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  For the ones who carry more than they show.
For those who smile while unraveling quietly inside.
For the ones who’ve loved deeply, lost quietly,
and kept going anyway.

This story is for you.

For the artists who’ve gone silent.
For the caregivers who forgot their own needs.
For the ones who walked away not because they stopped loving,
but because they started listening to themselves.

This is for the people who’ve whispered,
“I just need a break,”
and meant it with every aching cell in their body.

You are proof that stillness is not weakness.
That silence is not absence.
That healing doesn’t always come with fireworks—
sometimes, it comes with a breath.

And to anyone searching for their second first time…

You are not alone.
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  Introduction


There are places you find by accident—and places that find you. Stillness House was never meant to be a destination. Tucked deep in the woods beyond signal range and road signs, it began as a question: What if the quiet could heal what noise never could? 
For Sam Whitaker and Evan Lowell, building Stillness House was a way to start over. But they never imagined how deeply it would transform not only their guests—but themselves. Through changing seasons and the arrival of strangers with secrets, grief, hope, and unfinished stories, the retreat becomes more than a haven. It becomes a mirror.
This is a story about the kind of love that grows not through lightning, but through listening. It’s about what happens when we dare to stop, to hold space for others, and to let silence speak. Within these pages, you’ll meet artists who forgot how to create, souls carrying the weight of goodbye, and two caretakers learning that the hardest part of offering sanctuary… is choosing what stays.
If you’ve ever longed for a reset button, if you’ve ever wanted to be seen without performance or pretense, if you’ve ever asked what comes after the breaking—this story is for you.
Stillness isn’t the end.
It’s the beginning.






  
  Chapter 1: The Wrong Driveway


The wheels crunched over gravel as Samantha Whitaker’s rental car rolled to a stop in front of the guesthouse. At least, she hoped it was the guesthouse. The directions from the local realtor had been vague, and the property—tucked deep in the Tennessee foothills—looked more like the set of a reclusive survivalist documentary than a cozy creative retreat. 
She stepped out of the car, instantly enveloped by the hum of cicadas and the thick summer air, rich with the scent of pine and old earth. Her boots sank slightly into the moss at the edge of the drive. Sunlight filtered through the canopy overhead, dappling the weathered wood exterior of the cabin with golden flecks.
A porch swing creaked in the breeze. Wind chimes tinkled somewhere around the back. And something else stirred in her chest—nostalgia, or maybe dread. After all, it had been ten years.
Sam shut the car door softly, like noise might break something already too fragile. “Okay, Whitaker,” she muttered. “New zip code. Fresh start. Don’t screw it up.”
She popped the trunk and dragged out her suitcase and laptop bag. A bird startled from the trees above, wings flapping loud against the quiet. She glanced around, uneasy. The house was supposed to be empty. No landlords, no neighbors, just her and the woods and hopefully the clarity to write again.
She rounded the front steps—and froze.
There, on the porch, a man stood. Broad shoulders. Faded jeans. Tool belt slung low over his hips. He was half in shadow, but the shape of him hit her like a gut punch. Her breath snagged.
He turned.
And the years unraveled.
Evan Marlowe.
Of course it was him.
Same storm-colored eyes. Same stubborn jaw. The same slight crease between his brows when he was focused—or furious. The same man she had left behind with a half-written note and a heart full of regrets.
He looked at her like he was seeing a ghost. No—like he was seeing a storm he thought had passed long ago suddenly form again on the horizon.
“Samantha.” His voice was lower than she remembered, but unmistakable. Gravel and quiet fury.
She managed a stiff nod. “Hi, Evan.”
A long silence stretched between them, taut as fishing line.
He leaned against the porch rail, arms crossed. “What are you doing here?”
“I... I rented this place. Through Pine Hollow Realty.” She fumbled in her bag for the printout. “They said it was private. Secluded. Perfect for a writer on the verge of a creative crisis.”
His jaw ticked. “They didn’t mention the landlord?”
“I assumed the place was empty.”
“It is. That”—he gestured behind her—“is the guesthouse. This is my house.”
Her stomach dropped. She turned and followed his gaze. About thirty yards away, partly hidden by trees and tangled garden beds, was a smaller cottage. Painted sage green. Slightly crooked. Definitely less impressive.
“Oh.” She swallowed. “That makes more sense.”
Evan didn’t move. Didn’t smile. Didn’t blink. Just stared like he could see every one of the words she never said a decade ago printed across her face.
Sam stood straighter. “I didn’t know it was yours.”
“Would it have mattered?”
She opened her mouth. Closed it. “Honestly? I’m not sure.”
He nodded once, a sharp little thing. “Figures.”
There was a scraping noise behind the screen door. Then, suddenly, a teenage girl appeared in the doorway, holding a glass of lemonade and looking equally surprised and suspicious.
“Uncle Evan? Who’s this?”
Sam blinked. Uncle?
Evan turned his head slightly. “This is Samantha. She’s... renting the guesthouse.”
The girl—tall, with curls piled in a messy bun and expressive brown eyes—narrowed her gaze. “You didn’t say someone was moving in.”
“I didn’t know.”
Sam tried to smile. “Hi. I’m Sam.”
The girl tilted her head. “Like... the Sam? From the article?”
Sam blinked. “Which article?”
“The one about leaving everything behind to find peace. You went viral like, two years ago. My English teacher quotes you.”
“Oh.” Sam winced. “That one.”
The girl grinned. “Cool. I’m Maya.”
Evan’s eyes flicked between them, unreadable.
“Well,” Sam said, hauling her suitcase toward the guesthouse, “I guess I’ll get settled.”
Evan didn’t stop her. Didn’t offer to help. Just watched her walk away with the silent intensity of a man witnessing a building collapse in slow motion—and not sure if he should step in or let it fall.
The guesthouse wasn’t much—two rooms, a stone fireplace, and shelves cluttered with books and odd trinkets. The windows were clean, the linens smelled like cedar, and the solitude hummed like a heartbeat against her skin.
She dropped her bags on the bed and stood in the doorway, staring out through the window at the porch where Evan still stood.
He hadn’t changed much.
And yet, everything had changed.
Her hands shook slightly as she unpacked her laptop and notepad. She sat at the small wooden desk facing the woods and tried to write something, anything. But the words wouldn’t come.
They hadn’t come in months.
She glanced at the journal in her bag—the one she hadn’t opened since the day she walked out of Evan’s life.
The day everything fell apart.
That evening, the sound of hammering drew her outside. She followed it to the edge of the woods, where Evan was reinforcing part of a fence with a cordless drill and three determined nails.
She hesitated. “You always did work through your feelings with a power tool.”
He didn’t look up. “You always did run away from yours.”
Touché.
She stepped closer, arms crossed. “Look. If this is too weird, I can find another place. I didn’t come here to disrupt your life.”
He stood slowly, turned to face her.
“You already did that once. Might as well finish the job.”
The words weren’t cruel—but they landed like stones.
“I’m not here to rewrite the past, Evan,” she said quietly. “I’m here because I’m... lost.”
He studied her face. And for a moment, something in his expression softened. Then he nodded toward the guesthouse.
“You paid for a month. Stay. Write. Just... don’t expect anything more than what you’ve rented.”
Fair enough.
She walked back toward the house, but his voice stopped her just before the trees swallowed her up.
“Maya’s my niece. Her parents died in a car crash five years ago.”
Sam turned. “I’m so sorry.”
He nodded. “She’s a good kid. Smart. Been through hell.”
“Like her uncle.”
He didn’t respond. Just picked up his drill and went back to work.
Sam stood there a second longer, then returned to her desk and finally opened the journal.
Page one: Reasons I Left.
She stared at the blank paper.
And began to write.






  
  Chapter 2: Familiar Strangers


The morning air was cooler than expected. Mist clung to the edge of the trees like breath not yet exhaled, and the scent of damp earth wrapped around the guesthouse like an old, forgotten sweater. Samantha wrapped her hands around a chipped ceramic mug—left behind by some previous tenant—and stood at the open window, watching as sunlight spilled across the backyard. 
Evan was already outside, hauling lumber from a truck bed to a shaded worktable. Shirt damp with sweat. Muscles flexing with every board. Sam told herself she was observing for character notes—not staring. Definitely not staring.
She took a sip of her lukewarm coffee and rolled her eyes. It had been years. She should be immune by now.
A knock came at her front door.
Sam turned, nearly dropping her mug. She opened the door slowly, unsure who she expected. Evan, maybe. With a polite cease-and-desist request and a bucket of unresolved bitterness.
Instead, Maya stood there, holding a container of muffins and wearing a sly half-smile.
“Peace offering,” the teen said. “For startling you yesterday. Uncle Evan bakes when he’s brooding.”
Sam took the container with a blink. “He still bakes?”
“Religiously. Cinnamon stress therapy.” Maya looked around the tiny cabin. “Can I come in?”
“Sure.” Sam stepped aside.
Maya wandered in like she owned the place, examining the books on the shelves, the antique lamp, the handwoven throw on the arm of the couch.
“So this is your writing cave?” she asked, flopping down into the chair by the fireplace. “Is this where the magic happens?”
“Used to.” Sam set the muffins on the table. “These days it’s mostly caffeine, cursing, and existential dread.”
Maya laughed. “Sounds like my chemistry class.”
Sam grinned in spite of herself. The girl was quick. Observant. Guarded, like Evan, but with an edge of curiosity he hadn’t let himself show in years.
“So what’s it like,” Maya asked, “being internet famous?”
Sam gave a half-shrug. “Overrated. Mostly it just means people expect more from you than you know how to give.”
Maya tilted her head. “Is that why you came back here?”
The question was gentle, but it still landed too close to home.
“I came back,” Sam said slowly, “because I needed quiet. And because there’s something I never finished. Maybe a few things.”
Maya seemed to understand more than her age should’ve allowed. “He’s not the same, you know. My uncle.”
“I didn’t expect him to be.”
Maya leaned forward. “But you hoped, right?”
Sam didn’t answer. She didn’t have to. The silence was answer enough.
Later that afternoon, Sam took a walk through the woods behind the property, trailing the narrow path Evan had carved over the years. Every twist and slope was familiar—like muscle memory tucked deep inside her bones. She reached the creek they used to wade in during summer heat, where flat stones still sat stacked like a cairn marking a memory.
She lingered.
Back then, they used to sit here for hours—talking about futures that felt big and boundless. He’d sketch ideas for cabins and treehouses. She’d fill notebooks with poetic ramblings and half-baked essays.
Now, the silence stretched too wide.
Sam knelt, picked up a flat stone, and skimmed it across the surface. It bounced twice, then sank.
Figures.
She turned—and found Evan behind her, hands in his pockets, eyes unreadable.
“Didn’t mean to follow you,” he said.
“Didn’t mean to trespass,” she replied.
He offered the ghost of a smile. “You used to say this spot belonged to both of us.”
“I used to say a lot of things.”
He walked past her and sat on the same boulder he always claimed as his own. Sam joined him a moment later, keeping a respectable distance.
The silence wasn’t exactly comfortable—but it wasn’t sharp either.
She glanced at him. “So… you’re still building?”
He nodded. “Custom furniture now. Fewer clients, less noise. More sawdust, but I don’t mind.”
“And Maya?”
“She’s a miracle I never saw coming.” His voice softened. “Losing my brother broke something in both of us. Taking her in... gave us a reason to patch it back together.”
Sam exhaled. “She’s wonderful.”
“She likes you.”
“She doesn’t know what I did.”
Evan looked at her then—really looked. “What did you do, Sam?”
Her chest tightened. “I ran.”
“Why?”
She hesitated. “That answer’s not simple.”
He nodded. “It never is.”
A hawk cried overhead, circling wide against the blue. Sam watched it spiral higher and higher.
“I wanted to stay,” she said finally. “But I was afraid.”
“Of me?”
“Of losing myself. Of not being enough. Of loving you too much and it not being enough for you.”
He blinked, like her words physically knocked him back. Then his jaw flexed. “You didn’t even say goodbye.”
“I know.”
Another silence settled—thicker this time, but threaded with something quieter than rage. Sadness. Memory.
He rose. “We can’t go back.”
She nodded. “I know.”
“But you’re here now,” he said, brushing his hand along the old cairn. “And I can’t pretend that doesn’t mean something.”
Their eyes locked for a heartbeat too long.
And just like that, the slow burn began again—silent and steady beneath the weight of everything unspoken.
That night, Sam sat on the porch of the guesthouse, wrapped in a blanket and rereading the pages she’d managed to write that afternoon. The words weren’t perfect. But they were honest.
She heard footsteps behind her and glanced up.
Maya stood there, holding a deck of cards.
“Thought you might want to play something that doesn’t require Wi-Fi.”
Sam smiled. “Deal me in.”
As they played gin rummy by lantern light, Sam caught glimpses of Evan moving through the main house—quiet and solitary.
He didn’t look at her.
But he didn’t look away either.
And something in that almost glance—almost acknowledgment—kept her heart awake long after the cards were packed away and the stars had faded from view.






  
  Chapter 3: What We Pretend Not to Feel


Sam didn’t hear the car until it was already halfway up the drive. The tires crackled over gravel, a sharp intrusion against the quiet rhythm she was slowly learning to love. 
She stood on the porch of the guesthouse, notebook in one hand, mug in the other. The breeze carried the scent of rain-soaked pine and distant thunder. She squinted toward the road as a sleek black sedan came into view, polished and glossy, so out of place on this rustic property it might as well have arrived from a different life.
And maybe it had.
The door opened, and the woman who stepped out looked like she belonged to the city Sam had just left behind—navy pencil skirt, crisp white blouse, phone already glued to her ear, heels clicking on uneven stone like the ground should be adjusting for her.
Sam’s stomach dipped.
A second door opened.
Evan.
He emerged from the other side of the car, jaw tight, sleeves rolled up, that unreadable expression back on his face. Not anger exactly. Not guilt either. Something quieter. Like reluctance worn thin.
The woman ended her call and turned toward Sam with a professional smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes.
“You must be the tenant.” She extended a hand. “Harper Lane. Evan’s business partner.”
Business partner. Right.
Sam shook her hand, but something in her chest twisted anyway.
“I’m Samantha. Sam.”
“Yes, of course. You write those lifestyle columns. I’ve seen your work.”
The compliment was clipped, efficient, like it was part of a checklist.
Harper turned to Evan. “Can we go over the lumber invoices before the meeting?”
He gave a tight nod. “In the shop.”
The two walked off toward the barn without another word. Sam stood frozen, the warmth of the morning evaporating from her skin. Something in Harper’s tone had felt familiar—just enough familiarity to raise questions. Questions she didn’t want to ask.
But would need to.
Eventually.
Later that day, Sam found herself back at the creek with her journal, trying to focus on the page and not the flash of Harper’s hand brushing Evan’s arm as they passed by earlier.
You didn’t come here for him, she reminded herself. You came here to heal. To finish what you started.
But that was only half true.
Because she hadn’t stopped thinking about him since the day she left.
A twig snapped behind her.
Sam turned, expecting a deer or maybe Maya.
Instead, Evan stood at the edge of the tree line, arms crossed, expression unreadable.
“You used to come out here when you were overwhelmed,” he said quietly.
“You remember that?”
“I remember more than I should.”
She closed the journal slowly. “Harper seems… efficient.”
A beat.
“She handles the business side. Keeps the books. Deals with vendors.”
“And the personal side?”
He blinked. “What are you asking, Sam?”
She looked at him, steady. “Are you seeing her?”
He didn’t answer right away. Just ran a hand through his hair, eyes shifting toward the sky like it held the answer.
“We tried,” he said finally. “Last year. For a minute. It didn’t work.”
“Why not?”
His gaze returned to hers. “Because she never made me forget.”
The air between them shifted—sharper, hungrier. Sam’s breath caught, her throat suddenly too tight.
“I didn’t come here to pick at scabs, Evan.”
He stepped closer. “Then why did you come?”
“I told you—”
“No. Not the PR answer. The real one. The one you won’t write in a column.”
She clenched her hands at her sides. “Because I didn’t know who I was anymore. Because every day I spent pretending I was okay, I felt further away from myself. And because even after everything, the only place I ever felt like me… was here.”
His jaw tightened.
“I never stopped loving you, Sam.”
Her heart skipped. “That’s not fair.”
“It’s not meant to be.”
They stood in silence, too close, too still.
Then a sharp cry echoed through the woods.
“Sam?”
It was Maya. Sam turned instinctively, voice catching. “Over here!”
The girl emerged, hair windblown, face pale. “The dog’s missing. That stray I’ve been feeding? She usually comes back for breakfast. I think she’s hurt.”
Without a word, Evan took off toward the woods.
Sam followed.
They searched for over an hour, calling, listening, pushing through the underbrush. It was Maya who found the dog—trapped under a fallen branch, whimpering.
Evan knelt beside it immediately, murmuring quietly, carefully shifting the branch.
“She’s bleeding,” Maya said, panic in her voice.
Sam dropped beside her, pressing a gentle hand to her back. “We’ve got her. It’s okay.”
Together, they wrapped the dog in Evan’s flannel overshirt and carried her home.
That night, after the dog had been settled in the barn with makeshift bandages and Maya asleep on the couch beside her, Evan stood in the kitchen doorway of the guesthouse.
“I was wrong,” he said softly.
Sam looked up from her journal. “About?”
“Thinking I could live the rest of my life pretending none of it happened.”
He stepped closer, shadows flickering across his face from the fireplace glow.
“But I was also right,” he added. “We can’t go back.”
Sam closed her journal, heart pounding.
“So what do we do?”
He took a breath. “Maybe we start where we left off.”
Her voice cracked. “That’s a dangerous place.”
“Then let’s start with the next line.”
She didn’t answer right away.
But she didn’t close the door either.
And Evan didn’t leave.






  
  Chapter 4: The Things We Don’t Say


The rain came fast and hard the next morning, hammering the tin roof of the guesthouse with a relentless rhythm that sounded like panic knocking on the door. 
Sam stared at the blinking cursor on her screen, her latest article half-formed and painfully hollow. She’d written ten versions of it already, all of them wrong. Too polished. Too distant. Too… safe.
Her phone vibrated.
CALLER ID: Monica - Manhattan Media Group
Sam’s finger hovered over the decline button. Then she sighed and answered.
“Sam,” Monica’s voice buzzed like caffeine through the speaker. “Tell me you’re writing. Tell me you’ve got something magical and moody and emotionally raw for me.”
“I’m working on it,” Sam said, trying to keep her voice neutral. “Just not quite there yet.”
“You’ve been gone two weeks. We need something, Sam. Something personal. Your last viral column was lightning—this needs to be thunder. Why don’t you lean into the breakup stuff again? Go full-circle. Readers love full-circle.”
Sam’s grip on the phone tightened. “You want me to write about Evan.”
“Isn’t that why you went back there? To exorcise that ghost?”
“I went back to write.”
“Then write the truth. Write about the one who broke you.”
Sam swallowed. “I broke him.”
There was a pause. “Even better.”
Sam ended the call before she said something she’d regret.
She didn’t realize Maya had been standing by the porch railing until she opened the door and nearly bumped into her.
“Sorry,” Maya said, pulling her hoodie tighter against the wind. “Didn’t mean to eavesdrop.”
Sam studied her. “Did you?”
“Maybe just a little.” Maya looked down. “That guy… the one from your column. It’s Uncle Evan, isn’t it?”
Sam hesitated.
“Yes,” she said softly.
Maya didn’t respond for a long moment. “He wouldn’t talk about you. Not once. Not even when I asked. Said the past was a dead language.”
Sam leaned against the doorframe. “Maybe he was right.”
“Maybe,” Maya said. “But I still study Latin.”
Sam gave a short, breathless laugh, but her chest ached.
Later that day, Evan dropped by the guesthouse with a spare lantern. The power had flickered during the storm and wasn’t expected back until evening.
“You always hated the dark,” he said, setting the lantern on the table.
“I still do,” she replied, brushing a strand of damp hair behind her ear. “But I’m working on it.”
He looked at her for a moment. “You were on the phone earlier. Sounded like New York.”
“Old life. Trying to pull me back.”
“Will you let it?”
“I don’t know yet.”
He nodded slowly, then reached into his pocket and pulled out something wrapped in a plastic bag.
“I found this in one of the boxes in the attic. It’s… yours.”
Sam unwrapped it carefully. A tiny, folded letter. Her handwriting. Addressed to Evan. Unsent.
She stared at it, stunned. “I—I thought I threw this out.”
“I guess you didn’t.”
“Did you read it?”
“No.”
“Why not?”
“Because if I did, I might forgive you for the wrong reasons.”
She clutched the letter in her hand. “What if there are no right reasons?”
“Then we’re just two people with too many wrongs and nowhere to put them.”
He turned to leave.
But then he paused.
“Why did you leave, Sam? The real reason.”
She couldn’t say it. Not yet.
Because if she did, it would unravel everything.
So instead, she asked, “Why didn’t you come after me?”
He looked at her, and for the first time, she saw the truth in his silence.
Because he had. But she’d already disappeared.
That night, while Maya slept curled up beside the still-recovering stray dog in the barn, Sam sat on the floor with the unopened letter in her lap. Rain tapped against the windows like an old song.
Her phone buzzed again. Another message from Monica:
“I need that story. You owe me.”
She turned off the phone.
Her hands trembled as she opened the letter.
Evan,
I don’t know how to say goodbye, so I won’t. But I need you to know—it wasn’t because I stopped loving you. It was because I didn’t think I deserved the life we planned.
Something happened, and I didn’t tell you. I was scared. Not of you—of what you’d think. Of how it would change everything. Maybe one day I’ll have the courage to explain.
Until then… I’m sorry.
— Sam
She closed her eyes.
It had been a pregnancy. Brief. Fragile. Lost before she could even tell him. The grief had swallowed her whole—shame, too. Not because of the loss, but because of how alone she felt. How quickly she’d convinced herself he was better off never knowing.
And now she was here again. With the truth still buried, and the man she never stopped loving just steps away.
But the real twist came the next morning.
Sam entered the main house to return a borrowed power cord and overheard voices in the kitchen.
Evan and Harper.
“…you can’t tell her,” Harper was saying.
“She deserves the truth.”
“And what if it breaks everything left between you?”
Sam stopped cold.
Harper again: “You think I don’t know what you’re doing? Rewriting history? Pretending the last ten years didn’t happen? I covered for you, Evan. I kept your secret.”
Sam stepped back quietly, blood roaring in her ears.
His secret?
Suddenly, the cracks weren’t just in the past—they were under her feet.






  
  Chapter 5: The Secret That Stayed


Sam didn’t remember walking back to the guesthouse. One moment she was frozen outside Evan’s kitchen, ears ringing with Harper’s voice, and the next, she was sitting on the edge of her bed, staring at the notebook in her lap. 
“I kept your secret.”
The words echoed louder than the thunder outside.
She hadn’t imagined the look on Evan’s face—strained, guilt-touched, like someone cornered by a past he thought had been buried deep.
She opened her journal, flipped to the page with the half-finished column title—The Second First Time—and scribbled a note beneath it: What don’t I know about you?
When she finally gathered the nerve to confront him, the storm had passed and the house was quiet. The light in Evan’s shop was still on, shadows moving inside as he worked the lathe.
She didn’t knock. Just stepped into the barn, the scent of sawdust and cedar wrapping around her like memory.
“You’re a hard man to find,” she said.
Evan looked up from the bench. His hands were covered in fine wood dust. “You needed something?”
She held his gaze. “I need the truth.”
His jaw flexed. “About?”
“About whatever it is Harper knows that I don’t.”
He went still.
“Don’t lie to me, Evan.”
“I’m not.”
“Then talk to me.”
He set down the carving chisel, exhaled through his nose. “There’s nothing between me and Harper, Sam. That was over before







