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THE TREES OF NORTHWEST MICHIGAN were breathtaking as David Carvier drove toward his cabin in the dunes near Fort Abernathy. It was the perfect time for fall colors—the second week of October. It was just before the seasonal peak, and that was David's favorite moment, because anything that was still green added to the yellows, oranges, and reds blazing in the dense maples of the midwestern forests. Another ten days and the fiery colors would be mixed with more brown. Gorgeous still, but not the palette he was seeing as he wound his way north along US-31 from his year-round home in Manistee. It was about a two-hour trip, one he made in the summer months fairly often, but this was his first autumn visit in a number of years, and it was just what he needed.

David was in his thirties, a slender five-ten, with light brown hair and unremarkable features. Just a guy. He was smart and personable, but most aspects of his life were fairly inconsequential. He was, however, a quite successful novelist, with a popular series of adventure stories. Excelling in few other areas of his life, his writing was everything to him. He was lucky in that respect; he'd found that thing, the one worthy of pouring himself into, that he was good at and could rely on to support and sustain him. He knew some people searched a lifetime without finding that.

The writing drove everything he did, and it was why he was on this trip. Roughly four months earlier, his wife passed away, and his creativity had suddenly dried up. He'd never had a problem coming up with stories before. Sure, there were short phases where he got stuck, but he always knew the inspiration would come around, and it always did. This time, it felt like a faucet shut off. Not even a trickle. He was way past explaining it by any reaction to his wife’s passing. It was like some creative lobe in his brain was removed.

At first, it was just odd. After a month of odd, it became distressing. Another month and it was driving him crazy. That was two months ago, and he was well into desperation, staring into the eyes of whatever was past that.

During those same months, he met his girlfriend, Sarah. In the wake of becoming a widower, and besieged by his creative struggles, it wasn't the best time of his life to be developing a relationship, but these things don't follow a schedule. They had fun, and she was supportive. Sarah was good for him.

There were things he was too protective to share in these early months of their time together, though. They had been to the cabin together once before, but this time he needed to be alone. He presented the idea of a week at the cabin by himself as just another way to try to find the creative spark, but in his own thoughts the situation was much more serious. The constant wrestling with his own mind was too draining. It was time to acknowledge that the next step after desperation might be quitting altogether.

Find your muse or call it a good run and hang it up, he thought as he got closer to the sandy hills near the coast.

It amazed him to even consider such a thing. Writing was not just the only thing; it was everything. But he had no choice. The battle to come up with something—and the bewilderment of trying to figure out why he couldn't—was not sustainable. As defeated as David felt, he didn't want to put the rest of his life at risk by descending into a depression he couldn't get out of. He had the residual income to afford himself some time to refocus his life somewhere else, and he had the good sense to realize that might be what he had to do. Good sense didn't promise much against emotional devastation, but it was all he had to cling to.

It was around noon, and the day was dry and breezy, with scattered puffy clouds dotting the sky. David pulled up at the cabin, perched in a clearing atop a pine-forested sand dune about a quarter-mile from the shore of Lake Michigan. He got his supplies inside, turned on the heat and took a quick look around to confirm things were undisturbed, then sat in a padded wicker chair near the center of the place and took a big breath.

The cabin was four rooms: bedroom, bathroom, kitchen, and the main living area with large windows facing west. Outside those windows stretched a fantastic vista. Off toward the south, nothing but beach and water. To the north, part of the nearby coastal town, Fort Abernathy, a small community not far from Charlevoix. The view included the town's natural breakwater and the marina where David kept one of the major indulgences of his career success, a thirty-foot yacht.

It was adequate for extended excursions, but he generally only used it for salmon fishing or a weekend run out to Beaver Island. He had many fond memories of those trips with his late wife, Denise, and his best friend, Brian, and his wife. The boat was often out of the water by this time, but David hadn't attended to that yet this year. He pulled his chair a little closer to the windows and gazed down at the marina.
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