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SankulaHub writes emotional, character-driven love stories about ordinary people standing at impossible crossroads. Each story is built around the quiet moments that change everything, the conversations that haunt us for years, and the choices that refuse to be ignored.

Across every book, SankulaHub focuses on grounded, real-world relationships where love is never simple, timing is rarely perfect, and no character is all right or all wrong. The goal is not to create impeccable heroes, but to show how fragile, stubborn, and brave the human heart can be when it is forced to choose between comfort and truth.

These stories are written for readers who enjoy slow-burn tension, layered emotions, and endings that feel both hard-won and honest. If you have ever stood in a doorway, knowing that stepping forward would change your life and staying still would quietly break you, you are exactly who these pages are for.
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Introduction – The Question No One Can Answer for You
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The last thing Mrs Donovan says to Lila March is not about forgiveness or family or heaven. It is about debt.

“You owe your heart one thing,” the older woman whispers, her voice almost swallowed by the hum of the oxygen concentrator. “Just one good selfish choice before you run out of chances.”

Lila stands at the side of the hospice bed, fingers resting on the cool metal rail, and tries to keep her face steady. She has seen enough final hours to know that people rarely talk in tidy lines that fit neatly into a movie script. They talk about lost passwords, missing glasses, unwatered plants, and the neighbour’s dog they used to feed scraps to over the fence. Yet every now and then, someone reaches into the center of their life and pulls out a sentence that feels like it was waiting for the right witness.

“I do not think I am very good at selfish choices,” Lila replies softly. She needs to say something, to meet the gravity of what has just been laid in front of her, but the words sound thin even to her own ears.

Mrs Donovan’s lips twitch in a ghost of a smile. There was a time before the illness took so much from her when she filled the corridor with dry jokes and impatient eye rolls. Now that energy is a faint flicker in a face that has collapsed in on itself, but it is still there, stubborn as a pilot light.

“Exactly,” she says. “You help everyone else make the brave decisions so they die with a little less regret. Maybe you should try taking your own advice.”

Lila feels heat climb the back of her neck. She has no idea how this eighty-two-year-old woman, who met her less than six months ago, can make her feel more exposed than people who have known her for years. She checks the monitor out of habit, watching the slow rhythm of the pulse, the number that has drifted lower with every passing day.

“Would you like some water?” Lila asks. “Or should I call your daughter again?”

“Leave her be,” Mrs Donovan murmurs. “She made her choices. I made mine. Now it is your turn.”

The words land heavier than the room can hold. Lila nods, because it is what she does. She nods. She absorbs. She carries. Then she tucks everyone else’s last sentences into some quiet corner of herself and goes home to the life she built on being the reliable one.

Outside the window, evening hangs low and blue over the city. The hospice sits on a small hill, just far enough from the main road that traffic becomes a distant murmur instead of a sharp interruption. Streetlights are beginning to blink on, halos of amber that smear against the glass when Lila shifts her gaze. She can see the parking lot from here, the scattered shapes of cars and the faint outline of a tall man leaning against the hood of a dark sedan, his shoulders folded forward as if the air itself weighs too much.

She has seen him here before, always alone, always with a weather-beaten cello case propped against the nearby curb. At first she assumed he was one of the visiting musicians who sometimes came to play in the day room, soft piano or strings threading through the building like a kindness. Then she noticed that he never went inside with the volunteers, never carried sheet music, never smiled the way performers do when they are about to step into their role.

He just waited. He walked in only when visiting hours opened and left only when someone at the front desk watched him long enough to say gently, “We are closing now.”

“Jasper will be here soon,” Mrs Donovan adds, as if she has followed Lila’s eyes out the window. “He pretends he is coming for me, but I know he is really arguing with his own ghosts.”

“Jasper is your son,” Lila says. She knows this, but she has learned that repeating details back to patients grounds them, gives them a sense of control over their own stories.

“My only,” the older woman replies. “And the most stubborn man I have ever met. Never does anything halfway. Either he runs toward something like it is the last train out of the station, or he bolts in the other direction and calls it self-protection.”

Lila smiles out of habit, but her chest tightens. There is a ring on her left hand that everyone calls beautiful. Close friends have joked about how long it took. Her mother cried the first time she saw it, pressing Lila’s fingers between her own and talking about grandbabies and family holidays as if they were guarantees.

It is a good ring, from a good man. Miles Harwood is stable in all the ways life rarely is. He plans, he saves, he believes in double-checking the train times and leaving fifteen minutes early “just in case.” He has never stormed out of a room or hung up on her or made her feel like love might vanish if she misread a tone.

If Lila closes her eyes, she can still see the way he looked the night he proposed. They were standing in the kitchen, halfway through cleaning up after a dinner they had made together, when he set down the dish towel and reached into his pocket with a hand that shook more than she had ever seen.

“I know we will never be able to promise each other that nothing bad will happen,” he had said, voice low and careful. “But I can promise that I will always stay. That whatever comes, I will not leave you alone with it.”

She had said yes before he even opened the box. Not because of the ring, but because of the stay. Because of the word always, even though part of her flinched at how heavy it felt on her tongue.

Now, as she stands in a dim hospice room listening to a dying woman talk about selfish choices, Lila has a brief, disloyal flash of wondering who exactly she promised that always to. Her heart or everyone 's expectations.

“Do you regret anything?” she asks, surprising herself. She rarely returns questions to patients. It feels like interference, like a therapist stepping onto the stage instead of keeping to the wings.

Mrs Donovan closes her eyes for a long moment, then opens them again, clear and sharp.

“I regret every time I stayed quiet to keep the peace,” she says. “Every time I let the easier man win because the harder one scared me. Fear is not a moral compass, dear. It is just fear. You do not owe it loyalty.”

A knock at the door saves Lila from answering. When she turns, the man from the parking lot is standing in the doorway, one hand on the frame as if he needs something solid to touch before crossing another line. Up close, he looks a little younger than she first guessed, late twenties or early thirties, with dark hair that curls slightly at the ends as if it cannot decide whether to behave. There are faint shadows under his eyes, the kind carved by too many late nights and not enough real rest.

“Am I too early?” he asks, looking between Lila and the bed. His voice is low but carries easily, threaded through with a musician’s awareness of sound.

“You are right on time,” Lila says, stepping back to give him space. “She is awake and has been asking about you.”

“That is what she does,” Mrs Donovan mutters. “Collects people’s secrets and delivers them at dramatically convenient moments.”

The hint of humour in her tone eases something in the room. The man, Jasper, smiles as he moves to the other side of the bed, dropping a hand to his mother’s shoulder with a care that would have made Lila’s chest ache even if there were no monitors, no oxygen tubes, no ticking clock counting out hours instead of days.

“I had rehearsal,” he says. “The conductor thinks tempo solves everything. I disagreed. Loudly.”

“Of course you did,” his mother replies. “Did you tell him you are the one who knows how music should feel?”

“I managed not to say it out loud.” Jasper glances across the bed at Lila. “Hi. I am in her way, aren’t I?”

“You are exactly where you should be,” Lila answers. “I will just check your mother’s chart and then give you some privacy.”

She reaches for the clipboard, grateful for the familiar routine of vital signs and medication times. Being near him feels unexpectedly unsettling, like standing too close to an open window on a high floor. Nothing is wrong, exactly, but there is a sense of height, of potential fall.

“Jasper,” Mrs Donovan says, eyes still on her son, “this is Lila. She is the one who keeps making sure I have enough time to finish annoying you.”

“Then I owe you a thank you,” he says, turning fully toward Lila again. “For the extra annoyance.”

Lila laughs despite herself. The sound escapes in a small rush, startling her. She is used to being the calm one, the listener, the professional. Laughter usually comes later, in the break room or in the quiet of her car, a delayed reaction to absurdity and grief pressed too close together.

“Just doing my job,” she replies.

As she finishes her notes, she senses his gaze linger on her for a moment longer than politeness requires, curious rather than flirtatious. It is the look of someone who notices things, who reads layers beneath tone and posture. It makes her suddenly aware of everything she carries but never names: the late-night calls, the stack of unmailed wedding invitations sitting in a drawer, the way her stomach tightens whenever someone asks if she has set a date yet.

When she enters the hallway, the door closes gently behind her, the quiet hits her like a wave. The hospice is never truly silent, but between visiting hours there are pockets of stillness where the only sounds are the distant murmur of a television from the family lounge and the soft squeak of rubber soles on polished floors.

Her phone buzzes in the pocket of her scrubs. She pulls it out and sees Miles’s name on the screen, along with a photo she took of him last winter, cheeks pink from the cold, scarf crooked because he had tried to wrap it while juggling a coffee cup and a grocery bag.

She answers on the second ring.

“Hey,” she says. “I was just about to call you.”

“Beat you to it,” he replies. His voice is warm, familiar, the auditory equivalent of a hand on her back guiding her through a crowded space. “How is your day? Or should I not ask until you are home and out of that building?”

Lila leans against the wall, letting her head fall back. Fluorescent light pools above her, turning the edges of her vision hazy.

“It has been heavy,” she admits. “Mrs Donovan is tired. She said some things that are going to sit with me for a while.”

Miles is quiet for a beat, then says, “Do you need me to come pick you up? We can order in, put on something mindless, pretend the world is simple for a few hours.”

The offer is so Miles it almost makes her smile. This is what he does. He builds small shelters from chaos. He cannot change the endings she witnesses every day, but he can make sure there is a clean kitchen and a full fridge and a quiet place to fall apart if she needs it.

“I will drive,” she says. “I might need the time alone to let my brain catch up.”

“Okay,” he answers, except it is not just okay. She can hear the way he accepts even the parts of her he does not fully understand, the ones that choose solitude over comfort. “We can look at those venue brochures tonight if you feel up to it. Or we can push it again. No pressure.”

They have been pushing it for months. Every time they circle back to the subject of dates and deposits and seating charts, something gets in the way: a sudden influx of patients at the hospice, his parents’ unexpected visit, her own quiet resistance she keeps telling herself is exhaustion.

“Let us see how I feel after dinner,” Lila says. “I should go. I have charts to finish.”

“Love you,” he says simply.

“I love you too,” she replies, because she does. She loves his steadiness and his patience and the way he never makes her feel small for not having it all figured out. She just does not know if love alone is always the same thing as choosing the life that will let her breathe.

When she ends the call, she becomes aware of footsteps in the corridor. Jasper is standing a few doors down, hands in the pockets of his worn jacket, gaze fixed on a painting of a field at sunset that one of the volunteers hung last year.

“Sorry,” he says when he notices her looking. “I did not mean to eavesdrop. The walls here are thin. Sound travels.”

“It is all right,” Lila replies. “Sound travels in my head too. Even when I do not want it to.”

He studies her for a moment, then nods toward the patient rooms.

“She told me once that you are the only person here who does not talk to her like she is already gone,” he says. “That matters.”

Lila swallows. Compliments from families always slide off her carefully built shell. She cannot afford to hold them too close; it makes it harder to stay objective when the end comes. But something in his tone makes it feel less like flattery and more like a simple observation, a fact placed gently on a table between them.

“I am glad she feels that way,” she says. “It is her story. I am just here to witness it.”

Jasper shifts his weight, glancing back toward his mother’s room.

“She also said you are engaged.”

The statement lands like a dropped tray. Lila’s hand twitches toward her ring, spinning it once without thinking.

“I am,” she replies. “To a very good man who has terrible taste in kitchen tiles but makes excellent coffee.”

That draws a real smile from him.

“She said you looked like somebody who was standing in two different doorways at once,” he says. “I told her that is not how doorways work. She told me I have no imagination.”

Lila huffs out a breath that is not quite a laugh.

“She is not wrong,” she says, more to herself than to him.

For a moment, they stand side by side in the corridor, the distance between them filled with things unsaid. Lila is careful not to let her gaze linger on his hands, on the way his fingers flex as if they are used to coaxing sound from strings rather than hanging uselessly by his sides. She does not ask about the cello case by his car or the rehearsals he mentioned. She does not tell him that she once played piano as a child and stopped because someone told her it was impractical.

Instead, she clears her throat and reaches for the familiar wall of professionalism.

“If you need anything for your mother tonight, press the call button,” she says. “I will be here for another few hours.”

“Thank you, Lila,” he replies, using her name as if he has decided to try it on. “For the extra time. For her. For me.”

When she finally leaves the building at the end of her shift, the sky has turned from blue to deep indigo. The air is cold enough to sting her lungs, and she welcomes the burn. Her car is parked three spaces away from his, and she cannot help noticing that the cello case is still there, leaning against the rear door like a question he has not decided how to answer.

She unlocks her car and slides into the driver’s seat, hands resting on the steering wheel, but does not start the engine. Instead she sits in the pool of silence and watches her own reflection in the windshield. The ring on her left hand catches the glow of the streetlight, a small circle of promise that never asked whether her heart had finished speaking before it slipped into place.

In her mind, she hears Mrs Donovan’s voice, thin but unwavering.

“You owe your heart one good selfish choice.”

In the parking lot behind her, a car door opens and closes. She does not look to see if it is Miles arriving early to surprise her or Jasper leaving late because he cannot make himself go. In this suspended moment between one breath and the next, between one life and another, Lila March understands with a clarity that hurts that the choice she has been avoiding will not stay patient forever.

For years she has been the woman who helps other people die with fewer regrets. Now, whether she is ready or not, she is becoming the woman who must decide which regret she is willing to live with.
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[image: ]


Lila March: Thirty-one, hospice nurse in the city’s small hilltop care center. Quietly observant, Lila is the one families lean on in the worst hours of their lives. She is engaged to Miles Harwood and is known for making careful, considerate choices that keep everyone else safe, even when they cost her more than she admits.

Miles Harwood: Thirty-three, senior financial analyst who believes in plans, spreadsheets, and coming home to the same person every night. Miles is steady, patient, and deeply in love with Lila. He has built their future around reliability and small, solid comforts and trusts that time will eventually soften whatever doubts she never quite puts into words.

Jasper Donovan: Thirty, professional cellist and only son of Mrs Donovan at the hospice. Intense and fiercely loyal, Jasper lives in sharp contrasts—either all in or completely gone. He visits his mother every chance he gets and uses music to say what he refuses to speak aloud. Meeting Lila pulls old questions about courage and love back to the surface just when he thought he had buried them.

Elaine March: Fifty-eight, Lila’s mother, a retired schoolteacher who believes in doing the “sensible thing” and keeping the family together at all costs. She adores Miles, worries about Lila’s tendency to hesitate, and quietly pushes for wedding dates and grandchildren as if they are the natural conclusion to every happy story.

Priya Sethi: Thirty-two, Lila’s closest friend since university and a junior doctor in internal medicine. Direct, warm, and sometimes disarmingly honest, Priya is the one person who notices when Lila’s practiced calm hides real confusion. She is fiercely protective of Lila’s heart and more suspicious of “perfect plans” than she lets on around Miles.

Nathan Cole: Thirty-four, Miles’s long-time colleague and best friend at work. Easygoing and charming on the surface, Nathan understands how much Miles values stability and has quietly watched him build his life around Lila. He sees the cracks long before Miles does and is torn between defending his friend’s happiness and acknowledging that something in Lila’s gaze has shifted.

Margaret Donovan: Eighty-two, Jasper’s mother and one of Lila’s favourite patients. Sharp-tongued, dryly funny, and unafraid to speak uncomfortable truths, Margaret has made more than her share of compromises in love. As she approaches the end of her life, she is determined that her son and the nurse who cares for her will not repeat her quiet mistakes.
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Chapter 1 – The Weight of a Good Man
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By the time Lila turned onto her street, the city had slipped into that in-between hour when everything blurred at the edges. The sky was neither definitively night nor day, buildings rising like patient silhouettes while the last streaks of colour drained away behind them. Headlights slid along the damp asphalt in pale ribbons. Somewhere a dog barked, sharp and insistent, and somebody’s music leaked from an open window, a faint drumbeat that sounded like a heart trying to make itself heard through walls.

Her hands were still tight around the steering wheel. Even after she eased her car into its usual spot under the crooked streetlamp and shut off the engine, she sat there for a moment, fingers locked, listening to the ticking of cooling metal. Mrs Donovan’s voice trailed through the silence like a thread pulling at the seams inside her.

You owe your heart one good selfish choice.

It was astonishing, really, how a line from a woman who had no remaining stake in the outcome of Lila’s life could feel heavier than anything her own family had ever said. Lila looked down at the ring on her hand, its stone catching the weak light from the streetlamp and scattering it back in small, insistent sparks. The ring did not feel wrong. That, in a way, was the problem. Wrong would have been easier to face.

Her phone vibrated on the passenger seat, the screen lighting up with a notification. She picked it up, half expecting another message from the hospice, but it was only her weather app reminding her that temperatures would drop overnight. The mundane alert felt almost offensive against the backdrop of everything that had happened in the last twelve hours. People were dying and making confessions that rearranged the furniture of her mind, and some server somewhere wanted her to know she should wear a thicker jacket tomorrow.

She took a breath, then another, then finally reached for her bag. Time to go upstairs. Time to cross from one world to the other, from antiseptic corridors and soft-voiced goodbyes to warm lights and domestic future-tense. It was not that she did not want what waited above her. She just wished she did not feel, every time she stood at the foot of her building, as if she were changing languages mid-sentence.

The stairwell smelled faintly of dust and someone’s leftover curry. The familiar creak of the second step felt almost comforting under her weight. She let the rhythm of climb and breath ground her, counting the floors like a small ritual. On the third-floor landing, the door to Mrs Kapoor’s apartment opened a crack, one suspicious eye peering out before softening in recognition.

“Lila beta, you’re late today,” the older woman said, opening the door wider. “Long day at the hospital?”

“Hospice,” Lila corrected automatically, then wished she had not. The distinction mattered to her but only confused most people. “Yes. It was...long.”

“Come for chai sometime,” Mrs Kapoor said, as she always did. “You look too thin. That boy of yours feeds you, or he only eats from those food delivery apps?”

“He cooks,” Lila said, smiling despite herself. “And he eats more than I do.”

“Good, good. Men should be useful,” the woman declared, and pulled the door closed again with a decisive click.

The comment followed Lila up the last flight of stairs, unexpectedly amusing. Men should be useful. Miles certainly was that. He was useful and kind and consistent, the human equivalent of a well-stocked pantry and neatly labelled folders. She did not know when usefulness had become something she weighed alongside love, but she could not pretend it was not part of the calculation.

She unlocked the apartment and pushed the door open with her shoulder, the familiar squeak of the hinge greeting her. The warmth that met her was almost physical. Lamps glowed softly in the living room, and the smell of garlic and something tomato-based drifted from the kitchen. Music hummed quietly from the speaker on the counter, an old soul playlist Miles had discovered in a mood to prove his taste extended beyond podcasts and financial news.

“You’re home,” he called without turning as she entered. He was standing at the stove in a T-shirt and sweatpants, bare feet braced on the cool tile, stirring something in a pan. His hair was damp, like he had showered while the sauce simmered. The sight of him—solid, alive, unhurried—loosened something in her chest even as it knotted something else tighter.

“What gave it away?” she asked, dropping her bag by the door and hanging her coat on the hook. “The dramatic entrance or the smell of existential exhaustion?”

“Oh, definitely the smell.” He looked over his shoulder then, and his expression shifted instantly. There was a way Miles’s face changed when he saw her after a heavy day. The joking lines smoothed, his eyes softened, and everything in him seemed to lean in. “Rough shift?”

“It was...” She searched for a word and came up with nothing that didn’t feel like an insult to the patients whose stories she carried. “...a day.”

He turned off the burner and set the spoon down, wiping his hands on a dish towel before crossing the small stretch of kitchen to her. Without asking, he wrapped his arms around her, and she let herself fold into him, cheek pressed against the cotton of his shirt. His chest rose and fell in slow, even breaths that she matched without thinking.

“Do you want to talk about it?” he asked quietly. “Or do you want to pretend the outside world doesn’t exist until tomorrow?”

Lila closed her eyes, letting the question hover. There were moments she talked to him about her work in detail, about the families and the conversations and the strange, humbling privilege of being present at people’s endings. There were other nights when putting those stories into words felt like making them too real, pressing them into her own life in a way that would not wash off. Tonight felt like the latter.

“Maybe the second option,” she said into his chest. “Just for a few hours.”

He kissed the top of her head, a light, practical press of lips that felt less like romance and more like agreement. “Done. Tonight, the outside world is cancelled. I made pasta. I even remembered to buy the good parmesan, the one that doesn’t squeak when you chew it.”

“That is a disturbing level of detail,” she murmured, pulling back just enough to see his face. “But I appreciate your dedication to texture.”

“I live to serve.” He brushed a thumb under her eye, frowning slightly. “You’re pale. Sit. I’ll bring everything over.”

“You worked today too,” she protested weakly. “You don’t have to wait on me.”

“I’ve been sitting at a desk poking at spreadsheets,” he said. “You’ve been standing under fluorescent lights holding up other people’s hearts. It’s not the same sport.”

“Spreadsheets can be emotionally taxing,” she said. “All that conditional formatting. The pressure.”

He smiled, the corners of his eyes crinkling. “I missed you.”

The simple admission made her throat constrict. “I missed you too.”

She moved to the small table by the window while he plated the food, her gaze skimming automatically over the cluster of items that had taken up residence on the sideboard over the last few weeks: a stack of glossy brochures from wedding venues, a notebook where they had started a list of possible guest names, a printout of an email from his mother that she had read once and then turned face down because the enthusiastic exclamation marks made her dizzy.

One brochure sat slightly apart from the rest, its cover showing a couple walking through a garden strung with fairy lights. Someone had written in the corner, in Miles’s neat handwriting, “reasonable package, check availability for September?” Lila reached out and traced the words with her fingertip, feeling her heart give an uncomfortable little kick.

They had not checked availability. They had not agreed on a month, let alone a date. Every time they nudged the conversation in that direction, something tightened in her chest, and she found herself saying, “Maybe after this rotation,” or “Let’s wait until your parents confirm their travel,” or “I just need to make sure the schedule at work will allow for time off.” The excuses were not untrue, but they were not the whole truth either.

Miles set a plate in front of her and sat opposite, the steam from the pasta curling around them like a gentler kind of fog. They ate in near-silence at first, the kind that had settled into their relationship over years of knowing each other’s rhythms. He asked small questions about her day—the kind that invited detail but did not demand it—and she answered with sketches rather than full portraits.

“How’s Mrs Donovan?” he asked at one point, twirling spaghetti around his fork. He had heard enough stories to remember names, even if he did not know faces.

“Tired,” Lila said. “Sharp, though. Very clear today. She said...some things that are going to echo for a while.”

“Good things?” he asked carefully. “Or the kind that burrow under your skin and make you question your life choices?”

“Maybe both,” she admitted. “She talked about regret. About staying quiet to keep the peace. About...selfish choices.”

The last phrase caught her tongue. She watched his reaction, the way his shoulders tensed by a fraction, the way he set his fork down and folded his hands loosely together, an unconscious brace.

“Selfish choices,” he repeated. “Sounds like something my father would call buying a car without researching resale value.”

Lila huffed out a laugh. “This was more...emotional than that.”

He studied her for a moment, then nodded slowly, as if cataloguing her expression to revisit later. “You’re allowed to think about yourself, you know,” he said. “You spend most of your days thinking about other people.”

“I know,” she said quickly, almost too quickly. “It’s not about that. It’s just...end-of-life conversations tend to magnify everything. They make ordinary doubts feel like urgent questions.”

Miles leaned back slightly, running a hand through his hair. “Are we talking about work right now,” he asked, his tone gentle, “or about us?”

The question hung between them. Outside, a car passed, its headlights sliding in a brief arc across the wall. Lila’s instinct, honed from years of smoothing difficult truths for frightened families, was to say something reassuring. She could say, “Of course we’re okay,” and it would not be a lie. They were okay. They functioned. They loved it. They shared bills and bed and grocery lists. That counted for something.

But the echo of Mrs Donovan’s voice pressed against that reflex, insistent. Fear is not a moral compass. It is just fear.

“I don’t know yet,” she said finally, the honesty feeling raw in her throat. “I just know that I feel...full. Like there’s too much inside my head and I need time to sort out which thoughts belong to me and which belong to everyone else.”

Miles did not look away. If anything, his gaze steadied.

“That’s fair,” he said after a moment. “I’d prefer temporary honesty to permanent pretending, you know that. We don’t have to solve anything tonight. We just have to not hide from it.”

Relief and guilt surged in the same breath. Lila swallowed them with a sip of water.

“I’m not hiding,” she said, even though some part of her knew she was, in small ways. Pushing brochures under stacks of mail, deflecting when her mother asked about colours and menus, keeping certain conversations with Priya in the realm of half-jokes. “I’m...processing.”

“Then process,” he said. “And tell me where you land when you land.”

He picked up his fork again, unforced, giving her space without withdrawing his presence. It struck her then, as it often did, how much care it took to be this patient with someone else’s uncertainty. He deserved more than a woman who flinched every time they talked about renting chairs.

After dinner, he insisted on doing the dishes, waving her toward the sofa with a mock-stern expression. She sank into the cushions and watched his silhouette move back and forth in the kitchen, the clink of plates and rush of water forming a domestic soundtrack that should have felt like home. On the coffee table before her, her phone buzzed again.

This time it was a message from Priya.

How are you holding up, March? Got your missed call earlier. Still on night duty. Call me tomorrow and I will tell you all about the elderly gentleman who keeps hitting on me between ECGs. Distraction guaranteed.

Lila smiled, thumb hovering over the keyboard. She typed, erased, typed again.

Long day. The patient said something about regret that I can’t shake. I might need you to tell me I’m not crazy for overthinking my life.

She stared at the words, then deleted them and typed instead: Long day. Will call you tomorrow. Don’t let charming ECG uncle break your heart.

She hit send before she could change her mind. It was ridiculous, she thought, that she could listen to strangers talk about the most intimate corners of their lives and yet hesitate to tell her best friend that she was afraid. Fear is no moral compass, but it was a powerful editor.

When Miles joined her in the living room, drying his hands on a towel, he brought two mugs of tea. Lila tucked her feet under her and accepted the mug, grateful for the warmth against her palms.

“So,” he said, sitting beside her and turning slightly so that his knee brushed hers. “We can either turn on a show, fall into the comforting arms of fictional people who make worse decisions than we do, or...” He nodded toward the sideboard where the brochures huddled like guilty parties. “...we could be brave adults and look at venues.”

Her stomach dipped.

“We’re no less an adult if we wait another night,” she said lightly.

“I know,” he said. “But I also know that every time we put it off, you look a little more relieved and a little more tense at the same time. That’s not a combination I understand, but I’m not stupid enough to ignore it.”

She stared at the tea, watching the faint swirl of steam. “Sometimes I wish you were,” she murmured.

His laugh was quiet. “Too late. You got the version of me that notices things.”

He reached over and took one of the brochures, flicking it open. “Look, this one has an option for a small ceremony and a bigger reception later. That could buy us time. Fewer decisions now, more decisions later. A terrifying dream for some people, I know, but maybe less pressure.”

She leaned closer, more because he had leaned toward her than because of the images on the glossy page. The brochure showed couples laughing under trees, older relatives dabbing at their eyes in artfully blurred backgrounds. Lila’s gaze caught on one photograph of a bride looking over her shoulder, her expression something between joy and revelation.

“What do you see when you imagine our wedding?” she asked suddenly.

Miles looked at the picture, then at her. “Honestly?” he said. “I see you without this look.”

“What look?”

He reached up and, very gently, touched the space between her brows. “The one that says you’re bracing for impact.”

She exhaled, the sound more like a sigh than she intended.

“I don’t want you to feel trapped,” he went on. “I want you to feel...chosen. Not just by me, but by your own life.”

The words landed with an odd familiarity, as if they had been waiting for a place to sit since the hospice corridor. Chosen. Choice. Owing her heart something other than quiet compliance.

Lila set her mug down and shifted so she could see his face more clearly. “I love you,” she said, because that was the bedrock they kept circling. “I’m not...questioning that.”

“I know,” he said. “I believe you. But love and readiness aren’t always the same thing.”

She almost asked, Ready for what? Ready for the legal ceremony? The party? The label? Or ready for the irreversible feeling of closing one door for good? But asking would make the question too real. She was suddenly tired in a way that had nothing to do with her shift.

“Can we pick this up this weekend?” she asked. “Maybe on a day when I haven’t just watched someone’s entire life fit into a handful of sentences.”

“Of course,” he said immediately. He closed the brochure and set it aside, as if it were a topic they could physically fold away. “Saturday. After we’ve both slept and eaten something that isn’t pasta.”

She leaned back against the sofa, relief loosening her limbs. He put his arm around her shoulders, and she let her head rest against him. They watched an episode of some show they had both already seen, the kind of low-stakes comedy that required no emotional investment. At some point, her eyes closed.

She woke an hour later to the feel of being carried, in an awkward, half-practical, half-tender way down the corridor to the bedroom. She mumbled a protest, and Miles laughed softly.

“I’ve got you,” he said. “You fell asleep mid-punchline. It was adorable and mildly insulting to the writers.”

“Sorry,” she murmured. “Long day.”

He laid her on the bed, helped her out of her jeans, tugged the duvet up around her. The care was automatic, unselfconscious. He did not press, did not sneak in any more talk of plans. He simply kissed her forehead and went back to turn off the lights.

As the apartment dimmed and settled, Lila hovered in that drifting space between waking and sleep, the day replaying itself in disjointed fragments. Mrs Donovan’s papery hand squeezing hers. Jasper’s eyes meeting hers in the hallway, dark and startlingly direct. Miles’s fingers resting warm on her knee as he told her he wanted her to feel chosen, not trapped.

At some point, instead of the bland theme song of the show, her mind supplied the low, imagined thrum of a cello. She had never actually heard Jasper play, but the instrument felt inevitable around him, like a second voice he carried in its case. In the half-dream forming behind her closed eyelids, the sound was deep and searching, the kind of music that finds the notes someone else has been too afraid to name.

She shifted under the covers, discomfort prickling under her skin. This was not who she was. She was not a woman who lay in bed beside her fiancé thinking about another man’s hands on an instrument she had never heard. She was careful. Loyal. The one who stayed when everyone else left.

You’re not doing anything wrong, she told herself, with the stern kindness she reserved for stubborn relatives and frightened teenagers. You’re just tired. You’re reacting to a long day, to someone else’s story about regret. Tomorrow this will feel less sharp.

But lying there in the dark, listening to the distant hum of the city beyond their windows, she understood with a clarity that made her stomach turn that something had shifted, whether she had wanted it to or not. It wasn’t that she preferred Jasper to Miles; that would have been too simple, too close to the kind of cheap romance she rolled her eyes at in paperbacks left behind in the family lounge. It was that being around Jasper reminded her that there were parts of herself she had quietly placed in storage—impulses, questions, hungers—that did not fit easily into the life she had been building.

Sleep eventually claimed her, but it was restless, threaded with images that refused to stay in their proper places. In one dream, she was standing in the hospice corridor, two doors open on either side. Through one she could see Miles, standing at the altar in a well-cut suit, his expression steady and hopeful. Through the other, a dimly lit stage where Jasper sat with his cello, bow poised, waiting for her to choose a seat before he began to play.

In the dream, she stood in the middle, rooted, unable to move. The ring on her left hand grew heavier and heavier until it felt like a weight anchored to the floor. When she looked down, it was not metal she saw but a small, polished stone that had somehow lodged itself under her ribs, weighing on her lungs.

She woke just before dawn, heart pounding. The apartment was quiet. Miles lay beside her on his back, one arm thrown over his eyes, his breathing deep and even. The world outside was still caught in that grey, gauzy light before morning decided on a colour.

Lila rolled onto her side, away from him, and stared at the wall. Her pulse slowed gradually, but the residue of sleep clung to her. She knew better than to take dreams too literally. Patients shared their own wild nighttime narratives with her all the time, and she always told them, gently, that dreams were more weather report than prophecy. But she also knew that sometimes what you refused to say in the daylight sneaked out in the dark when you were too tired to censor it.

She reached for her phone on the nightstand and checked the time. Too early to call anyone. Too late to go back to sleep without inviting the dream back in.

Her finger hovered over Priya’s name for a moment before she pulled it back. Instead, she opened the notes app and, almost without thinking, typed a single sentence.

What if the choice I owe my heart doesn’t match the life I already promised it?

She stared at the words, then locked her phone and placed it face down.

In a few hours, she would shower, pull on her scrubs, kiss Miles goodbye, and drive back up the hill to the hospice. She would check charts, adjust pillows, listen to people talk about the things they were afraid to say out loud at their own dinner tables. She would see Jasper in the parking lot or in the corridor or at his mother’s bedside, the invisible thread between his gaze and her conscience tightening by degrees.

For now, though, in the fragile space between a nightmare’s end and a day’s beginning, Lila lay very still, feeling the shape of the question nestle in beside her like an unwelcome but undeniable guest.
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Chapter 2 – The Sound of Things Left Unsaid
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The alarm on Lila’s phone went off at six-thirty, but she had already been awake for an hour, lying on her back and staring at the faint cracks in the ceiling paint. The edges of the dream had blurred with time, but its residue clung to her, heavy in her chest. She reached for her phone on the bedside table and turned off the alarm before it could vibrate again, careful not to wake Miles, who was curled toward the far side of the bed, one hand tucked under his cheek like he had fallen asleep mid-thought.

For a moment, she watched him. There was something disarming about how unguarded he looked in sleep, the careful control he wore during the day softened into a kind of boyish vulnerability. It tugged at her in a way that was both tender and painful. This was the man she had promised to build a life with, the one who had offered her a future with clear lines and sturdy foundations. She loved him. That was the truth she kept returning to, even when everything else felt like it had started to tilt.

She slipped out of bed quietly and padded into the bathroom, closing the door with a soft click. The mirror over the sink reflected a version of her that looked older than thirty-one: shadows under her eyes, a faint tightness around her mouth. She turned on the water and let it run for a few seconds, then splashed handfuls of cold onto her face, as if she could rinse off the lingering images of doorways and cellos and rings that felt too heavy.

When she dried her face and reached for her phone again, the notes app automatically opened to the last line she had typed in the dim light before dawn.

What if the choice I owe my heart doesn’t match the life I already promised it?

Seeing the sentence in stark black letters made her stomach dip. It felt like evidence, like something a future version of herself might look back on and point to, saying, This is where you knew and still pretended you didn’t. For a brief, panicked second she considered deleting it, wiping the words as if that could erase the question. Instead, she added a single period to the end, a small punctuation mark that made the thought feel less like an unfinished plea and more like a simple statement. Then she locked her phone and set it face down on the counter.

By the time she had showered, wrapped her hair into a loose knot, and pulled on her scrubs, the apartment was beginning to stir. Miles’s alarm buzzed from the bedroom, followed by a muffled groan. Lila stepped into the doorway in time to see him fumble for the phone, squint at the screen, and then drop it onto the mattress with exaggerated despair.

“Morning,” she said, leaning her shoulder against the doorframe.

“No,” he mumbled into the pillow. “Unacceptable. Denied.”

She smiled. “Unfortunately, the sun and the hospice schedule did not get your memo.”

He rolled onto his back, blinking at her. “You’re already dressed. That’s...efficient.”

“Early shift,” she reminded him. “I swapped with Mara last week.”

He made a face of vague recognition. “Right. The baby shower. With the terrifying cake?”

Lila huffed out a laugh, grateful for the way he could tug her mood sideways. “It’s a perfectly normal cake. You’re just unsettled by fondant.”

“I don’t trust food that shiny,” he said, then pushed himself upright, rubbing his eyes. “You okay? You look like you didn’t sleep much.”

She hesitated, then reached for the safest truth available. “It was a busy mind kind of night. Too many thoughts, not enough switch off.”

“Work thoughts?” he asked. “Or Mrs-March’s-wedding-dream-board thoughts?”

“Mostly work,” she said, sidestepping. “And Mrs Donovan.”

He nodded, the humor in his expression receding slightly. “Is she...?”

“Getting closer,” Lila said softly. “She was very lucid yesterday. Very...direct.”

“Direct how?” he asked, but there was no pressure in it, just concern.

Lila thought the line about selfish choices and the way it had burrowed under her skin. “She talked about regret,” she said. “About not speaking up when she should have. It’s the sort of conversation that lingers.”

Miles’s gaze softened. “She’s lucky to have you there,” he said. “Not everyone gets someone who can listen without flinching.”

The compliment caught her off guard. She swallowed an unexpected emotion. “I flinch,” she admitted. “I just do it internally.”

“I’ll file that under advanced skills,” he said gently. “Do you have time for coffee before you go?”

She glanced at the clock. “A quick one.”

He swung his legs off the bed and padded toward the kitchen while she gathered her bag. A few minutes later, they stood side by side at the counter, each nursing a mug. The domesticity of it—shared silence, the familiar clink of ceramic—should have felt like solid ground. Instead, it felt like something she was perched on the edge of, trying not to shift too much in case it cracked.

Before she left, Miles caught her hand, his fingers brushing over the ring as if to steady it. “Text me if you need anything,” he said. “Or just to send me pictures of hospital coffee so I remember to be grateful for my office machine.”

“It’s hospice,” she corrected again, out of habit, then softened her tone. “And I will.”

He kissed her briefly, warm lips on hers, and then she was out the door, the cool hallway air closing around her like a different kind of silence.

On the drive up the hill, she called Priya. Her friend answered on the third ring, the background noise of the hospital leaking through the line: muffled announcements, distant beeps, the faint murmur of voices.

“If this is about you finally admitting that my patient keeps flirting with me more than is strictly appropriate, I am way ahead of you,” Priya said in greeting.

Lila smiled despite herself. “I’m sure your charm is entirely professional.”

“Oh, absolutely. My charm is carefully calibrated and covered by multiple ethics clauses,” Priya said. “What’s up? You sound like you woke up thinking about philosophy instead of breakfast.”

“Is it that obvious?” Lila asked.

“I’ve known you since you accidentally set your lab notes on fire in second-year biochem,” Priya reminded her. “Your overthinking hum has a very specific frequency.”

Lila exhaled. She considered keeping it surface-level—busy day, tough patient—but the ache in her chest nudged her toward honesty. “Mrs Donovan said some things yesterday,” she said. “About regret. About selfish choices. She told me I owe my heart at least one.”

Priya was quiet for a moment, the first genuine stillness Lila had heard on the line since she picked up. “Ah,” she said eventually. “One of those conversations.”

“Is there a non-those version?” Lila asked.

“Sometimes they just complain about the pudding,” Priya replied. “But yeah, when they start talking about the one thing they wish they’d done differently, it hits differently.”

Lila watched the city roll past her windshield—the bakery on the corner with the perpetually crooked sign, the bus stop where a small crowd huddled against the morning chill. “She said she regretted keeping the easier man because the harder one scared her,” she said quietly. “It sounded...personal. But also like a warning she wanted to hand to someone else before it was too late.”

“Are you hearing it as her story,” Priya asked gently, “or as commentary on yours?”

“Both,” Lila admitted. “And I don’t know how much of that is fair.”

“Look,” Priya said, and Lila could almost see her friend leaning against a nurses’ station, one hand on her hip. “You’ve built an entire life around holding space for other people’s truth bombs. Some of them are going to land close to home. That doesn’t mean they’re predictive. It just means you’re human.”

“I don’t want to project my own stuff onto her last days,” Lila said.

“You won’t,” Priya said. “You’re too careful. But you’re also allowed to let her words bounce around your own skull and see what sticks. That’s not selfish. That’s...absorbing feedback from the universe.”

Lila snorted. “That’s a very clinical way to describe an existential crisis.”

“Comes with the job,” Priya said. “How’s Miles in all this?”

“Kind,” Lila said. “Patient. Not pushing. Which almost makes it harder.”

“That’s because you’re not dealing with a villain here,” Priya said. “You’re dealing with two goods that don’t line up neatly. There is no easy narrative where you can say, ‘Oh, he was terrible, I had to leave.’ Sometimes the hardest choices are between good and good.”

“I hate that,” Lila muttered.

“I know,” Priya said softly. “But whatever you do, do not make your decision by default. Don’t slide into it because it’s the path with fewer emails. That’s how people wake up at sixty wondering whose life they’re in.”

Lila’s grip tightened on the steering wheel. “Do you ever regret anything?” she asked, throwing the question back the way Mrs Donovan had.

“Sure,” Priya said. “I regret not buying that overpriced leather jacket I still think about twice a winter. I regret dating that anesthesiologist who believed horoscopes more than lab results. But the big ones? The structural life things? I try to make those on purpose. And when I can’t, I at least try to notice that I’m avoiding them.”

“So your professional opinion is that I am avoiding you,” Lila said.

“My professional opinion is that you’re under a lot of pressure and very tired,” Priya replied. “My best-friend opinion is that if you keep postponing wedding decisions and dreaming about work conversations, something in you is not fully on board yet. That doesn’t mean call everything off. It means pay attention.”

They were coming up on the hospice entrance now, the familiar curve of the driveway leading to the small parking lot. Lila’s stomach tightened as she spotted the silhouette of a car she recognized: dark sedan, cello case leaned up against the back door like a loyal dog.

“I have to go,” she said abruptly. “Thanks for being my early morning crisis hotline.”

“Anytime,” Priya said. “Call me later. And hey, remember, love triangles are only fun in fiction. Try not to star in one in real life, yeah?”

The words landed with a jolt that made Lila almost laugh. If only it were that easy.

“I’ll do my best,” she said, and hung up.

The air outside the car was crisp, carrying the faint scent of damp earth and fallen leaves. Autumn had crept in almost without her noticing, painting the trees lining the driveway in shades of gold and rust. Lila hoisted her bag over her shoulder and headed toward the hospice entrance. As she passed the dark sedan, she glanced instinctively toward the cello case. Up close, she noticed small details she’d missed before: worn edges on the handle, stickers on the side from orchestras and cities she had never visited.

“Morning.”

The voice came from behind her. She turned to see Jasper crossing the lot, his jacket unzipped over a grey T-shirt, hair still damp as if he’d showered in a rush. There was a faint red mark on his neck where a shirt tag or instrument strap had rubbed. He looked like someone who had slept badly and then forced himself upright anyway.

“Good morning,” she replied, shifting her bag so it wouldn’t slip. “You’re here early.”

“So are you,” he said. “Does your shift start this soon, or are you just very enthusiastic about fluorescent lighting?”

“Both,” she said, surprising herself. “I asked to come in a bit earlier today. I wanted to check on a few things.”

Jasper nodded, his gaze flicking briefly to the building and then back to her. “How is she?” he asked. He did not have to say her name. The worry threaded through his voice made it clear.

“Holding on,” Lila said. “She was lucid yesterday. Sharp. She was very happy you came.”

His jaw worked for a moment, as if he were chewing on words he had not yet decided to spit out. “She talked a lot about you last night,” he said quietly. “After you left.”

“That sounds dangerous,” Lila said, trying to deflect the embarrassment rising in her. “She knows far too much about my life for someone I only met through an admission form.”

“She said you listen like you’re taking notes for someone who can’t be in the room,” Jasper said. “That you make it easier for people to say the ugly bits.”

Lila looked down at the ground, where a few dry leaves had gathered in the cracks of the pavement. “I’m supposed to make it easier,” she said. “It’s part of the job.”

“There’s doing the job,” he replied, “and then there’s...this.” He gestured vaguely toward her, as if the concept of her was too big to name directly. “She likes you. That’s not easy to earn.”

Heat climbed her neck. Compliments always sat awkwardly on her, like clothes in the wrong size. “I like her too,” she said. “She’s...honest.”

“That she is,” he said, a half-smile tugging at his mouth. “Sometimes I really wish she weren’t.”

They fell into step as they headed toward the entrance. Lila was acutely aware of the small distance between them, of the way their strides unconsciously matched. It felt dangerously, irrationally easy. She pushed the feeling aside and focused on the familiar rituals of the morning: signing in, greeting the receptionist, exchanging nods with the night nurse shuffling toward the exit with tired eyes and a half-empty coffee cup.

On the ward, the air was cooler, tinged with antiseptic and the faint sweetness of the flowers someone had brought in yesterday. Lila checked the whiteboard at the nurses’ station, scanning the scribbled updates, then picked up Mrs Donovan’s chart.

“Her pain was manageable overnight,” Mara, the night nurse, said quietly as she shrugged into her coat. “A couple of restless patches, but she settled when Jasper was here.”

“He stayed late?” Lila asked.

“Past visiting hours,” Mara said. “I told him once that if I pretended not to see him, he could have another fifteen minutes. I think he stretched that loophole as far as possible.”

Lila smiled faintly. “Thank you for letting him.”

Mara squeezed her arm. “We do what we can,” she said, and left.

Lila paused outside Mrs Donovan’s room for a heartbeat, then knocked softly and pushed the
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