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The fluorescent lights in the basement of the Riverside Community Center buzzed like dying insects, casting harsh shadows across the circle of mismatched folding chairs. Sarah Chen clutched her purse tighter against her chest, the worn leather strap cutting into her palm. Three weeks since she'd first walked down these concrete steps, and the antiseptic smell of industrial cleaner still made her stomach turn.

"Sarah, would you like to share anything this week?"

Dr. Katherine Manning's voice was warm honey, the kind that made you forget it could still stick in your throat. The grief counselor sat perfectly upright in her chair, clipboard balanced on her crossed legs, silver pendant catching the light as she breathed. Sarah had noticed that necklace the first day—some kind of interwoven pattern that seemed to shift when she wasn't looking directly at it.

"I... I don't know." Sarah's voice cracked. Four months since the accident, and she still couldn't say the words without feeling like she was drowning. "It's just hard. The apartment feels so empty."

Nods rippled around the circle. There were eight of them tonight—the usual suspects, as Jake liked to call them with that crooked grin that made Sarah's chest flutter despite everything. Mrs. Patterson, whose husband died in surgery. Miguel, who lost his teenage son to an overdose. Jennifer, cancer took her mother. And Jake Morrison, twenty-six and carrying grief like a comfortable old coat after losing his twin brother in Afghanistan two years ago.

"Empty spaces can feel overwhelming," Dr. Katherine said, making a note on her clipboard. "Have you considered that maybe what you're looking for isn't solitude, but community? Connection?"

Sarah nodded, though she wasn't sure she believed it. Her parents had been her world—Mom with her gentle corrections of Sarah's Mandarin pronunciation, Dad with his terrible jokes that somehow always made her laugh. Graduate school felt pointless now. Psychology textbooks couldn't explain the hollow ache that had taken up residence in her chest.

"Actually," Jake said, leaning forward in his chair, "I was talking to some friends about that exact thing. There's this place upstate—not far from here. Kind of an intentional community, you know? People who want to support each other through tough times."

Dr. Katherine's pen stopped moving. "Oh? That sounds wonderful, Jake. Are you thinking of visiting?"

"Maybe." He shrugged, but his eyes were bright with something Sarah hadn't seen before. Hope, maybe. "They do these weekend retreats. Nothing heavy, just... being around people who get it. People who've been through loss."

Sarah found herself leaning forward too. "What kind of place is it?"

"It's hard to explain." Jake ran his hand through his dark hair, leaving it rumpled. "My friend Marcus has been there about three years now. He says it's like having a family again, but better. Because everyone chooses to be there."

"Three years?" Miguel whistled low. "That's a long retreat."

"Some people stay longer if they want to. There's no pressure either way." Jake's voice took on the cadence of something rehearsed, though Sarah doubted he realized it. "They have programs—job training, financial planning, that kind of stuff. Help people rebuild their lives."

Mrs. Patterson sniffed. "Sounds expensive."

"Actually, it's based on what you can contribute. They believe everyone has something valuable to offer, whether it's money or time or skills." Jake reached into his pocket and pulled out a small stack of business cards. "I brought some information, if anyone's interested."

Sarah took one of the cream-colored cards, her fingers immediately noticing the heavy cardstock. Expensive. The text was minimal—just a phone number and an address, along with some kind of logo. A strange design that seemed familiar, though she couldn't place where she might have seen it before.

"Weird design," she murmured, turning the card over. The back was blank.

"I know, right? Looks kind of like a logo or something." Jake's smile was apologetic. "Marcus says it has some meaning, but honestly, I just think it looks cool."

Dr. Katherine was writing again, her silver pendant swaying with each stroke of her pen. "Community can be very healing," she said without looking up. "Though I always encourage people to be thoughtful about big changes during the grieving process."

"Of course." Jake's voice carried just a hint of disappointment. "I mean, it's just a visit. A weekend to see if it feels right."

Sarah studied the card again. The symbol did look familiar—not like she'd seen it before, but like she should recognize it. The kind of nagging feeling she got when she couldn't remember where she'd left her keys, except the keys were a memory that refused to surface.

"I might be interested," she heard herself say. "In visiting, I mean."

Jake's whole face lit up. "Really? That's awesome. I was thinking of going next weekend, if you want to go together. Safety in numbers and all that."

"I don't have a car anymore." The insurance payout from her parents' accident had covered the funeral costs and some of her student loans, but there hadn't been enough left for a replacement vehicle. "I've been taking the bus everywhere."

"No problem. I'd be happy to drive." Jake's eagerness reminded Sarah of a golden retriever she'd had as a child—boundless enthusiasm barely contained. "It's only about two hours upstate. Beautiful country this time of year."

Dr. Katherine looked up from her clipboard. "Sarah, have you given any thought to our conversation last week? About the financial stress you mentioned?"

Heat crept up Sarah's neck. She'd let slip that the grief was complicated by money worries—graduate student stipends barely covered rent and groceries even in the best of times, and these weren't the best of times. Her parents' life insurance had helped, but not enough to make her feel secure.

"I'm managing," she said quietly.

"Of course you are. You're incredibly resilient." Dr. Katherine's smile was understanding, non-judgmental. "I was just thinking—I do some consulting work with various community organizations. Many of them have programs for people in transition. Educational support, that sort of thing. I could make some calls if you'd like."

"I... that would be really kind of you."

"Excellent." Dr. Katherine made another note. "I'll reach out to a few places this week. Community support can make all the difference during difficult times."

The session wound down with the usual ritual—everyone sharing one thing they were grateful for this week. Sarah struggled, as always, to find something that didn't feel like a lie. She settled on "warm coffee in the morning," which felt true enough and didn't require explanation.

As they filed out of the basement, Jake caught up with her at the bottom of the stairs.

"Hey, I'm glad you're thinking about the retreat." His voice was lower now, more intimate without the group audience. "I know it might seem scary, trying something new when everything feels unstable. But Marcus always says that sometimes you have to jump before you know where you'll land."

Sarah looked down at the business card in her hand. The symbol seemed to catch the light from the stairwell, throwing tiny shadows that shifted as she moved.

"Can I ask you something?" she said. "Where did you hear about this place? You said your friend Marcus has been there three years, but... how did you meet him?"

Jake's expression flickered—just for a second, so quickly Sarah almost missed it. "Actually, he reached out to me. After David died. I guess someone had mentioned that I was struggling, and Marcus had been through something similar with his brother." He shrugged. "Sometimes the right help finds you when you need it most."

They emerged into the main hallway of the community center. Sarah had never been upstairs before—the grief group always met in the basement, Dr. Katherine had explained, because it was quieter and more private. The main floor was typical community center fare: bulletin boards covered in flyers for yoga classes and senior citizen meal programs, inspirational posters about volunteering and civic engagement.

"Oh, look at this," Jake said, stopping at a bulletin board near the front entrance. "They've got information about the center's funding. That's cool—I always wonder how places like this stay afloat."

Sarah glanced at the framed document he was pointing to. A donor recognition plaque listing the major supporters of the Riverside Community Center. Corporate sponsors, family foundations, government grants. Her eyes skimmed the list without much interest until something made her stop.

There, among the bronze-level donors: The Convergence Foundation.

And next to the foundation's name, etched into the metal plaque, was the same symbol from Jake's business card.

"Huh," she said, pointing it out. "Same weird design."

Jake followed her finger. "Oh yeah. Probably just coincidence. You see these kinds of logos everywhere—abstract art is pretty popular with nonprofits." But his voice sounded forced, like he was trying to convince himself as much as her.

They walked out into the
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“The deeper you go; the less =
you return.”
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