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​Chapter 1: The Girl Who Never Missed a Sunday
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She hadn’t stopped believing in God. She just hadn’t felt Him in a long time.

It was a quiet, clinical realization, much like noticing a clock had stopped ticking in a room you rarely used. The gears were still there, the face was familiar, and the foundation was solid, but the rhythm—the living, breathing pulse of it—had simply vanished.

Grace Miller sat in the third pew of Grace Community Chapel, the irony of the name not lost on her, though she no longer had the energy to find it funny. It was 8:15 AM on a Sunday morning, and the sanctuary smelled of floor wax, old hymnals, and the faint, lingering scent of the lilies left over from a wedding the day before. The morning light filtered through the stained glass, casting fractured patterns of ruby and sapphire across the polished oak of the pews. It was beautiful. It was sacred. And to Grace, it felt like sitting in a very expensive, very quiet waiting room.

She adjusted the cuff of her cream-colored cardigan, smoothing a nonexistent wrinkle. Everything about Grace was smooth. Her hair was pulled back into a sensible, elegant knot; her Bible was leather-bound and tabbed with neat, pastel-colored markers; and her expression was one of serene, practiced attentiveness. To anyone walking in, she was the blueprint of a faithful woman. She was the one who arrived early to ensure the communion cups were filled, the one who remembered everyone’s prayer requests, and the one who could quote Lamentations while comforting a grieving widow in the foyer.

She was dependable. She was the "strong one." She was the girl who never missed a Sunday.

"Morning, Grace," a cheerful voice chimed.

Grace looked up, the muscles in her face automatically engaging in a warm, welcoming smile. It was an effortless reflex now, a piece of social machinery that required no input from her soul. "Good morning, Martha. How is your grandson doing? I’ve been keeping him in my prayers."

Martha’s face lit up, her hand fluttering to her chest. "Oh, he’s much better, thank you for asking. You are just such a pillar, Grace. I don’t know how you keep track of us all. I told the Pastor just last week that if we had five more of you, this church could move mountains."

"God is good," Grace replied softly. It was the correct answer. It was the "Church English" she had spoken since she was a toddler in Sunday School.

"He is indeed," Martha beamed, squeezing Grace’s shoulder before moving toward her usual seat.

Grace watched her go, and as soon as Martha’s back was turned, the smile didn't drop—that would be too honest—but it dimmed, retreating into the neutral mask of "reverence." Inside, the hollowness expanded, a cold, vast cavern where her passion used to live. She felt like an actor who had been performing the same play for ten thousand nights; she knew the lines, she knew the blocking, and she knew exactly where the audience expected her to stand, but the script had long ago lost its meaning.

She opened her Bible to the passage for today’s sermon—Psalm 42. As the deer pants for streams of water, so my soul pants for you, my God.

Grace stared at the words until they blurred. She remembered when those words used to make her heart ache with a sweet, desperate longing. She remembered a time, years ago, when worship felt like a conversation, when the music of the worship team didn't just hit her eardrums but resonated in her marrow. Now, it was just acoustics. The "streams of water" felt like a distant memory of a place she had visited once on vacation. She wasn't panting for God; she was just tired. She was so, so tired.

The service began, and Grace stood in unison with the congregation. The worship leader, a zealous young man named Caleb, strummed his guitar and closed his eyes, his face contorted in an expression of deep spiritual ecstasy.

"Let’s lift our voices," Caleb urged. "Let’s tell Him how much we love Him today!"

The drums kicked in, a steady, driving heartbeat. Grace opened her mouth and sang. Her voice was lovely—clear, on pitch, and steady. She sang about being overwhelmed by His goodness. She sang about being lost in His presence. She sang about the fire that burned in her heart.

But as the lyrics left her lips, she felt like a fraud. Every word was a lie she was telling to the ceiling. There was no fire. There wasn't even a spark. There was just the cold, grey ash of a burnout she couldn't admit to.

She looked around at the people surrounding her. Some had their hands raised, their eyes wet with tears. Others were swaying, lost in the melody. She wondered, with a sudden, sharp pang of jealousy, if they were actually feeling something. Or were they all like her? Were they all just holding up the scenery, terrified that if one person admitted they were empty, the whole stage would collapse?

No, she decided. It was just her. She was the one who had broken somewhere along the way.

The guilt followed the numbness, as it always did. It was a heavy, suffocating blanket. You lead the Women’s Tuesday Study, the voice in her head whispered. You are the one people call when their world falls apart. What would they think if they knew you were sitting here wishing the service would end so you could go home and stare at a wall in the dark?

The thought of her Tuesday night study made her stomach tighten. Six women looked to her for spiritual nourishment every week. They brought their bibles and their heartbreaks to her living room, and she served them tea and "wisdom." She would highlight verses about joy and perseverance, and she would pray beautiful, poetic prayers over their lives, all while feeling like a starving person trying to describe a feast she had never tasted.

She was a well that had run dry, yet she was still lowering the bucket every single day, hoping the sound of the metal hitting the dry dirt wouldn't be loud enough for anyone else to hear.

After the music faded, Pastor Dave took the stage. He was a kind man, genuinely compassionate, and he had been a mentor to Grace for years. He adjusted his glasses and looked out at the pews with a smile that usually made Grace feel seen. Today, it just made her feel exposed.

"We are continuing our series on the 'Fruit of the Spirit,'" he announced. "And today, we’re talking about Joy."

Grace felt a hysterical laugh bubble up in her throat, which she quickly suppressed by taking a sip of water from the bottle in her purse. Of course. Joy. The one thing that felt as unattainable as the moon.

"Joy isn't a feeling," Pastor Dave said, leaning over the pulpit. "It's a choice. It’s a deep-seated confidence that God is in control, regardless of our circumstances."

Grace took notes. Her handwriting was neat, slanted perfectly to the right. Joy = Choice. Confidence in Sovereignty. She wrote it because that’s what she did. She had notebooks filled with these truths. Her shelves were lined with journals detailing her spiritual journey. But lately, when she looked at those journals, they read like the diary of a stranger. Who was that girl who wrote about "finding peace in the storm"? Who was that woman who recorded "answers to prayer" with such excitement?

She felt like she was mourning the death of her former self, but she was the only one at the funeral, and she was expected to lead the service.

The sermon lasted forty minutes. Grace didn't miss a single point. She nodded in agreement at the appropriate times. She laughed at the Pastor’s small joke about his dog. She performed the role of "Engaged Parishioner" to perfection. But inside, she was checking the time.

Twenty minutes left. Ten minutes left.

When the final "Amen" was whispered, the sanctuary erupted into the usual post-service bustle. This was the most dangerous time for Grace. This was when people wanted to talk, to connect, to ask for advice.

"Grace! Just the person I wanted to see," a voice called out. It was Sarah, a young mother who had recently started attending the Bible study. She looked frazzled, a toddler on her hip and a diaper bag sliding off her shoulder. "I’ve had such a hard week. I was wondering if we could grab coffee? I really need some of that 'Grace-perspective' on a situation with my husband."

Grace felt a phantom weight settle on her shoulders, heavy as lead. Every cell in her body wanted to say no. Every part of her wanted to scream, I don’t have any perspective! I am wandering in the dark and I don’t even have a flashlight!

But she didn't. She couldn't.

"I’d love to, Sarah," Grace said, her voice smooth and comforting. "How about Thursday? My place?"

"You're a lifesaver," Sarah said, visibly relaxing. "I don't know how you stay so grounded, Grace. Seriously. You’re like the anchor for all of us."

An anchor, Grace thought as Sarah walked away. Yes. That’s exactly what I am. A heavy, rusted piece of iron dragging on the bottom of the ocean, keeping everyone else in place while I sink further into the silt.

She eventually made her way to the exit, shaking hands and exchanging pleasantries. She was the last to leave the main hall, as was her custom. She checked the pews for stray bulletins or forgotten sweaters, her sense of duty outlasting her sense of self.

Finally, she stepped out into the bright Sunday afternoon. The sun was unapologetically cheerful, mocking the grey stillness of her heart. She walked to her car, a modest, silver sedan that she kept meticulously clean. She got inside, closed the door, and for the first time in three hours, she let the mask slip.

She didn't cry. Crying required an emotional energy she simply didn't possess. She just sat there, her hands gripping the steering wheel at ten and two. She stared through the windshield at the church sign: Grace Community Chapel – Come Find Rest for Your Soul.

A slow, bitter ache pulsed in her chest.

She looked at her gas gauge. It was sitting just above the red line, the little orange light glowing with a persistent, warning hum. Low Fuel.

"Me too," she whispered to the empty car. "Me too."

She turned the key in the ignition. The engine turned over, but it sounded strained, a metallic wheeze that vibrated through the floorboards. She ignored it, just as she ignored the tightness in her throat. She had a lunch meeting with the missions committee at 1:00 PM. She had to drop off a casserole for the Newtons at 3:00 PM. And then she had to prepare the lesson for Tuesday night.

She shifted the car into drive and pulled out of the parking lot. She drove with her usual precision, stopping fully at every stop sign, signaling every turn. She was the picture of a woman in control.

But as the church steeple disappeared in her rearview mirror, the silence in the car became deafening. She reached out and turned on the radio, flipping to the local Christian station. A familiar song came on—a soaring anthem about the joy of the Lord being our strength.

Grace reached out and turned the knob until the music died.

She couldn't listen to it anymore. Not today. Today, the joy felt like an indictment. The strength felt like a myth. And the God she had served her entire life felt like a shadow she was chasing through a thick, impenetrable fog.

She wasn't losing her faith—she knew the theology too well for that. She knew the cross was real. She knew the tomb was empty. She knew the promises were true for everyone else.

She just felt like she was standing outside a house she used to live in, looking through the window at a party she was no longer invited to. She was cold, she was tired, and she was so very empty. And the scariest part of all wasn't the emptiness itself; it was the fact that she was becoming remarkably good at pretending it was full.

She drove home, the "low fuel" light flickering on the dashboard, a tiny, glowing sun in her private darkness. She would make it to the missions meeting. She would deliver the casserole. She would lead the study. She would keep the gears turning until they ground themselves into dust.

Because that’s what Grace Miller did. She was the girl who never missed a Sunday. And she would keep showing up, even if there was nothing left of her to show.
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