
I didn’t plan to return; my body did. It carried me down the hallway before I 
realised where I was going, stopping at the Orchard Room. My hand hovered, then 
the door gave way with the soft, traitorous ease of something that remembers you.


	 The room was dimmer than I remembered. Or maybe I’d grown used to 
brighter places. The cracked window was still there, the sill still stained with the 
faint ring from the plant we forgot to water. The carpet held the ghost of our 
collage: fruit stickers, torn poetry, a photo of us laughing at something I can’t recall 
anymore. The Orchard Room had always been a place where memory clung to the 
walls like humidity.


	 I sat on the floor. The Orchard Room had a way of making me sit.


	 Marlow used to call it our “halfway place.” Not a sanctuary, not a hideout — 
just a room suspended between who we were and who we were trying to become. 
“It’s the only place that doesn’t ask anything of us,” he’d say, lying on the carpet 
with his hair fanned out like a halo he didn’t believe in. “We can be messy here.”


	 But mess doesn’t stay in designated rooms. It leaks. It stains. It follows you 
out the door.


	 I leaned back against the wall and let the quiet settle. It wasn’t gentle. It was 
the kind of quiet that waits for you to admit something you’ve been avoiding. I 
closed my eyes, and the room pressed closer, as if it wanted to hear the 
confession.


	 I’d loved him. More than I ever admitted, even to myself in quieter moments. 
Not bravely — but in the terrified way you love someone when you’re still learning 
how to be seen. I loved the way he hummed under his breath when he was 
thinking, the way he tapped his thumb against his knee when he was anxious, the 
way he rested his forehead against mine when words felt too heavy.


	 But fear makes you quiet. Fear makes you watch someone zip a bag and 
walk out without asking them to stay.


	 I opened my eyes. The Orchard Room felt heavier, as if it had shifted its 
weight.


	 Something sat on the windowsill — a folded piece of paper, yellowed at the 
edges. I stood slowly, the way you approach something fragile. The handwriting 
was unmistakably Marlow’s: uneven, slightly jagged, like he wrote with more 
feeling than control.


	 I unfolded it.


	 If you’re reading this, it means you came back.


	 My breath caught.


	 I didn’t leave because I stopped loving you. I left because you stopped 
letting me in. If you want to try again, meet me at the river. The stone steps. I’ll wait 
until midnight.




	 I checked my phone. 11:34pm.


	 The Orchard Room seemed to tilt.


	 I read the note again. Midnight. The river. The stone steps. Marlow waiting — 
or maybe Marlow waiting once, months ago, and the note simply never found me. I 
didn’t know. I didn’t know anything except that my chest felt like someone had 
opened a window inside it.


	 I grabbed my keys.


	 The hallway outside felt colder, as if the Orchard Room had been holding all 
the warmth hostage. I moved quickly — down the stairs, out the door, into the 
night. The air tasted metallic. The streetlights buzzed.


	 The river wasn’t far. I reached it faster than I should have, my pulse loud 
enough to drown out thought. The stone steps were slick with dew. The water 
moved.


	 For a moment, I thought the steps were empty.


	 Then someone shifted in the shadows.


	 Marlow sat on the lowest step, elbows on his knees, head bowed. His hair 
was longer. His shoulders looked tired. But when he lifted his face, something in 
me cracked open — not painfully, but like a door finally giving way.


	 He stood.


	 “You came,” he said, voice rough.


	 “I should’ve come sooner,” I said. It was the only thing that felt true.


	 He stepped closer, and the river hummed beside us, carrying the night 	
downstream. His expression wasn’t triumphant or relieved. It was careful — the 
way you look at something you’re afraid to touch again.


	 “I didn’t know if you’d ever come back,” he said.


	 “I didn’t know either,” I replied.


	 The river kept moving. Marlow’s breath warmed the space between us. And 
for the first time — maybe ever — I stepped forward without waiting for him to 
close the distance.


	 The river kept going, and for once, I did too.



