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Chapter 1 - The Fallout.
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The first call comes before sunrise.

My phone buzzes against the nightstand, loud in the quiet room. I keep my eyes closed. I know that number. I know that tone. It is not a friendly call. It is not a normal day.

The phone keeps buzzing.

I reach for it and press it to my ear. I do not say hello.

“Turn on the news.”

My manager’s voice sounds tight. No greeting. No warmth.

I sit up. My chest feels heavy.

“What happened?”

“Just turn it on, Leah.”

The line goes dead.

I stare at the blank screen for a second. My hand feels cold. I grab the remote and switch on the TV.

The screen lights up with my face.

Not a good photo. Not one I approved. It is from last night. Flash. Grain. Caught off guard.

A headline runs under it.

LOCAL NONPROFIT DIRECTOR IN FRAUD PROBE

My stomach drops hard.

The reporter talks fast. Words pile up. “Allegations.” “Misused funds.” “Anonymous sources.” “Internal audit.”

I press mute.

My ears ring.

I sit there, frozen, and watch my own face stare back at me like a stranger.

This is wrong.

This is not what happened.

My phone lights up again. Then again. Then again.

Calls. Messages. Emails.

I do not open them.

I swing my legs off the bed and stand. My knees feel weak. The room tilts for a second, then steadies.

I walk to the window and pull the curtain aside.

The street looks normal.

Cars pass. A man walks his dog. The sky turns pale with morning light.

Nothing looks like it has changed.

But everything has.

By eight, my inbox is full.

By nine, my name trends online.

I learn that from a text I do not answer.

I sit at my kitchen table with a cup of coffee that has gone cold. I hold it anyway. It gives my hands something to do.

I open one email.

Then I wish I had not.

We are deeply concerned. Please contact us immediately.

Another.

Until this matter is resolved, we must suspend your role.

Another.

Leah, say it isn’t true.

I close the laptop.

My heart beats too fast.

This is not how truth works. Truth does not break like this. It does not spread like fire before you even speak.

I grab my phone and scroll through messages.

Most are from numbers I know.

Some are from numbers I do not.

The tone shifts as I scroll.

Concern. Shock. Then doubt. Then something sharper.

One message stops me.

I always wondered how you moved up so fast. Guess we know now.

I stare at it.

My jaw tightens.

I type a reply.

I delete it.

I throw the phone onto the couch.

At ten, I go in.

I do not want to, but I go.

I need to look people in the eye.

The office building looks the same as always. Glass front. Clean lines. Our name on the sign. I helped choose that font. I cared about small things like that.

Now I stand outside and feel like I do not belong.

I push the door open.

The lobby goes quiet.

Not silent. Not fully. But softer. Like someone turned the volume down.

Two women at the front desk stop talking.

One gives me a tight smile. The other looks away.

I walk past them.

My heels click on the floor. Each step sounds too loud.

I reach the elevator and press the button.

No one joins me.

On the third floor, the doors open to our office.

My office.

I step out.

Conversations stop.

People look at me, then look at their screens.

No one says good morning.

I walk to my desk.

My chair sits where I left it. My mug. My files. My pen.

All the small signs of a normal life.

I set my bag down.

“Leah.”

I turn.

Mark stands near the glass meeting room. His arms are crossed. His face is set.

He does not smile.

“Can we talk?”

I nod.

We walk into the meeting room. The glass walls feel too clear today. I can feel eyes on us.

He shuts the door.

“What is going on?” I ask.

My voice comes out steady. I am proud of that.

He exhales.

“You should have told me.”

“Told you what?”

He stares at me like I have missed something obvious.

“The audit. The missing funds.”

My chest tightens.

“There are no missing funds.”

“That’s not what they’re saying.”

“They are wrong.”

He shakes his head.

“It doesn’t look good, Leah.”

Anger rises fast. Hot. Sharp.

“I don’t care how it looks. I care what is true.”

He does not answer right away.

“That may not be enough,” he says.

I blink.

“What does that mean?”

“It means the board is meeting today. They’re under pressure. Donors are calling. The press is calling. They want answers.”

“So give them the truth.”

He rubs his face.

“It’s not that simple.”

“It is that simple.”

Our voices stay low, but the tension fills the room.

“Did you move money without approval?” he asks.

I stare at him.

“No.”

“Did you sign off on transfers that didn’t go through standard review?”

“No.”

“Did you—”

“No.”

Each word cuts sharper.

He stops.

We stand there.

I see it then. The doubt in his eyes.

Not full. Not certain. But there.

That hurts more than the news.

“You think I did this,” I say.

“I think I don’t have all the facts.”

“That’s not the same thing.”

He looks away.

The silence stretches.

“Leah,” he says, softer now, “this is serious.”

“I know that.”

“You need to prepare.”

“For what?”

He hesitates.

“For the chance that they ask you to step down.”

The words land like a blow.

“No.”

“It may be the only way to protect the organization.”

Protect.

The word tastes bitter.

“I built this,” I say. “I gave years to this place.”

“I know.”

“Then act like it.”

He flinches.

“I’m trying to help you.”

“This is not help.”

I grab my bag.

“Where are you going?” he asks.

“To get the actual records. To fix this.”

“Leah—”

“I am not stepping down for something I did not do.”

I open the door and walk out.

I spend the next hour pulling files.

Bank statements. Approval forms. Email chains.

I spread them across my desk.

Numbers do not lie.

I trace each transfer. Each signature. Each approval.

Everything lines up.

Everything makes sense.

So why does the report say it doesn’t?

I flip through the audit summary again.

One line stands out.

Unaccounted variance in restricted funds allocation.

That is vague.

Too vague.

I check the dates.

I check the codes.

I find the account.

My stomach twists.

That account.

I know that account.

I did not handle it alone.

I scroll through emails.

There it is.

An approval request.

Not from me.

From Daniel.

I sit back.

Daniel.

He left two months ago. Said he needed a break. Said he was burned out.

I remember the goodbye lunch. The smiles. The handshakes.

I remember trusting him.

I grab my phone and search his number.

I press call.

It rings.

And rings.

And rings.

No answer.

I try again.

Straight to voicemail.

“Hey, it’s me,” I say after the beep. “I need to talk to you. Call me back.”

My voice sounds tight.

I hang up.

I stare at the screen.

Something is not right.

By noon, the story grows.

I know that without looking.

I hear it in the whispers.

I see it in the way people move around me.

Two staff members stand near the break room. They lower their voices when I pass.

“—can’t believe—”

“—always seemed so—”

They stop when they see me.

I meet their eyes.

They look away.

I keep walking.

My chest feels tight. My throat burns.

Anger pushes up again.

Not quiet anger. Not calm.

Loud. Hot. Alive.

I did not do this.

I will not carry this.

At one, the board meets.

I am not invited.

I sit at my desk and wait.

Minutes drag.

I try to work. I cannot focus.

I check my phone.

Nothing from Daniel.

Nothing helpful from anyone else.

I stand and pace.

Sit. Stand. Sit again.

At two, Mark calls me back into the meeting room.

I already know.

I can see it in his face.

“They want you to take leave,” he says.

“Leave,” I repeat.

“Yes. Pending review.”

“That sounds nice. It’s not.”

He does not argue.

“It’s temporary.”

“Until when?”

“Until this is resolved.”

“And if it’s not resolved in my favor?”

He does not answer.

That is answer enough.

I laugh. A short, sharp sound.

“You’re asking me to walk out and let them think it’s true.”

“We’re asking you to step back so we can manage this.”

“We.”

The word stings.

“You’ve made your choice,” I say.

“It’s not like that.”

“It is exactly like that.”

I take a breath.

“I will not admit guilt for something I did not do.”

“No one is asking you to admit guilt.”

“You’re asking me to act like I have something to hide.”

He opens his mouth, then closes it.

“Leah,” he says, “please.”

I shake my head.

“No.”

We stand there, facing each other.

This is the moment.

I feel it.

The point where things break.

“Then we may have to make a decision without you,” he says.

My heart pounds.

“You mean fire me.”

“I mean protect the organization.”

“There it is again.”

Silence.

I nod once.

“Do what you need to do,” I say.

I turn and walk out.

By three, security walks me to my desk.

Not rough. Not forceful. Just present.

That makes it worse.

I pack my things in a box.

My mug. My notebook. A framed photo.

I pause at the photo.

It shows our first big event. Smiles. Hope. A room full of people who believed in what we were building.

I put it in the box.

People watch.

No one steps forward.

No one says stop.

No one says this is wrong.

I lift the box and walk to the elevator.

The doors close.

I stand alone.

My reflection stares back at me in the metal wall.

I look tired.

I look like someone else.

Outside, the air feels sharp.

A camera flashes.

I flinch.

A man steps forward.

“Leah, can you comment on the allegations?”

Another voice.

“Did you misuse donor funds?”

Another flash.

I freeze for a second.

Then anger kicks in.

“I did not do anything wrong,” I say.

“Then why were you removed from your position?” someone asks.

“Are you cooperating with the investigation?”

“Do you plan to step down permanently?”

Questions hit from all sides.

I grip the box tighter.

“I said I did not do anything wrong,” I repeat.

I push past them.

They follow.

“Leah, one more question—”

“No.”

I reach my car.

My hands shake as I set the box inside.

A camera catches that.

I know it will be on every screen by tonight.

I get in and slam the door.

The noise cuts them off.

For a second, there is quiet.

Then the noise starts again outside.

I start the engine.

I do not look back.

At home, I lock the door behind me.

I set the box on the table.

I stand there.

Still.

The silence presses in.

No cameras. No whispers. No voices.

Just me.

And the truth.

And the weight of what just happened.

I walk to the sink and grip the edge.

My breath comes fast.

I close my eyes.

This is not over.

It cannot be over.

I open my eyes and look at my phone.

No missed calls from Daniel.

No answers.

Only more messages.

I scroll.

One stops me.

A link.

I tap it.

A video loads.

It shows me leaving the building.

The box in my arms. My face tight. My hands shaking.

The headline below it reads:

DISGRACED DIRECTOR ESCORTED OUT

Disgraced.

The word burns.

I lock the phone and set it down.

I press my hands flat on the counter.

Anger builds again. Stronger now. Harder.

They do not get to write my story.

Not like this.

I turn and walk to my bedroom.

I pull a suitcase from the closet.

I set it on the bed.

I do not think too much.

Thinking slows you down.

Right now, I need to move.

I open drawers and start packing.

Clothes. Shoes. Toiletries.

Only what I need.

Only what I can carry.

My hands move fast.

My mind races faster.

I cannot stay here.

Every corner of this place holds a piece of what I built.

Every street holds a memory.

Every screen holds my face with that word under it.

Disgraced.

No.

I zip the suitcase shut.

I grab my laptop.

I hesitate for a second.

Then I leave it.

Too many emails. Too much noise.

I pick up my phone and my keys.

I stop in the living room.

I look around.

This place was home.

It does not feel like home now.

It feels like a stage after the show ends. Empty. Cold.

I turn off the lights.

I walk out.

The drive out of the city feels longer than it should.

Traffic crawls.

Cars pack the road.

I grip the wheel.

My phone buzzes on the seat beside me.

I ignore it.

Billboards flash by.

Faces. Ads. Promises.

None of it matters.

I keep driving.

The skyline shrinks in the mirror.

Part of me wants to look back.

I don’t.

I focus on the road ahead.

I do not have a full plan.

Just a direction.

Away.

Away from the noise. Away from the eyes. Away from the story they are telling about me.

I think of Daniel.

I think of that account.

I think of the missing piece.

Something happened.

Something I did not see.

And I need to find it.

But not here.

Not like this.

I need space.

I need quiet.

I need time to think.

The road opens up as I leave the city.

Traffic thins.

The sky grows wider.

I let out a breath I did not know I was holding.

It does not fix anything.

But it helps.

A little.

Hours pass.

The sun dips low.

I drive until the city noise fades into memory.

I stop once for gas.

The clerk looks at me, then looks again.

Recognition flickers.

I turn my face away.

I pay and leave fast.

Back in the car, I check my phone.

Still nothing from Daniel.

I type a message.

I know about the account. Call me.

I send it.

No reply.

I toss the phone onto the seat.

The road stretches ahead.

Dark now.

Quiet.

I drive on.

At some point, the anger settles into something heavier.

Not gone.

Just deeper.

A weight in my chest.

A dull ache.

I grip the wheel tighter.

“I did not do this,” I say out loud.

My voice sounds small in the car.

I say it again.

“I did not do this.”

The words hang in the air.

No one answers.

No one agrees.

No one argues.

Just silence.

I swallow hard.

Tears press at the edges of my eyes.

I blink them back.

Not now.

I will not break on the side of the road.

Not now.

I keep driving.

I do not know where I will stop.

I do not know what tomorrow will bring.

I only know this:

They took my name.

They twisted it.

They turned it into something I do not recognize.

But the story is not finished.

Not yet.

And I am not done fighting.

I press the gas a little harder.

The road pulls me forward.

Into the dark.

Into whatever comes next.

And somewhere behind me, the truth waits.

Unseen.

Unspoken.

Unfinished
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Chapter 2 - Starting Over.
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The road curved along the coast, tight and narrow, like it didn’t trust the land to hold still.

I slowed the car and leaned forward over the wheel. The ocean sat off to my left, wide and gray-blue, stretching out like it had nothing to prove. No headlines out there. No faces. No memory.

Just water.

A gull dipped low, then pulled up at the last second. I watched it longer than I needed to.

Anything to delay.

I checked the address again, even though I already knew I was close. A handwritten note sat on the passenger seat. The ink had smudged where my thumb kept tracing the same line.

Unit 3, Seabreeze Cottages.

It sounded better than it looked.

The sign came into view a minute later. Faded paint. One corner hung loose. Someone had tried to fix it with wire and given up halfway through.

I pulled in.

Gravel crunched under the tires. The sound felt too loud, like it announced me. I eased off the gas, but it didn’t matter. The place was small. Three cottages in a row. A fourth sat a little apart, closer to the trees.

Mine.

I cut the engine and sat still.

No one rushed out to greet me. No landlord waiting with a clipboard. No camera. No whisper.

Just quiet.

It should have felt like relief.

It didn’t.

I picked up my bag from the seat and stepped out. The air hit me first. Salt and something damp. It clung to my skin. Not fresh. Not clean. Just... real.

I shut the car door slower this time.

A curtain moved in the window of the cottage next door.

I didn’t look right away. I adjusted my grip on the bag, checked the lock on the car, then turned like it was an afterthought.

The curtain dropped.

Too fast.

I gave a small nod anyway, like someone had waved. Habit. Old reflex.

No one waved back.

Of course not.

I faced my cottage. White paint, chipped at the edges. A small porch with two steps. The door had a brass handle that had seen better days. The number “3” hung crooked above it.

I climbed the steps.

Each one creaked.

I paused at the door, keys in hand. My fingers felt stiff, like they didn’t belong to me. I slid the key in, turned it, and pushed the door open.

The smell hit next.

Dust. Old wood. A trace of something sweet, like someone had burned candles here once.

I stepped inside.

The space was small but not cramped. A narrow couch sat against one wall. A low table in front of it. The kitchen area was just a counter, a sink, and two cabinets that didn’t match.

There was a window facing the ocean.

That part I hadn’t expected.

I set my bag down and walked toward it. The floor creaked again, softer this time. I stopped at the glass and looked out.

The view was clear. No houses in the way. Just the slope of grass, then sand, then water.

For a second, I forgot everything.

No names. No past. No voice in my head listing what I’d lost.

Just that horizon.

My shoulders dropped.

It didn’t last.

A car passed on the road behind me. Tires on gravel again. I turned fast, heart jumping. My body reacted before my mind could catch up.

No one stopped.

Still, I stepped back from the window.

I pulled the curtain halfway closed.

Not all the way. That would feel like hiding.

Half was enough.

I turned and took in the rest of the place.

A small table with two chairs. A bookshelf with three worn novels and a cracked photo frame turned face down. I didn’t touch it.

The bedroom door stood open. I walked in.

A single bed. Thin mattress. A blanket folded at the foot. The sheets looked clean, but I checked anyway. Pulled them back, ran my hand across the fabric.

No stains.

Good.

I let the sheet fall back into place.

There was a closet. Empty except for two wire hangers. I hung my jacket on one of them. The other stayed still, swinging a little from the motion.

I watched it settle.

This was it.

No boxes. No furniture to arrange. No choices to make.

I had packed light on purpose. Easier to leave if I had to.

The thought came fast and sharp.

If I had to.

I closed the closet door harder than I meant to.

The sound echoed through the small room.

I stood there, listening.

Nothing followed.

No knock. No voice. No questions.

Just quiet again.

I exhaled.

Back in the main room, I opened my bag and pulled out a few things. Toothbrush. A book I hadn’t read. A change of clothes.

I placed them on the table, one by one.

Simple tasks. Clear steps.

I could handle that.

I moved to the kitchen area and opened the cabinet. Two plates. One chipped. A mug with a faded blue stripe. I ran water in the sink just to hear it.

The pipes rattled for a second, then settled.

The sound filled the space.

It felt... safe.

I turned it off.

Silence rushed back in.

I leaned against the counter and closed my eyes.

I had wanted this.

No noise. No calls. No messages I couldn’t answer.

No faces that knew my name.

So why did it feel like something was missing?

I pushed away from the counter and grabbed my bag again. I needed air.

Outside, the light had shifted. Late afternoon. The sun sat lower, softer. The ocean caught it in long streaks.

I stepped off the porch and walked toward the path that led down to the beach.

Halfway there, I felt it again.

Eyes.

I stopped.

The cottage next door had its door open now. A woman stood just inside, holding a dish towel. She wasn’t doing anything with it. Just holding it.

Watching me.

Our eyes met.

She didn’t look away this time.

I gave that same small nod.

She hesitated, then lifted her hand in a short wave.

“Afternoon,” she called.

Her voice was normal. Easy. Like this was any other day.

“Hi,” I said.

My voice sounded different. Tight. Like I had to push it out.

“You just moved in?” she asked.

I nodded. “Today.”

She stepped out onto her porch. “If you need anything, I’m next door.”

“Thank you.”

She studied me for a second longer than needed. Not rude. Just curious.

I knew that look.

It used to come with whispers. Phones lifted just a little too high.

Now it was just her. One woman. One porch.

Still, my chest tightened.

“I’m Claire,” she said.

Names.

Of course.

I forced a smile. “Nice to meet you.”

I didn’t give mine.

A beat passed.

She didn’t press.

“Welcome,” she said, then turned back inside.

The door closed behind her.

I stood there a second longer, then let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding.

That could have gone worse.

Much worse.

I walked down the path.

The sand felt cool under my shoes. I stepped out of them and carried them in one hand. The water rolled in and out, steady and slow.

I stopped at the edge.

The tide reached for my feet, then slipped back.

I let it touch me the next time.

Cold.

Sharp enough to wake me up.

I stayed there, letting the waves come and go.

No one else was on the beach.

Good.

I walked along the shore, not far, just enough to feel like I had moved. The wind picked up, tugging at my hair. I didn’t fix it.

Didn’t care.

That was new.

Back before, I would have checked my reflection in every window. Adjusted. Smoothed. Made sure nothing was out of place.

Now, no one was looking.

Or at least, no one who mattered.

The thought sat heavy.

I stopped walking.

No one who mattered.

Was that true?

Or was I just telling myself that to make this easier?

I turned back toward the cottages.

They looked smaller from here.

Safer.

I walked back up the path, slower this time.

Near the top, something caught my eye.

A wooden board stood near the road. I hadn’t noticed it when I drove in.

It held a mix of papers, pinned and layered over each other.

I stepped closer.

A yard sale notice. A lost dog flyer. A handwritten ad for piano lessons.

Simple things.

Normal things.

In the corner, half covered by another paper, was a printed notice.

White paper. Black text. Clean edges.

I pulled the other paper aside just enough to read it.

Sunday Service – 9 AM
Community Welcome
All are invited
There was a small image at the bottom. A simple cross.

I let the paper fall back into place.

A bell rang in the distance.

Soft at first. Then clearer.

I looked up.

Somewhere beyond the trees, out of sight.

The sound carried on the wind.

Steady. Measured.

It rang again.

I stood there, listening.

I hadn’t planned on going.

I hadn’t planned on anything, really.

Just stay quiet. Stay out of sight. Get through one day at a time.

That was enough.

It had to be.

The bell rang a third time, then stopped.

The silence that followed felt different.

Not empty.

Full.

I shook my head, like I could clear the thought.

I didn’t need that.

Not now.

Maybe not ever.

I turned and walked back to the cottage.

The door felt familiar already. That surprised me.

I stepped inside and closed it behind me.

The space held the same quiet as before, but it didn’t press in as much.

I moved to the window and pulled the curtain a little more open.

Just a little.

The ocean filled the frame again.

I sat on the couch.

The cushion dipped under my weight. I leaned forward, elbows on my knees, and stared out at the water.

I could stay here.

Keep my head down. Take small steps. Don’t ask for more than I could handle.

No one would expect anything from me.

No one would be waiting for me to fail.

The thought brought a strange kind of comfort.

And something else.

A small, sharp ache.

I pressed my lips together.

I didn’t
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