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The Fall

The day Serena Mitchell's life fell apart started like any other Monday morning. She woke at five, ran three miles on her treadmill, showered in her marble bathroom, dressed in her favorite Armani suit, and drove her BMW to the gleaming headquarters of Whitmore & Associates, where she had spent the past twelve years building her reputation as one of the most successful corporate attorneys in Chicago.

By noon, she was unemployed, publicly disgraced, and facing the very real possibility of criminal charges.

The senior partners called her into the conference room at eleven-thirty. She expected a discussion about the Morrison merger—instead, she found herself facing a wall of stone-faced men and a stack of documents that allegedly proved she had been embezzling client funds for years.

"This is insane," she said, her voice steady despite the ice spreading through her veins. "I've never stolen a penny in my life."

"The evidence suggests otherwise." Richard Whitmore, the firm's founding partner, slid a folder across the table. "Your signature, your accounts, your access codes. It's all here, Serena."

She looked at the documents—forged, obviously, but expertly done. Her signature was perfect. The account numbers looked legitimate. Someone had gone to extraordinary lengths to frame her.

"I want to speak to my attorney," she said.

"That's probably wise. Security will escort you out. We'll need your keys, your badge, and your parking pass."

"You're not even going to investigate? After twelve years—"

"The investigation is complete." Whitmore's voice was cold. "We've already contacted the authorities. I suggest you cooperate fully."

The walk out of the building was the longest of Serena's life. Past the colleagues who had been her friends, past the assistants who had brought her coffee, past the interns she had mentored. Every face turned away. Every eye avoided hers.

By the time she reached her car, she was shaking so badly she could barely fit the key in the ignition. She sat there for twenty minutes, trying to understand what had just happened, trying to figure out who had done this to her and why.

The answer came three hours later, when the news broke across every media outlet in the city. The firm had released a statement naming her as the sole perpetrator of a multi-million dollar fraud. Her picture was everywhere—the photo from her partnership announcement, the one where she looked confident and successful and utterly trustworthy.

That night, she lost her friends. They called, one by one, to express their "concerns" and suggest that perhaps they should "take a break" from the friendship until things were "sorted out." Even her sister, who had always been her closest confidant, seemed uncertain.

"I believe you," Rachel said over the phone. "I do. But Serena, the evidence is so damning. Are you absolutely sure there isn't something—"

Serena hung up before her sister could finish the sentence.

By the end of the week, she had lost her condo—the mortgage company had frozen her assets pending the investigation. Her bank accounts were inaccessible. Her credit cards were cancelled. The criminal charges were still pending, but the court of public opinion had already delivered its verdict.

Serena Mitchell, the woman who had everything, now had nothing.

She spent her last night in the condo sitting on the floor of her empty living room, surrounded by boxes she couldn't afford to ship and furniture she couldn't sell. The movers had come and gone, taking only what would fit in the small storage unit her mother had paid for.

At thirty-eight years old, she was moving back in with her parents. Except her parents lived in Arizona now, retired and traveling, and their house was rented out. So instead, she was going somewhere even more humiliating: her grandmother's cottage in Widow's Point, Maine—a tiny fishing village she hadn't visited since she was twelve years old.

Gran had left her the cottage when she died three years ago. Serena had meant to sell it but had never gotten around to it. Now she was grateful for her procrastination. The cottage was the only thing she owned that hadn't been seized or frozen. It was the only place in the world she could go.

She drove east through the night, her belongings crammed into the trunk of her BMW—the one thing she'd managed to keep, only because she'd paid it off years ago. The farther she got from Chicago, the heavier the darkness seemed to press against her windows.

But somewhere around Pennsylvania, exhausted and broken, Serena realized something. The darkness wasn't just around her—it was inside her. It had been growing for years, fed by the endless demands of her career, the shallow friendships built on success, the life she had constructed that looked perfect from the outside but felt hollow from within.

Maybe losing everything wasn't just a tragedy.

Maybe it was also an opportunity.

She didn't believe it yet. But by the time she crossed into Maine, as the first gray light of dawn began to soften the sky, she was willing to consider the possibility.

And that, she would later realize, was where the real story began.
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Rock Bottom

Widow's Point was exactly as Serena remembered it: small, weathered, and seemingly untouched by the passage of time. The main street—if you could call it that—consisted of a general store, a diner called The Catch, a tiny library, and a handful of other businesses that catered to the lobstermen and their families who made up most of the population.

The cottage sat at the end of a narrow road that wound along the cliffs overlooking the Atlantic. It was small and gray, its shingles silvered by decades of salt air, its windows dark and unwelcoming. But when Serena climbed out of her car and stood on the overgrown path, breathing in the sharp, clean scent of the sea, she felt something she hadn't felt in months.
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