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The Night I Broke Someone’s Forever
About the Author 
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SankulaHub writes emotionally intense, slow-burning romance stories about ordinary people standing at impossible crossroads. Every book is built around real-feeling characters, complicated hearts, and the small, devastating choices that change everything. Instead of perfect heroes and easy answers, SankulaHub is drawn to the quiet moments no one sees: the late–night conversations, the almost-confessions, the friendships that turn into something dangerous and beautiful at the same time.

Across each story, the goal is simple: to make you care so deeply about these characters that you find yourself whispering advice they can’t hear. SankulaHub’s romances are grounded in contemporary life, layered with vulnerability, and written to feel like you are reading a true confession someone finally got brave enough to tell. These are books for readers who love complicated triangles, second chances, and endings that hurt in all the right ways before they heal.

When not building fictional worlds, SankulaHub is quietly obsessed with how people love in real life—how they stay, how they leave, how they forgive, and how they live with the choices they cannot undo. Every new title is an attempt to capture another version of that truth on the page.
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Dedication
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For anyone who has ever stood between two people who both deserved the truth, and had to decide which future to break open and which one to break apart.
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Cast Snapshot
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Calla Wynn
Twenty–nine, interior architect, the kind of person who always keeps a backup plan and a spare key. Calla builds beautiful spaces for other people while quietly avoiding the mess in her own heart. She is engaged to Beckett, haunted by Kieran, and desperately pretending there is a version of this story where no one gets hurt.
Beckett Hale
Thirty–two, emergency physician, steady and dependable in a way the world leans on without thinking. Beckett is the man who shows up, remembers how you take your coffee, and keeps every promise he makes. He believes in forever the way other people believe in gravity, and he has never once considered that Calla could be the one thing in his life that does not stay.
Kieran Locke
Thirty, touring guitarist and songwriter, magnetic, impulsive, and allergic to half–measures. Kieran was Calla’s best friend long before anyone put a name to what was happening between them. He is the history Beckett will never share with her, the almost that never quite resolved. For years, he called Calla his “someday” and meant every word, until one winter night she said yes to someone else.
Tamsin Greer
Twenty–nine, Calla’s colleague and closest confidante, a design project manager with a sharp eye and a kinder heart than she lets on. Tamsin sees more than Calla wants to admit, and she is the one person determined to make her stop pretending this triangle can be managed like a work calendar.
Jonah Lee
Thirty–four, co–owner of the studio where Calla’s firm has its biggest contract and Beckett’s longtime friend from college. Jonah sits at the strange intersection of everyone’s lives, watching a slow disaster gather momentum and wondering when the people he cares about will finally tell each other the truth.
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Introduction Scene
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On the night I broke someone’s forever, the city was soft with winter, all muted light and thin, silvery rain that never quite committed to falling. The kind of night that made everything feel suspended, as if the streets were holding their breath with me. From my apartment window, the glow of the skyline blurred at the edges, skyscrapers smudged into the low clouds like someone had dragged a thumb across wet paint. Somewhere out there, two men who loved me were moving through the same cold air, believing in two entirely different futures that both had my name stitched into them.

Behind me, my living room looked as if an engagement photo shoot had exploded and forgotten to clean up after itself. There was a half–packed overnight bag on the couch, a garment bag with my dress hanging from the curtain rod, a pair of champagne flutes on the coffee table with lipstick still marking the rim of one. On the dining table, the thick cream invitation for our engagement party lay where I had dropped it earlier, the embossed gold letters catching the light each time a car passed below.

Calla Wynn and Beckett Hale
Request the pleasure of your company
As they celebrate their forever
My name looked wrong next to his in that font, like it belonged to some other, more decisive version of me who did not stand in front of her own life and feel the urge to run. I pressed my thumb into the paper until the edge dug into my skin, a small, precise pain I could control.

My phone lit up on the table again, screen flashing with a new message from Beckett. It was the fourth one in an hour. None were dramatic, not even close. That was the problem.

Running a bit behind at the hospital, but I’ll make it to the restaurant by eight, promise.
My tie is cursed. I swear it was straight when I left. T minus three hours until I get to show you off properly.
Also, ate one of the engagement cupcakes you asked me not to touch. I regret nothing.
It should have been easy to smile at that, to text something light back and let the familiarity of his voice wrap around me like a warm coat. Beckett was everything everyone tells you to look for. He was the man who met my mother twice and remembered her favorite flowers, who left coffee on my counter at 5 a.m. on call days without waking me, who had stood in the middle of my half–renovated kitchen last spring and said, without a trace of doubt, “However long you need, I’m here.”

He had never been the problem.

The problem was that a different name sat just beneath his in my messages, quiet and waiting, like a door I had never quite locked.

Kieran:
I landed at seven. If you don’t want me there tonight, say the word and I’ll disappear. No drama, no scene. Tell the truth, Cal.
The first time he had called me by that nickname, we were seventeen and drunk on cheap soda and summer and the knowledge that graduation was finally behind us. He had thrown an arm around my shoulders on the beach and shouted over the music, “Our girl, Cal, designing the whole damn world one day,” and I had pretended that my heart did not rearrange itself around the sound of it. Ten years later, the name still slipped under my defenses like it owned the place.

I read his message again, then again, although the words did not change. Each time, a different version of the night unfolded before me. In one, Kieran did not come. The engagement party went ahead in its glossy, careful perfection, all fairy lights and polite laughter and my parents telling my aunties how lucky I was. In another, he showed up and stood in the back of the room, hands in his pockets, watching the man I had promised forever to kiss me in front of a crowd.

In another version, the one that made my stomach pitch like a badly landed elevator, he came, and something in me finally broke loud enough that everyone could hear it.

Tamsin’s voice floated out from the bedroom, where she had taken it upon herself to wage war on my wardrobe. “If you are still staring at that invitation, I swear I will come out there and burn it. Pick lipstick and breathe, Wynn.”

“I am breathing,” I called back, except the words came out thin and not entirely convincing.

She stepped into the doorway, dress bag unzipped, curls pinned up on her head with ruthless efficiency. In the overhead light, the silver studs along her ear glinted like tiny warnings. “You’re pacing holes into the rug and you haven’t even put eyeliner on yet. And you still haven’t told me if you texted him back.”

Her gaze flicked to my phone, then to my face. Tamsin had known me long enough to tell when I was lying before I had even decided to try.

“I’m going to,” I said. “I just... want to be sure what I’m saying.”

She gave a soft, humorless laugh and came to stand beside me at the window. “That’s the problem, isn’t it? You’re engaged to a man you are sure about, and still waiting to be sure about another one.”

Outside, the rain finally committed, tracing slow paths down the glass. Two droplets met and merged, gathering weight before sliding out of sight. The world kept moving around them, traffic humming, someone laughing down on the sidewalk, a siren whining faintly in the distance. Somewhere across the city, Beckett was finishing a chart or reassuring a family. Somewhere above it, in the dark belly of a plane slicing through the clouds, Kieran was counting the minutes until he could step back into a life I had carefully rearranged without him.

“It was supposed to be simple,” I said quietly. “I thought choosing Beckett meant choosing a life, not choosing who I was allowed to care about.”

“It was never simple,” Tamsin said. “You just pretended it could be. You built one future on top of another and hoped the bottom one would stop breathing.”

I flinched. She saw it and softened, resting her shoulder against mine. “Look at me.” When I did, her eyes were not sharp anymore, only tired and fiercely kind. “You cannot have them both. You know that. Tonight, you either let Kieran go for real or you tell Beckett the truth. Someone’s forever does not survive this intact.”

The words sat between us like a verdict.

I thought of Beckett’s hands, steady and practiced, saving strangers’ lives for a living while trusting me completely with his own. I thought of the way he had looked at me when he slid the ring onto my finger in our half–finished kitchen, drywall dust in his hair, laughter stuck in his throat. He had not been afraid. He had not once considered that I might say no.

Then I thought of the way Kieran had said my name the last time I saw him in person, voice raw, plane waiting, guitar case strapped over his back like another limb. “Tell me this isn’t the end, Cal. Tell me you’re just scared and that when you’re done being scared, you’ll find your way home.”

I had told him something else entirely.

My reflection in the window looked like a stranger’s: dark hair twisted up in a messy knot, eyes rimmed in the faint shadows of too many nights spent pretending sleep meant peace, the faint outline of the ring on my finger catching the light when I shifted. I lifted my hand and rested my fingertips against the cool glass, aligning them with the ghost of the city beyond.

“You have to text him back before you leave this apartment,” Tamsin said, softer now. “Even if you just say, ‘Don’t come.’ He doesn’t deserve to find out where you stand by watching you kiss another man under fairy lights.”

I knew she was right. That was the worst part.

My thumb hovered over Kieran’s name, the cursor blinking in the empty message field like a heartbeat. Don’t come, I typed, then erased it. I’m engaged now. You need to move on, I wrote, then backspaced until the words vanished as if they had never existed. Everything sounded either cruel or dishonest, and I did not know which sin I was more willing to live with.

In the end, I wrote nothing. I locked the screen and set the phone face down on the table, as if the silence itself were a decision.

Tamsin watched me, something like resignation passing through her features. “Calla,” she said, “not choosing is still choosing.”

I reached for my garment bag instead of answering. The satin of the dress whispered against my fingers, cool and heavy, like water held in place by seams and stitches. It was a beautiful dress. Beckett’s mother had cried when she saw it at the fitting. My own mother had clasped her hands together and said, “This is the one, beta. This is the dress you will walk into forever in.”

Forever felt like a word from another language tonight, one I had grown up hearing but never truly learned to speak.

“I’ll change,” I said. “We’ll be late.”

In the bedroom, I slipped into the dress and watched it transform my body into the version of myself the world expected to see: the bride–to–be, the woman who had chosen, the woman whose future was a straight line drawn in gold ink. The neckline framed my collarbones, the fabric smoothing over the small curve of my stomach where nerves had tied themselves into knots. I painted eyeliner on with a steady hand I did not feel, added lipstick in a shade Beckett liked, and tried to ignore the way my heart refused to match the calm of my reflection.

When I stepped back into the living room, Tamsin let out a low breath. “You look like someone’s answer,” she said. “I just hope you know whose.”

My phone buzzed on the table again, screen lighting up the room with a soft glow. For a moment, I did not move. The invitation was still there, Beckett’s careful pen stroke adding a tiny heart beside his name, as if he could not resist one small, unpolished mark on all that perfect card stock.

I picked up the phone. Two new messages.

From Beckett:
They just handed off my last patient. I’m on my way. Can’t wait to see you. Tonight is the start of everything, Calla.
From Kieran:
Plane delayed on the runway. I’ll be cutting it close. If I’m walking into a mistake, you have exactly one hour to stop me.
I stared at both, pulse fluttering high in my throat. Somewhere inside that thin stretch of time, one hour carved out of an ordinary winter night, someone’s forever was about to be rewritten.

I grabbed my coat, slid my phone into my clutch without replying to either of them, and followed Tamsin out into the hallway. The air in the stairwell smelled faintly of dust and someone’s leftover garlic from dinner. Upstairs, a baby cried. Downstairs, a door slammed. Life went on, completely unaware that in the backseat of a rideshare hurtling toward a restaurant strung with fairy lights, I was rehearsing confessions I did not yet know how to say.

Later, people would talk about this night as if it had always been inevitable, as if the ending had been written in the first choice I ever made between them. They would say it like a story that could only go one way.

But standing on the wet sidewalk while headlights smeared across the pavement and the driver pulled up to the curb, I knew the truth. None of this was inevitable. I was not a girl swept by fate. I was a woman with two sets of keys in her hand and one hour left before she used them to lock herself into a future that would shatter someone else’s.

On the night I broke someone’s forever, there was no thunder, no omen, no dramatic music. Just the quiet click of a car door closing, the soft weight of my dress as I sat down, and the sound of my own voice giving the driver an address that would lead me straight into the kind of choice you do not come back from unchanged.
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Chapter 1: The Doorway I Kept Watching
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By the time the car pulled up outside the restaurant, my palms were damp and my jaw ached from clenching my teeth so tightly I had given myself a headache. The windows were fogged from the heater and the driver’s quiet humming had become a low, indistinct murmur in the background of my own thoughts. Through the glass, the front of the restaurant glowed like a postcard: strings of warm lights looped around bare winter branches in the planters, soft music leaking every time the door opened, the spill of laughter and clinking glassware landing on the sidewalk and then fading again. It was pretty in the way engagement parties are supposed to be pretty, curated and harmless, a place where nothing truly unexpected could happen.

I knew better than to trust how it looked.

“Here you go,” the driver said gently, turning in his seat just enough to offer me a sympathetic smile, as if he could feel the storm I was holding in my chest. “Big night?”

I stared at the glow of the entrance for a heartbeat too long before forcing my lips into something that might pass for a smile. “Something like that,” I said.

He nodded, unconvinced but kind enough not to push, and I thanked him, slipping out into the bite of the cold. The air shocked my lungs awake. I stood for a moment on the wet pavement, my heels sinking just slightly into the softened edges of a crack. My coat pulled tight around the satin of my dress. Above me, the fairy lights trembled in the wind, each bulb a small, earnest promise that tonight was meant to be beautiful.

Inside my clutch, my phone was a small, concentrated weight, every unread message heavier than it should have been. I resisted the urge to check it again. Nothing in there would make this simpler.

Through the floor-to-ceiling windows, I could see the back half of the restaurant where they had set up our section. A long table draped in white linen, candles flickering in tall glass cylinders, small vases of winter flowers in milk-white ceramic. A chalkboard by the hostess stand read “Congratulations Calla and Beckett” in looping cursive. Someone had drawn a tiny ring beside our names, the diamond catching the candlelight at the right angle whenever the door swung open.

“There you are.”

I turned to see Jonah striding toward me from the side entrance, shoulders hunched against the cold, dark coat unbuttoned over a shirt he had probably worn straight from the studio. His hair was messier than usual, as if he had run his hands through it too many times, and there was a crease between his brows that deepened when he took in my face.

“You look like you’re about to bolt,” he said, only half joking.

“I am not,” I said, and my voice came out too fast. I took a breath, tried again. “I’m just... taking a second before I go inside and try not to spill anything on this dress.”

His gaze dropped to the gown, then back up, and for a moment there was only honest appreciation there. “You look great,” he said. “Hale is going to forget how to form words when he sees you.”

Guilt flared in my stomach, hot and immediate, because if anyone deserved to have their breath taken away tonight, it was Beckett. He had been treating this party like a small miracle, something he had never quite believed he would get to have. Each time he had talked about it, there had been a quiet wonder around the edges of his words, as if he were still the kid who had grown up counting spare change and could not quite believe life had handed him something so good.

“Is he here already?” I asked, though I knew he wasn’t. I would have felt it.

“Almost,” Jonah said. “He texted me five minutes ago. Parking. He got stuck at the hospital late because apparently his residents forget how to function on Fridays. The place is filling up, though. Your mom’s on her second glass of wine and telling everyone about how you once tried to reorganize your Barbie house at age seven because the floor plan was ‘inefficient.’”

I groaned. “Perfect.”

“She’s proud,” he said, softer. “They both are. This is a big deal for them too.”

I knew that. I had watched my parents in the weeks leading up to tonight, the way my mother’s eyes lit up at the smallest detail, the way my father had called me one evening just to ask if I needed help with anything, his voice casual but threaded with a kind of shy excitement. They had seen every version of me, including the one who had once come home from college for winter break and spent four weeks listening to sad music in my childhood bedroom because Kieran had decided we should “take a step back and figure ourselves out.”

They had loved me through that, too.

“Calla,” Jonah said quietly, and I realized I had drifted away, my gaze sliding past him to the cars easing up to the curb. Every headlight looked like it could be Kieran’s. “You okay?”

I swallowed, forcing my eyes back to his. “I’m fine.”

It was not true, and it hung there between us, obvious and fragile. Jonah had known Beckett since they were eighteen and sharing instant noodles in a dorm room with a leaky window. He had known me for six years, long enough to recognize the particular shade of panic I was trying to pass off as nerves.

He did not call me on it, not directly. Instead, he offered his arm with exaggerated formality. “Come on,” he said. “If we stay out here any longer, your mother will send a search party. And we both know she’ll bring childhood stories as weapons.”

I let out a weak laugh, looped my hand through his arm, and let him steer me toward the door. As it swung open, warmth and sound spilled over us, the murmur of conversation like a wave.

The hostess greeted us with a bright smile, eyes flicking to the small diamond on my finger. “You must be the couple of the hour,” she said.

“Half of it,” I said automatically. “He’s on his way.”

Her smile widened. “They’re all waiting for you in the back.”

We wove through tables of strangers, their own lives unfolding in parallel universes of first dates and family dinners. My heels clicked over the polished floor, the sound swallowed by music and chatter. As we reached the partition that separated our section from the rest of the restaurant, the noise shifted, became specific, and turned into my name in familiar voices.

“There she is!” my mother called, rising from her seat. Her dress was a shade of blue she loved, her hair pinned in a style I recognized from wedding photos of relatives. Her eyes were already glossy.

“Baby, you look beautiful,” my father said, more quietly, but the pride in his tone hit harder than any shout.

I smiled, hugged them both, let them fuss over the fall of my hair and the line of my neckline. I listened to my mother tell an aunt how responsible Beckett was, how he had stayed at the hospital an extra four hours last week because he did not want to leave a patient with a new team. Every detail she chose was another stitch in the picture of him she held in her mind: the perfect son-in-law, the forever she believed I had earned.

Tamsin materialized beside me, rescuing me from a story about engagement gifts with a well-timed squeeze of my elbow. She had changed into a dark green jumpsuit that looked like it had been tailored for her, hair soft around her face now instead of pinned back.

“You made it,” she said under her breath, eyes scanning my face with that x-ray vision she reserved for me. “How’s the breathing situation?”

“Present,” I said. “Functional. Questionably stable.”

“Progress,” she said. “The bathroom’s that way if you need to go hide and have a quiet meltdown. I already scoped it out. Great lighting, terrible soap.”

I almost laughed, but the sound got snagged somewhere in my chest when my gaze slid beyond her to the far end of the table. There, set a little apart from the cluster of relatives, was a small group of Beckett’s colleagues and friends. Among them was a woman I recognized from the hospital, a nurse he had mentioned more than once in a completely innocent context, and a tall cardiologist who had once patched me up in the ER when I cut my hand on a rogue piece of glass during a renovation.

And next to them, his shoulders occupying more space than they should have in that chair, sat Beckett’s father.

I had met Mr. Hale only twice, both times in the polite rush of holidays, when everyone was on their best behavior out of habit and exhaustion. He was a quiet man, his face carrying the kind of weathered lines you get when life has demanded more of you than you planned to give. His hands were large, knuckles knotted from years of manual labor, fingers tapping on the table now as he scanned the room.

When his eyes found mine, they softened. He stood, moving carefully in a way that told me some part of his back or hips did not cooperate the way they once had.

“Calla,” he said, and there was a warmth in his voice that made my throat tighten. “You look... well, you look like my son isn’t nearly good enough for you, but I appreciate you pretending he is.”

“Don’t let him hear you say that,” I managed, stepping into his hug. He smelled faintly of sawdust and dryer sheets, the scent of a life built by hand. “He’ll never recover.”

“He knows,” Mr. Hale murmured near my ear. “Trust me. The boy’s been walking around terrified and thrilled in equal measure for months. I keep waiting for him to realize he’s allowed to be happy for once without apologizing for it.”

The knot in my chest pulled tighter, tangled now with a different kind of ache. Beckett had told me bits and pieces about growing up with a father who worked two jobs and a mother who worked nights, about how he had learned early not to expect things to last. Even now, as a doctor, as a man who had carved out a life with his own hands, there was a part of him that looked at everything good with wary gratitude, as if it might be taken away without explanation.

And I was standing in a dress, surrounded by people who loved him, wondering if I was about to be the one to prove him right.

I felt Tamsin’s fingers brush my wrist, grounding me. I pulled back from the hug, pasted on another smile, and let the crowd carry me along. There were toasts planned, I knew. Jonah had threatened to tell the story of how Beckett and I had met in the middle of a burst pipe disaster at one of his studio projects, me in boots and a soaked sweater, Beckett in scrubs and an expression like he could not believe someone had decided to hang a chandelier that close to an exposed sprinkler head.

“You’re sure you don’t want me to vet my speech with you?” he had asked earlier in the week.

“I trust you,” I had said.

Now, that trust felt like another fragile thing I was holding in shaking hands.

I slipped into my seat near the center of the table, Tamsin on one side, an empty chair on the other, waiting for Beckett. My parents settled a few seats down, his father across from them. Jonah took a spot nearer the end, already halfway through a story that had my uncle laughing hard enough to wipe at his eyes.

The restaurant staff moved around us with practiced ease, setting down baskets of bread and small plates of olives, refilling water glasses, checking on drinks. I thanked them each time, overcompensating with politeness because it was easier than sitting still.

Every few seconds, my gaze flicked to the entrance. Each time, my heart jumped, then crashed back into place when whoever walked through was not Beckett, not Kieran, just another stranger, coat dusted with rain.

“Stop,” Tamsin murmured, so low only I could hear. “You’re going to give yourself whiplash.”

“I’m just checking to see if Beckett’s here,” I said.

“You know that’s not the only person you’re looking for.”

The truth of it stung. I reached for my water glass, needing something to do with my hands.

“Do you think he’ll actually come?” I asked, my voice barely audible over the buzz of the room.

“Kieran?” she said. “If you mean physically, yes. Absolutely. He has never been good at staying where he’s supposed to be when his heart is elsewhere. If you mean emotionally... I think he’s already here.”

I flinched.

She softened the blow with a sigh. “It doesn’t matter what I think,” she said. “It matters what you are going to do when he walks in. Because if you sit here pretending you never read his messages and he has to figure out where he stands by watching you let Beckett put a ring on you in front of a room full of people, that will say something about you that you cannot take back.”

“They’re just engagement photos,” I said weakly, even though there was no photographer tonight, no official moment other than whatever we made of it.

“Calla,” she said, “you know that for him, it’s not ‘just’ anything.”

A server appeared at my elbow with a tray of champagne flutes, saving me from having to answer. She set one in front of me, then in front of the empty chair. “For the groom-to-be,” she said with a cheerfulness that felt too bright, too simple.

I stared at the bubbles rising in the glass. Somewhere inside the restaurant, someone changed the playlist and a new song began, slow and familiar, a love ballad that had been played to death on the radio two summers ago. Couples at nearby tables leaned closer to each other, their bodies unconsciously attuning to the shift in mood.

The door opened again.

This time, when I looked up, I saw him.

Beckett stood at the entrance, hair damp from the rain, tie slightly crooked, cheeks flushed from the cold and the rush of getting here. For a second, he just scanned the room, and then his eyes landed on me.

Whatever tension I had seen in his shoulders melted. The smile that spread across his face was unguarded, wide, the kind that made the corners of his eyes crinkle. It hit me like a punch to the sternum, how much he loved me in that moment, how obvious it was to anyone paying attention.

People at the table began to clap and call his name, raising glasses in his direction. He laughed, ducking his head, a little embarrassed, and made his way toward us, pausing to shake hands, accept hugs, kiss his father’s cheek. When he reached me, he dropped an apologetic kiss on my forehead before pulling back to look at me properly.

“Wow,” he breathed. “You are... I’m trying to think of a word that isn’t a cliché and failing miserably.”

“We can workshop adjectives later,” I said, my voice thinner than I wanted it to be. “You made it.”

“Of course I made it,” he said, as if that had never been in question. “I told you I would. I’m sorry I cut it close. There was a kid with an asthma attack whose parents were terrified, and I...” He stopped himself, shook his head. “You don’t need the details. I just didn’t want to rush leaving them.”

“That’s one of the reasons we love you, Hale,” Jonah called from down the table. “And also one of the reasons you are never on time for drinks.”

Laughter rippled around us. Beckett grinned, squeezed my hand under the table.

“Are you okay?” he asked quietly, attention narrowing in on me again. “You look beautiful, but you also look like you might be holding your breath.”

I forced myself to relax my shoulders, unclench my jaw. “I’m just overwhelmed,” I said honestly. “There are a lot of people here.”

“Too many?” he asked, eyes concerned. “We can escape after the cake. No one can stop us. It’s in the rules of engagement parties.”

His easy assumption that there would be a cake, that this would unfold according to some gentle, predictable script, made something twist inside me. He had no idea there was another man thirty thousand feet above the ground, airplane wheels soon to touch down on wet asphalt, flying straight toward this carefully arranged evening.

“Let’s get through the toasts first,” I said. “Then we can negotiate our breakout plan.”

He smiled, brushed his thumb over my knuckles. The diamond on my finger caught the light, scattering tiny reflections across the table.

To anyone watching, we probably looked exactly like what we were supposed to be: a couple on the cusp of a new life together, surrounded by people who loved them. The weight of that perception pressed against my ribs, heavy and warm and suffocating.

The first toast came from my father, who stood with a glass in his hand and told the story of the first time he had met Beckett, how the two of them had ended up discussing cricket and emergency medicine in the same breath. People laughed in all the right places, clinked their glasses when he finished.

Next came Jonah, who made good on his threat to recount the burst pipe incident. He made an impression of my horrified face when water started pouring through a ceiling I had just finished designing, and an impression of Beckett’s calm, patient tone when he had attended to the cut on my palm afterward, both of us dripping and swearing under our breaths.

“She looked at him like he was an inconvenience,” Jonah said, raising his glass. “And he looked at her like she was the most interesting structural problem he had ever seen. Somehow, we got from there to here, and I’m very glad they did not listen to my advice about keeping things strictly professional.”

More laughter, more clinking. Beckett’s hand found the back of my neck, fingers slipping under the edge of my hair to rest there, familiar and steady.

Through it all, I kept catching myself glancing toward the entrance. The door opened and closed, bodies slipping in and out, a blur of coats and umbrellas. The time Kieran had mentioned in his message was shrinking. I could feel it, like sand running through a narrow glass.

At some point during my mother’s toast, my phone buzzed in my clutch. The sound was muffled, barely audible, but I felt it like a jolt through my skin. I tried to ignore it, to focus on my mother telling the room about the first time I had brought Beckett home and how he had washed dishes without being asked.

But the buzzing came again, insistent, another vibration against my leg.

“Everything okay?” Beckett murmured as people clapped at something my mother had said.

“Probably work,” I lied. “A client with a last-minute crisis.”

“Do you need to check it?”

I should have said no. I should have left the phone blinking in my bag, pretended the outside world did not exist for a few hours. Instead, I heard myself say, “I’ll just make sure it’s not an emergency. I’ll be quick.”

He nodded, trusting, and I excused myself from the table with a murmur about the bathroom.

The corridor leading to the restrooms was dimmer, quieter, the music and laughter reduced to a faint hum. I ducked into a small alcove near the back exit, where a coat rack stood half-empty, and finally pulled my phone from my clutch.

Two new messages.

From an unknown number, likely the contractor for a project I had been juggling: a question about a delivery date.

And from Kieran.

Landing. Forty minutes out. Tell me if I’m walking into a celebration or a funeral for what we used to be.

Another message followed, sent just a minute later.

If you say nothing, I’ll assume you want me to see it with my own eyes.

The words blurred for a second. I blinked hard, swallowed.

Somewhere back at the table, someone was probably raising another toast. Beckett might be looking around for me, scanning the room with that small crease between his brows, wondering why I had disappeared. My mother might be telling my aunt that I was always like this, always slipping off to check on a client or a detail, unable to fully relax even on nights meant for celebration.

I typed three letters.

Don’t.

I stared at them, thumbs hovering, feeling the shape of the word in my mouth. Then, slowly, I deleted them.

My reflection in the small window above the coats stared back at me. The dress, the hair, the carefully drawn eyeliner. I looked, for all the world, like a woman who had made up her mind.

You cannot keep standing in the doorway of your own life, I thought. At some point, you have to decide which room you are willing to live in.

My fingers moved again.

From me:
If you come, you will see exactly what you are walking into. I can’t protect you from that.
I hesitated, then added one more line.

I won’t stop you.

The moment I hit send, my chest tightened, as if something inside had clicked into a new, irreversible position. There was no taking it back now, no pretending I had not invited him into the wreckage that might follow.

I slid the phone back into my clutch, pressed the heel of my hand briefly against my sternum as if I could physically rearrange the chaos there, and straightened. When I stepped back into the main room, the lights felt brighter, the air thicker.

Beckett saw me immediately, his face lighting up with relief. He lifted his glass slightly in my direction, as if to say, There you are.

I walked back to the table, each step measured, the noise around me muffled by the rush of my heartbeat in my ears. As I sat down, he leaned in, lips brushing my temple.

“Everything okay?” he asked.

I nodded. “Everything’s fine.”

The lie settled on my tongue like a stone.

Half an hour later, just as the waiter brought out a small cake with sparklers hissing, their bright burn lighting up the room, the door at the front of the restaurant opened again. The draft from outside swept through the space, making the candle flames tremble.

And there, framed in the doorway, rain still clinging to his jacket, guitar case slung over his back, stood Kieran Locke.

His eyes moved over the room, taking in the banner, the cake, the ring on my hand as I automatically lifted it to shield my eyes from the sparks. For a heartbeat, he looked directly at me, and in that instant I felt the past ten years slam into the present with violent, silent force.

On the night I broke someone’s forever, that was the moment I realized there was no version of this story where only one heart walked away changed.
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Chapter 2: The Man Who Didn’t Stay Gone
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For a heartbeat, everything narrowed to the rectangle of the doorway and the man standing inside it. Sound thinned, the clatter of cutlery and the chatter of relatives receding until all I could hear was the rush of my own pulse in my ears. Kieran stood just beyond the threshold, the restaurant’s warm light spilling over his shoulders, rain still beading on his jacket. His hair was longer than the last time I had seen him, curls damp and disobedient around his face. There was stubble along his jaw that made him look older, sharper, like the years between then and now had carved themselves into him with deliberate strokes.

His guitar case hung from one shoulder, strap worn at the edges where his hand must have gripped it a thousand times. For a second, the sight of it hit me harder than his face did. That case had been leaning against so many walls in my life—my dorm room door, the hallway of my first apartment, the bottom of my childhood stairs the night he’d shown up with a song half-finished and eyes too bright. Seeing it here, in the middle of white linen and sparkling glassware and polite congratulations, felt like having a different life walk uninvited.

The sparklers on the cake hissed and flared, throwing erratic light across the room. I realized my hand was still lifted, reflexively shielding my eyes. The diamond on my finger caught the spark light and threw it back. Kieran’s gaze snagged there, just for a moment, on that small symbol of a future that did not include him, and a flicker of something I couldn’t name moved across his face. It wasn't a surprise; he had known about the engagement, and had seen the ring in the photo Tamsin had posted. If anything, it looked like confirmation of a pain he had already prepared himself for—a quiet, resigned kind of hurt that didn’t expect mercy.

Then, almost imperceptibly, he straightened. The musician stepped forward where the man had been standing stunned. His mouth curved into a practiced half-smile, that familiar, infuriatingly charming expression he wore in promo shots and backstage selfies, the one that said, Nothing touches me that I don’t let in. He slid the guitar case off his shoulder with casual ease, handed it to the hostess with a polite thank you that made her blink twice, clearly recognizing him from somewhere she couldn’t immediately place, and started walking toward our table.

“I didn’t know you invited him,” Tamsin murmured under her breath, voice tight, eyes locked on the approaching figure.

“I didn’t,” I whispered back, my throat dry. “At least... not exactly.”

“What does ‘not exactly’ mean, Calla?”

But there was no time to answer. People were turning in their chairs to see what everyone at the front was looking at. Conversations stuttered and slowed, attention drawn like metal shavings to a magnet. A famous-ish face walking into a room full of people who live ordinary lives will do that, no matter how carefully you plan an evening.

Beside me, Beckett’s fingers tightened on the stem of his champagne flute. I felt the shift before I turned to see it, the small, instinctive stiffening in his shoulders as he followed everyone’s gaze. When his eyes found Kieran’s, his expression flickered—surprise first, then something more cautious and complicated settling beneath it.

“Oh,” he said quietly. “Jonah didn’t tell me he’d actually come.”

My head snapped toward him. “You... knew he might?”

Beckett’s hand found the back of my chair, as if he needed to steady both of us. “We’ve been talking for weeks, Cal,” he said, low enough that only I could hear. “Trying to figure out if this would be more help or more harm. He said he wasn’t sure he could handle it, so I told him the invitation was open and left it alone. I didn’t think he’d really... I mean, look at him.”

I did.

Kieran moved like someone who had learned how to use his body as armor, every step deliberately loose, as if he could convince the room he was entirely comfortable simply by acting as if he was. He wore dark jeans, boots that had seen too many stages and airports, and a charcoal shirt with the sleeves rolled just high enough to show the faint ink of a tattoo curling around his forearm, mostly hidden. He looked both out of place and weirdly at home, like the restaurant had been waiting for something messy to walk in and make it honest.

“He looks like himself,” I said, because anything more vulnerable would have been too dangerous to voice.

“He looks like someone who shouldn’t have to prove he can be here,” Beckett said, surprising me. There was no jealousy in his tone, only a quiet, stubborn compassion. That was the thing about him—he could see the bruise in a situation and go straight for it, not to press on it but to protect it.

By the time Kieran reached the table, my mother was already halfway off her chair. She had never quite forgiven him for the winter I had spent home in college, moving through the house like a ghost, but she also wasn’t the kind of person who would cause a scene in public. So instead, she gave him the polite, measured nod she reserved for people she hadn’t entirely decided about and said, “Hello, Kieran. It’s been a long time.”

“It has,” he said, his voice softer than I remembered, rough around the edges from travel and late-night sets. “Thank you for letting me crash your party.”

“You’re not crashing,” my father lied, more gracefully than I could have. “Any friend of Calla’s is...” He trailed off, eyes cutting to me. For a second, I saw the questions there. We had not spoken about Kieran in years with anything other than broad, carefully edited strokes. “Well. You’re welcome.”

Kieran’s gaze flicked around the table, taking everyone in. It paused a second longer on Mr. Hale, and an understanding passed between them that made my chest ache. Beckett had reached for permission in all directions, it seemed, not wanting to blindside anyone with this particular ghost. Of course he had.

“Hey, Doc,” Kieran said finally, turning his full attention to Beckett. “Congrats. The place looks like a magazine spread.”

Beckett pushed back his chair and stood. In that one motion I saw the man I was supposed to marry and the boy he must have been, all at once. He didn’t hesitate. He stepped forward and pulled Kieran into a hug that was a little awkward, a little too hard, two men trying to fit an entire decade of complicated history into a gesture that usually only covers small, manageable things.

“Glad you made it,” Beckett said when they pulled back. “You look like you wrestled the entire airline industry to get here.”

“Pretty sure I won,” Kieran said, that half-smile back in place. He turned his head slightly, eyes finding mine over Beckett’s shoulder. “Got your text.”

My breath caught. “I didn’t tell you to come,” I said.

“No,” he agreed. “You told me what would happen if I did. That felt honest enough to deserve a plane ticket.”

Tamsin cleared her throat pointedly
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