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​THE FRACTURED MORNING
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I woke to the kind of light that makes everything look honest and wrong at the same time — pale, thin, like the town was backlit by a memory. It filled my eyelids with a million tiny, buzzing impressions: the smell of antiseptic, the distant clink of plastic, a fluorescent hum that sounded exactly like the inside of a refrigerator on a bad day. My mouth tasted like pennies and something sweeter, like sugared tea gone off. When I tried to lift my head, a line of hot pain slashed across my ribs as if someone had drawn a red marker across my breath.

A voice — not a real voice, more like a radio station fighting for clarity — said something about my name. I tried to answer. My throat felt thick with cotton, the syllables lodged in the soft gap behind my teeth. My name when it finally escaped sounded foreign in my own ears.

“Avery,” the voice repeated, softer, closer. “Avery, you’re awake.”

It wasn’t a nurse’s voice. It was smaller, threaded with a kind of surprised relief that made my heart lurch anyway. Then a hand rested on my wrist. Warm, human, the way the world ceases to be an object when somebody else touches it.

When I opened my eyes properly the room steadied into focus like a photograph developing. The ceiling tiles were beige with the faintest of pink veins. A television murmured in the corner, playing something I couldn’t see from my bed. Through the glass of the window, the sky outside was the slate-blue of a day that had been scrubbed clean. A gull wheeled like a question mark and disappeared.

The person at my wrist was younger than I expected — a woman in scrubs with tired hair and laugh lines around her mouth. She had a name badge with “Talia” and a hospital logo I didn’t recognize. For a second I thought she was my mother because I am heartbreakingly sentimental when someone offers reassurance. Then I remembered my mother’s laugh is lower, less careful, and she would have been louder, too loud to miss.

“You’re in Havenport General,” Talia said. “You had a truck-car collision on Route 6. You were airlifted in. We got you in quick. You scared us, kiddo.”

I tasted the word collision like a stone. There was this blank — a white hollow where a week should have been, or a month, or some soft stretch of time that people usually let themselves inhabit between small disasters and normalcy. My memories were jagged as broken dishware; I could pick up a fragment but there was no pattern to fit it with. A hand on a steering wheel. Rain on glass. Someone saying, “It’s okay.” Laughing. No bleeding. A crash, then the white. Then the gull.

“Do you remember your name?” Talia asked, and I wanted to tell her everything. I wanted to recite my whole life like a proof: my birthday, the colour of my first bike, the name of the dog we had when I was seven. Instead I blinked and said, “Avery.”

She smiled like she’d been relieved. Relief is contagious and it pulsed around me like heat. “Avery Quinn,” she read off my chart, as if it were confirmation. “You have a concussion, a cracked rib, and some bruising. You’re lucky.” There was a sharpness at “lucky” that I didn’t have words for. Lucky for what? To wake up? To be alive? To have my lungs still be where they were meant to be?

Questions lined up like train cars in my head. Who had been with me? Where had we been going? I tried to remember the feel of the road, the smell of whatever perfume or gasoline had lingered. The memory that came back uninvited was not mine — or at least, not wholly: a laugh, high and bright, a face half-seen, hair whipped like a flag. The name I had the mirror for but when I tried to hold it it slid through my fingers like smoke. June? Mira? Jude? I couldn’t tell. Some names wanted to be known and others recoiled.

“You’re asking a lot,” Talia said gently, following the trajectory of my scattered thoughts. “We’ll try to help you piece it together. Do you have family here?”

There was a weight of expectation in that question. Family as proof of you. I wanted to say yes — a mother who kept all the birthday candles, a father with a terrible sense of humor, an older brother who leaned on me like the moon leans on the tide — but all I could think of was a phone number I didn’t recognize and a voicemail from some hospital operator that said they’d contacted my emergency contact but no one had answered. My chest tightened. Nobody had answered.

“Not... sure,” I said. My voice sounded thin, like something invaded by static.

Talia pressed my hand and then stepped back, smiling at me the way you smile at a plant you’re trying to coax. “We’ll keep the lights on, okay? Get some rest.”

They wheeled me into a new room after that, a smaller one with a view of the hospital’s garden. The bed smelled faintly of lemon disinfectant and lavender. The sheets were too smooth, like they had never known a human body’s imprint. I let the silence settle, but it refused to stay simple. It kept riffling through the same image — a dark highway sign blinking out in the rain, someone’s shadow in the passenger seat, the metallic snap of a seatbelt unfastened. I tried to place the voice in my memory. It had a nervous cadence. Whoever it was, they had said, “Stay with me, okay?” The voice sounded familiar enough to hurt, which meant I had to be careful with it, like holding a bird that might fly away if you breathed the wrong way.

The nurse adjusted the morphine drip, that slow warm tide that does something to the edges of the world — sanded them down, made the colours less sharp. It didn’t dull the worry though. It only made the whisper of something else louder, like the ocean under a sheet. I pressed my palm to the side of my head where plural snapshots kept trying to fix themselves into a moving film and failed.

A crystalline fear settled beneath everything else, the kind someone gets when they reach into a pocket and their fingers find a key that doesn’t fit. I was sure of only two things: I had been driving, and someone who had meant something to me — maybe everything — had been with me. The rest was a sliding panel of images that would not lock.

Hours passed. People came and went — doctors with clipboards, an orderly who had small tattoos of stars, a man who seemed to be trying very hard to be my father but failed; his sleeves were too short for his arms, and he kept licking his lips like he’d forgotten to smile. He told me his name was Mr. Carrington, and he said, “You were lucky, kid,” and he said a lot of things that didn’t land. He sat with his hands knotted like a rosary. I nodded because nodding felt like the right thing to do. Later, when I could use my phone (he insisted the hospital duty nurse had to confirm), I found a string of missed calls from “Unknown,” “Havenport Dispatch,” and an angry little voicemail from someone who said, “You freaked us all out.” I replayed the messages and they sounded like someone else’s life. My own voice, when I used it, sounded like someone practicing.

They let me out the next day, because the rib was mending itself and the concussion was not severe enough to warrant further observation. “You’ll be tired,” the doctor told me, which made me laugh because tired was the only adjective that felt accurate for the rest of the world. “No screens for twenty-four hours. Keep it quiet. You won’t drive. Do you have someone to take you home?”

I had to sign forms. Signing things made the world feel like it still had shape. The paperwork required a legal emergency contact, which I blankly filled with a neighbor’s name I’d once known. It felt ridiculous, an improvisation on the spot. When I made it outside the hospital doors into the sunlight I almost wept because the light hurt, like a truth told too quickly. The town looked the same from the cab of the hospital shuttle — the harbor, the lights stuttering on the water, the gulls like punctuation marks — but the edges seemed softer, the faces less sharp. People who should have been there were not. A florist I used to pass on my way to the bus stop was shuttered. A bench where an old man used to feed pigeons was empty.

My clothes were hospital gowns and the street smelled of salt and old engine oil. I had a bag with two pairs of my clothes in the trunk (or so the man who’d come to collect me — Jude? — had told me when they wheeled me out), but the bag felt heavier than it should. Jude — that name kept arriving in small, startled bursts. I wasn't sure if Jude was real or a placeholder my brain had typed in. Then I saw him through the glass of the shuttle window: a shape at the curb with shoulders hunched against the wind, hair too long, hands stuffed into a jacket, familiar because it wasn't familiar. When the driver swung the doors open he looked up at me with those pale, hazel eyes and something like relief broke across his face as if he'd been holding his breath for months.

"How are you feeling?" he asked, and the worry in him struck me as one of those honest things that does not need translation.

"Like I swallowed the sea and I'm coughing it back up," I said, and it was true enough.

He was more ragged than I'd remembered: hair longer, a faint new scar along his jaw, a hoodie he had probably slept in. Jude had always been the one to show up when things got blurry — the loyal, cautious half of any impulsive plan I might have had. He looked like someone who'd spent the last twenty-four hours thinking of my face in a hospital bed and refusing to leave it.

"Doc said no driving," he said. "I'll get you home."

Home. The word felt slippery. I couldn't find where it stuck to me. Jude helped me into the passenger seat of an old pickup that smelled like wet wool and coffee. It hummed to life with a familiarity that was dissociative and comforting at once. The drive back into Havenport should have been a map of regular things — the bakery, the thrift store that doubled as a rumor mill, the high school still half boarded up for summer classes — but parts of the route looked like a glitch in reality. A stop sign had been replaced by a statue I couldn't place: a child's bronze whale that hadn't been there before. A brick wall I remembered covered with graffiti bore a mural of a lighthouse I had never seen. The town was wearing clothes that didn't belong to it.

"Did you sleep at the hospital?" I asked, trying to stitch my attention to some practical thread.

"Couple hours." Jude's hands didn't leave the wheel. "You gave us a scare, Em. You vanished off Route 6. The car—" He cut off. He didn't say what he wanted to say: the car overturned, the passenger side crushed, nobody could believe you walked away. He didn't need to. I could sense the shape of the sentence as if he'd left it on the table: you were lucky.

"Where's Mira?" I asked, because Mira should have been there and the absence felt like a hand on my chest.

Jude blinked. "Mira? She... She went to the city for an internship. She texted last week. You didn't know?"

Something in me tightened with the weight of that information. My first life — the one I could remember without trying — had folded in on itself and slid. Mira's absence felt like an omission papered over with another person's handwriting. "I don't remember that."

Jude's jaw worked. "You don't remember a lot," he said. "You had a concussion. Doc said—"

"Don't be condescending," I said automatically. The words surprised me because my reflexes for other people's tones had been intact even if my memory hadn't. Jude laughed, not cruelly, but like a person relieved at the return of an old rhythm. "Sorry. Sorry. I didn't mean it."

"You need to take it easy," he said again. "We got all your stuff from the car. The truck is on the way to be... towed. The officer said—"

"Officer?" I said. The word hit a different part of my skull. Flash — blue flashing light bleeding into the rain. The officer asking if I had been drinking. Me saying no. Me saying: "I can handle it." The memory slid away like oil off a pan.

We turned down streets that were threads tying me back, but they led into corners I didn't know. A café with fairy lights had burned out bulbs across its porch and a handful of teenagers sat on the curb with crumpled ice cream cups, their eyes glazed with a boredom I envied. A woman with a small dog who used to walk the pier at dawn passed by without nodding. People who had been small fixtures in my life were suddenly rearranged.

When we reached my house — the one I'd woken up with a sense of returning to — the porch light was on though it was midafternoon. Someone had turned the world into a memory filter and walked off with the edges. My front door was scratched where an old umbrella had been leaned. The name on the mailbox had been replaced with a plain sticker: AV Q. Someone had made an effort to keep it simple, efficient, like a name tag at the start of a school year.

"I told them not to change it," Jude muttered, reading my face. He was measuring me with a tenderness I still wanted to be deserving of. "You okay if I go in and put your kettle on? You look like you need a proper cup of tea, not hospital gelatin."

I nodded. The house smelled like lemon oil and old paper. The bookshelf by the stairs had been bumped; there was a new framed photograph on the mantle: three of us under a ferris wheel at the summer fair years ago, faces bright, hair a mess, and June in the middle of us grinning like she owned the sun. The photograph pricked at the base of my neck. June — the name surfaced like a buoy. I remembered the laugh, indistinct and bell-clear, but there was a fracture I couldn't cross: June's laugh, then the image of the crash. Pieces of June switched places with someone else. I had loved her, maybe, or been merely devoted; I couldn't tell.

"Someone's been through your things," Jude said. He said it casually, like a comment on the weather, and yet I could hear the something behind it. "Not like a robbery. Someone— organized."

My hands went to my pockets by habit. There was nothing there except keys, and a folded hospital discharge sheet with instructions to rest and take Ibuprofen. I slid them into the pocket of my jeans, noticing the faint stain near the seam. It looked like dried salt. I didn't know whether to be comforted or alarmed by the residue of some other place.

"You okay with me staying a bit?" Jude asked. "I can— I'm not doing much except worrying."

"Yes," I said. It was a word that felt less like permission and more like a small, solid anchor. "Please."

Inside the house the sofa held the exact imprint of our shared past — the indentation where two pairs of knees had always sat. The television remote was where I'd left it, or where someone had put it in the same motion. The air smelled like jasmine and the damp line of the sea. On the coffee table lay a paperback that shouldn't have been mine: a slim, red notebook with a rubber band. It didn't belong to me because I never used paper; I wrote everything on my phone. The notebook had a name on its cover written in a hand that sloped like waves: JUNE.

I picked it up like it might bruise. The cover had fingerprints in the margins and a note stuck inside front: FOR WHEN— and then a scribble that could have been “for when you're lost.” The handwriting was small and looping, and it made my chest ache. I opened to the first page and the words were a brand-new kind of familiar: June had written about tides, about losing things, about how the ocean kept giving back what people wanted without ever asking for permission. It was the sort of thing that, if you loved someone, you'd keep. My fingers left little oil marks on the paper as if I wanted to be remembered by the ink.

I read a line and could have sworn I heard her voice aloud in the room. This was the strange rule of the day: everything came with a shadow-sound. I read: *If you wake up and the town looks wrong, remember that sometimes it is the world that has shifted and not you. Find the things that never lie down: the lighthouse, the harbor bell, the stones under the bridge.* In the margin she had drawn a small lighthouse like a child's stamp. My heart kicked. I didn't know why.

Jude watched me with the small, saturated care of someone who kept a secret stash of band-aids in his pocket. "June's been... gone for a while," he said eventually. "You knew that, right? It's been—"

"A long time?" I offered.

"Five years," he said. "And she was last seen... sort of. She said she was leaving for a while."

The name came at me again like a tide — familiar and sudden and complicated. Five years. That put a neat rule on the world. But my memory refused to accept the dates. I tried to line up the summer with the photograph and the smell of the hospital and the word “collision” and it slid apart like a song played at the wrong speed.

"Do you want to talk about what you remember?" Jude asked. "Start simple. Where were you driving from? Who was with you?"

Downstairs, the kettle began to whistle and I was suddenly grateful for the ordinary noise. The sound anchored me the way a metronome anchors a nervous pianist. I closed the notebook and slid it into my jacket as if it were contraband and I were leaving the country. It felt like the right thing to do.

"I remember the road," I said slowly. "Rain. A sign. Someone laughing. And then— there was a light, like teeth, like a sun that couldn't be trusted. And then—"

"Then nothing?" Jude finished for me.

"Then nothing that isn't made of someone else's hands."

The kettle stopped. Jude poured tea into two mugs. The steam curled up between us like something modest and clement. He handed me mine like it was a key. The warmth steadied my fingers.

That night we sat on the porch until the sky softened to ink and the house said its easy, tired creaks. A night like many nights I had once known; the world outside felt like it had been smoothed by a heavy thumb. I kept the notebook on my lap. The pages seemed to hum.

"Do you hear that?" Jude asked suddenly, his voice thin.

It had been quiet, the kind of quiet that folds you into a small, private space. I listened and found nothing. The gulls were sleeping. The streetlight down the block hummed like a soft machine. I told myself I was making the world into a riddle because riddle-making is a refuge.

Then, unmistakable as a name called through a half-closed door, I heard it: Avery.

It was not the voice of June or Jude or the nurse. It came from nowhere and everywhere like the tide chipping at the harbor wall. The syllable slid across the air and landed behind my ear like a coin.

My tea trembled in my hand.

"Jude?" I said.

"Yeah." He looked around, eyes wide, hunting for a speaker. "I don't—"

"Did you hear that?" My voice shook because there is nowhere small for fear to hide.

"Yeah," he said. "But it sounded like—" He stopped, too, lost. For a long breath we sat with the name hanging like a taut wire between us.

I thought: hallucination. Concussion residue. The brain's carnival of survival. I thought: a prank. I thought: June came back in the kind of way nightmares do. All of them were possible and none of them satisfied the space in my chest that wanted to believe the voice was a fact, as bare and as flat as a doorstep.

"Maybe it's the wind," Jude offered finally, because the word wind is a trustworthy one even when nothing else is.

Maybe it was. But as I looked toward the dark line of the sea I felt something more certain, a sensation that was less like hearing and more like being spoken to. Memory slid along it like a boat on a current — not mine, not fully, but with my name inside it like a hidden passenger. The whisper had called me and something in me answered, bending toward the sound like a plant turning to light.

I had the strange, grim understanding that nothing would be simple the next morning. The town had changed, or I had, or someone had rearranged the pieces like a cruel child. Either way, a voice had found me with my name in its mouth, and that meant the fracture had become a hinge — something that could swing wide open and let the past fall out.

I slept that night with the notebook under my pillow and the taste of pennies in my mouth. The gulls cried softly like a warning bell. My dreams were a spliced reel — my ribboard, the laughing face under a fairground light, and a lighthouse lamp sweeping the dark in a slow, indifferent arc. When I woke there was sunlight slanting through the curtains in a way that made the dust motes flicker like they were signaling.

By the time Jude made coffee the next morning, my head ached but the world felt slightly less like a mocking stranger. The hospital had sent a care package — a mesh sling, a list of emergency numbers, an invitation for cognitive testing that felt suspiciously like a way to grift me into compliance. I chafed at every suggestion, at every instruction that implied my life had to be gently shepherded back into normal. Normal felt like a place I might not be welcome anymore.

I flipped open the notebook again because I had no other compass, and June's handwriting spilled across the margin in a slanted invitation: *If you want to know the truth, listen to the things no one else does. The sea will talk if you ask it properly. Trust the moss on the north side of things.* Beneath it someone — maybe me in some future self or maybe just the world wanting to make a joke — had once taped a small, pressed feather. It looked like the pelt of a gull.

“You thinking of going spelunking?” Jude asked, nodding at the margin, arriving at the absurdity at which he always aimed his humour.

“I was thinking of listening,” I said, and at that he only smiled and handed me another mug. He sat across and watched me like someone trying to remember the face of the child who used to be fearless.

When people get hurt the world has a way of turning its head for a little while, giving them space so they can decide whether to come back or not. I had the uncanny impression that the town had done more than turn its head. It had rearranged furniture in the rooms of my life. Names had been reassigned. Photos had been shifted. The world was playing a trick on me and I had to decide whether to laugh.

I flipped the notebook closed and placed it in my jacket pocket, feeling the small lump like a promise I wasn't yet ready to keep. Outside, the sea called in that way the sea does — patient and ignorant of our histories. I felt the whisper like a thrum in my bones, and for a moment I thought of the gulls, two soft feathers in a child's hand, and a voice that knew my name.

“Whatever this is,” Jude said, “we’ll figure it out.”

I wanted to believe him with the kind of absolute faith that makes fairy tales true. For now, that would have to be the plan: to stitch together the fragments, trust the people who stayed, and treat the voice like the first breadcrumb on a path that could either lead me home or into a place I might never come back from.

The kettle clicked off and the light on the street went dim. In the pocket against my ribs the paper of the notebook warmed with my heartbeat. Outside, the harbor bell chimed the hour — a low, ancient sound like the world clearing its throat. The echo of it felt like an answer to my name, or a question. Somewhere between both lay the next morning, and whatever it would bring.

The smell of salt grew stronger as they crested a hill. From here, she could see the whole sweep of the harbor: fishing boats rocking gently, the lighthouse standing sentinel at the edge of the cliffs, and the narrow streets snaking down toward the docks. Sunlight glanced off the old church spire, and for a moment it felt like she was driving into a postcard.

Except postcards never smelled like rust and seaweed. And they didn’t carry memories sharp enough to cut.
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She woke before the sun, fingers curled around the blanket as if it were a lifeline. The house outside was quiet in that way Havenport could be quiet: not empty so much as holding its breath. For a moment she lay absolutely still, listening for the whisper that had found her at the cliffs. Nothing. Then, as her eyes adjusted to the pale light leaking around the curtains, a faint, metallic tang hung at the back of her tongue—like pennies and lightning. The memory of the accident—blue flashes, a hand in glass—rose, stubborn and jagged.

She dressed in old jeans and a sweater that smelled like the attic. Downstairs, the kitchen clock ticked too loudly. A mug sat on the counter, half-full of cold tea. Someone had been here recently. Her heart did that jump-against-ribs thing it did in moments between sleep and alarm.

Avery moved through the rooms like a ghost passing older ghosts. In the hallway, a framed photo by the phone caught her eye—a picture of her parents on the pier, younger than she remembered them being. Someone had circled the shoreline in pen, a shaky loop that ended at the pier. The ink was the same blue as the ocean that had swallowed other parts of her memory.

She nearly missed the faint scrawl along the back of the frame. A name. A date. Three words in a handwriting she couldn't place:

If you come back, listen.

Her hands trembled. She took the frame down, brought it closer, read, then read again until the letters blurred. She wanted to call someone—to call Jude or Mira, to ask them the million small questions: Do you remember the summer of the bonfire? Who took down the old map from the town hall? But asking felt like pulling at a thread and risking unraveling everything. Instead she put the picture back and went outside.

The morning air was clearer than she expected, as if whatever clung to the town at dusk dissolved with dawn. She walked without direction, passing the bakery where the owner—Mrs. Ebbott—was arranging baguettes, her hands red-raw from the cold and the repetition.

“Avery Quinn?” Mrs. Ebbott blinked as though waking from a dream. “Oh my stars. You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

Avery almost laughed. “Feels like it.”

Mrs. Ebbott’s smile was warm but distracted, like someone half-listening to a radio in the next room. “Come by later, sweetheart. I made some of your favorites.”

“Thanks.” Avery found herself watching as the baker’s brow tightened when she turned away, the way a person’s face does when remembering something they don't want to say.

At the bookstore, Mr. Trask—who’d taught philosophy classes at the community college before retiring to this small-shop life—greeted her with a slow nod. He smelled of old paper and lemon oil. “Back already,” he said without surprise.

“I never left, Mr. Trask,” Avery replied, and the words felt foolish.

He folded them into a look that said he wasn’t surprised she’d say that but he also suspected she was lying to herself. “We keep this town on its feet in a lot of ways,” he said. “It’s good you’re home. The council meets tomorrow. It’ll be... interesting to have you.”

She forced a smile of her own. “I’ll try to make it.”

Outside, as she walked past the fountain in the square, a child dropped an ice cream cone and, for a moment, she felt a strange, aching nostalgia not for any experience she could place, but for the shape of afternoons, for the way summer smelled and sounded. The water in the fountain was slightly cloudy, and at its edge someone had scratched a symbol into the wet stone—a small crescent enclosed in a ring. She’d seen that symbol in a dream once, or maybe in a warped corner of memory. She touched it, then wiped her finger on her jeans, as if contact could either confirm or destroy.

“Hey.”

She looked up to find Jude leaning in the doorway of the hardware store, arms crossed, the early morning light cutting a line across his face. He was a quiet presence, the kind of person who filled a space with steadiness rather than noise. His expression when he saw her loosened—relief softened with a worry he hadn’t bothered to hide.

“You’re taking it... well?” he said. Badly. He always said things badly when he meant them. Where others might have offered a hug, he offered clumsy concern.

“I am,” she said. “Trying to, at least.”

He stepped out, and the two of them walked together without trying to arrange words. There was a newness between them—a thin hesitancy that folded either into friendship or something else depending on which way each step fell. At the corner by the old coin laundry, a poster advertised the Havenport Centennial Gala with a photo of Mayor Ellison smiling like a shark. Avery’s eyes skimmed it and caught the small print: For families affected by the '04 Storm, outreach meeting. Her chest stung. 2004. Names. Dates that knotted in the throat.

“Did Mom—” She stopped. Saying it aloud made the sentence a cliff-edge.

Jude’s hand found the small of her back in the most natural, almost-accidental way. “She’s fine. She’s been... handling things.” His voice was careful. “She asked me to keep an eye on you. Don’t freak out, okay?”

She let out a breath that could have been a laugh. “I’m—yeah. I’m trying.”
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