
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



  	
	    
	      Also by Evan Colex

	    

      
	    
          
	      Romance

          
        
          
	          We Left Unsaid

          
        
      

      
    
    


[image: ]

We Left Unsaid

By

Evan Colex

Copyright © 2025 by Evan Colex

All rights reserved.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Dedication
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For every seed of love

planted in hope,

for every word left unspoken

in the quiet soil of the past.

This is for the gardeners

who dare to dig deeper,

who believe that even

from buried things,

something beautiful

can still grow.
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Prologue: The Burying
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We buried our future on a Tuesday, under the old oak that leaned toward the lake like it was telling a secret.

It was Carter’s idea, of course. A time capsule. “For the us we’re going to become,” he said, his hands dirty from digging, his smile brighter than the July sun slicing through the leaves. I placed inside a dried wildflower from our first hike. He added a map, dotted with pins for all the distant countries he’d film his documentaries in, with me by his side. We sealed it with a promise, whispered against my temple as he held me: No matter how far we go, this is our true north.

Then we covered it with damp, dark earth, patting the soil down like a benediction.

I didn’t know then that we weren’t preserving a beginning; we were conducting a funeral. That the next thing we’d bury, just six months later, would be us. Not with ceremony, but with silence. With things left desperately, cowardly, unsaid.

He left for a last-minute assignment in Patagonia. I packed my dreams out of our shared apartment. The goodbye was a voicemail. The reason was a void. The oak tree by the lake stood witness, holding the ghost of us under its roots.

I built a life on top of that grave. I became a woman who mastered soil and stone, who taught gardens how to grow while carefully tending her own fallow heart. I believed some things, once buried, stayed gone.

I was wrong.

Because a decade later, I’ve just received a request to landscape the wedding of Carter Thorne at the Thorne family estate. My professional signature is clean at the bottom of the contract. My hands haven’t stopped shaking since I signed it.

They want me to design the gardens for his new beginning. To make beauty where our ending lies interred.

And I’ve just realized—I’m the only one who knows exactly where to dig.

PART I: THE GRAVEYARD SHIFT
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CHAPTER 1: The Ghost in the Blueprints
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The email landed in my inbox with the soft, innocent ping of a bird hitting a window.

I was elbow-deep in lavender, the sharp, clean scent doing its best to scrub my mind of the morning’s chaos. My business, Terra Firma, was a beautiful, controlled mess—a converted warehouse space where schematics unfurled across drafting tables like promises, and every clay pot held a future. I was finalizing a drought-resistant xeriscape plan for a fussy tech CEO when my assistant, Leo, slid a tablet across my workbench.

“High-profile inquiry,” he said, his voice carefully neutral. “The Thorne Estate. Wedding.”

My shears snipped a perfect stem. “Send them the portfolio and the premium package brochure. You know the drill.”

“I do.” Leo didn’t move. “You might want to look at the client details.”

A prickle, unwelcome and cold, traced my spine. I wiped my hands on my canvas apron, leaving faint smudges of earth, and took the tablet.

Client: Thorne, Carter & Sloane.

Event: Wedding & Full Estate Redesign.

Location: Thorne Estate, Birch Creek.

The words didn’t just sit on the screen. They detonated.

Carter Thorne. The name was a tremor through a decade of carefully laid bedrock. My Carter. Or rather, the man who had stopped being mine ten years, two months, and seventeen days ago. The man whose last words to me had been a static-filled, “The signal’s bad, Lena. I’ll call you from Santiago.” He never did.

Now he was getting married. At his family’s estate. The place where we’d dreamed our future under that old oak.

“Elena?” Leo’s voice was soft. He was the only one from the old days who’d stuck around, who knew.

“It’s fine,” I said, and the words tasted like dust. “It’s a business inquiry. We’re the best in the state. It makes sense.” I was convincing myself. My eyes scanned the attached mood board. Elegant, minimalist. Whites, creams, touches of sage. The bride, Sloane, was a blurred, beautiful figure in the inspiration photos. She looked like she’d never had dirt under her nails a day in her life.

“Do you want me to decline?” Leo asked. “We can cite a scheduling conflict.”

Yes. The scream was immediate and visceral. Yes, decline, burn the email, salt the earth.

But that’s not who I was anymore. I was Elena Vance, founder of Terra Firma. I didn’t run from ghosts; I landscaped over them. I turned barren, painful plots into places of beauty and peace. That was my brand. My armor.

Declining would be admitting he still had power over me. That the past wasn’t past. It would be letting the ghost win.

“No,” I said, my voice finding a strange, solid calm. “We’ll take the meeting. Draft a response. Professional. Enthusiastic about the... venue’s potential.”

As Leo walked away, I turned to the wall of windows behind me. My reflection was superimposed over the city skyline—a woman with her dark hair in a practical twist, smudges on her cheek, standing in a kingdom of her own making. I had built this. Brick by brick, client by client, I had built a life on the simple, sturdy principle of moving forward. Of burying what needed to be buried.

This job... this was the ultimate test. To go back to the very soil where my old self was interred and prove, once and for all, that I was the master gardener now. That I could design the gardens for Carter Thorne’s happy ending without a single tremor in my hand.

I picked up my shears again. The lavender stem I’d cut was clean, precise.

I just had to forget that, for a moment, my heart had felt exactly the same way.
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CHAPTER 2: A Signature in Trembling Ink
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The drive to Birch Creek was a two-hour slideshow of my past.

Every mile marker tugged a memory loose. The roadside diner where Carter and I shared a chocolate milkshake, two straws. The turnoff to the state park where we got caught in a thunderstorm and laughed until our sides hurt. The landscape softened from city sprawl to rolling hills, and with each green mile, the Elena of Terra Firma—the confident, in-control business owner—felt thinner, like a coat of paint over the original grain.

I pulled up to the wrought-iron gates of the Thorne Estate, my hands clenched on the steering wheel. The place was both exactly the same and utterly foreign. The grand, stone-faced manor house still presided over the land with quiet arrogance. But the gardens I remembered—the wild, overrun bursts of color Carter’s mother had loved—were gone. In their place was a blank canvas of turned earth and muted, waiting green. A tabula rasa for Sloane’s vision.

My canvas, I corrected myself, slipping into my professional mantle.

I was met not by Carter, but by a sleek, efficient wedding planner named Astrid. “Ms. Vance! So thrilled. Sloane is just enchanted by your work with the Miller Conservatory.” She led me on a brisk tour of the grounds, her stilettos sinking slightly into the soft soil. “The ceremony will be here, facing the lake. Reception under a clear-span structure there. We’re thinking a ‘rustic elegance’ throughline. Sloane wants it to feel organic, but... flawless.”

I nodded, taking notes on my tablet, my eyes automatically assessing sun paths, drainage, sight lines. “The soil here is good. Loamy. You’ll want structural accents for height—maybe birch trunks, to tie into the locale. The palette should be monochromatic to let the lake be the star.” My voice was steady. This was just another job.

Then I saw him.

He was standing by the lake’s edge, down near the old oak, his back to me. He was taller, his shoulders broader, but the set of his posture—a slight lean, hands in pockets—was a punch of familiarity to my gut. He wore a simple grey henley and jeans, and the wind off the water tousled his dark, unruly hair. Carter had never looked like a documentary star; he’d always looked like he was just about to head into the woods.

Astrid chirped, “Oh, there’s the groom! Carter, darling, come meet our landscape visionary!”

He turned.

Time didn’t stop. It did something worse—it folded. The ten years between now and the last time I’d seen his face collapsed into a single, breathless moment. The same intelligent, lake-blue eyes, now with finer lines at the corners. The same mouth that had smiled so easily, now held in a quieter, more cautious line.

“Elena,” he said. Just my name. No exclamation. No shock. Just a quiet, deep acknowledgement, as if he’d been expecting me, as if my name was a stone he’d been holding in his hand.

“Carter,” I managed, my professional mask firmly in place. “Congratulations.”

The space between us crackled with a decade of silence. Astrid, oblivious, prattled on about peonies.

“Thank you,” he said, his eyes never leaving mine. They held a question, a tumult, I couldn’t decipher. “I... saw your work featured in Architectural Digest. It’s incredible. You built that.”

He said it with a kind of awe that had nothing to do with gardens. It was an acknowledgement of the life I’d built without him.

“And you’ve been everywhere,” I said, the small talk ash in my mouth. “The Amazon series was breathtaking.”

We were two polite strangers, reciting Wikipedia entries about each other’s lives.

Astrid thrust the contract and a pen into my hands. “If you’re happy, let’s make it official! The deposit is already authorized.”

The moment condensed to the weight of the pen in my hand. This was the threshold. Sign, and I would be the architect of the most beautiful day of his life with someone else. I would be burying our past under layers of sod and Sloane’s perfect white roses.

Carter watched me, his expression unreadable.

I found my line on the signature page. I willed my hand to be steady, but the first stroke of the ‘E’ wavered. Just a tiny, microscopic tremble. A signature in trembling ink.

I signed. Elena Vance. The final ‘e’ was a firm, defiant slash.

“Excellent!” Astrid plucked the papers away. “We are going to create magic!”

Carter finally looked away, his gaze going back to the lake, to the oak. “She always did,” he said, so softly I almost didn’t hear it.

Was he talking to Astrid? Or to the ghost of me, still lingering by the water?

I didn’t ask. The contract was signed. The job was mine.

I had just agreed to professionally cultivate the ground where my own heart had been broken. And as I walked back to my car, the ghost of his voice and the tremor in my signature echoed the same terrifying truth.

The past wasn’t buried. It was just waiting for the right person to start digging.
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CHAPTER 3: Soil Samples and Old Scars
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My warehouse studio had never felt so much like a bunker.

Back in the city, surrounded by my blueprints and the scent of damp soil from the propagation trays, I tried to reclaim my sanity. I attacked the Thorne Estate project with a ferocious, clinical focus. It was just a site. Just a client. The fact that the client’s smile could still short-circuit my nervous system a decade later was irrelevant.

I spread the surveyor’s map of the estate on my largest drafting table, anchoring the corners with half-full coffee mugs. My finger traced the shoreline of the lake. There. The ceremony site. I would flank it with native grasses for movement, clusters of allium for structure. Clean. Impersonal. Beautiful.

My business partner, Finn, leaned against the doorframe, watching me. He’d been watching me with that same quiet, observant look since we met in grad school. “So. Birch Creek,” he said, his voice careful.

“It’s a big job,” I said without looking up. “High visibility. The kind that leads to magazine features.”

“And that’s all it is?”

I finally met his gaze. Finn was my anchor—steady, kind, with a mechanic’s clever hands and a landscape architect’s soul. He was the only person who knew the full, unvarnished story of Carter Thorne.

“What else would it be?” I asked, a defensive edge creeping into my tone.

He just shrugged and came over to look at the map. His shoulder brushed mine, a solid, comforting warmth. “The soil near that lake is mostly clay. It’ll hold water. You’ll need serious amending for anything to take root.”

“I know.” I’d memorized the soil composition a decade ago, lying on a blanket with Carter, as he explained how the glacial till formed the basin. Professional knowledge, I told myself now.

“We should take fresh samples. The old data might not be reliable. Things change.” He said it gently.

“Things get buried,” I corrected, my voice tight. “Doesn’t mean they’re gone.”

An uneasy silence settled between us. Finn cleared his throat. “I’ll schedule a site visit for samples. Tomorrow. You want me to handle it?”

Yes. The answer was a scream in my head. Send Finn. Let his calm, capable presence be my buffer. But that was the coward’s way. I was the principal. I did the consultations.

“I’ll go,” I said. “It has to be done right.”



The next morning, the estate was shrouded in a fine, misting rain. It turned the world into a watercolor, blurring the edges of the manor and the lake. It felt appropriate. I pulled on a waxed canvas jacket, grabbed my soil probe and sample bags, and headed for the ceremony site.

The ground was soft, yielding. I pushed the probe into the earth, the metal sinking with a wet sigh. As I pulled up the first core, examining the layers of dark clay and loam, I felt him before I saw him.
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