth. Each had a small, manicured front yard, a patch of neatly trimmed grass. Front doors painted different colors—navy blue, burgundy, mustard yellow—were the only signs of individuality permitted. The pale, overcast London sky hung low over the rooftops, lending a melancholy air to the whole scene.

“Here it is,” Julian said as the taxi stopped in front of a house with an olive green door that had the paint peeling slightly at the bottom.

Elise stared out the window, swallowing hard. She felt Julian's gaze on her, waiting for her reaction, waiting for her judgment. She remembered her promise.

“It’s so peaceful,” he said, forcing a cheerful tone into his voice. “I like this kind of atmosphere.”

Julian didn't answer, but Elise could feel the tension in his shoulders ease a little. She paid the taxi driver, and they got out, dragging their suitcases across the cracked pavement. The air was damp, carrying the scent of wet earth and the faint smell of coal smoke from distant chimneys.

Julian took out the key and unlocked the green door. The sound of the key turning in the lock sounded hoarse, as if it hadn't been used regularly for a long time. The door creaked as it opened.

As she stepped inside, Elise's breath caught in her throat. Julian wasn't exaggerating. The room was incredibly small. The front door opened directly into the living room, which adjoined the kitchen. A faded brown two-seater sofa sat against the left wall, facing a small flat-screen television set atop a plywood table. In the right corner, a small round dining table with two mismatched chairs was wedged between the wall and the stairs. Behind it, the narrow kitchen stretched along the back wall, leaving only room for one person to move comfortably.

“Welcome to Buckingham Palace,” said Julian, setting the suitcase on the floor with a thud. There was a sharp edge of sarcasm in his voice, a defense mechanism to cover up his embarrassment.

Elise forced her feet to walk further inside. The wooden floor creaked beneath her shoes. She set her purse on the dining table and looked around. The walls were painted a dull white, and there were a few faint stains near the ceiling. The apartment was clean, but it had an undeniable air of loneliness—the aura of a place used only for sleeping and commuting, not for living.

“Is the room upstairs?” Elise
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