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“Love bears all things, believes all things, 

hopes all things, endures all things.”

— 1 Corinthians 13:7 (ESV)

To the ones who love with quiet strength,
who hold on even when the world feels unsteady—
this is for you.

“The Lord is near to the brokenhearted

and saves the crushed in spirit.”

— Psalm 34:18 (ESV)
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Author’s Note

FRACTURED CALM was written slowly and with care, guided by a desire to honor the inner lives of children navigating sudden loss and uncertainty. While the events in this story are imagined, the emotions at its center—fear, protectiveness, love, and the need to stay connected—are drawn from close attention and deep empathy.

This story does not offer answers or resolutions. Healing is uneven. Love changes shape. What endures is the bond between people who choose to stay present for one another, even when the ground has shifted.

During the development of this series, I used artificial intelligence tools to assist with research, brainstorming, scene development, editing, and cover creation. The story, characters, and final creative decisions remained mine throughout the process.

Thank you for reading with care.

Table of Contents

CHAPTER ONE - Family Night Out

CHAPTER TWO - Rescue and Trauma

CHAPTER THREE - The First Night

CHAPTER FOUR - First Steps in a New World

CHAPTER FIVE - Shadows and Tremors

CHAPTER SIX - Fractured Calm

CHAPTER SEVEN - The Goodbye That Wasn’t

CHAPTER EIGHT - A Step Toward Healing

CHAPTER NINE - Fractured Nights, Quiet Strength

CHAPTER TEN - Learning to Breathe

CHAPTER ELEVEN - First Steps Home

CHAPTER TWELVE - Somewhere In Between

CHAPTER THIRTEEN - The Weight of Memory

CHAPTER FOURTEEN - The Wilsons

CHAPTER FIFTEEN - A New Home

​​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER ONE - Family Night Out
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The summer night pressed warm and velvety against the highway, but inside the Matthews’ SUV the air conditioning hummed in a soft steady rhythm. It blended with the gentle thrum of the tires on asphalt — the kind of lullaby that made everything feel safe.

It was Family Night Out, their weekly tradition. Dinner out, a movie, and the satisfied quiet afterward. Tonight’s feature had been the newest Superman.

Joshua, ten, sat behind his dad’s seat, legs stretched awkwardly, the SUV cocooning him in calm. The glow from the passing streetlights slid across the window beside him like lazy comets.

Seven-year-old Peter sat in the booster behind their mom. Normally he would’ve been chattering about his favorite movie scenes or playing games on his tablet balanced on his knees. But now he sat small and quiet, his tablet laying on the seat beside him turned off and untouched. His fingers curled loosely in his lap, eyelids drooping.

Joshua leaned over just enough.

“Hey... you okay, Mack?”

Only Joshua called Peter “Mack.” It was a name that said You’re mine to protect.

Peter rubbed his eyes with his fists, nodding sleepily. “Yeah... just tired.”

His voice was so soft Joshua had to lean a little closer to hear it.

Their mom turned slightly, warmth in her smile. “The boys are almost asleep,” she murmured to Dad. In the rearview mirror, her eyes softened further—that look she saved only for them.

“It was a good night,” Dad said, reaching over to brush his hand against hers.

Joshua let his head fall back against the seat. Moments like this felt perfect. Ordinary, but perfect. He wished he could hold onto the feeling forever.

Beside him, Peter’s head tipped sideways, drifting. His small chest rose and fell in the slow rhythm of sleep.

Joshua closed his eyes.

Everything was calm

Everything was safe.

Until it wasn’t.

A truck barreled through the intersection ahead—a blur of metal and headlights. There was no time to shout. No time to brace.

The world exploded.

The impact slammed into Joshua’s side with a monstrous force. Metal screamed. Tires shrieked. Airbags burst like thunder. Joshua flew sideways into the window, ribs crunching against the seat belt. The SUV spun—a dizzying, violent blur.

Peter’s scream ripped through the chaos, high and terrified.

“JOSH—!”

Joshua tried to reach for him, but the belt held him pinned. His head rang. His chest burned. The world jolted, twisted, then lurched to a devastating stop.

Silence followed, thick and wrong.

The cabin was choked with dust and the sharp smell of deployed airbags. Through the haze, Joshua blinked, forcing shapes into focus.

Peter sat strapped in his booster, trembling violently, eyes huge with fear.

“Mack—” Joshua croaked, barely finding his voice. “Mack.”

Peter whimpered, reaching for him with shaking fingers.

Joshua forced his arm to move—just enough to brush Peter’s shoulder.

“I got you, Mack,” he rasped. It came out broken, thin, but true.

Peter clutched his seat belt, breath hitching, but his gaze stayed locked onto Joshua’s.

Outside, distant voices shouted. Sirens wailed closer and closer.

Inside, everything warm and safe was gone.

Only fear remained—

and a brother’s promise whispered through blood and dust:

“I got you.”
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​​CHAPTER TWO - Rescue and Trauma
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The sound came first.

Metal screaming. Glass shattering. The world folding in on itself.

Joshua woke to pain and noise and the sickening certainty that something was wrong in a way he couldn’t fix. His ribs burned when he tried to breathe. His arm felt wrong—heavy, useless. Smoke clawed at the back of his throat.

“Mack.”

His voice came out hoarse, scraped raw.

Peter was crying. Not loud—panicked, broken sobs that cut straight through Joshua’s chest.

“I got you,” Joshua said, the words tearing out of him without thought. “I got you.”

The car was crushed around them, metal pressed too close, the air sharp and hot. Joshua couldn’t move much. He didn’t try. He focused on Peter—on the sound of his breathing, fast and uneven.

“I’m scared,” Peter said.

“I know,” Joshua said. He shifted just enough to find Peter’s hand and close his fingers around it. Pain flared bright along his side, but he didn’t let go.

Sirens wailed somewhere in the distance, growing louder. Red and blue light strobed through the broken windows.

“Josh?” Peter’s voice shook. “Don’t let go.”

“No way.” Joshua tightened his grip, anchoring them both.

Hands reached in. The door was forced open. Cold air rushed over them.

“Stay with me, buddy,” a paramedic said. “Can you hear me?”

Joshua nodded once. His vision blurred at the edges. He kept his eyes on Peter.

They cut him free slowly. Every movement sent pain spiking through his body, but he didn’t cry out. He counted Peter’s breaths instead. One. Two. Three.

A thin curtain separated the two brothers—barely a barrier at all, but far too much for Joshua.

Across the curtain, his brother’s voice rose in panic.

“Josh? Josh! DON’T LEAVE ME!”

The fear in Peter’s cry tore through Joshua worse than any broken bone.

He struggled to lift his head. “I got you!” he rasped, breath catching.

“Seven-year-old male,” another paramedic called. “Responds only to his brother. Vital signs elevated; likely shock.”

Peter wasn’t answering questions. He wouldn’t let anyone touch him. Every attempt to examine him sent him thrashing.

A nurse leaned closer to Joshua. “Can you tell us his name?”

“P...Peter,” Joshua whispered. “He’s seven.”

She nodded once, then to the team. “Peter, age seven.”

The curtain shifted slightly as they tried again to examine him.

Peter whimpered, then cried out, “Josh! Don’t leave me!”

Joshua forced his good arm toward the curtain, fingers brushing the fabric.

Only then did Peter go still enough for the nurse to slip a small IV into his arm. His breaths remained frantic, but the raw panic softened when he heard Joshua’s voice.

Joshua’s own injuries throbbed—his hip immobilized in a binder, his arm splinted, his ribs aching with every breath—but none of it mattered more than staying connected to his brother.

A hand slipped beneath the curtain.

Small.

Trembling.

Reaching.

Joshua moved until their fingertips met.

“Still got you,” he whispered, exhaustion pulling his eyes closed.

Peter squeezed back—tiny, desperate, trusting.

As doctors worked around them, stabilizing fractures and injuries, the brothers clung to one simple truth:

They were still together.

And for now, that was enough.​
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​​CHAPTER THREE - The First Night
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Machines hummed in the low light of the pediatric intensive care unit, steady and indifferent.

Joshua lay propped against pillows, his body aching in ways he was still learning. His arm rested heavy in its sling; every breath tugged at his ribs. Pain was everywhere, dull and constant, but it wasn’t the worst part.

Peter was.

Curled against his side, fingers clenched tight in Joshua’s gown, Peter hadn’t let go since they’d arrived. His breaths were shallow, uneven, as if sleep didn’t quite trust the room yet.

Peter shifted carefully, settling against Joshua’s uninjured side.

“Don’t leave me,” Peter whispered.

Joshua turned his head carefully, the movement sending a sharp reminder through his ribs. He ignored it. He brushed his thumb gently through Peter’s hair, grounding them both.

“No way, Mack.”

Peter’s shoulders trembled. “I’m scared.”

“I know.” Joshua leaned just enough to press his lips to the top of Peter’s head. “I got you.”

A nurse dimmed the lights, her footsteps soft as she stepped away. The room settled into a quieter rhythm.

Minutes passed. Maybe more. Time felt slippery, stretched thin by pain and exhaustion.

A doctor came by quietly, checking monitors, speaking in low tones Joshua barely followed. He caught only the parts that mattered: the pelvic fracture was stable—painful, slow to heal, but it wouldn’t require surgery.

Peter’s breathing slowly evened out, warm against Joshua’s arm. Even asleep, his grip stayed
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