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The Fall

Clara Monroe had always believed that if she just worked hard enough, achieved enough, excelled enough, she would finally be worthy of love.

She learned how wrong she was in the span of forty-seven seconds—the length of the video that destroyed her life.

It had started as an ordinary presentation. The Morrison Tower project, her magnum opus, the culmination of three years of painstaking work. She had stood before the board of directors of Sterling Architecture, the most prestigious firm in Manhattan, confident in every line she had drawn, every calculation she had made.

Except for the one she had missed.

The structural flaw was subtle—invisible to anyone but an expert scrutinizing the technical specifications. But the client's engineering consultant had found it, had interrupted her presentation with quiet devastation, had explained to the assembled room that the design she was so proudly presenting would have failed catastrophically within five years of construction.

Someone in that room had been recording on their phone. Of course they had. Everyone recorded everything now. And they had captured not just the moment of revelation, but Clara's face as she realized what she had done. The horror, the disbelief, the crumbling of everything she had built her identity around.

The video went viral within hours. "Perfect Clara Monroe's Perfect Failure," the headlines called it, gleefully tearing down the woman who had been profiled in architecture magazines, who had won prestigious awards, who had been called the rising star of her generation.

It turned out people loved watching perfect things shatter.

She had resigned before they could fire her. Had cleaned out her office while her former colleagues avoided eye contact. Had retreated to her apartment and watched her phone fill with messages she couldn't bring herself to answer—some sympathetic, some curious, some simply cruel.

And then Michael had left.

Her fiancé of two years, the man she had pictured spending her life with, had sat her down three days after the video went viral and explained, with the careful diplomacy of someone who had rehearsed his speech, that he didn't think their relationship was working anymore.

"It's not because of what happened," he had said, though they both knew it was exactly because of what happened. "I just need to focus on my own career right now. This... situation... is a distraction."

A distraction. That's what her shattered life had become to him—an inconvenience, an embarrassment, something to be excised before it could contaminate his carefully curated existence.

She had let him go without arguing. What was there to argue about? He was right, in a way. She was a distraction. A failure. A cautionary tale that other ambitious young professionals would reference in years to come: "Remember what happened to Clara Monroe? Don't be like her."

Now, three months later, she sat in a rental car at the edge of a small coastal town, staring at the gray November sea and wondering what she was doing here.

Shelter Cove. Population 847. A place known for its cliffs, its quiet cafés, and an old lighthouse that had been guiding ships for over a century. A place where no one knew her name or her shame. A place to disappear.

Not to heal. She didn't believe in healing anymore. She was here to stop existing in the world she had failed in, to find a quiet corner where she could wait out the rest of her life without causing any more damage.

She pulled into the gravel driveway of the cottage she had rented, grabbed her single suitcase, and walked into her new, deliberately small existence.
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Shelter Cove

The cottage was small and slightly worn, with salt-faded shutters and a garden that had seen better days. But it was clean and private, and from the kitchen window, Clara could see the lighthouse standing sentinel on the cliff above the town.

She had chosen Shelter Cove from a list of remote coastal towns, drawn by its name more than anything else. Shelter. That was what she needed. A place to hide from the world, from her former colleagues, from the constant reminder of what she had lost.

The town itself seemed suspended in time. There was a single main street with a hardware store, a small grocery, a café called The Morning Tide, and a bookshop that appeared to double as the post office. The residents she passed looked at her with friendly curiosity but didn't pry—the mark of a place accustomed to people seeking solitude.

On her third morning, Clara walked to the cliffs overlooking the sea, wrapped in a sweater against the November chill. The off-season emptiness suited her. Empty beaches, misty mornings, slow time that stretched endlessly before her.

She wasn't thinking about architecture. She refused to think about architecture. Every time her mind drifted toward structural calculations or design principles, she forced it away, treating her former passion like a wound she couldn't bear to touch.

"Beautiful, isn't it?"

The voice startled her. She turned to find a man standing a few feet away, his hands shoved in the pockets of a worn jacket, his attention on the sea rather than her.

He was perhaps her age or a little older, with dark hair touched by early gray and eyes that seemed to hold something quiet and deep. His face was weathered in a way that suggested he spent most of his time outdoors, and his clothes bore the marks of physical labor—paint stains, sawdust, the comfortable wear of someone who worked with his hands.

"Yes," Clara said cautiously. "It is."

"You're the one who rented the Morrison cottage." It wasn't a question. "Small town. Word travels."
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