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​Chapter 1: The Funeral
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The sky wept. Not with the cleansing, cathartic tears of a spring shower, but with a persistent, cold drizzle that matched the ache in Claire Matthews's chest. It was the kind of rain that seemed to seep directly into your bones, leaving you chilled and profoundly weary. The air hung heavy with the scent of damp earth, wet wool, and the faint, cloying sweetness of too many funeral lilies. Claire pulled her black coat tighter, but it offered little defense against the pervasive chill, both external and internal.

She stood by the freshly dug grave, a dark, rectangular maw in the manicured green of Willow Creek Cemetery. Around her, a small scattering of figures huddled under umbrellas, a solemn tableau against the grey, weeping sky. Her father, a man she hadn’t truly seen in years, stood rigidly by the casket, his face a mask of grief Claire couldn't quite decipher. His shoulders, once broad and comforting, now seemed stooped under an invisible weight. Next to him, her older brother, David, his usually boisterous frame subdued, held a black umbrella over their youngest sister, Sarah, whose quiet sobs were the only sound breaking the muted hush. Claire, however, stood slightly apart, a solitary island in a sea of shared sorrow she felt utterly disconnected from.

Her mother, Eleanor Matthews, was gone. And Claire, instead of the expected wave of profound sorrow, felt a complex tangle of emotions: a hollow ache that wasn’t quite grief, a persistent thrum of unresolved anger, and an overwhelming sense of regret. Regret for words left unsaid, for conversations avoided, for a chasm that had slowly widened between them over years, swallowing the warmth that should have defined a mother-daughter bond. Now, that chasm was permanently sealed by six feet of cold earth.

The minister’s voice, a gentle drone carried on the damp air, spoke of resurrection and eternal peace. Claire heard the words, recognized their biblical comfort, but they floated past her, detached and meaningless. Peace? What peace could there be when so much remained broken? When the very relationship being eulogized felt like a collection of fragile fragments, never quite fitting together? She focused on the polished wood of the casket, trying to conjure a comforting memory, a moment of unadulterated joy with her mother. But her mind, stubborn and rebellious, kept replaying the arguments, the silent treatments, the unspoken accusations that had become the currency of their later years.

She thought of the last argument, just weeks before the unexpected call. A sharp exchange over a trivial matter – the placement of a painting, the way Claire folded laundry. It had escalated, as trivial matters often did between them, into a coded language of deeper grievances. Claire had hung up, furious and hurt, vowing to let her mother make the next move. Her mother never did. The next move was a phone call from David, his voice strained, telling her Eleanor had passed away in her sleep. A heart attack. Sudden. Merciful, perhaps, for Eleanor. For Claire, it felt like a door slamming shut, locking away every chance for reconciliation, every unspoken apology, every longed-for word of understanding.

A shiver ran down Claire’s spine, unrelated to the damp air. It was the ghost of that bitterness, clinging to her even here, at the edge of her mother’s grave. She had tried, in those first frantic days after the news, to shed it. To remember only the good. The scent of Eleanor’s baking, the warmth of her hand in Claire’s small one, the comforting lullaby sung softly in the dark. But the good memories felt faded, overshadowed by the sharp edges of disappointment. It was a shame she carried, a quiet burden unique to her, here among those who seemed to grieve so openly.

David stepped forward, clearing his throat, his voice rough with emotion as he began a eulogy. He spoke of Eleanor’s strength, her unwavering spirit, her dedication to their family. He spoke of her infectious laugh, her green thumb, her tireless work in the church. Claire listened, her gaze fixed on a distant oak tree, its branches skeletal against the grey sky. Was David talking about the same woman? The Eleanor he described felt like a stranger, a perfect, idealized version that Claire struggled to recognize as the mother she had known—the one who could be so critical, so guarded, so quick to retreat behind a wall of silence.

She remembered trying to reach across that wall, especially in her own early adulthood. Fresh out of college, eager to share her dreams, her fears, her first experiences of true independence. She'd call, brimming with news, only to be met with polite interest that felt, to Claire, like a subtle dismissal. A quick change of topic, a return to familiar, safe ground. There was always a subtle barrier, a sense that some parts of herself, her truest self, were unwelcome, unaccepted. Over time, Claire stopped trying so hard. The phone calls grew shorter, visits less frequent. The love was there, she knew, in some deep, underlying way, but it was buried under layers of unspoken words and unmet expectations.

Sarah, sensing Claire’s detachment, moved closer, her hand tentatively finding Claire’s arm. Sarah, the youngest, the peacemaker, the one who always seemed to carry everyone’s emotional burdens. Her eyes, red-rimmed and swollen, were filled with a genuine, heartbreaking grief. Claire squeezed her sister's arm, a small, automatic gesture, but her gaze remained distant. She envied Sarah’s capacity for such uncomplicated sorrow. To truly mourn, one had to feel that something profound had been lost. For Claire, it felt more like a confirmation of a loss that had occurred years ago, a gradual erosion rather than a sudden, violent tearing.

The final prayer was offered, a benediction over the damp earth. The casket, adorned with a spray of white roses and lilies, was slowly lowered. The creak of the ropes was a chilling sound, a finality that pierced even Claire's numbness. This was it. The absolute, unyielding end. No more chances. No more possibilities for a different outcome. The weight of that finality pressed down on her, heavier than the cold rain, heavier than the unresolved bitterness.

People began to murmur, dispersing, offering hushed condolences. Aunts and uncles, cousins she hadn't seen in years, friends from church. They offered soft touches, sympathetic nods, platitudes that felt empty to her ears. "She's in a better place." "She lived a good life." "So sorry for your loss, Claire." Claire offered polite, noncommittal responses, a practiced smile that didn't reach her eyes. She wanted nothing more than to escape, to shed this black coat and the suffocating performance of grief she felt compelled to enact.

Her father approached her, his eyes, usually sharp, now dulled with what looked like exhaustion. He placed a hand on her shoulder, a rare, almost awkward gesture. "Thank you for coming, Claire," he murmured, his voice thick.

Claire simply nodded. "Of course, Dad." There was so much more she wanted to say, so much she couldn't. Why didn't you stop it? Why did you let us drift apart? Why couldn't you fix us? The questions screamed in her mind, but her lips remained sealed. The words felt too heavy, too dangerous for this sacred, somber ground. And besides, it was too late. The time for those questions had passed, buried now with the woman who held many of the answers.

As the crowd thinned, the rain seemed to intensify, washing over the fresh mound of earth. Claire lingered for a moment, looking at the small, temporary marker. Eleanor Matthews. Beloved Mother. Rest in Peace. Beloved. The word tasted like ash in her mouth. Beloved by David and Sarah, perhaps. Beloved by her father, in his own distant way. But for Claire, the love felt fractured, incomplete, overshadowed by the immense weight of the unsaid. She closed her eyes, wishing for a memory that would cleanse the bitterness, a moment of pure, unconditional maternal affection that she could hold onto. Instead, she saw her mother’s stoic face, the slight tremor in her lips when she was hurt, the way she would turn away, rather than confront.

Claire was the last to leave the graveside. David and Sarah had already gone, perhaps seeking the warmth of each other’s company, perhaps finding solace in shared grief. But Claire felt no such pull. She simply needed to escape the damp, the quiet judgment she imagined in every sideways glance, the suffocating shroud of her own unresolved emotions. She walked slowly, her shoes sinking slightly into the soft earth, her mind replaying fragments of her mother's life, and crucially, their life together.

She remembered Eleanor in the kitchen, apron tied, kneading dough with strong, capable hands. The smell of yeast, of fresh bread. A comforting memory, yes, but even then, a certain rigidity, a meticulous precision that Claire, messy and spontaneous, had always felt she failed to meet. She saw Eleanor’s careful flowerbeds, each bloom perfectly placed, vibrant and flawless. Claire’s own attempts at gardening had always ended in wilted chaos. Perhaps that was it, she mused, walking towards the cemetery gates, the rain plastering strands of hair to her cheeks. Perhaps her mother had simply preferred things neat, orderly, predictable. And Claire, in her tumultuous, questioning way, had always been a little too wild, a little too untamed for Eleanor’s carefully cultivated world.

The finality of it all was a cold, hard knot in her stomach. There would be no more opportunities for explanations, for understanding, for that longed-for connection. The future, which once held the faint, flickering hope of reconciliation, was now sealed shut. She was left with the ghosts of what might have been, the echoes of words never spoken, and the gnawing regret of her own inability to bridge the gap before it became an abyss.

As she reached her car, parked a little distance from the main gathering, a gust of wind rustled through the nearly bare branches of the trees, sending a shower of cold raindrops down onto her face. She felt no relief, no release. Only a quiet, profound emptiness. Her mother was gone. And Claire, instead of feeling lighter, felt burdened by the very absence, by the unread pages of a story that would now forever remain incomplete. She slid into her car, the cold leather chilling her skin, and stared out at the weeping cemetery. The funeral was over. But for Claire, the true mourning, the difficult reckoning with a relationship left untended, had only just begun. The pain of the unsaid was a living thing, a shadow that clung to her, whispering if only, if only, if only.

This death was not just an end; it was an echoing beginning, forcing Claire to finally confront the long-buried family wounds that had shaped her, even in silence. The rain continued to fall, a steady, mournful rhythm against the windshield, as Claire started the engine, leaving the cemetery, but not the lingering questions, behind.
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​Chapter 2: The Estate
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The air inside her mother’s home, usually infused with the faint, comforting scent of Eleanor’s potpourri and furniture polish, now held a different, unsettling stillness. It smelled faintly of dust, of absence, and of something Claire couldn't quite name – a quiet accusation, perhaps, lingering in the corners of every room. The funeral, a cold, damp blur of polite condolences and unvoiced grief, was mercifully over. Now came the unavoidable, agonizing task: sorting through Eleanor’s life.

Claire had arrived at the house earlier that morning, having driven straight from the funeral luncheon, which she’d endured with a forced smile and a series of vague, noncommittal answers to well-meaning but intrusive questions. David and Sarah were already there, having likely escaped the awkwardness of collective mourning much sooner than she had. David, ever the practical one, was in the living room, systematically removing the protective plastic from the furniture, his movements brisk and efficient. Sarah, the softer, more sentimental sibling, sat on the floor of the den, surrounded by stacks of photo albums, a tissue clutched in her hand, the quiet sniffles confirming her deep, genuine sorrow. Claire felt, as she so often did, like an outsider. Her grief was a tangled knot of resentment and regret, too complicated to neatly fit into the expected expressions of sorrow.

“Morning,” David mumbled, not looking up from wrestling with a stubborn corner of plastic. “Grab a box. We’re starting in Mom’s office.”

Mom’s office. The very phrase sent a fresh wave of unease through Claire. It wasn’t a welcoming space. More a fortress of order, filled with meticulously organized files, precisely stacked books, and a desk always cleared of anything personal. Eleanor had spent countless hours in that room, the door often closed, its solid wood a symbolic barrier to the rest of the bustling, sometimes chaotic, family life. Claire had always associated it with quiet industry, yes, but also with a certain emotional distance. It was where her mother retreated when the demands of family felt too much, a place Claire rarely felt invited into.

She grabbed a sturdy cardboard box from the stack David had brought and made her way down the short hall. The house was a museum of Eleanor's life – every piece of furniture, every decorative item, every framed photo held a story, a memory, a silent judgment perhaps, of how Claire had failed to live up to the perfectly curated existence her mother seemed to embody. The floral wallpaper, the antique lamps, the porcelain figurines – all were precisely as Eleanor had left them, as if waiting for her return. The thought pricked at Claire’s eyes, but no tears came. Only that familiar, bitter ache.

Stepping into the office was like entering a different world. The air was heavy with the scent of old paper and Eleanor’s faint, lingering perfume. The room, unlike the rest of the house, felt untouched, frozen in time. Eleanor’s mahogany desk stood squarely in the center, gleaming, not a single speck of dust marring its polished surface. The bookshelves lining the walls were filled with spines Claire only vaguely recognized – financial ledgers, gardening manuals, historical fiction. No dog-eared novels, no hastily scribbled notes tucked between pages. Everything was ordered, categorized, contained. Just like Eleanor.

David was already pulling books from a shelf, methodically placing them into boxes marked "Donate" or "Family Heirlooms." Sarah was meticulously going through a stack of old utility bills, her brow furrowed in concentration, probably feeling useful. Claire, however, felt lost. Where did one even begin to sort through a life? Especially a life that felt, to her, like an intricate puzzle with too many missing pieces.

She decided to start with the desk. It felt like the heart of the room, the place where Eleanor had spent so much of her solitary time. The top surface was, predictably, bare. But the drawers... ah, the drawers. They were Eleanor’s secret world. Claire pulled out the top-left drawer, a soft glide of wood on wood. Inside, neat stacks of envelopes: bills paid, bank statements, tax documents. All meticulously organized by date, year, and category. Of course. Claire exhaled slowly, a sigh she didn't realize she was holding. It was so Eleanor. So perfectly, predictably, un-messily Eleanor. And it made Claire feel, yet again, the sharp sting of her own perceived inadequacy. Her own desk, at home, was a chaotic ecosystem of half-finished tasks and overflowing papers.

She moved to the next drawer, then the next, her movements slow, almost hesitant. She found a small, velvet-lined tray with various pens, paperclips, and a few stray buttons. Another held an assortment of notepads, none of them actually used. It was a tedious process, each item handled with a reverence that felt almost performative, considering the emotional distance that had defined her relationship with her mother. She was looking for nothing in particular, just going through the motions, trying to connect with a woman who had always felt just out of reach.

As she pulled open the bottom-right drawer, the deepest one, her fingers brushed against something unexpectedly solid, something that wasn't paper or office supplies. It was tucked away, almost hidden, at the very back, beneath a stack of old, unused financial calendars. Her fingers closed around smooth, cool wood.

She pulled it out slowly, carefully. It was a small wooden box, perhaps no larger than a standard hardcover book, intricately carved with a delicate floral pattern. The wood was dark, aged, smooth beneath her fingertips. It didn't look like anything Eleanor would have owned; her mother's taste had been for clean lines, modern simplicity, not ornate, old-world craftsmanship. This box felt... secret. Ancient, almost. A ripple of unexpected curiosity, cold and sharp, cut through Claire's emotional numbness.

The box was clearly old, its hinges perhaps a little stiff, but it was pristine, as if carefully preserved. And then Claire noticed it: a small, ornate brass lock on the front, barely larger than her thumbnail, its keyhole a dark, silent eye. It was locked.

A sudden, intense frustration flared within her. Of course it was locked. Her mother had always kept secrets, emotions locked away, unspoken. Even in death, she maintained her carefully guarded privacy. Claire felt the familiar prick of resentment. Had her mother truly taken all her secrets to the grave? Had there been anything, anything at all, that might have explained the distance, the chasm that had grown between them? The thought of an unyielding lock, even on a box, felt like a deliberate continuation of that silence.

She turned the box over in her hands, searching for a way in, a hidden clasp, anything. Her fingers traced the delicate carvings, feeling the subtle textures of the wood. The lock remained stubbornly shut. She tried to pry it open gently, then with a little more force, but it held firm. A wave of exhaustion washed over her. This was typical. Just typical. Another mystery, another unanswered question, another barrier her mother had erected, even posthumously.

“Find anything interesting?” David’s voice startled her. He was standing in the doorway, a stack of photo albums in his arms, observing her with a raised eyebrow.

Claire quickly tucked the box behind her back, a childish, instinctual reaction. “Just... old tax records,” she mumbled, her voice surprisingly steady.

David grunted, heading towards the living room. “More exciting than Sarah’s utility bills, I guess. We’re taking a break for lunch soon. Dad’s ordering pizza.”

Claire nodded, waiting until she heard David’s footsteps recede before pulling the box out again. She couldn’t shake the feeling that this box was different. It didn't belong with the sterile order of the office. It felt... personal. And Eleanor, famously un-personal in her belongings, would have hidden anything truly private with meticulous care. This box was hidden, yes, but almost haphazardly, beneath old calendars. As if it had been placed there in a hurry, or perhaps, forgotten.

Her mind raced. Where would her mother keep a key to such an old, ornate lock? Eleanor wasn't one for random trinkets. Everything had a place, a purpose. Claire began to systematically search the desk again, this time with renewed purpose. She checked under the blotter, inside the pen holder, even behind the small, framed photo of her parents on their wedding day. Nothing. The lock was so tiny, the key would be equally small, easily lost.

Frustration mounted. It was like her mother was still playing her silent games, leaving clues that led nowhere. Claire felt a hot surge of anger. Why did you always have to be so difficult, Mom? Even now? The bitterness she had tried to suppress at the funeral resurfaced, sharp and acrid. This box felt like a final test, a cruel, posthumous riddle.

She leaned back in the chair, running a hand through her hair, her eyes scanning the room, seeking inspiration. Her gaze landed on a small, antique wooden jewelry box on Eleanor’s dresser in the bedroom – a gift from Claire when she was a child. Eleanor had always kept only her most cherished, sentimental pieces there, rarely wearing them, preferring simple, practical jewelry. Claire knew the box well; it was one of the few items in the house that seemed to hold a genuine warmth, a touch of sentimentality that was often absent from Eleanor's meticulously ordered life.

With a sudden burst of intuition, Claire rose and walked into her mother's bedroom. The bedroom was usually a tranquil space, Eleanor’s scent still lingering faintly from her side of the bed. But today, it felt empty, hollow. Claire walked straight to the dresser, her heart thumping a little faster. She opened the familiar jewelry box. Inside, among a few delicate necklaces and a pearl brooch, nestled softly in the velvet lining, was a tiny, intricate brass key. It was old, tarnished, and perfectly matched the ornate lock on the wooden box.

A gasp escaped Claire's lips, soft and involuntary. She stared at the key, then back at the box, her mind reeling. Her mother had kept it. Tucked away in the most sentimental of her possessions. This wasn't a cruel joke. This was an invitation. A carefully hidden trail.

With trembling fingers, Claire returned to the office, the small key feeling heavy in her palm. She inserted it into the tiny lock. It clicked, a soft, almost imperceptible sound that resonated through the quiet room. The lock sprung open.

Claire took a deep, shaky breath, her heart pounding a frantic rhythm against her ribs. She lifted the lid slowly, almost afraid of what she would find. Would it be old love letters from her father? Hidden treasures? A diary that revealed the inner world Eleanor had always kept so fiercely guarded?

What she saw inside made her gasp again, a stronger, more profound sound this time. The box wasn’t filled with jewels or trinkets. It was filled, to the brim, with dozens of envelopes. Each one was pristine, neatly stacked, and sealed. And each one was addressed in her mother’s elegant, familiar script.

She picked up the top envelope. The handwriting was unmistakable. Her mother's careful cursive, always slanted just so. And the address: "To My Dearest David."

Claire’s breath hitched. She picked up another. "To My Sweet Sarah."

Then, another. Her hand trembled as she read the familiar loops and flourishes that spelled out her own name: "To My Darling Claire."

And finally, tucked deeper in the box, among other letters whose addresses she couldn’t quite make out, was an envelope addressed to the one person who remained the most enigmatic in her mother’s life: "To My Beloved Edward." Her father.

Claire sank onto the office chair, the little wooden box resting precariously on her lap. Dozens of them. Unsent letters. Letters her mother had written, addressed, perhaps even sealed, but never mailed. A flood of emotions, sharp and overwhelming, crashed over her. Shock, disbelief, confusion. But beneath it all, a new feeling, fragile but insistent: a flicker of hope. And a burgeoning, immense sense of regret. Regret for the years of silence, for the distance that had felt so insurmountable. Here, in this box, lay the unwritten story, the unspoken truths.

Her mother hadn't taken all her secrets to the grave. She had left them here, hidden, waiting to be found. And now, Claire held the key. The answers, the explanations, the profound understanding that had eluded her for so long, might just be contained within these carefully folded pages. The very bitterness that had weighed her down at the funeral, the sense of a story unfinished, now seemed to twist into a poignant promise. Her mother had, in her own way, reached out. And Claire, now, had the chance to finally read the letter she never sent. The quiet of the office was now filled with the silent roar of revelation, the unasked questions finally finding their voice in the neat stacks of paper.
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​Chapter 3: The First Words
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The small wooden box rested on Claire’s lap, its delicate carvings suddenly feeling impossibly heavy. The air in Eleanor’s meticulously ordered office, so recently filled with the quiet accusation of silence, now hummed with a different, terrifying energy: the imminent revelation of truth. Claire’s breath hitched in her throat, a tight knot of anticipation and dread. She stared at the top envelope, the one addressed in her mother’s familiar, elegant script: "To My Darling Claire."

Her fingers, still slightly trembling from the discovery of the key, traced the loops of her own name. Darling. The word felt foreign, almost alien, coming from her mother's hand. It was a term of endearment rarely, if ever, spoken aloud, especially in the later years. It pricked at Claire’s eyes, a sharp, unexpected sting of sorrow for the warmth that had been missing, for the affection that had remained so often unspoken. This single word, written in ink, already challenged the narrative Claire had constructed of their strained relationship.

With a profound sense of reverence, as if handling something immensely fragile and sacred, Claire slid her finger under the flap of the envelope. There was no resistance; it hadn't been sealed. A small detail, but one that resonated. Perhaps her mother hadn't quite had the courage to seal them, to make them truly ready for the world. Or perhaps, in some hopeful corner of her heart, she had always intended to deliver them herself, face to face. The thought brought a fresh wave of aching regret.

She pulled out the single sheet of paper. It was Eleanor’s preferred stationery – thick, cream-colored, with a subtle linen texture. The faint, comforting scent of her mother's rose-scented sachets still clung to the paper, a bittersweet ghost of her presence. The handwriting was precise, uniform, each letter formed with meticulous care. Claire took another deep breath, the scent filling her lungs, a painful mixture of nostalgia and the raw anticipation of confession. She began to read.

My Dearest Claire,

If you are reading this, then I am no longer with you. And for that, my heart aches with a regret deeper than words can express. It means that I lost the battle with my own fear, my own shortcomings, and I never found the courage to say these things to you while I still drew breath. For that, my darling girl, I am profoundly sorry. It is a sorrow I have carried, unspoken, for so very long.

I know there has been a distance between us, especially in these recent years. A chasm, perhaps, that felt too wide to bridge. You felt it, I know you did. And I know, too, that you often wondered why. You sought connection, you reached out, and too often, I believe, I pulled back. Or, worse, I remained silent. That silence, Claire, was not born of indifference, but of a profound, agonizing fear. A fear that, ironically, pushed away the very connection I longed for.

The truth is, I was afraid of many things. I was afraid of imperfection – in myself, and perhaps, subconsciously, in those I loved most. I lived my life striving for order, for control, for a pristine surface, believing that if everything was in its proper place, nothing could truly break. I tried to apply that same meticulous precision to my emotions, to our relationships. I believed that if I kept a tight rein on my feelings, I could protect myself, and perhaps, protect you, from the messiness and pain that life inevitably brings.

But what I learned, too late, my darling girl, is that true connection thrives in the mess. It breathes in vulnerability. It grows strongest when we dare to be imperfect, when we admit our flaws, and when we speak our hearts, even when they tremble. And I did not do that. Not with you, not nearly enough.

I see now, with the clarity that only reflection and the stark approach of eternity can bring, how my need for control often stifled your beautiful, vibrant spirit. You, my Claire, were always so full of life, so spontaneous, so wonderfully creative. You saw the world in vibrant hues, while I, I admit, often saw it in shades of practical grey. You were a wild flower, eager to grow wherever the wind carried you, and I, in my fear, tried to put you in a carefully cultivated garden bed. I wanted to protect you from thorns, but in doing so, I perhaps pruned your wings.

I regret that I was not always the mother you needed, or the mother you deserved. I saw your passions, your unconventional choices, your fiercely independent spirit, and sometimes, instead of celebrating them, my fear would whisper judgments. I worried. I worried you would stumble. I worried you wouldn't fit in. I worried you would hurt. And in my worry, I expressed criticism where I should have offered encouragement. I offered silence where I should have offered boundless affirmation.

Do you remember the painting you did in high school? The abstract piece, all bold strokes and vibrant, clashing colors? You were so proud of it. You brought it home, your eyes shining with excitement, wanting to hang it in the living room. And I... I told you it was “interesting,” but suggested it might be “more suitable” for your bedroom. Oh, Claire, the sting of that memory in my heart now! I didn't see the masterpiece you had created. I saw only the chaos, the departure from what I considered “proper” art. I was so blind. I should have marveled at your boldness, at your unique vision. Instead, I chipped away at your confidence, piece by painful piece, driven by my own small-minded fear of anything that broke the mold. Forgive me for that. Forgive me for every time my perfectionism dimmed your light.

I confess, too, that I often struggled to understand your emotional depth. You felt things so intensely, Claire. Your joys were soaring
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