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​Chapter 1: The Invitation
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The envelope was the first odd thing. Heavy cream cardstock with a faint watermark embossed into its surface—a delicate feather, as if Clara Mendez had plucked it from her own wing. No sender’s name, no return address. Just Evelyn Harper’s name, typed in soft gray serif, like a whisper from the past.

She nearly tossed it into the recycling bin. Court notices, anonymous letters, pleading ex-husbands—she’d seen her fair share of unsolicited paper. But something about the weight of the envelope made her pause.

She slit it open with the edge of a stainless-steel butter knife, and the world she had so carefully stacked like legal case files began to shift again.



Dear Evelyn,

I hope this letter finds you well—though, if I’ve taught you anything, it’s that “well” is subjective and fleeting. I’m writing to invite you to my lake house in Catskill. One last weekend. One last session. You, and three others. My final circle.

No therapy. No boundaries. No pretending. Just truth.

There is something I need to tell you. Something I’ve kept buried for too long.

Come Friday at dusk. Leave Sunday before dawn. I trust you'll know why by the end.

Warmly (but not too warmly),

Clara



Evelyn read it twice. Then a third time.

The timing was impeccable—ironic, really. She’d just come from a divorce mediation where a wife had burst into tears, screaming about “emotional gaslighting” and “intimacy avoidance” while the husband sat stone-faced, texting under the table. Evelyn had sat there, detached and clinical, with the calm of someone who had long since lost the ability to feel either sorrow or surprise at the unraveling of a union.

But this?

This letter tugged something dormant in her chest.

Clara Mendez.

The name rang in her memory like the chime of cutlery on fine porcelain. A therapist unlike any Evelyn had encountered before. More spiritual than scientific. More motherly than clinical. Clara had never used a clipboard or sat behind a desk. She brewed chamomile tea during sessions, lit sage once (ironically), and insisted that pain should be met with honesty, not strategy.

Evelyn hadn’t seen her in six years.

Not since that summer.

Not since the group broke apart like fractured glass, each shard carrying blood and reflection in equal measure.

She stood at her kitchen island now, the letter quivering slightly in her hand. Outside, the Manhattan skyline buzzed and shimmered through the windows. Inside, silence reigned, too quiet for a woman who made her living off arguments and litigation.

Her husband—soon-to-be ex—was somewhere in Tribeca with his Pilates instructor. Her dog had died last winter. Her loft felt like a museum curated by someone who knew exactly how to appear like they had it all together.

She placed the letter down.

A long-forgotten voice echoed in her head: “When the past calls, darling, don’t pick up unless you’re ready for the consequences.”

But Evelyn had never been one to let voicemails pile up.



By the time Friday arrived, Evelyn had packed a simple weekend bag: wool sweaters, boots, a bottle of Syrah she’d been saving, and a legal pad—out of habit more than intent. She drove herself, refusing to hire a car. Something about this felt like a pilgrimage, and you didn’t outsource your own reckoning.

The air grew colder the further she left the city behind. The Catskills, draped in October gold and early whispers of frost, always felt like some liminal space—halfway between the past and present. The road to Clara’s house curled around the lake like a secret.

When she arrived, the sun was beginning to fall behind the pine-lined hills, washing the world in a copper haze. Clara’s house stood at the far end of the water, still as a memory. Two stories of worn cedar, ivy creeping up its flanks, with wide windows that reflected the lake like a mirror. The porch light was on.

And parked out front, beside Clara’s silver hybrid, were two other cars.

Evelyn’s heart gave a small, unwelcome twist.

So. They came too.



The front door opened before she knocked.

Jonas stood there.

He had filled out. Broader shoulders. A beard now. But the sharp eyes, darting with restless energy, remained the same.

“Well,” he said, voice low, too casual to be casual. “Look who actually showed up.”

“Hi, Jonas.”

He stepped aside. “We’re inside. Clara’s in the kitchen.”

“We?”

“Noah’s here.”

Evelyn paused in the doorway. “And Lena?”

“Not yet.”

She exhaled. The air inside smelled of cinnamon and pine. Clara’s home looked exactly as she remembered it: cozy chaos. Books everywhere. Throw blankets draped like afterthoughts. Candles. Mismatched mugs. A fireplace, crackling softly.

Clara appeared from the kitchen, apron tied around her waist like always.

She looked older—but not diminished. If anything, she carried herself more regally, like time had decided to gift her wisdom rather than wilt.

“Evelyn,” Clara said, with a smile that felt like a cracked-open photo album. “I’m so glad you came.”

Evelyn opened her mouth, but no words arrived. Instead, she walked forward and hugged the woman who had once known her most shameful truths. It was awkward. Then real.
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