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Shattered

The vase hit the wall with a sound like a heart breaking.

Harper Ellis watched the ceramic pieces scatter across the hardwood floor of her Chicago apartment, shards spinning and settling into patterns that looked almost deliberate. The vase had been a wedding gift—hand-thrown by an artist in Taos, glazed in the exact blue of the Mediterranean Sea where she and Daniel had honeymooned.

Now it was destroyed. Like everything else from that life.

She sank to the floor among the broken pieces, not caring if they cut her. Nothing could hurt more than the past two years already had. Nothing could match the slow, excruciating agony of watching the man she loved disappear piece by piece, consumed by a cancer that had taken everything—his strength, his laughter, his future, and finally, his life.

Daniel had been gone for fourteen months now. Fourteen months of waking up alone, of reaching for him in the darkness, of forgetting for one blissful moment before remembering all over again. Fourteen months of people telling her she was young, she would heal, she would love again.

She was thirty-two years old, and she felt ancient.

"Harper?" Her sister's voice came through the apartment door, followed by the sound of keys. "I'm coming in. Don't throw anything at me."

Madison appeared in the doorway, took in the scene—Harper on the floor, the broken vase, the tears—and sighed. Without a word, she crossed the room, sat down beside her sister, and pulled her into a hug.

"The Taos vase?"

"The Taos vase."

"That was an ugly vase anyway."

"It was beautiful and you know it." Harper laughed despite herself—a wet, hiccupping sound. "I don't know what's wrong with me. I was fine, and then I found one of his shirts in the back of the closet, and suddenly I was throwing things."

"There's nothing wrong with you. Grief doesn't follow a timeline." Madison stroked her hair. "But Harp... it's been over a year. I'm worried about you."

"I know."

"You don't leave this apartment. You barely eat. You haven't touched your pottery in months." Madison pulled back to look at her. "Daniel wouldn't want this for you. He'd want you to live."

"I know," Harper repeated. "I know he would. But I don't know how to live without him. Every time I try to move forward, something pulls me back. A song. A smell. A stupid blue vase."

Madison was quiet for a moment. Then she said, "I have something for you. I wasn't sure if I should give it to you, but... maybe it's time."

She pulled an envelope from her purse. Harper recognized the handwriting immediately—the elegant, artistic script that Daniel had developed during his years as a graphic designer. Her hands trembled as she took it.

"Where did this come from?"

"He gave it to me before he died. Asked me to hold onto it until I thought you were ready." Madison squeezed her hand. "I think you're ready, Harp. I think you need to read this."

Harper waited until Madison left to open the envelope. Inside was a letter and a photograph—a picture of a small pottery studio overlooking the ocean, weathered shingles and big windows and a hand-painted sign that read "Tidewater Pottery."

She unfolded the letter with shaking hands.

My darling Harper, it began. If you're reading this, I'm gone, and I'm so sorry. Not for dying—I never had any control over that—but for leaving you. For all the years we won't have together. For the children we'll never raise, the adventures we'll never take, the ordinary Tuesday evenings we'll never spend on the couch watching terrible reality TV.

But I have one last gift for you. The photograph is Tidewater Pottery in Seabrook Cove, Oregon. It belonged to my grandmother—the one who taught me to love art, who first put clay in my hands. She left it to me when she died, and now I'm leaving it to you.

I know what you're thinking. You're not a potter. You haven't touched clay since that one class we took together where you made that lopsided bowl I loved so much. But that's not why I'm giving you this.

I'm giving you this because you're broken, my love. And I know you are, because losing me would break you the same way losing you would break me. But here's the thing about pottery: broken things can be mended. The Japanese have a practice called kintsugi—they repair broken ceramics with gold, making the cracks part of the beauty. The piece becomes more valuable for having been broken.

Go to Seabrook Cove, Harper. Learn about kintsugi. Let someone teach you how to put the pieces back together. And when you're ready—when you've made something beautiful from the brokenness—let yourself love again. That's all I want for you. A full life, a full heart, a future that's worth living.

I love you. I will always love you. But love isn't meant to be a cage. Let me go, my darling. And let yourself fly.

Forever yours, Daniel.

Harper read the letter three times, tears streaming down her face. Then she looked at the photograph—at the little studio by the sea, waiting for her like a promise.

For the first time in fourteen months, she felt something other than grief.

She felt hope.
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The Potter's Wheel

Seabrook Cove was exactly as beautiful as the photograph had promised.

Harper arrived on a gray April morning, the kind of soft, misty day that felt like the world was holding its breath. The town was tiny—a single main street lined with clapboard shops, a harbor full of fishing boats, and houses climbing the hillside like colorful blocks.

Tidewater Pottery sat at the end of a gravel lane, perched on a bluff overlooking the Pacific. It was larger than she'd expected—a converted barn with those gorgeous windows and a small cottage attached to one side. The sign swung gently in the ocean breeze, its paint faded but still legible.

She stood in the driveway for a long moment, her rental car idling, wondering what she was doing. She wasn't a potter. She wasn't an artist. She was a marketing executive—or she had been, before grief had swallowed her whole and she'd taken an indefinite leave of absence that had stretched into permanent departure.

But Daniel had asked her to come here. Daniel, who had known her better than anyone, had believed this place could heal her.

She turned off the car and went inside.

The studio was beautiful—high ceilings crisscrossed with exposed beams, natural light flooding through the windows, and everywhere, everywhere, pottery. Vases and bowls and sculptures lined the shelves. Works in progress sat on tables, some bone-dry and waiting for the kiln, others still wet and glistening with slip.

And at the center of it all, a man sat at a potter's wheel, his hands shaping a mass of clay with gentle, practiced movements.

He looked up when she entered. Dark eyes, dark hair with threads of silver at the temples, a face that was handsome in a weathered, lived-in way. Maybe forty, maybe older—it was hard to tell. He had the look of someone who spent time outdoors, squint lines at the corners of his eyes, skin tanned from the sun.

"Can I help you?" His voice was deep and unhurried, matching his calm movements on the wheel.

"I'm... I'm Harper Ellis." She felt suddenly foolish, standing there with her expensive luggage and her Chicago clothes, intruding on this peaceful space. "My husband inherited this place from his grandmother. Margaret Chen?"
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