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  1—Numb

Abby Rhodes found herself entranced in the front pew of a foreboding church, her eyes fixed on the distance, unseeing. The surrounding sobs melded into an unsettling cacophony that seemed to reverberate from the blemished walls. It was a sound that did not belong in the realm of the living, more akin to the wailing of tormented souls. The cloying aroma of lilies mingled with sweet melting candle wax, twisting her insides, making her feel as though she were ensnared in some frightful nightmare that refused to release her.

Her gaze fell upon the kaleidoscope of hues within the elaborate stained-glass windows, their beauty marred by the mournful hymns that seemed to emanate from the very glass itself. Abby’s attention was then drawn to the creaking sound of wheels on marble, a noise that struck her as unnatural and jarring. Slowly, almost hesitantly, Michael’s polished maple casket made its way down the center aisle, borne on an ancient metal gurney that seemed to groan with each turn of its rusty wheels. The sound clawed at her ears, resonating with the emptiness she felt inside. As the casket reached the front of the church, a cold realization washed over her—the man she had intended to share her life with was now confined within that impenetrable box. The sight was seared into her mind, a haunting image that would linger, a reminder of a love taken by the icy embrace of death.

At the desolate cemetery, where gloomy willow trees hung like mournful drapery, their twisted branches reaching out like skeletal fingers, a sense of horror seemed to hang in the air. Monuments jutted unevenly from the earth, their faces worn and unrecognizable. The ground itself seemed to breathe unease; its uneven surface marred by the scars of graves long since filled. As Abby stood by the grave, she flinched at the heavy thud of dirt hitting the coffin six feet below, a sound that reverberated with irrevocable certainty. It echoed across the eerie burial ground with excruciating finality, a noise not of this world, but a ghastly affirmation of the end. To Abby, it sounded like the nail being driven into the coffin that held all her dreams, now entombed and out of reach forever in the unfeeling ground. The fog in her mind thickened, a mist of despair that clouded her thoughts, as she stared at the gaping grave which now contained all that remained of the man she loved. The earth seemed to close in around her, and the very air was tainted with the stench of decay.

After the funeral, well-meaning friends tried to comfort Abby and check in on her. But their pitying words barely registered through the haze enveloping her, their faces blurring and their voices distant, as though they were speaking from another plane. The world had become a hollow place, devoid of warmth or understanding, and she felt painfully isolated in her all-consuming grief. Their condolences were meaningless platitudes in a void where only sorrow resided, and she found herself trapped in a nightmarish reality from which there was no escape. Every glance, every touch, every whispered assurance only served to deepen her despair, and she was left to wander alone in a landscape forever changed by Michael’s absence.

“Abby, I’m so sorry for your loss,” her friend Julia Walker whispered, her voice quivering with emotion as she embraced Abby with teary eyes. “If you need anything at all, please call me. Day or night, I’ll be there.”

Abby nodded, the words hardly computing. Julia’s face, once a beacon of joy, now blurred into a mask of sympathy that Abby couldn’t bear to look at. Her friend’s kindness felt like a cruel reminder of what she had lost.

Michael’s colleague Randy approached her next, his face etched with genuine concern. He clasped her hand in both of his, the warmth of his grip a stark contrast to the cold reality settling in. “That car accident . . . such an unbelievable tragedy,” he stammered. “Let me know if there’s any way I can help you through this. Anything at all. Michael spoke so highly of you.”

“Thank you,” Abby said, the mere mention of Michael’s death piercing her soul like daggers. Each word was a wound, reopening the pain anew. She wished desperately she could be alone, hidden away from the world, rather than enduring the barrage of condolences, no matter how well-intentioned.

Her cousin Brad pulled her aside, his eyes brimming with tears that threatened to spill over. His face was a landscape of sorrow, marked by lines of grief she had never noticed before. “Cousin, I am just devastated over Michael. You two were perfect together. Stay strong, okay?”

Abby tried to smile, but she feared it came out as more of a pained grimace. Her face felt stiff, incapable of forming the expressions that once came so easily. She just wanted this tortuous day to end, to escape the suffocating sympathy and the constant reminders of Michael’s passing. Every glance, every touch, every whispered word was a weight, dragging her deeper into despair.

***

Abby woke with a sharp gasp, pulled violently from the recurring nightmare that had haunted her sleep for months. Images of those painful days, forever carved in her mind, played out in endless loops, tormenting her even in slumber.

Dawn’s pale light filtered through the curtains, casting an ethereal glow that penetrated the shadows of her bedroom. Slowly, as if reluctant to return to reality, the room came into focus. The familiar contours of furniture and walls emerged from the darkness, yet they felt foreign and unwelcoming.

Alone in the home she had shared with Michael, the unbearable ache of emptiness threatened to swallow Abby whole. It gnawed at her insides, a relentless, all-consuming pain that refused to abate. Every bit of the house whispered his name. She agonized over all the plans now destroyed—the house they had hoped to build someday, standing tall and proud amidst rolling green fields; the travels they had mapped out in anticipation, exploring foreign lands and cultures together; the children they had only just begun to dream of, their laughter filling rooms that now stood silent and hollow. All those shining plans and promises spanning out before them, a future rich with hope and love, now abruptly stolen away by fate’s cruel hand.

She lay there, the weight of her grief pressing down on her, the sheets twisted around her like the coils of a relentless serpent. The silence of the room was deafening, punctuated only by the distant laughter of children, a sound that seemed to mock her loneliness. The world outside moved on, indifferent to her suffering, leaving her trapped in a limbo of memories and broken dreams.

With a heavy sigh, she forced herself to rise, her body feeling as though it were made of lead. The day awaited, a stretch of endless hours to be filled without purpose or joy. Yet, she knew she had to face it, to somehow find the strength to live in a world without Michael. It was a battle she fought daily, a struggle that seemed insurmountable, but one she knew she had to endure.

The grief felt endless, a sickness she could not shake, could not let go of. She felt consumed by this empty space Michael had left, unsure how to go on alone.

 “What am I doing?” Abby said, her voice barely more than a whisper. She slowly pushed aside the sheets and began to crawl out of bed. The cool air of the room brushed against her skin. She paused for a moment, her hands resting on the edge of the mattress. “I’ve got to snap out of this. I can’t keep doing this; it has to come to an end.”

Abby’s heart was heavy with the weight of death, a pain so profound it felt like an anchor pulling her down. Every corner of the room, every item within her sight, served as a haunting reminder of her beloved. Yet as she stood there, bathed in the soft morning light filtering through the curtains, a deep-seated belief once again welled up within her. Michael, with his ever-optimistic spirit and infectious smile, would never have wanted her to drown in her own despair. He would have wanted her to live, to find happiness and meaning again, no matter how fleeting.

Taking a deep breath, she once more resolved to face each day as it came. She would carry her grief silently, like a shadow that never left her side, but she would also search for those elusive moments of delight and purpose.

The coffee machine hummed in the background, its aroma filling the air with a rich, comforting scent. Drawn by the routine of her morning, Abby made her way to the front door to retrieve the mail. As she stepped outside, the chirping of birds and the gentle rustle of leaves greeted her—a brief symphony of nature that momentarily distracted her from her thoughts.

Sifting through the stack of letters and bills, Abby’s fingers brushed against a postcard. The front displayed an image of a picturesque gated community with pristine lawns and beautiful homes. The name “Twin Pines” was emblazoned in elegant script at the top.

Turning the card over, Abby’s eyes skimmed the details. The community promised an array of amenities, including grief counseling, support groups, and a fully contained suburban setting that seemed almost too idyllic. But what caught her attention the most was the mention of the “New Dawn” program. Though the details were vague, the name itself seemed to offer a promise of a fresh start.

Abby clutched the postcard, her fingers tracing the edges. For the first time in what felt like an eternity, a tiny spark of hope flashed within her. Maybe, just maybe, Twin Pines could provide the sanctuary and healing she so desperately craved. 

  2—Confession

Abby settled into her worn office chair, determined to make progress on her latest crime novel. But as she stared at the blinking cursor on her computer screen, her mind refused to form coherent sentences. Her latest crime novel, a story she had begun before the accident, now seemed lifeless and stale. It was as if her characters had fallen silent, their voices muted for the past eight months.

Her once tidy writing desk was now a landscape of chaos. Papers lay strewn about, littered with scribbles and crossed-out lines. A mug stained with rings of old coffee sat next to a neglected ivy houseplant, its leaves drooping sadly over the rim of the flowerpot. 

She reached for her favorite pen, its familiar weight a small comfort, and began to doodle aimlessly on a nearby notepad. The pen moved, but the words still refused to come. 

Abby sighed. Getting lost in fiction used to come so easily to her. But now forming a coherent sentence felt like trying to assemble a puzzle with missing pieces. Her passion had become muted, her imaginative spark smothered by lingering grief.

She set the pen down in defeat. Pushing through her writer’s block would have to wait. For now, simply making it through the empty hours was achievement enough. 

The room, once filled with the rhythmic tapping of keys, was now eerily silent. The only sounds were the distant hum of the refrigerator and the occasional creak of floorboards as the old house settled. The silence pressed down on Abby, heavy and suffocating.

She closed her laptop sharply, the snap echoing in the room. Leaning back, she rubbed her temples, exhaling in frustration. Her latest novel, a once exciting and all-consuming project, had become a tormenting reminder of her failures. The thrill of crafting intricate plots and complex characters had vanished. 

“Come on, Abby, you can do this,” she whispered, a feeble attempt to motivate herself.

With a sudden burst of anger, she slammed her fists on the desk, the sharp bang reverberating around her. Papers scattered in all directions, drifting lazily next to her feet. A pen rolled off the desk’s edge, hitting the hardwood floor with a clatter before lying still.

Abby pushed herself up from the desk chair and began to pace the cluttered room. She was trapped, ensnared in the relentless grip of despair with no escape in sight.

And then, the sudden doorbell chime pierced through her gloomy haze. She froze mid-step. Someone from the outside world required her attention. 

Hesitating, Abby shuffled to the front door on feet heavy as lead. The thought of facing another person, of straining to put on a neutral facade, felt almost too much to bear.

Peering through the fisheye lens, she saw Julia, waiting patiently on the porch. In her hands she held a bag laden with groceries. 

Opening the door, Julia’s eyes immediately flooded with concern. “Oh Abby, you look so drained. What’s going on?”

Abby glanced down at the oversized sweatshirt hanging limply off her thin frame. 

“I . . . I can’t write, Jules,” she forced out. “The words won’t come anymore. I feel like I’m losing myself.”

Julia quickly set the groceries down and folded Abby into an embrace. The bright floral scent of her perfume was a soothing balm to Abby’s frayed nerves.

“You’re not losing yourself, Abby,” Julia said gently as she finally released her. “You’re just a little lost for the moment. But we’ll find your way back together, I promise.”

Abby gave a small nod, not fully believing the reassurance but thankful for it nonetheless. “Thanks for the groceries.” 

“Let’s get them put away.” Julia picked up the full sack, took it into the kitchen, and placed it on the counter. “So tell me, when’s the last time you actually left this house anyway?”

Abby just shrugged weakly as she sat down on a barstool and watched Julia efficiently unpack the sack—milk, Greek yogurt, avocados, and a pre-made salad. All Abby’s favorites for taking care of herself, not that she had much appetite these days.

“I think you might be becoming a bit of a recluse,” Julia said, her tone was half gentle teasing and half genuine concern.

“Probably true,” Abby acknowledged, then quickly changed the subject. “Can I get you some coffee or something?”

“No, but thank you,” Julia replied, glancing at her watch. “I have a doctor’s appointment at one, so I can’t stay long.” 

“Anything serious?” Abby asked, concerned.

“No, I don’t think so,” Julia said, busying herself with the groceries. “I’m just having a lump in my breast biopsied.”

“Oh my goodness,” Abby said, alarmed. “Let me know how it turns out.”

“I will. I’m sure it’s nothing, just something benign and innocent.” Julia placed the lunchmeat in the refrigerator. “But getting back to you; I know how deeply you loved Michael. And I know how terribly you miss him still. But it’s been over many months now. Don’t you think it’s time to start embracing life again?”

Abby looked down, focusing on a small stain on the kitchen tile. “I know, Jules. But how? How do I just . . . snap out of this abyss? I end up pretending everything is okay and normal again when it’s not.” 

Julia set the loaf of bread on the counter. “You don’t have to pretend or flip some magic switch. But you can start taking small steps forward. Focus on one day at a time, one moment. You’ll get there.”

Abby nodded half-heartedly. “I understand that logically, I do. It’s just . . . every day I try that but I’m not strong enough. I can’t seem to do it.”

“You’re stronger than you know. Let those who love you help shoulder this burden. We’ll take it one day at a time together.” 

Julia was right. She had to find the courage to move forward again, one small but brave step at a time.

“I understand this paralyzing grief, Abby. I really do,” Julia said. “But you can’t keep hiding from the world forever. It’s time to start the long, hard work of healing.”

Abby picked at a stray thread on the arm of her sweatshirt. “Jules, there’s something I’ve never told you about the night Michael died.” 

Having finished putting away the groceries, Julia folded the paper sack and pushed it aside. “What’s that?”

Abby’s throat felt tight, but she forced out the confession. “I sent him, Jules. I sent Mike to where the abandoned buildings are downtown to research seedy locations for my novel. He . . . he was only on the road that night because of me. Because of a pointless errand for my book. The accident wasn’t just a random tragedy. It was my fault.”

Julia leaned over the counter. “That changes nothing. It was not your fault. The only villain here is cruel fate.” 

The words hung in the air, a confession laid bare, heavy with guilt and regret. Abby imagined the twisted metal, the flashing lights, the cold, unyielding reality of death.

“Abby, listen to me. Accidents happen. It’s a terrible, tragic thing, but you cannot blame yourself. You didn’t cause the accident. You didn’t want this to happen.”

“But I sent him. I sent him, and now he’s gone.” Abby’s voice cracked as she spoke. 

“You sent him, yes,” Julia said, her tone gentle but firm. “But you did not cause his death. You loved him, Abby. You would never have put him in harm’s way intentionally. You have to forgive yourself.”

Abby sat in tortured silence, tears welling up in her eyes.

“Michael knew you only wanted the best for him. He wouldn’t blame you, Abby. You have to be kind to yourself. This was an accident—a terrible, random accident.”

They sat like that for a long time, two friends bound by grief and love.

Julia broke the silence, choosing her words carefully. “I’ve been thinking . . . perhaps it might be beneficial for you to see a counselor. Someone who can help you navigate through this.”

“Maybe. I’ll think about it.” Abby picked up the postcard sitting on top of the scattered mail on the counter. “Look at this. It sounds interesting.”

Julia took the card, scrutinizing it with a furrowed brow. “Twin Pines? I’ve never heard of it before.”

“It’s a couple of hours away,” Abby explained. “According to the brochure, it’s a gated community with counseling services, support groups, all kinds of amenities.” 

“Well, it does seem to have the grief counseling I was talking about,” Julia said thoughtfully. “It might be a good fresh start for you, away from the constant reminders here.”

Abby nodded, a glimmer of something like optimism breaking through the fog of grief. “I’m going to call them if I can find my phone.” 

“Do it now. You can use my phone,” Julia urged, her voice brimming with encouragement. “I wonder how they knew to send this to you specifically?” 

Abby shrugged, dismissiveness creeping into her tone. “Their marketing team probably scours the obituaries and sends them out to anyone who recently lost a spouse or family member.”

Julia tapped in Twin Pine’s number and handed the phone to Abby. 

The phone rang, and a pleasant voice answered, introducing herself as a representative of Twin Pines. After a brief conversation peppered with promotions of Twin Pines’ amenities, Abby hung up.

“I have an appointment for a meet and greet tomorrow at noon,” Abby said, a hint of trepidation creeping into her tone. 

“I’ll call you in the morning to make sure you don’t chicken out. This could be really good for you, Abby.” She looked at her watch, dismay flashing across her face. “Oh, I gotta go or I’ll be late. Keep me posted, okay?”

Abby nodded, feeling a pang as Julia hugged her goodbye. She knew she must look half-alive: makeup-free with limp hair. It was just after noon and she hadn’t even showered yet. 

After Julia had dashed out the door, Abby went back to her office, hoping to get some writing done. The unfinished manuscript seemed to taunt her from the desktop. But instead of working, she found herself pacing around the room, peering out the window, and fidgeting with items on her desk. Focus eluded her.

Her mind kept returning to the postcard and her upcoming visit to Twin Pines. Could this place truly help her find a fresh start and move forward with her life? Or would it just be another disappointment, a mirage of false promises?

When she passed one of the windows, she caught sight of someone, a woman, standing across the street, seeming to be staring at her house. Abby froze, curiosity and unease warring within her. Who was this stranger? Why were they watching her home so intently?

She studied the figure closely. It was an older woman with her hair tucked under a patterned scarf. Her posture was rigid, hands jammed into her loose-fitting pants pockets as her gaze remained fixed on Abby’s front door. 

A multitude of possibilities raced through Abby’s mind. Was this related to Twin Pines somehow, a representative keeping tabs on her? Or was it something innocent? She was a fiction author with a growing fanbase after all. It wasn’t unheard of for eager fans to turn up unannounced.

As she watched, the woman glanced down at her phone before resuming her vigil, as though awaiting some signal. Abby’s curiosity shifted toward unease. This seemed less like an enthusiast hoping to meet their favorite author and more like someone with unknown motivations.

She tried to temper her misgivings. Surely it was nothing sinister. Just someone curious or distracted while waiting for a friend. Besides, maybe they weren’t even looking at her house. It could be a coincidence.

Abby turned away from the window, discomfort lingering. She was simply being paranoid, attributing harmless intentions to this unfamiliar face. Still, she made a mental note to inquire about security precautions at Twin Pines. A gated community promised privacy and protection. Both were sorely needed for her peace of mind these days.

  3—Cruel Irony

Abby’s fingers clung to the steering wheel, the coarse imprint of the worn leather etching into her skin. The drive to Twin Pines was no longer a mere route on a map; it had become a winding road to destiny, an opportunity to meet Penelope Blackwell and prove herself worthy of this exclusive community.

Outside, the world shifted, shedding the monotony of her city, and revealing a landscape full of wonder and possibility. Rolling hills, covered with wispy grasses, surrendered to dense forests. Then the forests would part, unveiling open fields where golden wheat swayed and rippled like ocean waves. Each new vista marked her journey towards a new future.

The gentle wind whispered through the cracked window, caressing her cheek with a delicate kiss, carrying the earthy aroma of damp soil, fresh grass, and the subtle sweetness of wildflowers. It tasted like freedom, crisp and untamed. The breeze beckoned her forward as if the world itself urged her onward.

As she drove, Abby’s mind wandered to the meeting ahead, mentally rehearsing the words she would say. “Ms. Blackwell,” she would begin. “I deeply admire Twin Pines and believe I can bring something unique to this special place.”

But beneath the anticipation, doubt gnawed at her confidence. Was she truly ready for this monumental change—leaving behind the memories of Michael? Yet Abby knew she had to do it. She had to transform the past into a cherished recollection instead of a chain tethering her back.

The road stretched onward, drawing her closer to her destination like an oasis in a barren desert. Abby shook her head, dispelling the doubts. She had come this far, worked this hard. She had to believe in herself. With renewed determination, she focused on the road ahead, allowing the beauty of the passing landscape to fill her senses again.

Abby guided her car into a gas station, tires crunching on gravel as she pulled up to a pump. The sun blazed overhead, casting a burnished golden glow on the worn pavement. Stepping out of the car, she stretched her stiff legs and reached for the cold metal fuel pump handle. Lost in thought, she suddenly heard her phone burst to life. Startled, she set the pump handle to fill automatically and grabbed her phone from the dash mount holder. Julia’s name glowed on the screen.

“Abby, how’s the drive going?” Julia asked.

“It’s going well, Jules. About halfway there,” she replied. “I’m at a gas station now.”

“Excited for the meet and greet?”

“Excited and nervous. I just hope I like the place . . . and they like me.”

“They’ll love you, no problem,” Julia assured her. “Just make sure you weigh all your options before jumping into anything.”

“I won’t make any rash decisions, don’t worry,” Abby said, leaning against the sun-warmed car door.

“You do tend to be impulsive.” Julia chuckled.

“You might have a point,” Abby conceded with a wry smile. “But at least they offer counseling services to keep me in check.”

They chatted for a few more minutes before saying their goodbyes. Abby placed the fuel pump back in its holder and entered the convenience store to get something to drink. Narrow aisles stacked with snacks and sundries led her to the refrigerated section. She pulled open the glass door and grabbed an icy bottle of water. Holding tightly to her drink, she walked to the front counter, where a bored teenage cashier glanced up briefly to mumble a greeting.

Out of curiosity, Abby asked, “Have you ever heard of Twin Pines?”

“Twin Pines?” the teen asked absently as she rang up the water. “Isn’t that the place with some weird lab or something?”

“I don’t think so,” Abby said, perplexed by the odd answer. “It’s a gated community on Lake Michigan.”

“Oh,” the teen replied, handing Abby the receipt. “Have a good day.”

Abby walked back to her car, pondering the girl’s bizarre assumption. With a determined exhale, she pushed away the thoughts and pressed onward, steering her car back onto the highway towards Twin Pines.

As the miles melted away beneath her tires, the grand gates of Twin Pines emerged in the distance, beckoning her closer. They were wrought iron masterpieces, twisted and adorned with an emblem of two intertwined pine trees. Tall and imposing, they concealed the secrets that awaited beyond their grasp.

Just as Abby was about to savor victory, just moments away from crossing the threshold into a new chapter of her life, she came to a halt before a closed security gate. A stern-faced man in a crisp navy security uniform stepped out of the guard shack.

“Your ID, ma’am,” the guard stated flatly, standing sentinel beside Abby’s car door. His name badge identified him as Hugo Mills.

Abby fumbled for her driver’s license, aware of Hugo’s scrutinizing gaze. With shaky hands, she handed it to him.

“I’m here for my scheduled appointment with Ms. Penelope Blackwell,” she asserted firmly, her voice steady despite her nerves.

Hugo studied his clipboard, brow furrowed. “I don’t see your name on today’s registry.”

“My meet and greet is set for noon,” Abby said, straining to keep her tone even.

“One moment, Ms. Rhodes,” Hugo said, retreating to the guard shack.

Abby anxiously watched him as he picked up the phone and made a call. Had she come this far only to fail at the last moment?

While she waited, Abby turned her gaze ahead, taking in the pristine private park beyond the imposing iron gate. Mature pine trees dotted manicured lawns, and Tudor-style buildings with ivy-covered facades beckoned invitingly in the distance.

Abby couldn’t help but feel the cruel irony of her timing. Just as she was ready to move on without Michael, just as she was willing to embrace a supportive community, it all seemed to be slipping away, dissipating like a mirage in
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