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Chapter 1: The Weight of the Morning

[image: ]


The alarm clock on the nightstand—a cheap, plastic relic with a jagged crack running across its face—didn't just buzz; it shrieked. It was 4:45 AM, and the room was still swallowed in a thick, suffocating darkness. Anna rolled over, her limbs feeling as if they were made of lead, and slapped the button until the mechanical screaming finally ceased. For a split second, she didn't want to move. She wanted to burrow into the thin, pilled blanket, close her eyes, and pretend that the world outside her four walls didn't exist. But the reality of her life was not a fantasy; it was a hungry, demanding machine that required her constant fuel.

She sat up, the springs of the sagging mattress groaning under her weight. The air in the apartment was stale, smelling faintly of old grease and the dampness that seemed to seep from the walls whenever it rained. She reached out, her hand fumbling for her robe, and pulled it tight around her chest. The apartment was cold—not the refreshing chill of a crisp autumn morning, but a bone-deep, stagnant cold that spoke of drafty windows and a heating bill she’d skipped to ensure the kids had milk.

"Not today," she whispered to the shadows, though she wasn't sure who she was trying to convince.

She stood up and moved toward the hallway. The floorboards creaked in a familiar, rhythmic pattern under her bare feet. She walked past the door where Kasey and Kayla slept—two little bodies tangled in a heap of mismatched sheets—and then past the room where Quincy and Dustin were breathing in the deep, rhythmic sleep of childhood. Anna paused at the doorway, watching the rise and fall of their chests. A familiar, sharp ache bloomed in her throat. She was twelve years old, then fourteen, then sixteen, then eighteen—each pregnancy had been a step into a deeper darkness, a choice made in the desperate search for someone to hold her, only to be left holding someone else.

Her mother, Brenda, had taught her everything she knew about survival, which was precisely the problem. Brenda’s manual for life consisted of three chapters: Get what you can, hide what you must, and don't expect anything from a man. It was a manual written in poverty, printed in the ink of abandonment. Brenda hadn't married, and neither had her aunts, nor her grandmother. They were a lineage of women who stood alone, back-to-back against a world that seemed determined to break them. Anna had inherited the poverty, the robbing-Peter-to-pay-Paul mentality, and the hollow, gaping loneliness that felt like a permanent residence in her soul.

She made her way to the kitchen, the linoleum cold and grimy beneath her soles. The refrigerator hummed—a loud, erratic rattle that sounded like a dying engine. She opened it. The light was dim, illuminating a half-empty carton of generic-brand milk, a package of hot dogs, and a single, lonely onion. No butter. No eggs. Just enough to get through the next twenty-four hours if she was careful.

If she was careful. That was the joke. Anna wasn't careful. She didn't know how to be. She spent her money as if it were a burning coal in her pocket, terrified that if she didn't get rid of it, someone or something else would take it from her anyway.

She turned on the faucet, the water sputtering before coming out in a rusty, lukewarm trickle. She splashed her face, the coldness doing little to wake her, then grabbed her work uniform—the beige, polyester shirt of Long John Silver’s. It smelled of fried fish and stale grease, a scent that had become her second skin. She pulled it over her head, the scratchy fabric irritating her skin.

She had to walk today. The bus was reliable, but at $2.50 a ride, it was a luxury she couldn't afford if she wanted to buy an extra box of Oodles of Noodles for the boys. She grabbed her coat, a faded, oversized parka that had lost its zipper years ago and was held together by a series of safety pins.

Stepping out into the hallway, the smell of the apartment building hit her—a mixture of cigarette smoke, urine, and cheap pine cleaner. She hurried down the stairs, her boots echoing against the concrete. Outside, the city was just beginning to stir. Streetlights hummed above, casting a jaundiced, flickering glow over the trash-strewn sidewalk.

Ten minutes. That was the walk. She knew every crack in the pavement, every discarded bottle, every broken streetlight. She kept her head down, her hands shoved deep into her pockets. She wasn't afraid of the dark; she was afraid of the light. She was afraid of the moment the sun would rise and force her to see her life in all its stark, uncompromising detail.

As she walked, the thoughts she’d spent all night pushing down began to surface. Nemo. He had been by two nights ago. She could still feel the cold, detached pressure of his hands, the transactional nature of the sex that had bought her $150—$50 less than he usually gave, because she had dared to be "slow" to the bedroom. The shame was a physical weight, heavier than the cold air, heavier than the fatigue in her legs. She hated him, but she hated herself more for letting him in, for needing him, for thinking that, for one fleeting moment, he might actually see her, rather than just use her.

She reached the store, the bright, neon signage flickering with an insistent, artificial energy. She unlocked the door and stepped into the silence of the kitchen. The fryers were still cold, their vats coated in the polymerized oil of a thousand meals. This was her temple. This was where she spent the majority of her waking life, managing the fryers, the customers, the petty complaints of the teenagers she supervised.

She began the prep work, her movements automatic. Her hands moved with a practiced fluidity—batter, bread, fry. Batter, bread, fry. Her mind, however, was miles away, staring out the front window of the store at the passing cars.

There has to be something better, she whispered to the empty, echoing room. This can't be all. This can't be life.

She looked at her hands, coated in the white, powdery dust of the batter. They were raw, chapped, and trembling. She wondered, for the thousandth time, what it would feel like to have hands that weren't stained by grease. What it would feel like to wake up without the frantic, clawing terror of "How do I pay for this?"

A customer walked in—an elderly woman with a cane, looking as weary as Anna felt. Anna forced a smile, the skin of her face feeling tight and fragile, like a porcelain mask ready to crack at the slightest provocation.

"What can I get for you?" Anna asked, her voice raspy.

As the morning dragged on, the shop filled with the mundane traffic of the working class. Mothers with tired eyes, men in construction vests with dust in their hair, teenagers looking for a cheap, salty fix. She moved among them, a ghost in a beige uniform, taking their money and handing them their paper bags, all the while watching them through a veil of detachment. She was there, but she was a million miles away, locked in the blue, melancholic rhythm of a life that felt like a song that had forgotten its melody.

By noon, the fryers were screaming, the store was humid, and Anna felt like she might faint. She stepped into the back, leaning against the cold metal of the freezer door. She pulled her phone from her pocket. A text from Zach—Quincy’s father. U good?

Anna stared at the screen, her thumb hovering over the reply button. U good? The audacity. He hadn't seen Quincy in three months, hadn't sent a dime, and now he was checking in with the casual indifference of someone asking about the weather. She felt a surge of hot, acidic rage, but it was quickly swallowed by the familiar, cold pit of despair.

"I’m not good, Zach," she whispered to the empty freezer. "I’m tired. I’m broke. And my son is growing up to be a mirror of your neglect."

She put the phone away and walked back out. She had to keep moving. If she stopped moving, the weight of the "Blues"—that deep, resonant, soul-crushing sadness—would finally catch up with her. And she had four children waiting at home, four mouths that needed to be fed, four futures that were currently being built on a foundation of sand.

She looked at her reflection in the glass of the soda machine. She saw the exhaustion, the lines etched around her eyes, the desperate, hollow look of a woman who had given away pieces of herself until there was almost nothing left to give.

"Beauty for ashes," she muttered, remembering a phrase a customer had once said. She looked at the piles of discarded cardboard, the greasy fryer baskets, and the stagnant, gray morning outside. "Where is the beauty? All I see is the ash."

She grabbed a mop, the handle splintered and slick with soap, and began to clean the floor. She pushed the grime from one side of the room to the other, her movements heavy and methodical. She was robbing Peter to pay Paul, day after day, year after year, hoping that if she just worked hard enough, if she just kept her head down, the cycle would eventually break. But as she looked at her reflection, she knew the truth.

The cycle wouldn't break until she did. And she was so very, very close to breaking.
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Chapter 2: The Sound of the Discord
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The walk home from the shop was always the longest part of the day. Ten minutes. Usually, it was a blur of gray pavement and the constant, rhythmic ache in Anna’s lower back. But today, the air felt different—thicker, heavy with the impending shift in the atmosphere. She passed the boarded-up windows of the old pharmacy and the flickering streetlights that hummed a low, discordant note, and for the first time, she truly looked at her neighborhood. It wasn't just a place to live; it was a museum of failures.

She saw the same women she’d known for years, their faces etched with the same premature lines, their hands shoved into the same thin pockets, their eyes hollowed out by the same relentless pursuit of enough. She was one of them, yet she felt a sudden, sharp wall of separation growing between her and the life she had always accepted as inevitable.

When she reached the apartment building, the stairwell smelled of wet cardboard and something sweet and rotting. She climbed the three flights, her breath coming in shallow, ragged hitches. When she opened the door to their unit, the noise hit her like a physical barrier.

Quincy was yelling. Dustin was crying. Kasey and Kayla were arguing over a toy that looked like it had been salvaged from a landfill.

"Stop it! Just stop it!" Anna screamed, the sound tearing out of her throat before she could catch it.

The room went deathly silent. Four pairs of eyes—varying shades of brown, all filled with a mix of hunger and fear—turned toward her. Quincy, at twelve, stood with his hands balled into fists, his chest heaving. He was growing into his father’s frame—broad-shouldered, tall, and radiating a restless, dangerous energy.

"I'm hungry, Ma," Dustin whimpered, rubbing his eyes with his knuckles. "We only had noodles for lunch."

Anna felt a cold shiver of shame traverse her spine. "I know," she murmured, dropping her bag onto the floor. "I know. I'm trying."

"You're always trying," Quincy spat, his voice cracking with the onset of puberty and a deep, festering resentment. "But nothing ever changes. You're always at that shop, smelling like grease, and we're always here eating this trash, and you're always crying when you think we can't hear you."

Anna felt the floor tilt. Her son—her firstborn—was reading her soul, and he didn't like what he saw. She looked at him, searching for the boy who used to draw pictures of superheroes on the back of receipts, but all she saw was a young man who had learned that the world was rigged, and that his mother was the one holding the losing hand.

"Go to your room," she whispered.

"Which one, Ma? The one I share with the kid, or the one you want me to have? Oh, right, we don't have enough money for that, do we?"

He turned and slammed the door to the bedroom. The house vibrated. Anna stood in the center of the kitchen, the silence that followed the slam ringing in her ears like a tinnitus of the soul. She was failing. She was failing them, and she was failing herself, and she had no manual to tell her how to fix it.

She sat down on the couch, the cushions collapsing beneath her, and she let the "Blues" take her. It wasn't a soft, weeping kind of sadness. It was a heavy, suffocating blanket of despair. She thought about her mother, Brenda. She remembered Brenda sitting in this exact spot years ago, her eyes glassy with the same exhaustion, her hands shaking as she counted out crumpled bills to pay the electric company just before the disconnect notice expired.

“You can’t give what you didn’t get,” Brenda had told her once, years ago, when Anna had asked why they couldn't just have a normal life like the people on television.

At the time, Anna hadn't understood. Now, she understood perfectly. Her mother had been hollowed out by life, passed down a legacy of lack, and had nothing left to fill her daughter’s spirit. It wasn't that Brenda was cruel; it was that Brenda was empty. And now, Anna was empty, too.

She reached for her phone, the screen cracked and dim. She looked at the business card Tam had given her. The Revival. She looked at the boys' room. She looked at the empty kitchen. She looked at the bills piled on the counter, a mountain of paper demands she couldn't meet. She felt a desperate, clawing need to be somewhere else—anywhere else—where the air didn't taste like failure.

What would it hurt? she thought. They have nice clothes. They have happy faces. Maybe they know something I don’t.

She realized then that her cynicism was just another form of fear. If she admitted that God could change her life, she would have to admit that her life needed changing. And if she admitted she needed change, she would have to admit that she couldn't do it on her own. And being alone, being the "fortress," was the only thing she had ever known.

That night, she didn't sleep. She sat by the window, watching the rain streak the glass, tracing the paths of the water as if they were maps to a life she couldn't find. She thought about the church people. She thought about their "fancy clothes" and their "hallelujah" smiles. She wanted to hate them. She wanted to believe they were all hypocrites. But beneath the hate, there was a tiny, nagging spark of jealousy.

Why them and not me?

She whispered a prayer—not a real one, not one she believed in, but a desperate, final plea to the ceiling. "If You're real," she breathed into the dark, "If You're actually real, then show me. Because I'm at the bottom. And I don't know how to climb up from here."

The next morning, she
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