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Opening Scene: “The 6 PM Collapse”

Sarah knows this silence.

Not the peaceful quiet of earned rest — the kind that feels complete, like a door clicking shut on the day. This is the hollow quiet of the aftermath. The silence that arrives when performance finally stops — at work, at pickup, at dinner — and the stopping is so sudden, so complete, that the silence itself starts to feel like an accusation.

Upstairs, her daughter sleeps. Finally, it took forty minutes of negotiation, three glasses of water, two bathroom trips, and one moment where Sarah had to step into the hallway and press her back against the wall just to breathe. Just to be a person for thirty seconds, rather than a mother. By the time she heard the small voice calling again — one more story, just one more — she had to remind herself that it wasn’t personal. The exhaustion was personal. The child was just being a child.

She makes it to the couch. Her body hits the cushions and produces a sound she can’t quite name — somewhere between a sigh and a groan, something that comes from the chest and means surrender.

And in that moment, the weight becomes visible.

Not the weight of today. The accumulated weight. Every day stacked on every day, pressing down: the burden of being the only adult, the endless low-level decision-making, the love mixed with exhaustion in proportions that feel chemically impossible, the particular loneliness of carrying all of it without anyone to hand it off to.

Around her: dishes from this morning, or possibly yesterday. Laundry was folded on the chair in the corner, where it had been sitting for three days because there’s always something more urgent than putting it away. Bills on the kitchen table that she’s been walking past without looking at, because looking at them tightens her chest in a way she can’t afford right now. Her daughter’s shoes by the door, her daughter’s drawings on the fridge, her daughter’s life everywhere — this life that is full and beautiful and also, sometimes, unbearably heavy.

Sarah sits in the middle of it. Completely alone.

This is the moment nobody talks about. Not in the Instagram posts that frame single parents as warriors, as heroes, as people running on pure love and supercharged determination — that mythology that takes real exhaustion and makes it sound noble, almost glamorous. Not in the self-help books. Not in the conversations with well-meaning married friends who nod and say I don’t know how you do it, which is meant kindly but lands differently at 8 PM on a Tuesday when the answer is: barely. Barely is how.

Where the performance ends — the capable, organised, holding-it-together version of Sarah that clocks out when the door closes — what remains is just a woman on a couch who is more tired than sleep seems able to fix.

What makes it worse — what really cuts — is the guilt about being tired. Her daughter is healthy. There’s a roof. People have it worse. Somewhere along the way, Sarah absorbed a message she didn’t consciously choose: single parents are supposed to be superhuman. They’re supposed to run on love and grit. They’re not supposed to sit on the couch feeling resentment alongside the love, both emotions present at once, neither cancelling the other out.

So she sits with both feelings, and then adds a third: guilt for having the first two. And the weight deepens.

Tomorrow is already forming. More of the same — work, pickup, dinner, homework, the bedtime negotiation, the endless loop with no off switch. And underneath all of it, the question she can barely let herself ask:

How long can I keep doing this?

Not because her daughter isn’t loved. The love is fierce and sometimes frightening in its intensity. But the structure requires two people. Two incomes. Two sets of hands. Two nervous systems are taking turns with the chaos. One person doing the work of two, with the resources of one, and then blaming herself for being exhausted — that’s not a personal failing. That’s structural collapse dressed up as a character flaw.

This book is about that moment. Not the mythology. The real version: the 6 PM collapse, the guilt that follows, the loneliness underneath, and the love that persists despite everything. And one more thing — the thing that took Sarah a long time to believe:

OEBPS/cover.jpeg
SINGLE PARENT SURVIVAL GUIDE

T00 TIRED
.10 BE STRONG

The 6 PM Collapse:
When Love, Exhaustion, and ”

Doing It Alone Collide

i

,"'/"
REAL HELP FOR
THE EXHAUSTION, ‘ £
GUILT, AND INVISIBLE \ e
WEIGHT OF DOING N7, e
IT ALONE [

M.J.COUSENS

PRACTICAL STRATEGIES EMOTIONAL SUPPORT.
YOU’RE NOT ALONE.





