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Prologue 

 

If I am honest, if I do not write these events down, I will forget them, and I never want to 

forget them.  How else could I attempt to recollect the entire life’s events of another person in 

something as small as a book?  Surely, the actual transcript of the life of my sister Hannah would 

generate volumes upon volumes.  It would be enough to warrant her own section in the library.  

My beloved sister’s life would be in the Adult Nonfiction section, with each book labeled H.5 

along the spine, H for Hannah even though it should be listed by her last name Zeller.  However, 

she absolutely hated always being last on the school rosters for everything.  Since Hannah was 

the fifth child in our family, the youngest, the numeral 5 also seems appropriate.    One could 

spot this section easily; it would stand out among the rest because of all the colors, patterns, and 

crafts protruding from the stacks.  The shelves would be lined with markings of a sharpie with 

Hannah’s various doodles and drawings made throughout her life as well as every tattoo she had 

accumulated over her lifetime.  Every book would have a different penguin scribbled in its inside 

cover, with no two looking the same because Hannah owned a multitude of stuffed toy penguins 

of various shapes, sizes and colors.   

Each book would be covered with an eclectic assortment of colors and styles of duct tape 

to protect the contents inside, and the pages would be bright pink since Hannah managed to 

convince our parents to paint her bedroom from top to bottom in what looked like the medicine 

you hate to drink for an upset stomach.  The cover of Hannah’s last book would be carefully 

crafted out of wood, but lined with light blue duct tape with pictures of small black and white 

cartoon-shaped penguins in a pattern across every inch of the tape.  There would be signatures on 

the cover from all sorts of family and friends who had been part of the various stories throughout 

Hannah’s life.  Its as if this book cover were a cast for a broken arm that she would be removing 
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someday.  This last book would best represent Hannah and would stand out the most simply 

from its unique design.  You can, in fact, judge this book by its cover. 

Unfortunately for us, Hannah’s story was cut short.  The writing of her life suddenly 

stopped between the hours of 8:30 am and 10:00 am on one frightful Friday morning.  We will 

never know how large these unwritten books would have been if the writing had continued until 

a more natural time in life took Hannah away.  If we were to read the previous ten books, 

representing the past decade of Hannah’s life, we would find countless times where the words 

statistically should have stopped.  With all the chances she took, teetering between life and death 

both for recreation and in depression, Hannah played Russian roulette plenty of times with each 

breath.  However, Hannah managed to keep writing through blood, sweat, and tears.  There are 

moments of suffering in the life of my sister Hannah, and it is the last ten books that contained 

the most pain, pain that defined and mark her.  Those nights of drinking, drugs, sex, over-eating, 

cutting, and numbing the ever-deepening sadness in her heart, would be inscribed in these darker 

books.  The nights where Hannah felt so hopeless and desperate for love and forgiveness but felt 

so shameful and alone would not be missed.  Hannah carried this regret, yet the vicious cycle of 

addiction was her way of escaping the pain. Regret about having gone down the road in the first 

place would keep her there.  Who would be able to stomach this dark journey of Hannah’s?  

Perhaps only those who have been there themselves, who understand the world that she lived in?  

In her early years, Hannah’s world was full of light and laughter, but the latter section of her life 

became a shadow of what those innocent years of her life once were. 

Every great story has a period of time when the hero is lost, where events seem hopeless, 

and the ending seems inevitably dreadful and miserable.  Hannah’s journey would be no 

different.  Hannah began her life courageously, but at some point, she lost her way and her life 
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filled with sorrow.  However, even though there was a decade of pain, it is in Hannah’s last 

book, the one that got cut short, the one with the beautiful blue duct tape with penguins and 

signatures from old and new friends, that she overcame the hero’s trial.  This is how we know 

that it is okay that the writing came to an end—because Hannah had finally fought through the 

darkness.  Her struggles did not disappear in her life, the temptation can still lurk within the far 

crevasses of our mind.  However, it was the regret that no longer held Hannah down, the regret 

that had kept her from the purposeful life that is possible for us all. 

All great endings seem to come quickly and, in fact, only last a fraction of the entirety of 

the story.  This is how it was with Hannah’s life journey.  Of her twenty-four years of life, it is 

the end that defined her, redeemed her, and made her passing inexplicably hopeful.  Her 

surviving family members visit this particular volume of Hannah’s life often and reflect on how 

the impact of this tragedy changed their lives forever.  Even though she laid her pen down, all 

stories deserve an epilogue, an explanation of the impact of the written events, but years later.  

The only way to reconcile the pain in Hannah’s life would be to give the right amount of 

attention to it, mixed in with the final events that came with her passing.  The irony of it all is 

that Hannah lived the last decade of her life with regret and ironically, it is regret that I feel when 

I think of my relationship with her.  This story of Hannah has left an indelible mark on my life, 

yet as a Relient K song can teach us, “I'd rather forget and not slow down, than gather regret for 

the things I can't change now.”  This is not to say I should forget Hannah in any way, shape, or 

form.  What is meant is that Hannah’s death, and the pain that she carried, should not be her 

legacy.  One cannot change the past, so stewing over it with regret, wishing one could fix it, does 

not aid one’s journey toward healing.  Hannah’s darkest moments need to be redeemed by 

showing the impact her passing has had in the weeks, months, and years that have followed her 
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death.   

I am writing this down so that I can remember the reason for the pain, for it is through the 

pain that Hannah and I shared that I have found peace in our stories.  I never want to forget my 

little sister who loved me so greatly and freely—my sister who had a great desire to defend me 

and protect me, taught me how to care, and how to be an older sibling.  Hannah gave me a vision 

for what I want for my own children.  Hannah’s life has deeply and forever elevated my life.  I 

pray others find the same purpose and hope I have in telling the story of my sister: from our 

tumultuous relationship, the regret I have carried, and how I am learning to still move forward 

and allow God to slowly carry the pain with and for me.  That’s the confusing thing about pain; 

we want it to stop immediately.  It’s like a bee sting, a paper cut or stubbed toe; our reaction is 

that we shake our appendage violently hoping for the pain to subside.  When the pain lasts longer 

than what we view as an eternity waiting for the stinger to be removed, the cut to be bandaged or 

the toe to stop throbbing, we fear something more extensive has occurred.  We equate the length 

of time we experience pain with the size of damage that has occurred.  It is the same assumptions 

we bring to our heart.  When our hearts hurt longer than what we perceive is an adequate amount 

of time, our minds move toward greater depths of hurt.  We pray and ask God to remove the 

sting of death’s mark quickly, or to bandage the cut of a broken relationship and apply lidocaine 

liberally.  After we have cursed the sky at the inconvenience of tragedy, we pray that the pain 

will stop.  When the pain continues, we wonder what greater problem lies within, or start to 

doubt God’s existence.  If God were real, wouldn’t He take our pain right here and right now?  

Why didn’t He remove my sister’s pain when she was a fourteen-year-old girl who had lost her 

sense of self-worth, and would rather entertain suicide as a common thought?  

Time is relative, Albert Einstein theorized.  “Put your hand on a hot stove for a minute, 
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and it seems like an hour.  Sit with a pretty girl for an hour, and it seems like a minute.  That's 

relativity.”  Our minute of pain appears to be lasting for an eternity.  In the grand spectrum of 

eternity, our pain seems not to be too long of a time to an infinite God.  I have come to believe 

He does not equate the length of time to the depth of the wound.  When He heals us, it might 

seem slow to us, but if time is relative, His pace of healing is perfect.  Would we wish a careless 

surgeon to quickly suture and cauterize a wound after he had recklessly removed only a few 

cancerous cells, only to find out months down the road he missed some?  Allowing God to heal 

us, and the time necessary to do so, is completely relative.  Perhaps this is why the greatest mark 

of a believer is perseverance, because it is the soul who has fully embraced the truth that God’s 

timing is not our own that can stay the course.  God will heal my heart and remove my pain in 

the right amount of time as He did heal my sister.  My healing began in an unexpected way and 

at an unexpected time, or I should say an unexpected moment in time.  I have come to find that 

from the outside, Hannah’s death appeared hopeless and meaningless.  People try to say the right 

things to make you feel better about the situation, but for a person grieving, it feels all in vain.  

Before we can draw any significant conclusions about Hannah’s death, it would be beneficial to 

follow her life’s journey long before the events that transpired the day she died, and the week 

that followed.  This is Hannah’s redeeming story, all the pain and brokenness captured in a few 

words to hopefully provide, if anything, validation for you, my dear reader, who find this book—

validation, perspective and, hopefully, an adequate response to the regret left by the reality of 

death, pain and sorrow. 


