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​The Orchard of Forgotten Letters
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When Claire unlocked the door to her grandmother’s farmhouse, the air smelled of apples and dust. The house had been closed for almost a year, ever since her grandmother, Eleanor, had passed away in the heart of last autumn. Now, another October had arrived, and the trees outside glowed in shades of copper and crimson.

Claire had not wanted to come. The estate lawyer had insisted she sort through the belongings before the house was sold. But the task felt like trespassing into someone else’s memories.

The orchard stretched wide behind the house, a hundred trees heavy with fruit, branches bent like tired shoulders. Claire remembered running through those rows as a child, her hair catching leaves, Eleanor’s voice calling after her to “mind the roots.” The roots were always the orchard’s secret guardians.

Inside, the rooms were crowded with time: wooden furniture carved by hand, lace curtains yellowed at the edges, jars of preserves lined on shelves like soldiers standing watch. The air carried that peculiar scent of places where life had once been abundant but was now paused.

She climbed the stairs, her suitcase still at the door. The attic key, heavy and old, hung on a string behind the kitchen door. Claire turned it slowly in the lock, and the door groaned open as if reluctant to reveal what it held.

The attic smelled sharper, of cedar and forgotten paper. Dust rose in golden clouds as she pulled the chain on the single hanging bulb. Boxes leaned against one another in precarious towers. An old rocking chair sat in the corner, still cushioned with a quilt.

It was among the crates of apples, dried and wrinkled from seasons long past, that she found the first letter. The envelope was brittle, edges curled. It was addressed not to Eleanor, but from her, written in looping, elegant script:

My dearest Samuel...

The words blurred in Claire’s eyes. She had never heard of Samuel. Her grandfather’s name had been Richard, a quiet man who had died before Claire was born.

The letter spoke of autumn nights by the river, of promises whispered under trees, of a separation forced by war. Eleanor’s voice on the page was alive with longing, with passion Claire had never imagined her grandmother possessed.

As she read, a branch tapped against the attic window. She looked up. The orchard seemed to lean closer, leaves shivering as though listening.

Over the next hours, Claire opened more boxes. Dozens of letters lay hidden among apple crates, tied in bundles with faded ribbon. Some were Eleanor’s, some written back to her by Samuel. The story unfolded like a forgotten novel: they had been lovers before the war. He had gone overseas and never returned. Eleanor had married Richard instead, building a life of steadiness and silence.
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