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SOMETIMES THE BEST LOVE STORIES ARE THE ONES OFF SCRIPT. 

I’m Mia Stewart, and for years, my life was planned out scene by scene. I always did what was expected. Then I ended up in Maple Ridge, Vermont. This pretty little town wasn’t part of the original plan—it was supposed to be a side trip, a quiet reset. But suddenly, my life went completely Off Script. 

After my relationship fell apart, all I wanted was to hide. My mom’s old cottage seemed safe. The plan was simple: paint, isolate, and piece myself back together. No changes. No surprises.

Then Jake Harper showed up. My kind, grounded, and undeniably attractive next-door neighbor. He wasn’t just nice—he had a steady presence that was both comforting and unnerving. He wasn’t in the script.

Love? After everything? It felt impossible. But with Jake, there’s a spark I can’t ignore. The way he looks at me makes me feel seen for the first time in years. And that smile of his... it’s like a secret only we share.

Maple Ridge is already starting to feel warmer, different. Maybe it’s the town, or maybe it’s just Jake. Because what I feel when I’m with him is real. Terrifying. Exhilarating.

📖 Can a life built on expectations be rewritten? Can a guarded heart open again? I’m about to find out. All I have to do is stop running away—and maybe, just maybe, run toward him instead. 

.
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MIA P.O.V.

“Mia!”

I’ve always hated the sound of my name when it’s yelled. The sharpness of it cuts through my thoughts like a knife, disrupting whatever peace I’ve managed to cling to in my scattered mind. And right now, that name—my name—is being yelled at the top of someone’s lungs from just outside my door.

“Mia!”

I stir, groaning as I drag myself from the deep, comforting abyss of sleep. My bed is a warm cocoon, my refuge from the world. I squint at the glowing numbers on my alarm clock. 1:00 PM. My heart sinks. “Not again” I think, pushing myself up on one elbow and rubbing my eyes. How had I let the morning slip away like this? My sense of time has been completely out of whack ever since... well, ever since everything fell apart.

“Mia Stewart!” The voice calls out again, more urgent this time, followed by the obnoxious buzz of the doorbell.

The sound grates against my already frazzled nerves, and I mutter a string of curses under my breath as I swing my legs over the side of the bed. My feet hit the cold wooden floor, sending a shiver up my spine. I reach for my phone on the nightstand, hoping to find some text or missed call explaining why someone is determined to shatter the last vestiges of sleep I have left. But there’s nothing. Just a reminder that I’ve missed two deadlines for work and a dozen notifications from social media that I can’t bring myself to care about.

I drag myself out of bed, the weight of the world pressing down on my shoulders like an invisible burden I can’t shake off. The room is dim, the thick curtains drawn tightly shut, blocking out any hint of daylight. It’s easier this way, hiding from the sun and all the expectations that come with it. My tiny apartment in Chicago, usually my sanctuary, feels more like a prison these days—a place where time stands still, and nothing seems to matter.

“MIA!” The shout is accompanied by another impatient ring of the doorbell.

“I’m coming!” I shout back, though my voice is more of a hoarse croak than anything else. I shuffle to the door, my feet dragging across the floor, my body heavy with the lingering haze of sleep.

When I reach the door, I hesitate for a moment, peeking through the peephole. Nicole’s there, of course, her face scrunched up in frustration, her blonde hair pulled back in a messy bun. She’s dressed in her typical casual-but-chic style—leggings, an oversized sweater, and the kind of sneakers that probably cost more than my entire outfit combined. She’s pacing back and forth in front of the door, arms crossed over her chest, her lips pressed into a thin line.

I sigh, knowing there’s no avoiding this. Nicole is nothing if not persistent, especially when she thinks she’s doing something for my own good. With a resigned breath, I unlock the door and swing it open.

“Mia!” Nicole’s voice softens slightly as she steps forward, her expression shifting from irritation to concern the moment she sees me. “What the hell? I’ve been ringing your bell for like five minutes. Why weren’t you answering?”

“I was asleep,” I mumble, running a hand through my tangled hair. “What time is it, anyway?”

Nicole raises an eyebrow. “It’s 1 PM. You’ve been sleeping this whole time?”

“Apparently,” I say with a weak shrug, leaning against the doorframe. My voice is flat, even to my own ears, and I can see the worry in Nicole’s eyes intensify.

“Mia, this isn’t good,” she says, pushing past me into the apartment without waiting for an invitation. “You can’t keep doing this—sleeping all day, staying up all night, ignoring your life. It’s not healthy.”

I close the door behind her, feeling a twinge of guilt. I know she’s right. I’ve been hiding from everything, trying to escape the reality that my life is no longer what it used to be. But I can’t help it. Every time I try to face the world, it feels like I’m suffocating under the weight of all my failures and losses.

“I’m fine,” I lie, though we both know it’s far from the truth.

Nicole lets out an exasperated sigh and spins around to face me. “No, you’re not. You’re far from fine, Mia. You’ve been holed up in this apartment for weeks, and it’s like you’ve completely checked out of life. I’m worried about you.”

She pauses for a moment, as if choosing her next words carefully. “And it’s not just me who’s worried. Our boss is starting to get anxious too. You missed another deadline, Mia. This new restoration order—it’s not just some casual project. It involves contracts, serious ones, and there are penalties if we don’t deliver on time. You can’t afford to mess this up. Not now.”

I feel a knot tighten in my stomach, the weight of her words sinking in. I’ve been trying so hard to push everything aside, to pretend like I can just hide from it all, but the reality is crashing down around me. This job, the one thing I used to be so good at, is slipping through my fingers, and I’m not sure how to get it back.

“Mia,” she says softly, reaching out to touch my arm. “You don’t have to go through this alone. I’m here for you, but you need to let me in. You need to let someone in.”

I drop my gaze to the floor, unable to meet her eyes. I don’t want to talk about this—not now, not ever. But Nicole is relentless, and she’s not going to let this go. I can feel her eyes boring into me, searching for some sign that I’m still the same Mia she’s always known, the Mia who used to have everything together.

I swallow hard, feeling the familiar sting of tears in my eyes. I don’t want to cry. I’m so tired of crying. It feels like that’s all I’ve done since everything fell apart—since the breakup, since Mom died, since I lost all sense of direction in my life. But Nicole’s words hit me right in the gut, and suddenly, all the emotions I’ve been trying to suppress come rushing to the surface.

“I don’t know how to do this anymore,” I admit, my voice trembling as I finally look up at her. “I don’t know how to be... okay.”

Nicole’s face softens, and she pulls me into a tight hug, holding me close as if she can somehow squeeze all the pain out of me. I close my eyes and let myself sink into the embrace, feeling the warmth of her arms around me, the steady beat of her heart against mine.

“It’s okay to not be okay,” she whispers, her voice gentle. “But you can’t stay like this forever. You have to start living again, Mia. You have to find a way to move forward.”

“I don’t even know where to start,” I confess, my voice muffled against her shoulder.

Nicole pulls back slightly, just enough to look me in the eye. “One step at a time,” she says firmly. “And the first step is getting out of this apartment and doing something—anything. Let’s go for a walk, get some fresh air. We can grab coffee, or just sit in the park and talk. But you need to get out of here.”

I hesitate, my instinct to retreat back into my safe, dark cocoon warring with the part of me that knows she’s right. I can’t keep hiding from the world. I can’t keep letting life pass me by.

“Okay,” I finally say, my voice barely above a whisper. “Let’s go for a walk.”

Nicole smiles, relief washing over her face. “Good. Go get dressed, and I’ll wait here. And Mia?”

“Yeah?”

“You’re stronger than you think,” she says, her tone serious. “Don’t forget that.”

I nod, though I’m not sure I believe her. But I force myself to move, to shuffle back to my bedroom and change out of my wrinkled pajamas. I pull on a pair of jeans and a sweater, running a brush through my hair and splashing water on my face in an attempt to look somewhat presentable.

When I return to the living room, Nicole is waiting by the door, her phone in hand. She glances up and gives me an approving nod. “Ready?”

We step out into the hallway, and I’m struck by how bright it is outside my apartment. The sun filters in through the windows, casting a warm glow on the worn carpet. It feels foreign, almost harsh, after so many days spent in the dim confines of my room.

Nicole chatters away as we walk down the stairs and out onto the bustling street, her voice a comforting background noise as I take in my surroundings. The city feels different, like I’m seeing it through new eyes—more vibrant, more alive. It’s a stark contrast to the muted colors of my recent existence, and for a moment, it’s overwhelming.

But then Nicole loops her arm through mine, grounding me, and I take a deep breath. We walk side by side, blending into the flow of pedestrians, and slowly, I begin to feel a tiny flicker of something I haven’t felt in a long time—hope.

Maybe, just maybe, I can find my way back.
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MIA P.O.V.

My hand hovers above the canvas, brush poised and ready, but my focus is slipping faster than sand through an hourglass. The piece I’m restoring is an 18th-century portrait, and I’ve spent what feels like forever painstakingly working to match each brushstroke to the original. Every detail matters—every shade of blue, every delicate line of the subject’s face—but my brain is fried. I’ve been staring at the same section for hours, and it’s like the paint is starting to blur before my eyes.

“Come on, Mia, get it together,” I mutter to myself, but even my pep talks are half-hearted these days. I lean back in my chair and stretch my arms above my head, trying to shake off the exhaustion that’s settled into my bones.

This job—this single piece of art—is the last shred of order in my chaotic life. If I can just finish it on time, maybe, just maybe, I’ll convince everyone, including myself, that I’m not completely falling apart. But the pressure is eating me alive, and my usual tricks for staying focused just aren’t cutting it tonight.

I glance at the clock. 11:47 PM. I let out a long sigh, knowing I’m in for another all-nighter. I push back from the desk and head to the fridge, praying there’s at least one energy drink left in there. It’s the only thing that’s going to get me through the next few hours.

Lucky for me, there’s a lone can sitting on the shelf, wedged between a sad-looking apple and a tub of yogurt that’s probably seen better days. I grab the drink and pop it open, the hiss of carbonation sounding way too loud in the quiet of my apartment.

“To poor life choices and midnight crises,” I toast to no one, taking a long sip of the overly sweet, artificially flavored liquid. It’s terrible, but it’s the kind of terrible that gets the job done. I head back to my workstation, the can in one hand, my paintbrush in the other, ready to tackle the portrait again.

But as I settle back into my chair and stare at the canvas, my thoughts start to wander. It’s like my brain has decided now is the perfect time for a deep dive into the abyss of overthinking. Great. Just what I needed.

I can feel the familiar spiral starting—the one where I overanalyze every single decision I’ve ever made, leading to a full-on mental breakdown. Why did I let things get this bad? Why did I let my life turn into this mess? How did I go from being someone who had it all together to someone who can barely function without a can of toxic energy drink and a series of questionable life choices?

I put down the paintbrush and rub my temples, trying to fend off the impending headache. This isn’t helping. The more I think about everything, the worse I feel, and the worse I feel, the more I think. It’s a vicious cycle that I can’t seem to break.

Screw it. I need a break.

I push away from the desk and head to the bathroom. Maybe a shower will help clear my head. At the very least, it’ll give me something else to focus on besides my impending nervous breakdown.

The bathroom is small, like everything else in this apartment, but it’s my little sanctuary. I strip off my clothes and step into the shower, letting the hot water wash over me. For a few minutes, I just stand there, eyes closed, trying to let the steam and heat do their thing.

As the water beats down on my back, I start to feel a tiny bit of the tension slip away. Maybe Nicole was right. Maybe I do need to get my act together. I can’t keep living like this—barely functioning, constantly on edge, trapped in this cycle of depression and self-doubt.

The truth is, I’ve been postponing everything. Not just the art restoration or getting back to work, but my entire life. I’ve been stuck in this holding pattern, too scared to move forward, too scared to deal with what’s really going on inside my head. But I can’t keep ignoring it. I can’t keep pretending that everything is fine when it’s clearly not.

I take a deep breath and tilt my head back, letting the water cascade over my face. I know what I need to do, but the thought of actually doing it terrifies me. Therapy. I’ve been avoiding it for so long, but maybe it’s time. No, scratch that—it’s definitely time.

I sigh and reach for the shampoo, lathering it into my hair as I try to come to terms with what I’ve just decided. Therapy means admitting that I’m not okay, that I need help, that I can’t fix everything on my own. It means facing all the things I’ve been running from—the grief, the loneliness, the fear of the future. But maybe facing them is the only way I’m going to get better.

When I finish washing my hair, I sit down on the shower floor, letting the water run over me. I know it’s not the most hygienic thing to do, but right now, I just need a moment to gather my thoughts. The cool tile against my skin grounds me, and I close my eyes, trying to let the peace I’m starting to feel sink in.

I can’t keep isolating myself like this. I’ve built these walls around me—literally and figuratively—but all they’ve done is trap me in my own misery. It’s time to break free, to start making decisions that will actually move me forward instead of keeping me stuck in this endless loop of despair.

One of those decisions is about the cabin. The one in Vermont that my mom left me. I’ve been thinking about selling it, about letting go of that piece of her because it’s just too painful to deal with. But maybe I’m looking at it all wrong. Maybe the cabin isn’t something to be avoided or forgotten. Maybe it’s a chance to start over, to find some peace, to reconnect with who I am outside of all the chaos and heartbreak.

I think about Vermont—the quiet, the nature, the way life seems to move at a slower pace there. It’s the complete opposite of my life in Chicago, but maybe that’s exactly what I need. A fresh start. A new beginning. A place where I can let go of the past and start building something new.

By the time I turn off the shower and wrap myself in a towel, I’ve made up my mind. I’m not going to sell the cabin. I’m going to move there. I’m going to leave Chicago and all its bad memories behind, and I’m going to start over in Vermont. It’s a crazy idea, but it feels right. For the first time in a long time, something feels right.

TWO WEEKS LATER

I’m sitting in a small, cozy office that smells faintly of lavender and something citrusy. The walls are a calming shade of blue, decorated with abstract paintings that are supposed to be soothing but mostly just make me wonder what the artist was thinking. I’ve been coming here every few days, and while I still feel like an emotional wreck, there’s a tiny part of me that’s starting to feel... better? Maybe?

Louise, my therapist, sits across from me in a comfortable armchair, her notepad resting on her knee. She’s got this way of looking at me—like she’s trying to see through all the layers I’ve wrapped myself in, right down to the core of who I am. It’s unnerving, but also kind of reassuring, like maybe she’ll help me find the pieces of myself that I’ve lost along the way.

“So, Mia,” Louise begins, her voice steady and calm, “you’ve talked a lot about your decision to move to Vermont and start over. But I’m curious—do you see this move as a way to truly start fresh, or do you think there’s a part of you that’s running away?”

I shift uncomfortably in my seat, feeling the weight of her question. “I mean... isn’t it both?” I say, trying to keep my tone light. “A fresh start usually involves leaving something behind, right? So, yeah, I’m moving on. I’m choosing to leave the past where it belongs.”

Louise nods, but I can tell she’s not going to let me off that easy. “It sounds like you’re aware that you’re leaving something behind, but what exactly is it that you’re leaving? Is it just the city, your job, the memories of your mom? Or is it something deeper—something you haven’t fully confronted yet?”

I take a deep breath, trying to formulate a response that won’t sound completely ridiculous. “I guess... I’m leaving behind the part of me that was stuck. The part that couldn’t move on from the breakup, that couldn’t handle the loss of my mom. I need to get away from all the reminders, from everything that’s holding me back.”

Louise leans forward slightly, her expression thoughtful. “And what happens if those reminders follow you to Vermont? What if you find yourself facing the same struggles, the same fears, just in a different setting? How will you handle that?”

The question hits me like a ton of bricks. I hadn’t really thought about that—about the possibility that my problems might follow me, no matter how far I run. “I... I don’t know,” I admit, my voice quieter now. “I guess I just assumed that a change of scenery would help me leave everything behind. But now that you mention it... maybe that’s just wishful thinking.”

Louise gives me a small, encouraging smile. “It’s natural to want to escape, Mia. But it’s important to recognize that physical distance alone won’t resolve the emotional issues you’re dealing with. You mentioned wanting a fresh start, but I want to challenge you to think about what that really means. Is it about avoiding your past, or is it about facing it head-on and learning to live with it?”

I feel a lump forming in my throat, the familiar sensation of wanting to avoid something that’s too painful to think about. “I don’t want to keep living in the past,” I say, my voice shaky. “But I don’t know how to... how to face everything without feeling like I’m going to drown in it.”

Louise nods, her gaze steady and compassionate. “It’s a process, Mia. Healing doesn’t happen overnight, and it certainly doesn’t happen just because you’ve changed your surroundings. You have to be willing to do the hard work—here and now—to address the pain you’re carrying. Otherwise, it’s going to show up in Vermont, or wherever else you go.”

I swallow hard, feeling like I’m on the verge of tears. “But I don’t know if I’m strong enough to do that. To really deal with all of it.”

“You are,” Louise says firmly, leaning forward a little more. “But you have to believe that you are. And part of that strength comes from recognizing your patterns—especially when it comes to relationships. You mentioned before that you’ve struggled with codependency in the past. Moving to Vermont might seem like a way to escape that, but are you sure you’re not just setting yourself up to repeat the same patterns with new people?”

I bite my lip, the truth of her words hitting me like a cold splash of water. I’ve always had a tendency to rely too heavily on others, to lose myself in relationships and forget who I am outside of them. It’s one of the reasons my breakup was so devastating—it wasn’t just losing him, it was losing the identity I’d built around him.

“I don’t want to fall into that trap again,” I say quietly. “But I’m scared that I will. I don’t know how to not do that.”

Louise leans back in her chair, her expression serious but kind. “The first step is awareness, and you’ve already taken that. The next step is setting boundaries—not just with others, but with yourself. You need to make a commitment to your own growth, to finding out who you are and what you want, independent of anyone else.”

“I don’t even know where to start with that,” I admit, feeling a mix of frustration and hopelessness. “I’ve spent so much of my life defining myself by my relationships—first with my mom, then with him. How do I figure out who I am without them?”

“It starts with small steps,” Louise says gently. “Take time to explore your interests, your passions. Rediscover the things that bring you joy, the things that make you feel like you. And remember, it’s okay to be alone. In fact, it’s essential. Learning to be comfortable in your own company is one of the most important skills you can develop.”

I nod slowly, trying to absorb what she’s saying. “I guess that’s why Vermont feels like the right choice. It’s a chance to be alone, to focus on myself for once. But I’m also scared that I’ll just end up isolating myself even more, that I’ll retreat so far into my own world that I won’t be able to get out.”

Louise’s eyes soften with understanding. “It’s a delicate balance, Mia. Moving away can give you the space you need to heal, but it’s important not to cut yourself off completely. Keep in touch with people who support you, and make an effort to build new, healthy connections in Vermont. You don’t have to do this alone, even if you’re physically alone.”

“I know,” I say, though there’s still a part of me that wonders if I’m just fooling myself. “It’s just... so much has happened, and I’m not sure how to trust myself to make the right choices anymore.”

“You’ve been through a lot,” Louise agrees. “But that doesn’t mean you’re incapable of making good decisions. It just means you need to give yourself time—to heal, to reflect, and to grow. You’re not going to have all the answers right away, and that’s okay. What matters is that you’re taking steps in the right direction, even if they’re small.”

I let out a long breath, feeling some of the tension in my chest start to ease. “I guess I just need to take it one day at a time.”

“Exactly,” Louise says with a reassuring smile. “One day at a time. And remember, you’re not alone in this. You have people who care about you, who want to see you succeed. And you have the strength within you to do this, even if it doesn’t always feel that way.”

I nod, feeling a mix of emotions—fear, hope, uncertainty, and maybe, just maybe, a little bit of determination. “Thanks, Louise. I think... I think I needed to hear that.”

“I’m glad,” she says, her tone warm and supportive. “And remember, this is a journey. It’s okay to stumble, to have setbacks. What’s important is that you keep moving forward, even if it’s at your own pace.”

I sit back in my chair, letting her words sink in. It’s not going to be easy, but maybe that’s okay. Maybe the things that are worth having—the things that really matter—are the ones you have to fight for, the ones you have to work through the pain to achieve.

As I leave Louise’s office and step out into the cool afternoon air, I take a deep breath and tell myself “Here I go”.
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MIA P.O.V.

The bus rumbles to a stop, and I step out into the crisp Vermont air, clutching my two bags like they’re the only things tethering me to this world. The air smells different here—cleaner, fresher, like pine trees and earth. I take a deep breath, trying to shake off the exhaustion from the long trip. Maple Ridge, Vermont, is as picturesque as I imagined it would be, with its charming old buildings and tree-lined streets. And now, here I am, just two bags and a dream, hoping this place will be the fresh start I so desperately need.

I glance around, trying to get my bearings. My mom’s cabin is supposed to be nearby, but I haven’t been here in years, and my memory is foggy at best. The first thing I need to do is pick up the keys. I left them with Nick, the real estate agent who was supposed to sell the place after Mom passed away. At the time, I was convinced I’d never set foot in Vermont again. Funny how things change.

Spotting a small general store just up the street, I decide to start there. It’s one of those quaint, old-fashioned places with a creaky wooden sign out front, the kind you only see in small towns. I push open the door, and a little bell rings above me, announcing my arrival.

Inside, the store is cozy and cluttered, with shelves crammed full of everything from canned goods to handmade candles. The scent of fresh coffee wafts through the air, and I spot a man at the back of the store, working on a wooden wardrobe. He’s tall, with dark hair and a scruffy beard, wearing a flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. His hands move with practiced ease, sanding the wood smooth as he hums a tune to himself.

“Excuse me,” I say, approaching him a little hesitantly.

He looks up, and for a moment, his deep brown eyes lock onto mine. There’s a warmth in his gaze, like he’s genuinely glad to see another human being. “Hey there,” he says, his voice rich and friendly. “Can I help you with something?”

“Yeah, actually,” I reply, feeling a little more at ease. “I’m looking for this address.” I pull out a piece of paper with the scribbled directions Nick had given me. “I’m supposed to pick up some keys.”

He wipes his hands on a rag and steps closer to take a look at the paper. “Ah, I know that place,” he says with a nod. “You’re almost there. Just go two blocks down, then turn left. You’ll see a red sign—it’s the real estate office. Nick’s place.”

“Thanks,” I say, relieved that I’m not too far off. “I’ve been traveling all day, and I’m just ready to get there and rest.”

He gives me a sympathetic smile. “I bet. Vermont’s a nice place to unwind, though. You’ll like it here.”

“I hope so,” I reply, offering a small smile in return. “Thanks again.”

“No problem,” he says, already turning back to his work. “Good luck.”

I leave the store and follow his directions, my heart pounding with anticipation. It’s strange being here, in the town where my mom used to live, where she rented out that old cabin. I’d never really visited much after I grew up, always too busy with life in Chicago. And now, here I am, about to pick up the keys to the place I once thought I’d never see again.

The real estate office is easy to spot, with its bright red sign hanging over the door. I step inside, and a little bell chimes just like it did at the store. The office is small, with a couple of desks and a bulletin board covered in photos of properties for sale. Nick is behind one of the desks, tapping away on his computer. He looks up when I enter, his expression shifting from businesslike to sympathetic in an instant.
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