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​Chapter 1: The Woman Everyone Thinks Is Fine
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The alarm on Hannah Carter’s nightstand did not so much wake her as it rescued her from the exhausting limbo of a shallow, restless sleep. She lay perfectly still for a moment, her eyes fixed on the ceiling where the pale morning light was just beginning to slice through the slats of her faux-wood blinds. Her body felt heavier than it had the night before, anchored to the mattress by a profound, systemic fatigue that sleep seemed entirely incapable of curing. Yet, almost automatically, the internal clockwork of her daily routine began to turn. The world expected Hannah to be moving, and so, she moved.

By eight thirty in the morning, the woman who had spent the pre-dawn hours staring blankly into the dark was gone, replaced by the polished, dependable professional everyone at Harrison Logistics had come to rely upon.

"Good morning, Hannah! Those quarterly projections you finalized yesterday were absolutely brilliant. The regional director is already singing your praises," the receptionist, a bright-eyed woman named Chloe, called out as Hannah walked through the glass double doors of the office suite.

Hannah paused, offering a warm, seamless smile that reached her eyes with practiced precision. "Thank you, Chloe. It was a team effort, truly. Did you ever get that confirmation from the freight carriers for the midwest route?"

"Yes, right on my desk because you reminded me to follow up yesterday afternoon," Chloe said, shaking her head in administration. "Honestly, I don't know how you keep it all straight in your head. You are an absolute lifesaver."

"We all do our part," Hannah replied softly, her tone modest and encouraging before she turned down the corridor toward her office.

The moment she entered her private workspace and closed the door behind her, the smile vanished, falling away like a heavy mask. She leaned her back against the solid wood, closing her eyes as a sudden wave of nausea, born of sheer emptiness, washed over her. She pressed her palms against the cool surface of her desk to steady her trembling hands. An absolute lifesaver, Chloe had called her. The irony tasted like ash. Internally, Hannah felt like an absolute ghost, a hollow shell going through the motions of a life she no longer possessed the vitality to live.

Her office was a testament to her competence. Framed certificates of achievement hung perfectly leveled on the wall, her desk was immaculate, and three neatly organized folders sat awaiting her attention, color-coded by priority. To anyone looking in, Hannah Carter was a thirty-two-year-old woman in total command of her destiny. She was the one who never missed a deadline, the one who stepped in when projects were derailed, and the one whose calm demeanor could de-escalate the most volatile corporate crises.

But as she sat down in her ergonomic chair, looking at the glowing computer screen, a terrifying numbness crept from her fingertips up her arms. She looked at the emails flooding her inbox, each one a fresh demand for her time, her intellect, or her emotional energy, and found that she felt absolutely nothing. No anxiety, no excitement, no drive. Just a vast, cavernous void.

The morning vanished in a blur of meetings and spreadsheets. Hannah spoke when spoken to, delivered flawless status reports, and even offered insightful commentary during the executive briefing. She functioned like a beautifully engineered machine, completely disconnected from the mechanism driving it.

"Hannah, do you have a quick second?"

She looked up to see her manager, Marcus, standing in her doorway, holding a lukewarm cup of coffee. He looked stressed, which was his default state during the fiscal year-end review.

"Of course, Marcus. Come on in," Hannah said, her voice instantly adopting that smooth, reassuring cadence that made people feel safe. "What can I do for you?"

"The compliance audit for the northeast sector is completely jammed up. Sarah is out on medical leave, and nobody else seems to understand the filing architecture she used," Marcus said, rubbing the back of his neck. "I know your plate is spinning out of control right now, but is there any way you could take a look at it? Just to straighten out the knot?"

A heavy pressure bloomed behind Hannah’s sternum, a physical tightening that made it difficult to draw a full breath. Every instinct within her screamed to say no, to confess that she was already working sixty hours a week and that her mind felt like frayed wiring. But the identity she had spent a lifetime constructing would not allow it. Hannah Carter did not say no. Hannah Carter solved the problem.

"Don't worry about it, Marcus," she heard herself say, the words tasting like a betrayal of her own survival. "Send me the access codes. I’ll dive into the database this afternoon and have a reconciliation report on your desk by tomorrow morning."

Marcus sighed, the tension visibly draining from his shoulders. "Hannah, you are a saint. Seriously, I don't know what this department would do without you. You’re the strongest person in this building."

Strong. The word echoed in her mind long after Marcus left her office. It was a label that had been pinned to her chest since childhood, a badge of honor that had slowly evolved into a straitjacket.

When the clock finally struck six, the office had mostly emptied. Hannah remained at her desk for another forty-five minutes, methodically untangling the compliance errors Sarah had left behind. Her eyes burned from the harsh glare of the monitor, and a dull, pulsing ache had taken up permanent residence behind her temples. When she finally shut down her computer, the silence of the empty office rushed in to fill the space, heavy and suffocating.

She drove home in silence, refusing to turn on the radio. The noise of the world felt like sandpaper against an open wound.

Her apartment was located in a quiet, tree-lined neighborhood, a small one-bedroom space that she kept as immaculate as her office. As she unlocked the door and stepped inside, the familiar scent of lavender and clean linen greeted her, but it brought no sense of sanctuary. She dropped her keys into the small ceramic dish on the entryway table. The metallic clink sounded remarkably loud in the quiet rooms.

She didn't bother turning on the overhead lights, preferring the dim twilight that filtered through the living room windows. Dropping her leather briefcase onto the floor, she walked into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. She stared at the neatly prepped containers of salads and proteins, organized by day, and felt a profound wave of revulsion. She had no appetite. She hadn't felt true hunger in weeks; she ate merely because science dictated that her body required fuel to keep performing.

Closing the refrigerator door, she walked over to the sofa and sat down on the edge of the cushion, her posture still stiff and formal, as if she were still being watched.

This was the part of the day she dreaded most. In the office, the constant stream of demands kept her ahead of her own thoughts. Outrunning the darkness was easy when the pace was frantic. But here, in the stillness of her own home, the momentum ground to a screeching halt, and the reality she worked so hard to outrun finally caught up with her.

She was completely, utterly alone.

More than that, she felt a terrifying detachment from the very fabric of her existence. She looked at her hands, resting on her knees, and they felt foreign to her. She looked around her beautifully decorated apartment and felt like a trespasser in a stranger's life.

The phone on the coffee table buzzed, its vibration startling her in the quiet room. She picked it up and saw her mother’s name flashing across the screen. Hannah swallowed hard, closing her eyes for a brief second to summon the energy required for the next performance. She swiped the screen and brought the phone to her ear.

"Hi, Mom," Hannah said, her tone instantly brightening into the dutiful, cheerful daughter.

"Oh, Hannah, darling, I'm so glad I caught you," Ruth Carter’s voice boomed through the line, energetic and preoccupied with her own universe. "I'm just finalizing the schedule for the church’s annual spring charity drive, and Pastor Michael mentioned that we still need someone to coordinate the volunteer hospitality tent. Naturally, I thought of you."

Hannah leaned her head back against the sofa, looking up into the shadows of the ceiling. "Mom, I’m actually in the middle of a really intense audit cycle at work right now. My schedule is pretty locked down."

"Oh, sweetie, I know you're busy, but you always find a way to make it work," Ruth said, her voice dismissive of the objection in that gentle, manipulative way mothers often master. "You have such a gift for organization, Hannah. The church really needs you, and honestly, it’s for the Lord's work. It’ll be a wonderful distraction from your stressful job. You’re always so resilient. I told the committee they could count on you."

Resilient. Strong. Dependable. The words were bricks, and her mother was laying them onto her chest one by one, compressing her lungs until she could barely breathe.

"Okay, Mom," Hannah whispered, the resistance dying in her throat before it could even form a proper argument. "Send me the details. I’ll handle it."

"Wonderful! I knew I could rely on you. You truly are my rock, Hannah. I don't know what I would do if you were difficult like your brother. Anyway, I have to run, the oven timer is going off. Love you, sweetie!"

"Love you too, Mom," Hannah said to the empty room as the line went dead.

She set the phone back on the table, her hand shaking. My rock. A rock didn't feel pain. A rock didn't cry. A rock just stood there, weathering the storm until the elements ground it down to dust. That was what they all wanted from her. They wanted the pillar of strength, the unshakeable foundation upon which they could build their own comfort. No one ever stopped to ask if the rock was cracking under the weight of the structure it supported.

Slowly, Hannah stood up and walked down the short hallway to her bathroom. She turned on the light, blinking against the sudden, harsh illumination. Stepping up to the sink, she forced herself to look into the mirror.

The woman staring back at her looked exactly like the woman Chloe had praised this morning. Her makeup was still intact, her dark hair was neatly styled, and her clothing was pristine. But Hannah looked deeper, past the superficial presentation, straight into her own eyes.

There was nothing there.

The eyes staring back at her were dull, lifeless, and terrified. It was the face of someone who was drowning in three feet of water, perfectly capable of standing up, yet entirely paralyzed by the sheer weight of her own exhaustion. The numbness was no longer just a temporary visitor; it had moved in, taking up residence in her bones, chilling her from the inside out.

She turned off the light, unable to bear the sight of her own hollow reflection any longer.

Moving into her bedroom, she didn't bother changing into pajamas. She simply kicked off her heels and lay down on top of the neatly made comforter, pulling her knees up toward her chest. The darkness of the room was absolute, wrapping around her like a heavy, suffocating blanket.

In the quiet, the thoughts she had suppressed all day began to crawl out from the corners of her mind. She thought about her life, about the endless cycle of performing, achieving, and satisfying everyone else's expectations. She thought about her faith, which had once been a source of vibrant joy, but had now devolved into another set of rules, another checklist of things she had to do to prove she was a good person, a good Christian, a good daughter.

Where are You, God? she thought, the question echoing into the emptiness of her mind.

She didn't say it out loud. She didn't have the energy to formulate a proper prayer. For months, her prayers had felt like letters sent to an incorrect address, returned to sender without ever being opened. She looked at the believers around her at church, women who smiled with genuine joy, who spoke of God's peace and whispered provisions, and she felt completely exiled from their reality. Had she done something wrong? Was her hidden struggle a sign of spiritual failure?

The shame of her internal darkness was the heaviest burden of all. A good Christian woman wasn't supposed to feel like this. She wasn't supposed to feel this profound, aching emptiness. She was supposed to find her joy in the Lord, to count it all joy when she faced trials of many kinds. But there was no joy here. There was only a cold, unyielding winter in her soul.

A single tear slipped from the corner of her eye, tracking silently down her temple and soaking into the fabric of the decorative pillow beneath her head.

Then came another.

Before she could stop it, the dam broke. The absolute control she maintained so fiercely during the daylight hours crumbled into dust. Hannah buried her face in her hands, her shoulders shaking violently as the silent tears turned into deep, ragged sobs that tore from her chest.

She cried for the woman everyone thought was fine. She cried for the exhaustion that made her bones ache, for the loneliness that tasted like iron in her mouth, and for the terrifying suspicion that she was completely beyond saving. She cried because she was tired of being the strong one, tired of being the fixer, tired of holding the world together when her own universe was splintering into a thousand jagged pieces.

There were no eloquent words in her weeping, no structured theological arguments, no polite requests. It was just the raw, guttural sound of a human spirit reaching the absolute end of its own strength. She wept until her throat was raw, until her eyes were swollen and her chest ached with a physical soreness.

And when the tears finally ran dry, leaving her empty and spent in the midnight stillness, the silence returned, heavier and more profound than before. The room remained dark. The apartment remained quiet. No miraculous light filled the space, and no comforting voice broke through the stillness to assure her that everything would be okay.

Hannah lay there in the dark, her breathing gradually slowing to a ragged whisper, feeling more hollow and anonymous than she ever had in her entire life. She was still completely alone, still utterly exhausted, and tomorrow, the world would expect her to smile again.
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​Chapter 2: Running on Empty

[image: ]


The swollen, heavy feeling in Hannah Carter’s eyelids the following morning was the only physical evidence of the previous night’s unraveling. As she stood before the bathroom mirror, carefully applying an extra layer of concealer beneath her eyes, she marveled at how easily the human face could lie. With a few deft strokes of a cosmetic brush, the visual traces of her midnight despair were masked, buried beneath a smooth layer of porcelain foundation. She adjusted the collar of her cream-colored blouse, took a deep breath, and stepped back out into the arena of her life.

It was Saturday, a day that most people in her office building viewed as a sanctuary of rest, but for Hannah, the weekend was simply a shift in venues. The corporate uniform was replaced by casual denim and a structured blazer, but the underlying expectation remained entirely unchanged. She was still the woman who carried the weight.

By nine o'clock, she was standing in the fellowship hall of Grace Community Church, surrounded by the chaotic energy of forty-five hurried volunteers. The room smelled of stale coffee, powdered donuts, and damp cardboard boxes.

"Hannah, thank goodness you’re here," her mother, Ruth, exclaimed, hurrying over with a clipboard clutched to her chest like a shield. "The delivery from the printing company just arrived, and they completely botched the flyers for the hospitality tent. They omitted the morning session schedule entirely. The committee is in absolute chaos, and Pastor Michael is arriving in an hour for the leadership briefing."

Hannah felt a familiar, dull throbbing begin to pulse directly behind her left temple, a physical manifestation of her rising stress. She swallowed hard, forcing her features into an expression of calm assurance. "Don't worry, Mom. Give me the clipboard. I have the master template saved on my laptop from last year’s drive. I can modify the layout, run over to the local print shop down the street, and have three hundred corrected copies back here before the briefing even starts."

Ruth let out a dramatic sigh of relief, patting Hannah’s arm with a hand that trembled slightly from her own self-induced anxiety. "Oh, you are an absolute angel, Hannah. I told the others that if anyone could salvage this disaster, it would be you. You just have this supernatural capacity to handle pressure. I don't know where you get your stamina, but it is truly a gift from the Lord."

Stamina, Hannah thought bitterly as she walked briskly toward her car, the cold spring wind biting through her blazer. It wasn't a gift; it was a survival mechanism. It was the desperate pace of a person who knew that if she slowed down for even a single second, the entire artificial structure of her life would come crashing down upon her head.

The next three hours vanished in a blur of urgent errands, frantic phone calls, and logistical corrections. Hannah rearranged tables in the fellowship hall, coordinated the arrival of the catering vans, and placated two disgruntled committee members who were arguing over the placement of the registration banners. She smiled, she encouraged, she negotiated, and she organized. To the pastoral staff and the congregation members who crossed her path, she was the very definition of a faithful, vibrant servant of the church. She was the woman who handled the details so that others could experience the blessings.

Yet, as she stood in the back of the sanctuary during the afternoon volunteer prayer circle, listening to the earnest, passionate prayers of her peers, Hannah felt a terrifying sensation of absolute exile.

"Lord, we just thank You for this opportunity to serve Your people," Pastor Michael prayed, his voice rich with genuine warmth and devotion. "We ask that You would fill each volunteer here with Your supernatural joy, that You would renew their strength as eagles, and that our efforts would bring glory to Your name."

A chorus of soft assent and whispered "Amens" murmured through the circle. Hannah kept her head bowed and her eyes closed, desperately trying to feel a connection to the words being spoken. She wanted the renewed strength. She wanted the supernatural joy. She wanted, more than anything, to believe that her labor mattered to the Creator of the universe.

But when it was her turn to speak, when the circle fell quiet and expected the ever-faithful Hannah to offer her petition, her throat locked. The silence stretched for a few agonizing seconds until she managed to force out a generic, practiced prayer that she had memorized through years of religious observation.

"Thank You, Lord, for this day. Bless our hands as we serve. Amen," she whispered, her voice tight and completely devoid of emotion.

As they dispersed, her best friend, Grace Sullivan, stepped into her path, her perceptive green eyes scanning Hannah’s face with a quiet, analytical intensity that made Hannah instantly defensive. Grace had known her since their college days, and she possessed an unfortunate ability to read the subtle shifts in Hannah’s posture that everyone else missed.

"Hey," Grace said softly, stepping closer so their conversation remained private amid the noise of departing volunteers. "You look completely exhausted, Han. And I don't just mean regular Saturday-morning-event tired. You look like you’re running on absolute fumes. When was the last time you took a Sabbath? A real one?"

Hannah forced a soft, dismissive laugh, adjusting the strap of her leather handbag over her shoulder. "Oh, Grace, you know how it is. It’s just a crazy season at the office right now with the fiscal year-end, and Mom really needed the extra help with the charity drive. Once this weekend is over and the compliance audit is filed, I’ll have plenty of time to rest. I'm fine, really."

Grace did not look convinced. She reached out, placing a warm hand on Hannah’s forearm. "Hannah, you don't have to be the savior of this church. Or of Harrison Logistics. Or of your mother's sanity. It is okay to say that you're tired. It's okay to let someone else carry the boxes."

The words hit Hannah like a physical blow, threatening to pierce the fragile armor she had so carefully constructed. For a brief, terrifying second, she felt an impulse to lean into Grace’s shoulder and confess everything—to admit that she was breaking, that she hated the church activities, that her job was killing her spirit, and that she didn't feel God's presence anymore. But the deeply ingrained fear of vulnerability, the terror of being perceived as weak or spiritually deficient, quickly asserted control.

"I appreciate you worrying about me, Grace, truly," Hannah said, her voice shifting into a polite, slightly formal register that drew a clear boundary between them. "But I’m honestly managing just fine. I actually have to run back to the office for a few hours to finish up a report for Marcus. I’ll see you at the morning service tomorrow, okay?"

Grace looked at her for a long moment, a shadow of profound sorrow crossing her face before she slowly dropped her hand. "Okay, Hannah. But remember, God doesn't love you for what you do for Him. He just loves you."

Hannah turned and walked away before the tears pricking the corners of her eyes could spill over. She didn't want to hear about God's love. Right now, God's love felt like a conceptual theory, a theological doctrine printed in a textbook, entirely detached from the cold, agonizing reality of her daily existence.

By three o'clock in the afternoon, Hannah was back in her corporate office, surrounded by the eerie, weekend silence of the commercial building. The fluorescent lights hummed overhead, casting a clinical glare over the stacks of compliance files spread across her desk. Her mind was sluggish, her thoughts moving through thick mud as she tried to reconcile the conflicting financial data from the northeast sector.

Every time she resolved one error, two more seemed to surface within the database. The numbers blurred together on the screen. The pressure from Marcus to have the report completed by Monday morning sat on her chest like a physical weight, making each breath an effort. She felt trapped between two unyielding masters: the corporate world that demanded her intellect, and the religious community that demanded her soul. Neither seemed to care that she had nothing left to give.

She worked continuously for five hours, her fingers clicking rhythmically against the keyboard in the quiet room. There was no joy in the accomplishment, no satisfaction in her productivity. There was only the grim, stubborn determination of an animal caught in a trap, moving forward simply because stopped movement meant death.

When she finally pulled into her apartment complex at nine o'clock that evening, her body was trembling with a profound, systemic exhaustion. She climbed the stairs to her second-floor unit, her legs feeling like lead weights. She unlocked the door and stepped into the dark, silent apartment, immediately dropping her bag and briefcase onto the floor.

She didn't turn on the lights. She didn't change her clothes. She simply walked into her bedroom and collapsed onto the edge of the mattress, burying her face in her hands.

The silence of the apartment was deafening, a stark contrast to the noise of the fellowship hall and the frantic demands of her office. In this quiet space, the internal facade dropped away completely, leaving her face-to-face with the cavernous emptiness within her soul. She was so tired that her bones literally ached, a deep, cellular fatigue that no amount of physical sleep could remedy.

Slowly, deliberately, Hannah slid from the edge of the bed down to her knees, pressing her forehead against the cool, textured fabric of the comforter. It was the posture of prayer, the position she had been taught since she was a little girl in Sunday school. She closed her eyes, trying to find the words to communicate the depth of her agony to the God she had served her entire life.

Lord, she began in her mind, her thoughts hesitant and fractured. I am so tired. I can't keep doing this. I feel like I'm drowning, and I don't know where You are. Please, just give me the strength to get through next week. Please let me feel Your peace.

She paused, waiting in the stillness for some response, some internal shift, some subtle whisper of comfort to assure her that her words had travelled beyond the ceiling of her bedroom.

Nothing happened.

The silence remained absolute, heavy and indifferent. The air in the room felt thick, trapping her words and sending them bouncing back down to earth.

A profound sense of futility washed over her, more suffocating than the exhaustion. She opened her eyes, staring into the darkness of the room. Why was she doing this? Why was she speaking into an empty room, begging for help from a Deity who seemed entirely preoccupied with the rest of the universe? For months, her spiritual life had felt like an elaborate theatrical performance where she was both the actor and the only audience member.

She thought of the thousands of prayers she had offered over the past year—prayers for her anxiety to lift, prayers for guidance, prayers for relief from the suffocating loneliness that tracked her every movement. None of them had been answered. The anxiety had only worsened, the path had only grown dimmer, and the loneliness had become a permanent resident in her heart.

"What is the point?" she whispered into the darkness, her voice sounding small, brittle, and completely defeated.

The prayers felt entirely pointless. They were just empty words flung into a vast, uncaring void, an exercise in religious superstition designed to give a false sense of control to desperate people. If God was as powerful and loving as Pastor Michael claimed every Sunday, why was He watching her disintegrate? Why was He allowing the heavy burdens of her life
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