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The Storyteller Speaks
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You think you know how the story ended.

You think escape meant freedom, that words on a page or flickers on a screen could contain a wound as old as Burrington's silence.

But listen closer. Time does not mend; it splinters. Every retelling sharpens the fracture, every stolen memory shakes loose what should have remained buried.

Beck thought she carried the story away. She thought she bent it into her own making. But Burrington's pain is greedy. It stretches. It spills. It follows.

And now? Now the curse no longer waits for you to step inside the town. It is moving outward; into streets you know, into faces you trust, into the rhythm of clocks that no longer tick the way they should.

This is not an ending. 

It was never an ending. The Day That Broke Time is still breaking.

And you are already living inside its ruin.
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I am both yesterday and tomorrow caught in the echo of now.
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Chapter One

First Steps
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I wake up to quiet so complete it feels staged.

Not peaceful, not calm. Just... emptied. Like sound has been removed after the fact and no one bothered to fade it out.

For a few seconds I think I’ve gone deaf.

Then my body reacts, and I understand I’m still capable of hearing, I just don’t trust what I’m hearing anymore.

Cold bites into my back first. Then wet. My clothes cling to me in heavy, uneven patches, the fabric stiff where it’s begun to dry and slick where it hasn’t. I try to sit up too quickly and the world tips hard to the left. My stomach flips. I gag, dry and sharp, and press my palm into the dirt to keep myself anchored.

The ground feels wrong.

Not dangerous and not cursed. Just... indifferent. Packed earth and gravel, bits of dead leaves pressed into the soil. Ordinary in a way Burrington never was. Burrington always felt like it noticed when I touched it.

My hands are shaking. I don’t know when that started. I try to stop the shaking by clenching my fists, but the tremor just moves up my arms instead, rattling in my shoulders, my jaw. My teeth click together once before I force my mouth closed.

Breathe, I tell myself. The air goes in. Comes out cold, clean. No smoke, no iron and no rot. That should be reassuring. It isn’t. I feel watched.

The certainty of it settles over me before I can argue it away; not sharp, not urgent, just present. Like a weight distributed evenly across my skin. I don’t turn my head at first. I don’t want to give it the satisfaction. I’ve learned what happens when you react too fast.

I push myself up slowly, my muscles protesting as if I’ve run for miles instead of slept. My knees nearly buckle, but they hold. I stand there, swaying slightly, trying to map my own body again. Everything feels borrowed. Like I’m wearing myself a half-second out of sync.

When I finally turn, I expect-God, I don’t even know what I expect. Trees twisted wrong. A road folding in on itself. A building where there shouldn’t be one.

Instead there’s just... road.

Two-lane asphalt stretching behind me, clean and unremarkable. Pines on either side, tall and quiet, their branches barely moving. No fog or haze. Morning light filtering through in that gentle, early way that belongs to places where nothing terrible has ever happened.

Burrington is gone. Not ruined, not hidden and not disguised. Gone.

My chest tightens, sharp and sudden, like I’ve been punched just beneath the sternum. I take another step back, then another, my heel catching on something loose and sending a small spray of gravel skittering across the road. The sound echoes too clearly.

I turn in a slow circle, scanning the tree line. There should be a path. A break. Something familiar if I look hard enough. Burrington didn’t just vanish. Towns don’t do that.

I tell myself that firmly. Like a rule. Nothing answers.

A car comes down the road from my left, the engine noise cutting through the quiet so abruptly I flinch. It slows as it approaches me. I can feel the driver’s eyes on me before I see his face-middle-aged, maybe, brows drawn together in concern or suspicion or both. We hold each other’s gaze through the windshield.

He rolls down the window halfway.

“You alright?” he calls.

The words feel delayed, like they had to travel farther than they should have.

I open my mouth to answer and nothing comes out at first. My throat works uselessly. I swallow and try again.

“I-” My voice cracks. I clear my throat. “I think I’m lost.”

That part, at least, is true. His eyes flick down to my clothes, the mud, the way my hair clings damply to my face. Something shifts in his expression. Not alarm, just calculation.

“Need a ride?” he asks, but his hand tightens on the steering wheel as he says it.

I hesitate. The watching feeling presses closer, not stronger, just nearer. Like a listener leaning in.

“Yes,” I say, too quickly. “Please.”

He studies me another second, then nods once. “Town’s not far.”

He doesn’t say which town. As I move toward the passenger side, he unlocks the door, then hesitates-just for a beat, before pushing it open. The pause is small, polite, almost unnoticeable. But I notice it. I always notice things like that now.

When I sit, the seat is warm from his body. Real and solid. I grip the edge with my fingers, grounding myself in the texture of cracked vinyl and old fabric cleaner. The car pulls away. The road curves gently ahead. I look back once, through the rear window.

There is nothing behind us but trees and morning light and the faint impression, so faint I can almost convince myself I imagined it, of something having just closed.

The town appears without warning.

One moment there’s forest pressing close on both sides of the road, the trees standing too straight, too evenly spaced to feel natural. The next, the road widens slightly and buildings emerge as if they’ve been waiting just out of sight. A gas station, a diner with a sun-faded awning. A hand-painted sign welcoming people to a place whose name I miss because I’m looking too hard for something else.

I twist in my seat, craning to see behind us again.

Still nothing.

No curve where Burrington should be. No intersection I recognize. Just the road folding back into itself, obedient and blank.

“You from around here?” the driver asks.

His tone is casual and curious. But there’s an edge under it now, like he’s already decided I’m a problem that can be solved politely.

“No,” I say. My mouth answers before my thoughts catch up. “I was-”

I stop. The word I need won’t come. Not slips-away-from-me won’t come. Not tip-of-the-tongue. It’s more like trying to reach for something that isn’t there anymore. My mind opens around the space where the word should be and finds nothing but air.

“I was staying somewhere nearby,” I finish instead.

He nods, satisfied enough. “You hikers always underestimate the woods.”

I almost correct him.

Almost say town, or place, or Burrington, and the shape of it presses hard against my teeth. The syllables line up, ready. I feel them physically, like I could bite down and force them out.

My jaw locks.

Something in my chest twists, not pain exactly, but resistance. Like a seatbelt locking when you pull too fast.

I swallow.

“Yeah,” I say. “I guess I did.”

The car slows again as we pass the diner. A couple of people sit inside, nursing coffee, their movements unhurried. A woman glances up as we drive by. Her eyes meet mine through the window. He frowns.

Not in fear, in confusion. Like he recognizes me from a dream she can’t quite remember. I look away first.

The driver drops me off near the gas station. He doesn’t offer to wait. Doesn’t ask if I need help beyond that. When I thank him, he nods and pulls away immediately, tires crunching too loudly against the gravel. I stand there for a moment, the sun warming the back of my neck, and try to steady myself. This is fine, I tell myself. You’re fine.

I step inside the gas station. The bell over the door rings, sharp and bright, and the sound feels almost aggressive after the silence outside. Fluorescent lights hum overhead. The smell of coffee, oil, sugar. Familiar things. Anchors.

A teenage boy stands behind the counter, scrolling on his phone.

“Hey,” he says without looking up.

“Hi.” My voice sounds steadier now. Rehearsed. I walk toward the counter, feeling oddly like I’m approaching a witness stand. “Can you tell me where we are?”

He glances at me, brow creasing slightly. “You mean... town name?”

“Yes.”

He tells me. It slides right off my attention. Not because it’s strange, but because it’s ordinary. A place I’ve never heard of, and therefore doesn’t matter.

“Is there,” I begin, then pause, choosing my words carefully, “another town nearby? One that maybe... doesn’t show up much anymore?”

He studies me now. Really looks.

“I mean,” he says slowly, “there’s old foundations out in the woods. Ruins. People go ghost-hunting out there sometimes.”

My pulse jumps.

“Does it have a name?” I ask.

He shrugs. “Not one anybody uses.”

I nod, forcing myself to match his casualness. “Right. Of course.”

I buy a bottle of water I don’t need just to have an excuse to linger, to feel the exchange end normally. My hands fumble with the cap when I twist it open outside. Water spills down my wrist, cold and real. I drink too fast and choke, coughing once, harsh and loud. A couple across the street glance my way, then look back to their conversation, already done with me.

I try again.

I stop a woman walking past with a canvas tote and ask, “Sorry-do you know if there used to be a town out here? Closer to the forest?”

Her smile freezes, just for a fraction of a second.

“Out here?” she repeats.

“Yes. Burr-”

The word dies in my mouth.

I blink, disoriented. “I’m sorry. I thought it was called-” I gesture vaguely toward the road. “Something like that.”

She tilts her head, concern softening her features. “You might be thinking of a campground? Or maybe you hit your head?”

“I didn’t,” I say quickly. Too quickly. “I mean-I don’t think so.”

She touches my arm briefly, a well-meaning, grounding gesture. “If you’re not feeling well, the clinic’s two streets over.”

I thank her. Again. Too many thank-yous for a question that shouldn’t have been strange. As she walks away, the watching feeling returns-not sharper, not louder. Just... closer. As if something is pleased.

I pull my phone from my pocket. The screen lights up instantly.

Signal, battery and date.

January 14, 2024. I frown. That’s not right.

The numbers flicker, so fast I might miss it if I wasn’t already staring too hard and rearrange themselves.

January 15, 2024. I lock the screen and unlock it again. The date holds.

My watch, on the other hand, is dead. The second hand is frozen halfway between ticks, caught mid-motion like it was interrupted. I tap the face once. Then harder.

Nothing. Relief washes over me so suddenly it almost knocks me off balance.

A broken watch is normal. Explainable, a thing with rules.

The relief curdles almost immediately. Because if time is working, if my phone is right, then the watch didn’t stop by accident. I close my fist around it, feeling the metal bite into my palm.

I’ve left. I know that. I must have. But the feeling that follows isn’t triumph.

It’s loss.

Not the sharp kind. Not grief. Something thinner and more precise. Like realizing you walked out of a room and didn’t check to see who was still inside.

I find a bench outside the diner and sit because my legs finally insist on it. The bench is painted an optimistic blue, the kind of color towns choose when they want to look friendly. The paint is chipped where people have dragged their feet across it, exposing old wood beneath. I press my palms flat against the slats and focus on the texture; rough, solid and present.

I tell myself I’m safe. The word feels premature.

Across the street, the diner door opens and closes. Plates clatter. Someone laughs too loud, too sudden and the sound makes me flinch before I can stop myself. I lower my gaze quickly, hoping no one noticed.

You’re out, I think.

You made it. The thought doesn’t bring the relief it should.

Instead, another image pushes forward uninvited: the edge of Burrington’s road, the way it narrowed the closer I got to leaving. The pressure in my ears. The sensation, unmistakable, that something had leaned in close as I crossed whatever line separated inside from out. I rub my arms, trying to chase away the phantom chill. I didn’t save anyone, a quiet voice inside me says.

I didn’t damn anyone either, another voice answers quickly; sharper and defensive. I don’t know which one I believe.

A man exits the diner carrying a paper bag. He pauses when he sees me, his eyes flicking over my clothes again, the mud on my shoes. This time he doesn’t ask if I’m okay. He just watches, frowning faintly, as if he’s trying to decide whether I belong in the picture he’s already formed of his day.

When I meet his gaze, he looks away. The watching feeling shifts, not vanishing, not intensifying. Just... redistributing. Like it no longer needs to be everywhere at once.

I stand abruptly, the bench scraping against concrete. My heart jumps at the sound, too loud in the open air.

“I’m fine,” I mutter to no one. The words come out automatically, the way they always do. I walk the length of the street and back again, forcing movement, forcing normalcy. Each storefront reflects me differently-glass warping my shape, bending my reflection at the edges. In one window, my face looks pale and sharp. In another, blurred and stretched, like I’m already receding.

I don’t linger long enough to look closely.

I duck into the diner.

The warmth hits me immediately, thick with grease and coffee and something sweet baking in the back. It’s comforting in a way that makes my chest ache. A bell rings as I enter, and a woman behind the counter looks up.

“Sit anywhere,” she says, already reaching for a menu.

I choose a booth near the window, back against the wall. An old habit. I slide in and wrap my hands around the menu even though I don’t intend to read it. She brings coffee without asking. The mug is chipped, the handle warm. I cradle it between my palms and let the heat seep into my fingers.

“Long night?” she asks kindly.

“Yes,” I say.

The truth, simplified. She leaves me alone after that.

Outside, people move past the window in ones and twos. A delivery truck rumbles by. Somewhere down the street, a radio plays faintly, the music familiar enough that I recognize the rhythm but not the song.

I take a sip of coffee. It tastes normal.

The watching feeling recedes just enough that I start to doubt it was ever real. That’s when the guilt hits. Not like a wave. Not like a collapse.

It settles instead, slow and deliberate, into the hollow space behind my ribs.

I picture Burrington again, not the worst moments, not the violence. Just the way it looked when I left. The stillness and the sense of something waiting. I remember the pressure lifting as I crossed the boundary.

Not relief. Release, something loosened.

The spoon rattles against the side of my mug as my hand tightens involuntarily.

I didn’t close anything behind me. The realization lands with awful clarity. I tell myself I couldn’t have. That I didn’t know how. That it wasn’t my responsibility. But the guilt doesn’t argue back. It doesn’t need to. It just exists.

A laugh erupts from the kitchen, followed by a burst of conversation. Life moving forward, unbothered. The world continuing in a way that feels faintly insulting.

I drain the coffee and slide out of the booth. When I stand, the room tilts slightly, just enough to make me grab the edge of the table until it passes.

On my way out, the woman at the counter glances at my watch.

“Battery’s dead,” she says conversationally.

I nod. “Yeah.”

She smiles. “Happens.”

The bell rings again as I step outside. The watching feeling returns instantly. Not inside me, but behind me.

I don’t turn around. I already know there’s nothing there. And somehow, that makes it worse.

I walk until the town thins. The buildings give way to longer stretches of road, small houses set farther apart, yards that look lived in but not loved. There’s a bus stop with no posted schedule and a bench that’s been bleached almost white by the sun. I sit, because standing feels like tempting something.

I pull my phone from my pocket.

The screen lights up immediately. No cracks, no missed calls, no flood of messages demanding to know where I’ve been.

The date reads January 15th, 2024.

I stare at it longer than necessary. It’s right. I know it is. I can feel the truth of it in my bones the same way you feel gravity without thinking about it. I swipe down, refreshing. The time ticks forward obediently. A second passes. Then another.

I exhale slowly.

My watch, on the other hand, remains stubbornly still. The second hand is frozen between ticks, angled slightly left, like it stopped mid-decision. I tap the face with my fingernail. Nothing. I shake my wrist once, harder than needed.

Still nothing.

I glance back at my phone. The date flickers. For half a second, it reads February 10.

Then February 12 again.

My stomach drops. I lock the screen and unlock it immediately, my thumb clumsy with urgency. This time the date holds. The time advances. Normal and predictable.

“Okay,” I whisper.

The word sounds thin in the open air. A woman approaches the bus stop from down the road, her steps measured, her coat buttoned neatly to her throat. She nods politely when she reaches the bench and stands a few feet away, scrolling through her own phone.

I take a breath. Then another.

“Excuse me,” I say, my voice steadier than I feel. “Do you know if there’s a town called Burrington around here?”

She looks up, frowning slightly-not confused. Concerned.

“I’m not sure I heard you right,” she says.

“Burrington,” I repeat, carefully. “It’s... close. Or it should be.”

She tilts her head, thinking. “No, I don’t think so. Are you looking for Burlington? That’s about an hour south.”

“No,” I say quickly. Too quickly. “It’s smaller. Older.”

Her smile tightens. “I’ve lived here my whole life. I think I’d remember something like that.”

I nod, heat creeping up my neck. “Right. Sorry. It’s probably nothing.”

She hesitates, then softens. “Are you okay? You look like you’ve had a rough night.”

“I’m fine,” I say automatically. The lie comes easily. She returns to her phone, the conversation already filed away as resolved. I try to let it end there. But the need to explain, to anchor Burrington somewhere outside my own head, won’t let go.

“It was a town with a church,” I add. “A library. A long road in and-”

The words slip sideways. I know what comes next. I’ve told the story enough times in my own head. But when I open my mouth again, the details scatter.

“A library with... with...” My tongue stumbles. The image blurs. The shape of the building goes soft around the edges, like a photograph left in the sun.

My chest tightens.

“With a... clock,” I finish weakly, though I know it’s wrong. Or incomplete or both.

The woman watches me now, her concern sharpening into something else. Pity, maybe. Or wariness.

“I’m sure it was real,” I say, suddenly desperate. “I was there. I lived there.”

Her phone buzzes. She glances at it, relief flickering across her face. “That’s my bus. I hope you find what you’re looking for.”

She doesn’t wait for a response. As the bus pulls away, the road feels emptier than it did before. The silence returns-not total, but wrong. Like a sound that’s just out of range. I press my fingers to my temple. It’s just shock, I tell myself, exhaustion. Trauma scrambling things out of order.

That explanation fits neatly. Too neatly.

I try to picture Burrington again. The road. The houses. The way time folded in on itself. The harder I try, the less I can hold onto.

Details dissolve first. Then names and then sequences. It’s not like forgetting. It’s like being edited. I lower my hand and look at my watch again.

For a split second, just long enough that I can’t convince myself it didn’t happen, the second hand twitches.

Backward.

Then it freezes once more.

I laugh, short and sharp, the sound startling in the quiet.

“No,” I say. “No, that’s not happening.”

The road stretches ahead of me, ordinary and unremarkable. Trees line either side, their branches motionless in the still air.

I stand. The watching feeling presses in again, closer this time. Not following. Not pursuing.

Observing. I take a step forward. Nothing stops me. And somehow, that feels like the most unsettling thing of all.

By the time evening settles in, I’ve walked far enough that the town feels like somewhere I could pretend to belong. Streetlights hum to life one by one, the glow pooling on pavement in soft, uneven circles. I pass a small motel with a vacancy sign buzzing faintly, one letter dimmer than the rest. The sight of it sends a wave of exhaustion through me so sudden I nearly stop in the middle of the sidewalk.

I check my phone again.

Still February 12. Still evening. I don’t trust it anymore, but I don’t have anything else to hold onto.

The motel clerk barely looks up when I step inside. He slides a key across the counter, asks for ID, doesn’t comment when my hands shake as I take it.

“You traveling through?” he asks, already turning back to his screen.

“Yes,” I say.

It’s close enough to the truth to pass.

The room smells faintly of cleaning solution and old fabric. The carpet is worn thin in a path from the door to the bed, evidence of how many people have passed through without staying. I drop my bag and sit on the edge of the mattress, the springs creaking in protest.

The quiet here is different, contained. Artificial.

I set my phone on the nightstand and remove my watch, placing it beside it like a comparison. The phone glows obediently. The watch remains inert. For the first time since I woke up, I let myself stop moving. Relief rushes in, unearned and overwhelming.

I’m out.

The thought repeats, softer each time, like it’s testing how much space it’s allowed to take. No walls closing in. No loops and no watching eyes pinned to every movement. I press my face into my hands and breathe.

Then the guilt arrives. It doesn’t crash. It doesn’t accuse. It asks.

Who did you leave behind?

I squeeze my eyes shut, but the images slip through anyway-not faces, not names. Just impressions. Weight, stillness. The sense of countless things held in place by pressure I no longer feel. Something had been contained. And now it wasn’t.

I stand abruptly and pace the length of the room. The motion helps, a little. My reflection in the mirror above the dresser looks wrong, not distorted, just unfamiliar. Like I’m watching someone else try to decide who they are now that the rules have changed.

“I didn’t know,” I say aloud.

The room doesn’t answer. I didn’t know how to fix it. I didn’t know what would happen if I left. I didn’t know if staying would make anything better. The excuses line up neatly, practiced already. None of them touch the guilt. I stop pacing and lean my forehead against the cool surface of the mirror.

The watching feeling returns, not from behind, not from outside.

From within. As if something is taking inventory.

Not judging, not angry. Just... noting. I pull back, heart racing, and grab my phone, half-expecting it to be blank, or wrong, or frozen.

Instead, a notification flashes across the screen.

No Service.

It vanishes a second later. Signal bars reappear. My throat tightens. This isn’t Burrington, I tell myself. This is just a town, a room. A night. I lie down fully clothed, shoes kicked off but within reach. The bed dips beneath my weight, holding me in place.

For a moment-just a moment, I think I might sleep.

Then I feel it.

A tug.

Not on my body. On my attention. The same subtle pull I felt at the edge of the road earlier, amplified now that everything else is still. I turn onto my side, facing the wall, and pull the thin blanket up to my shoulders.

“I’m done,” I whisper.

The words feel useless as soon as they leave my mouth. When sleep finally takes me, it’s not rest. It’s repetition. I am walking out of Burrington again.

The road stretches endlessly ahead of me. Trees blur. The air grows thin. Every time I cross the boundary, I expect to arrive somewhere else.

Every time, I don’t. Something pulls at me just before I can turn around. Not hands.

Not voices. Gravity.

I wake with a sharp gasp, the room dark and unfamiliar. For a long moment, I don’t know where I am.

Then I remember. I’m free. The thought no longer comforts me.

It feels incomplete. Like a sentence that’s missing its ending.

Morning arrives without announcement.

No gradual light, no birds easing the day into motion. Just a sudden awareness that the room is no longer dark. I open my eyes and stare at the ceiling, my breath shallow, my body already braced as if I expect the walls to shift.

They don’t. The motel room is exactly as I left it. The same faint stain near the vent. The same crooked picture above the bed, its frame slightly off-level.

For a moment, relief flickers. Then I notice the silence.

It isn’t total. There’s a distant car engine somewhere, a muffled voice through the wall. But the sounds feel... late. Like they’re arriving after the moments that caused them.

I sit up slowly, waiting for the room to protest. It doesn’t. My watch lies where I left it on the nightstand. I reach for it before I think better of it. The second hand is moving.

I freeze.

Tick.

Tick.

Tick.

Each sound is deliberate, heavy. The motion is smooth, uninterrupted. Forward. I release a breath I didn’t realize I was holding and glance at my phone.

The time matches. For the first time since waking outside Burrington, everything aligns. I almost laugh.

Almost.

The sense of being watched doesn’t leave. It never fully does. It just... settles. Like it’s found a place to rest.

I stand and stretch, muscles protesting, and cross to the window. Outside, the parking lot is already half-full. A man loads a suitcase into the trunk of his car. A woman walks a small dog, her attention on her phone as the animal sniffs the same patch of grass over and over. Normal. I press my palm to the glass.

The guilt stirs again, quieter now but no less persistent. If time is working here, I think, then it’s because something else isn’t.

I shower quickly, scrubbing away the lingering chill, the phantom sense of pressure clinging to my skin. The water is hot, steady. I focus on that, on sensation that behaves the way it’s supposed to.

By the time I dress, I almost believe I could pass for someone starting an ordinary day. I check out without incident. The clerk hands me a receipt and tells me to have a good morning.

“Thank you,” I say, and mean it.

Outside, the world continues as if it never noticed my absence. As I walk toward the street, my phone buzzes in my hand.

I stop.

There’s no notification, no message. The screen is blank. The vibration comes again, insistent this time.

Then stops. I stare at the phone until my reflection stares back, faint and warped.

I slip it into my pocket and keep walking.

With each step, the sense of wrongness doesn’t fade, it thins. Like a fog I’m moving through, not out of. I reach the edge of town where the road curves away, lined with trees that look too similar to the ones I saw when I woke up. I pause, turning slowly, scanning the empty space behind me.

Nothing. No road folding in on itself. No town waiting to reclaim me. Just distance.

I should feel victorious.

Instead, a quiet certainty settles into my chest. Time didn’t let me go. It adjusted. I step forward anyway. Freedom stretches ahead of me; wide, ordinary, and fragile.

Thinner than it should be.
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Chapter Two

Time Didn’t Exist
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I wake to the sound of machines breathing for me, or maybe it’s the other way around, maybe I’m the one breathing for them, my chest rising and falling in careful cooperation with a rhythm that doesn’t belong to my body but has decided, at least for now, to keep me tethered to it. The ceiling above me is too white, too clean, the kind of white that suggests sterility rather than peace, and when I try to move my head the room tilts just enough to remind me that I am not fully in control of myself yet.

Someone has put a blanket over me, thin and stiff with that unmistakable hospital smell, and there’s a plastic band tight around my wrist with my name printed in block letters, as if identity is something that can be confirmed through ink and laminate alone. 

Beck. Survivor. Patient. 

The words feel provisional, like placeholders waiting to be replaced once someone figures out what actually happened to me.

They tell me I was found wandering near a rural highway, soaked to the bone and barely responsive, unable or unwilling, depending on who you ask, to explain where I had come from or how long I’d been gone. The phrase unknown disappearance floats through the room more than once, spoken gently by doctors and with thinly veiled excitement by people who don’t wear scrubs, people who hold notepads and phones and introduce themselves with practiced concern. Unknown makes it sound temporary, like a puzzle someone will eventually solve, and I let them believe that because the alternative would require me to say the name of a town that no longer exists in any way that matters.

I keep a notebook on the rolling tray beside my bed, its pages blank at first except for my name written carefully on the inside cover, a small act of grounding that makes me feel less like I might drift apart if I stop paying attention. I tell myself that I’m writing things down just to remember, just to keep the edges of my thoughts from dissolving under the weight of medication and exhaustion, but even as I press the pen to paper I can feel myself shaping the sentences, smoothing them, choosing which moments deserve space and which should be summarized into something neater, less jagged.

The truth doesn’t come out in order anyway. 

When the doctors ask me to recount what happened, my story loops and doubles back on itself, moments rising to the surface without context while entire days vanish into a fog I can’t quite penetrate, and I find myself instinctively reorganizing even as I speak, trimming the parts that sound impossible, rearranging cause and effect until it resembles something a sane person might experience under extreme stress. I’m not lying, exactly; I’m editing in real time, the way you do when you sense that saying too much, or saying it the wrong way, might get you locked into a version of the story you can’t escape from.

They nod as I speak, scribbling notes, occasionally exchanging glances that suggest they’ve already decided what category I belong in, and eventually someone uses the word dissociative in a tone that implies both diagnosis and relief. 

Trauma does strange things to memory, they say. 

The mind protects itself. 

I cling to that explanation because it gives me permission to stay quiet about the parts that don’t fit, the parts that feel less like memory loss and more like memory rejection, as if my mind itself refuses to hold onto the name Burrington for very long.

A reporter stops by one afternoon, all soft smiles and careful phrasing, asking me about the town where I was last seen, and for a split second the word sits right there on my tongue, heavy and complete, ready to be spoken aloud. I feel my mouth begin to shape it before I stop myself, swallowing hard and redirecting the sentence into something vaguer, something safer, and the relief that follows is immediate and deeply unsettling. Across the room, the clock above the door ticks forward, except when I look again the second hand has drifted just enough that I can’t be certain it ever moved at all.

I start writing more after that, filling pages late into the night while the ward settles into its artificial quiet, the glow of the hallway lights seeping under my door like something watching without intruding. 

The words come easier the less precise they are, and without quite meaning to I soften the worst moments, lean into atmosphere instead of detail, allow the story to breathe in a way the reality never did. When I read it back, it feels steadier than my own memories, more coherent, and I realize with a strange mix of comfort and alarm that the version on the page hurts less to hold.

A nurse mentions, casually, that I already told her one of the stories I’m writing down now, describing it with a familiarity that makes my stomach drop because I know I haven’t, not yet, and when I try to explain she laughs it off as long shifts and too little sleep. Still, I notice how differently people listen when the story sounds deliberate, when it has shape and pacing, and something in me responds to that attention like a bruise being pressed, not pleasant, but impossible to ignore.

I tell myself that staying silent about Burrington is an act of kindness, that there’s no good reason to drag other people into something that already feels like it’s fraying at the edges, and that if I can just control the way the story exists-on the page, in their minds, then maybe it won’t bleed into the rest of my life. Maybe if I tell it right, if I make it make sense, it will finally stop hurting.

When I close the notebook for the night, my hands are steady in a way the rest of me isn’t, and I don’t notice right away how much the truth has already begun to thin, stretching itself into something easier to carry, something that belongs to the story more than it belongs to me.

By the second day, the hospital has decided what kind of story I am, and once a place like this settles on a narrative it wears it comfortably, like a diagnosis printed cleanly on a chart and slid into a plastic sleeve. 

I am a survivor, which is a word people like because it implies an ending, and the adjective unknown is treated less like a warning and more like a temporary inconvenience, something that will eventually be replaced by an explanation everyone can agree on.

They move me to a quieter wing once the initial flurry of attention passes, and the silence there is different from Burrington’s; not heavy, not intentional, but padded, manufactured, designed to keep thoughts from echoing too loudly against themselves. Even so, I notice things I shouldn’t, small inconsistencies that slip through the cracks of routine, like the way the clock above my bed runs a fraction of a second behind the one at the nurses’ station, or how the television guide insists a program is ending even as its theme song begins again.

When I mention it, gently, someone adjusts the settings and tells me these things happen all the time, technology being imperfect, and I nod along because that explanation requires less effort than insisting otherwise. 

Still, once I’ve seen it, I can’t unsee the way seconds refuse to line up properly, drifting just far enough apart to make me question whether they were ever meant to agree in the first place.

The doctors return with clipboards and careful voices, asking me to walk them through everything again, slower this time, and I try, truly, but the memories resist being arranged into a straight line. One moment bleeds into another, sensations arriving without their causes, and I find myself smoothing the story as I go, instinctively removing the jagged edges that cause their brows to knit together. I talk about fear instead of inevitability, confusion instead of certainty, exhaustion instead of the profound wrongness that pressed against me every time I tried to understand what Burrington was doing to time.

Each time I edit myself, it becomes easier, the revised version settling more comfortably into my mouth than the original ever did, and I realize with a quiet flicker of unease that survival isn’t just about escaping a place, it’s about learning how to reshape what remains so it doesn’t destroy you from the inside.

They tell me, eventually, that dissociation can fracture perception, that prolonged stress can cause the mind to bend reality into something survivable, and I accept that explanation with more relief than skepticism because it gives me language that doesn’t require proof. 

Trauma is understandable. 

Trauma is expected. 

Trauma doesn’t demand that I explain how a town can exist so completely and still be erased without leaving even a shadow behind.

The reporter comes back once more, less tentative now, emboldened by whatever version of my story has already begun circulating, and asks again about the town-still unnamed, still hovering at the edge of the conversation like a dare. 

I feel the word Burrington press against my teeth, solid and heavy, and for a heartbeat I am certain that if I say it aloud the room will change, that something will hear me and respond. Instead, I redirect, speaking in generalities about isolation and fear, about places that don’t feel real until you’re trapped inside them, and I watch his attention sharpen the moment the story gains shape, gains drama.

Later, alone, I write until my wrist aches, the pen scratching steadily across the page as if momentum alone might keep everything from collapsing. The sentences grow smoother, more intentional, and I notice how easily brutality transforms when filtered through careful language, how mystery feels kinder than precision. When I reread what I’ve written, it sounds less like something that happened to me and more like something that belongs to the page, and that distance brings an unsettling sense of calm.

A nurse pauses in my doorway that evening and tells me, with a smile that doesn’t quite reach her eyes, that she remembers the way I described the ending, how I said it felt unfinished, and my breath catches because I haven’t written that yet, not consciously, anyway. When I ask what she means, she shrugs it off, blaming long shifts and too many patients, but the unease lingers long after she leaves, coiling quietly beneath my ribs.

I tell myself, again, that silence is a form of protection, that some truths only cause harm when exposed to the wrong light, and that shaping the story is the same as controlling it. If I decide how it exists, where it begins and ends, then maybe it won’t leak into the world the way Burrington leaked into me.

The idea settles softly, almost kindly, but once it’s there I can’t dislodge it: if I control the story, I control the damage.

By the time they discharge me, the story has already learned how to stand on its own, no longer requiring my constant supervision to exist in the spaces between conversations, headlines, and quiet speculation. I am given pamphlets about recovery and a list of follow-up appointments, and someone reminds me-kindly, firmly-that rest is essential, that my mind needs time to heal from whatever it has decided to shield me from. I thank them, gather my things, and leave the building with the practiced composure of someone who has learned which parts of herself are acceptable to display.

Outside, the world resumes with unsettling enthusiasm, traffic flowing as if nothing significant has happened, people moving with the unearned confidence of those who believe the past stays where it belongs. 

I notice immediately that my watch is still stopped, its hands frozen at a time that refuses to explain itself, while my phone lights up with notifications and messages that imply continuity, forward motion, normalcy. 

I tell myself the watch is broken, that water damage explains everything, but I don’t throw it away. 

I slip it back onto my wrist like a quiet concession to uncertainty.

The writing follows me home, settling into my routine as if it has always been there, waiting for permission to surface. I write in the mornings, in the evenings, sometimes in the middle of the night when sleep refuses to hold, the notebook filling faster than I expect, the pages accumulating a version of events that feels increasingly authoritative. Each revision smooths the story further, clarifying motivations, strengthening arcs, giving meaning to moments that in reality felt arbitrary and cruel, and I catch myself choosing words not for their accuracy but for their impact.

It’s easier this way. 

Easier to believe that structure equals understanding, that if I can arrange the experience into something coherent then it can no longer ambush me without warning. When friends, carefully chosen, gently curious-ask what happened, I offer them the polished version, the one that invites empathy without demanding belief, and I watch relief cross their faces as they latch onto something recognizable. Trauma they understand. Mystery they can appreciate.

A town that refuses to exist does not belong in polite conversation.

The media interest fades, as these things do, but not before planting a quiet expectation in the back of my mind, a sense that the story deserves a larger audience, that it wants to be witnessed properly. I pretend not to notice how often I think about pacing, about tension, about what an opening scene might look like if I were to translate the experience into something visual, something that could be shared without requiring anyone to confront the raw truth of it.

Every so often, I catch myself nearly saying the name aloud-Burrington-when I’m alone in my apartment, testing the weight of it against the air, but each time something stops me, a subtle tightening in my chest that feels less like fear and more like instruction. 

The name belongs to a place that no longer fits into the world the way it used to, and speaking it feels like an invitation I’m not prepared to extend.

I notice, too, how the clocks continue to misbehave, never dramatically, never enough to be undeniable, but always just slightly out of agreement with one another, as if time itself is refusing to commit to a single version of now. I stop checking them obsessively after I realize how often I’m the only one who seems bothered by the discrepancy, how easily everyone else accepts approximation as accuracy.

At night, when the apartment is quiet and my notebook lies open beside me, I reread what I’ve written and feel a strange distance from the person on the page, a version of myself who moves with purpose through fear, whose choices feel inevitable rather than improvised. That version is easier to live with, easier to admire, and I understand, with a clarity that unsettles me, why stories become lifelines when reality refuses to behave.

When I finally close the notebook and set it aside, there is a brief, disorienting moment where I struggle to remember which details I chose to omit and which I truly forgot, and the realization lands softly but firmly: the truth isn’t gone yet, but it’s no longer anchored the way it was. 
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