Prologue
The Bulldozer to a good but empty life…
The idea of Authenticity being taken too far…
The noise in your head – food noise, morality noise – if it gets too loud you do things to make it go away…
August 2024 - Meadow Creek
Legalism. Deconstruction. Words that floated through sermons, echoed in the digital currents of social media, yet felt distant—like artifacts displayed behind museum glass. Sarah had heard them used in podcasts her older brother listened to and seen them flash across comment sections of worship videos, but they didn’t belong to her world. Her world was whole.
Meadow Creek, tucked between long stretches of farmland and winding two-lane roads, pulsed with something brighter than most small towns: certainty. The town’s heartbeat from the steeple of Havenwood Community Church, where her father preached every Sunday and where every week ended and began. It was a place where prayer requests were passed like handwritten notes, casseroles arrived on doorsteps before anyone had to ask, and faith was more felt than debated. For Sarah, Christianity wasn’t a philosophy. It was the warmth of baked banana bread during youth group, the soft rustle of her mother’s Bible pages, the scent of fresh coffee in the church kitchen at dawn.
Her home was an extension of the sanctuary. A two-story Victorian tucked beneath a row of old elms on Elm Street, painted pale blue with white shutters and hydrangeas that bloomed without fail. It looked like any other house in town—except to Sarah. To her, it was sacred. People came and went freely, dropping by for advice, prayers, or just to feel near something steady. And her father, Pastor David, was steady. His voice was never rushed, his tone never sharp. He had a way of looking at people as if he truly saw them—something she tried to emulate every day.
Sometimes, though, she caught glimpses of a different version of him. Like the night she got up to grab water and heard him on the phone, pacing the living room in the dark. His voice was low, strained. “We can’t keep ignoring it, Evelyn,” he said. Then silence. Sarah had tiptoed back upstairs before she could hear more, her stomach tight, her mind already writing it off as a church matter. Some upset couple. A budget crisis. Things she wasn’t meant to carry.
Her mother, Evelyn, carried it all. With quiet hands and gentle shoulders, she managed the house, the meals, the calendar, the ministry hospitality, and the endless logistics of church life. People often said Evelyn had a calming presence, and it was true—she could untangle tension with a smile, erase awkward silences with one graceful turn of phrase. Sarah adored her. Though lately, she’d noticed her mom spacing out in the kitchen, eyes fixed on something invisible, the spoon in her hand motionless over a simmering pot. Once, she’d asked if something was wrong. Evelyn’s eyes had snapped back to her, bright and warm. “Just thinking about the grocery list, sweetheart,” she’d said, and Sarah had believed her—because it was easier to believe.
Faith, after all, was not just belief. It was trust. Trust in the people who had shaped her, loved her, taught her. Trust that their strength was real. That any cracks in the glass were just reflections.
And so, when she saw them—those tiny signs of something frayed or heavy—Sarah did what she always had: she smiled, straightened the picture frame, and looked for the light again.
The Whitaker Family
Sarah’s family was known, loved, and—if she was honest—quietly admired. At Havenwood Community Church, being a Whitaker meant something. It meant hospitality, reliability, wisdom. It meant being part of the heartbeat of Meadow Creek.
Her father, Pastor David, was everything a small-town pastor should be—warm, unflappable, steady as a mountain. His presence could calm a room with a glance. He didn’t raise his voice, didn’t speak in flashy catchphrases, didn’t seek applause. He preached the Word with quiet conviction, grounding every message in Scripture but always lacing it with stories and humility. People said he made them feel seen—and he did.
To Sarah, he was almost more shepherd than father. She admired him deeply, but sometimes felt a quiet distance, like she was one of his flock rather than his daughter. He listened with a furrowed brow, a gentle hand on her shoulder, always encouraging but never probing too deep. When she was younger, she’d crawl into his lap with questions about heaven or whether dogs would be there, and he’d answer with warmth and patience. Lately, their conversations had become shorter—more updates than intimacy. She figured that was just part of growing up.
And maybe he was tired. He bore a lot. She’d seen it in the way he lingered in the car after board meetings, staring at nothing, his knuckles pale against the steering wheel. But he never brought it inside. That was part of what made him remarkable—his ability to shield them from the weight of everything.
Her mother, Evelyn, was the soft place in all of it. She was the kind of woman who wore simple cardigans, always smelled faintly of lavender and vanilla, and could cook for thirty without breaking a sweat. She coordinated church meals, organized volunteer schedules, homeschooled Sarah until eighth grade, and never seemed to run out of energy. People often said she had “the gift of grace,” and Sarah agreed.
Still, there were moments. Tiny moments that didn’t fit the picture. Like the morning Evelyn forgot to pick up communion supplies—a first—and blamed it on a scheduling mix-up, even though Sarah had watched her write it in her planner twice. Or the way her smile tightened during certain Sunday lunches, especially when James made sarcastic comments about “church masks” and everyone else pretended not to hear.
Sarah never asked. Her mom would just wave it away. “We’re all a little worn thin this week,” she’d say. And Sarah would nod and help with the dishes, choosing peace over probing.
Her brothers were easier to understand. Each one filled a distinct role in the family playbook:
Michael, the oldest, was the one everyone leaned on. Steady, dependable, impossibly responsible. He worked in town now, managing a local construction company and volunteering with the men’s ministry.
James, two years younger, was magnetic. He could charm anyone, turn any tension into laughter. He had a way of making people feel like they belonged—until he didn’t.
And Luke, closest to Sarah in age, was the class clown, the peacekeeper, the one who always knew when to crack a joke to dissolve an awkward silence.
She loved them all. And she wanted, so badly, to be like them—strong, clear, useful. But sometimes, watching them at the dinner table, trading stories and banter, she felt like a note slightly out of tune. Not unwelcome—just... different. More intense, maybe. More careful.
James in particular confused her. He was still kind to her, still quick with a joke or a hug, but she’d caught a sadness in him lately—especially when their dad brought up church decisions or when their mom reminded them to “be above reproach.” Once, coming home from youth group, she’d smelled smoke on his hoodie. She’d opened her mouth to ask about it, but he’d looked so tired, so unlike himself, that she let it go. It didn’t feel like the right time to poke a wound she couldn’t see.
Sarah didn’t like those feelings—the not-knowing, the tension beneath the surface. She preferred clarity, order, the safety of answered prayers and clean lines. Her family had always been a lighthouse in her life. And even if there were cracks in the foundation, she chose to believe they were hairline fractures—nothing dangerous. Nothing that couldn’t be covered with a little paint and some extra love.
Because that’s what families do. Especially pastor’s families. Especially hers.
The Faithful Routine
Sunday mornings were sacred. They were the culmination of the week—the sunlit crescendo of faith, family, and service. For Sarah, they began before the sun had fully risen, when the sky was still lavender-gray and the birds hadn’t quite begun their chatter. She moved through the house in practiced silence, brushing her hair into soft waves, picking her outfit with quiet precision. Not too trendy. Not too plain. Just right.
Downstairs, the scent of coffee and cinnamon rolls wrapped around her like a shawl. Her mom hummed softly as she arranged pastries on a platter. Her dad, always dressed before anyone else, was already reviewing his sermon notes at the kitchen table, pen tapping lightly against his Bible. It was their ritual. Comforting. Predictable.
Sarah carried her clipboard and checklist with her to the fellowship hall. She loved the sense of purpose—aligning the folding chairs, refreshing the welcome table, placing name tags just so. She moved like someone on holy assignment, each task a small offering of devotion. The click of the light switches, the sound of metal chairs scraping into position—it was all part of the sacred rhythm.
Still, she couldn’t deny the flutter in her chest. A quiet pressure. As if something invisible hovered over the preparations. She paused midway through arranging the bulletins and looked out across the room. The symmetry calmed her—the tidy rows, the balance, the control. Her mind wandered.
Am I doing this for God? Or just because I know how to make it look good?
She caught the thought quickly and shoved it down. This wasn’t the time for introspection. She knew what her dad would say: “The Lord sees the heart.” And she wanted her heart to be right. She really did. So she adjusted the last row, stepped back, and forced a smile that felt real enough.
People began trickling in—the faithful faces she’d known her whole life. Mr. Langley, who always brought peppermints for the kids. Mrs. Holt, with her floral scarves and wide-brimmed hats. Youth group friends who still joked about last summer’s retreat. They greeted her with warm familiarity.
“Good morning, Sarah!”
“You’re glowing today, sweetheart.”
“Isn’t she just the picture of godly young womanhood?”
She received their affirmations with practiced grace, offering hugs and “God bless yous” in return. She didn’t mind being seen as a role model. In fact, she liked it. Mostly. But sometimes, the way people looked at her—expectant, admiring—made her feel like she was playing a part on a stage she couldn’t step down from.
During the service, she sat in her usual place near the front, where the choir’s harmonies surrounded her like a warm ocean. Her voice rose with the others, strong and clear. She sang the hymns from memory, her eyes closed, hands clasped at her waist. There was a sort of bliss in these moments—a merging of purpose and presence.
But there were distractions too. She found herself noticing other girls her age—how they dressed, how confidently they moved, how some whispered and giggled behind cupped hands during announcements. One in particular, a new girl named Elise, wore her hair in long braids and had recently started dating one of the boys in the youth band. Sarah didn’t know her well, but she felt a strange mix of curiosity and judgment swirl in her stomach whenever Elise passed by wearing ripped jeans and that subtle perfume.
She didn’t like how that felt. The little twist of envy. The way she automatically straightened her shoulders and adjusted her skirt. She told herself it didn’t matter. She was walking in righteousness. She didn’t need attention. And besides, girls like Elise usually burn out. That thought wasn’t kind, and she knew it. So she buried it in a verse from Proverbs and tried to forget.
Her father’s sermon that morning was on faithfulness in the small things. “It’s the unseen sacrifices,” he said, “the daily choices, the heart postures we hold when no one is watching—that’s where faith takes root.” Sarah nodded along. She believed that. She lived that. And yet...
There were times—late at night, when the house was quiet and she lay beneath her floral quilt staring at the ceiling—when a strange emptiness would creep in. Not doubt, exactly. Just... a hollow. Like she was memorizing lines to a play she’d never actually seen. Like her faith was a set of coordinates, but she hadn’t yet stood at the destination.
Still, she didn’t let herself dwell on it. Feelings were fickle. Obedience was the better measure. And hadn’t her whole life been a testimony to what obedience could build?
So when the service ended, and people came forward for prayer and fellowship, Sarah smiled wide and offered kind words, believing with all her might that being faithful would be enough to quiet the questions that lingered just below the surface.
Innocence
Sarah wore her purity ring every day. A thin silver band with a delicate cross etched on the outside and the words Love waits engraved within. It had been a gift from her parents when she turned fifteen, wrapped in soft tissue paper and handed over with a solemn blessing in the living room after dinner. She remembered how her mother had smiled, eyes full of pride, and how her father had placed his hand on her shoulder and said, “You are already set apart.”
It had felt sacred then. It still did.
But now, at nineteen, purity felt more like an expectation than a conversation. Something she upheld without entirely understanding what it meant beyond “no sex before marriage.” That part was clear. Non-negotiable. Anything beyond that—even kissing too long, lying too close—lived in a moral fog she didn’t have the vocabulary to navigate. So she avoided it altogether.
Sex, as a concept, made her uncomfortable. Not because she thought it was dirty—she knew it was a gift from God—but because it felt like someone else’s territory. Married people. People with different boundaries. People who weren’t... her.
In her circle, modesty was a virtue, self-control was holiness, and purity was protection. And yet, the world around her seemed obsessed with the things she was trained to avoid—casual hookups, flirtatious Instagram captions, profanity, parties full of cheap drinks and dim lights. The idea of it made her skin crawl.
She’d never had a boyfriend. Not really. There had been one boy in high school, Nate Miller—clean-cut, respectful, the kind of boy who helped with Vacation Bible School and played guitar in the youth worship band. They went to a few school dances together, exchanged polite texts, prayed before group outings. People teased that they were a “thing,” but Sarah never let it get serious. She liked him, sure. But something in her recoiled from the emotional closeness dating seemed to require. It all felt too fast, too risky. Like walking into a room where the lights were off and the rules weren’t posted on the wall.
Still, she wasn’t immune. Once, at a summer church camp, a boy from another youth group had sat beside her during chapel and whispered a compliment about her smile. Her heart had stuttered. That night, she’d stared at herself in the mirror of the girls’ cabin bathroom, wondering what it would be like to be pursued. To be wanted.
But the thought was always chased by something sharper. Fear, maybe. Or shame. Or the quiet sense that desire was a slippery slope—and that the moment you indulged even a fraction of it, you might never get your footing back.
Temptation, in her mind, wore dark eyeliner and smelled like smoke. It happened to other people—girls who let themselves be alone in cars with boys, who wore short skirts and said they were “spiritual, not religious,” who drank things they couldn’t pronounce and posted stories about “living their best life.” Sarah prayed for those girls. She hoped they’d come to know the Lord.
But she didn’t associate with them. Not because she felt superior, but because she didn’t know how to hold space for both compassion and concern. It was easier to keep her distance. Easier to stay clean.
And yet, late at night, curled up under her blankets with her Bible on the nightstand and her phone in her hand, she sometimes found herself scrolling through pages she shouldn’t—romantic stories, confession threads, Instagram influencers whose lives looked effortless and untethered. She’d catch herself staring too long. Then, flushed with guilt, she’d shut it all down, delete the tabs, and whisper a frantic prayer of repentance.
I don’t want this, Lord. I want to be holy.
She meant it, too.
But underneath her whispered prayers was a deeper question she didn’t dare put into words—Why do I keep looking back at the things I know I don’t want?
She didn’t have an answer. So she buried the question in discipline and surrounded it with Scripture. She memorized verses about self-control. She fasted from social media every other month. She doubled down on her youth group lessons.
Because desire, once named, might lead her somewhere she couldn’t return from. And Sarah Whitaker was not the kind of girl who got lost.
The Cracks No One Notices
The youth group at Havenwood was Sarah’s domain—her mission field, her family within a family. Every Wednesday night and Sunday after church, she led Bible studies and prayer circles, directed messy game nights, and offered warm hugs and patient ears to a handful of teenagers still figuring out what it meant to believe.
She loved them, genuinely. She remembered what it felt like to be fourteen and unsure of where you fit, trying to figure out who you were in a world that gave you a hundred different answers. Her heart ached with tenderness for their questions, their dramas, their slowly forming faith. She offered them guidance, grace, and the well-rehearsed words she’d grown up with.
But sometimes, their honesty unsettled her.
“Sometimes I don’t feel anything when I pray.”
“I think I believe in God, but I’m not sure about the church.”
“My parents say drinking is a sin, but they have wine at dinner every weekend.”
Sarah would listen, nod, affirm, and gently reroute the conversation toward truth. “God honors your questions,” she’d say, or “What does Scripture say about that?” She never dismissed them. She just… guided. Reframed. Redirected toward the light.
But afterward, when she was alone—gathering up empty chip bags and straightening throw pillows in the youth room—she sometimes wondered if they saw through her. If they knew that, deep down, she didn’t always feel anything either. That sometimes, when she prayed, the silence felt like static. That she too had questions she never voiced.
At home, those same questions surfaced in other ways.
Her brother James was still James—funny, affectionate, a bit too charming for his own good. But something had shifted. He came home late from community college or his part-time job, slipped up to his room without lingering. Once, she saw him standing outside with a lighter in his hand, staring at it like it might speak to him. She ducked back behind the curtain before he could notice her watching.
He still teased her at dinner, still ruffled her hair and called her “Saint Sarah,” but his eyes looked tired. He rolled them more often. He sat at the far edge of the living room during family devotions, thumbing through his phone while their dad read from Romans.
No one mentioned it.
Sarah wanted to. She almost did, once, while helping him fold laundry, but the moment passed, and he cracked a joke about how their mom folded socks “like she was preparing them for the Second Coming,” and she laughed, relieved.
She figured it was a phase. Everyone had them. He’d come around.
Their family wasn’t perfect, of course. No family was. But in Sarah’s mind, imperfection meant stress, not sin. Tiredness, not disobedience. The real brokenness—the kind that got whispered about in prayer requests or shared in trembling testimonies at women’s retreats—belonged to other families.
So when she caught her mother crying quietly in the kitchen one afternoon, her back to the door, Sarah froze. She watched her wipe her cheeks and return to stirring the soup like nothing had happened. Evelyn didn’t say anything when Sarah entered the room, just smiled and asked if she could set the table. Her voice was steady. Too steady.
Sarah obeyed, hands shaking just slightly as she pulled out plates.
She didn’t ask. She didn’t want to know.
Because if her mother—the woman who always had a plan, always had a smile—was falling apart, even for a moment, what would that mean for the rest of them?
No. Best not to name it. Best to believe what she’d always been taught: We are more than conquerors. God gives strength to the weary. All things work together for good.
Besides, Sarah had always been good at keeping things together. Holding space. Being the one people turned to. She was the steady hand, the faithful daughter, the cheerful leader.
There wasn’t room for her to fall apart. Not yet.
The Departure to Crestwood
The last Sunday before she left for college was golden—the kind of day that looked like it had been prayed into existence. The sun was warm but not oppressive. The church service was full, the worship set hit all the right notes, and her dad’s message was on “Stepping Out in Faith.” People called it timely. Sarah called it confirmation.
Afterward, there was a cake in the fellowship hall with her name on it. White frosting, pale blue cursive: We’re Praying for You, Sarah! The youth group gave her a gift basket—devotionals, a journal, sticky notes with Bible verses, a Crestwood hoodie someone had ordered off the college website. Mrs. Holt hugged her three times. Mr. Langley handed her an envelope with gas money “and just a little more for emergencies.”
She smiled until her cheeks hurt. She accepted each blessing like a benediction.
But beneath the celebration was a current of something quieter—something only she could feel. An ache she didn’t quite know how to name. Her parents were proud. Her friends were supportive. The whole church had prayed over her at the end of the service, hands raised and voices unified. And yet, as she stood in the doorway of the youth room one last time, staring at the posters and whiteboard scribbles and mismatched beanbag chairs, a question stirred in her chest:
What if I can’t carry this with me?
Not the décor. Not the rhythm. The faith. The image.
She tried to push it down, but it wouldn’t settle. So she filed it next to the other questions she never asked and went home to finish packing.
That evening, her suitcase lay open on her bed, half-filled with modest blouses and carefully folded jeans. Her Bible, marked with sticky notes and underlines, sat at the top. A printed prayer from her mother was tucked between its pages.
Sarah sat cross-legged beside it, sorting through her jewelry box. Her fingers closed around the cool metal of her purity ring. She hesitated. It wasn’t that she didn’t believe in it anymore. She did. But lately, it felt less like a promise and more like a flag. A signal. I’m good. I’m safe. I know the rules.
Still, she slid it onto her finger.
From the hallway, she heard murmurs—her parents talking. The door to their room was closed, but the walls were thin. Her mother’s voice sounded tense. Her father’s was low. She couldn’t make out the words. She didn’t try. She reached for her headphones instead, choosing worship music over worry.
That night, her brothers came by to say goodbye. Michael gave her a long hug and reminded her to lock her dorm door every night. Luke slipped a handwritten note into her palm and said, “Read it when you miss home, not before.” James was last. He didn’t say much—just pulled her into a hug and whispered, “You don’t have to prove anything, you know.” Then he was gone.
The next morning, they loaded up the van. Evelyn packed snacks in gallon bags and tissues in the glove compartment. Pastor David prayed before they pulled out of the driveway. As Meadow Creek faded in the rearview mirror—its water tower, the diner on the corner, the white steeple of Havenwood—Sarah felt something shift in her chest.
Not grief. Not fear. Something else. Like a string stretching between what had always been and what was coming next.
They didn’t talk much on the drive. Her dad hummed softly to the radio. Her mom looked out the window, her hands folded in her lap. Sarah stared straight ahead, her heart full of names and faces and rituals and verses—and a few questions she hadn’t dared to voice.
What would college be like? Would she find a church that felt like Havenwood? Would she fit in? Would her values feel like armor—or like weight?
And then, the one she couldn’t shake: What if I get there and realize I’ve only ever known God in theory?
She didn’t say it aloud. Instead, she whispered a quieter prayer.
Lord, I’m going. Be there, too.
As they pulled onto the tree-lined campus of Crestwood University, the afternoon sun casting everything in gold, Sarah reached for her bag, adjusted her ring, and stepped into the unknown—still wrapped in the light of everything she’d been taught, and entirely unaware of how much of it was about to be tested.

Chapter 1: The Crossroads of Belonging
Move-In Day — Friday, August 30
The drive to Crestwood University was quiet for the first forty-five minutes. Sarah sat in the back seat, forehead against the glass, watching the world stretch open beyond the rows of silos and family farms. Her suitcase rattled beside her. Her Bible sat in her lap. She kept her hands folded over it like a promise.
“Still got about an hour,” Pastor David said from the driver’s seat, adjusting his rearview mirror.
“Want anything from the cooler?” Evelyn asked, her voice gentle as she leaned into the conversation. “I packed sandwiches, some grapes…”
Sarah shook her head. “I’m okay. Just thinking.”
They didn’t ask what about. The silence filled in like grout between the bricks.
She loved her parents. Deeply. But even now, the love felt wrapped in plastic—safe, predictable, sealed for preservation. Her mother’s gentle questions, her dad’s steady words—they were familiar, even comforting, but rarely probing. It was hard to know how much of their calm came from trust in God, and how much came from not wanting to stir the water.
Her dad, especially, had always been a steady presence—but a distant one. The kind of father who was always available for others. He counseled broken marriages, sat with the dying, mentored the men’s group with patience and precision. But with her, it was different. Not neglect, exactly—just a constant undercurrent of being second to the needs of the church. Even his compliments felt like they were spoken through a microphone.
They talked about church. About classes. About which girls in the youth group had chosen Crestwood before her. They didn’t ask if she was nervous. Or scared. Or still carrying the weight of questions she couldn’t quite name. Sarah stared out at the horizon and wondered what kind of girl she would become once no one was watching.
In the mirror, her father’s eyes met hers for a brief second. He smiled.
She smiled back.
And then turned her face toward the window again.
At 10:13 a.m., they arrived.
Crestwood University rose up out of the hills like a small city. Its red-brick buildings towered with age and confidence, ivy curling around archways, students weaving between structures like threads in a living tapestry. There were banners stretched across lampposts: Welcome, Class of 2028! A student DJ blasted pop music from a folding table. People wore T-shirts that said things like CRESTWOOD MOVE-IN CREW and CAMPUS LIFE: WEIRD, BUT SAFE.
Sarah stepped out of the van and into a whole new universe.
The freshman dorm loomed in front of them: Marston Hall. Co-ed, apparently, though no one had said that out loud until the welcome email the week before. Sarah hadn’t known what to think of that. She still didn’t.
Inside, the lobby was a whirlpool of chaos—boxes, duffel bags, nervous parents, and a student worker handing out keys like candy.
“Room 214,” Sarah said to the girl at the desk.
“Oh yeah! You’ve got Jenna. She’s already up there. Super chill. You’ll love her.” She handed over a folder, a lanyard, and a door key attached to a Crestwood keychain shaped like an acorn.
They climbed the stairs. The hallway was hot, full of nervous energy and open doors. Voices spilled out of every room—parents arguing over posters, roommates meeting for the first time, someone already playing music too loud.
Room 214 was at the far end. Sarah pushed open the door.
“Hey!” came a bright voice. “You must be Sarah.”
Jenna stood in the middle of the room, holding a strand of multicolored string lights. Her hair was cropped short and dyed a soft teal at the tips. She wore a pair of oversized overalls and a crop top. Her side of the room was already half set up—tie-dye comforter, art prints of constellations, and a plant hanging in the window. The space smelled faintly of citrus and incense.
“This is my mom, Linda,” Jenna added, nodding to a tall, strong-eyed woman standing by the bed with a roll of tape.
Evelyn stepped forward first. “It’s so nice to meet you both. I’m Sarah’s mom. This is my husband, David.”
“Pastor David,” he added with a handshake.
Linda’s eyes flickered briefly at the title, but her smile didn’t waver. “You’ve raised a good one,” she said warmly. “Jenna was hoping for someone kind.”
“Well,” Evelyn said with a laugh, “that’s Sarah.”
As the parents exchanged pleasantries, Sarah and Jenna began the quiet dance of roommates: shifting boxes, unzipping suitcases, figuring out what went where. Their movements were polite, curious. Jenna didn’t talk too much, but she radiated ease—like she already belonged here.
“I like your Bible,” Jenna said, glancing at the floral hardcover resting on Sarah’s desk. “It’s cute. You have, like, really sweet handwriting too. You label your tabs?”
Sarah smiled. “Color-coded by section. I’m kind of a system person.”
Jenna grinned. “That is the most adorable thing I’ve heard all day.”
She said it with a teasing lilt, but there was something sincere underneath—like she was genuinely charmed.
“You’ve got this whole earnest, vintage-y Christian-girl vibe going on,” Jenna added, hanging a small macramé planter near the window. “It’s very… endearing. Like, if Pinterest were a person but also really polite.”
Sarah blinked, half-laughing. “I… thank you? I think?”
Jenna turned and gave her a wide, amused smile. “No, seriously. I mean it. You’re cute. Eccentric in a wholesome way. Like, the kind of girl who knits and actually writes thank-you notes. I respect that.”
“I do write thank-you notes,” Sarah admitted, blushing slightly. “And I tried to learn to knit once. It didn’t go great.”
Jenna laughed—an actual, delighted laugh that bounced off the cinder block walls. “Yep. I knew it.”
Sarah blinked again. She wasn’t used to people being this direct.
Jenna smirked. “College, baby. Full of surprises.”
She turned back to her wall of lights, humming to herself. “I think we’re gonna be a good pair. You’ll keep me grounded, and I’ll make sure you loosen up a little.”
Sarah didn’t know what to say, so she just smiled and kept unpacking her books.
Unpacking and First Conversations
By the time their parents left for the Parent & Family Welcome Session at 1:00 p.m., Room 214 was half-settled and twice as chaotic.
Sarah’s side of the room looked like a page out of a college-prep magazine: crisp twin XL sheets with a floral quilt folded at the end, a photo board hung with small clothespins (pictures of her family, her dog, and her church small group), a planner opened on her desk, highlighters already in color-coded clusters. Her Bible sat on a stand like a framed photo.
Jenna’s side was a curated mess of layered blankets, a diffuser puffing out lavender-scented vapor, and a whiteboard with Be gay. Do homework. scribbled across it in pink marker.
“I feel like you’ve lived here for weeks,” Sarah said, looking around Jenna’s half of the room.
“I came yesterday,” Jenna replied, flopping onto her bed. “Early move-in for leadership orientation. I’m technically a ‘Wellness Peer Mentor,’ which basically means I get to tell people where the bathrooms are and give out condoms.”
Sarah raised her eyebrows before she could stop herself.
Jenna laughed. “I mean, not literally handing them out like mints. But yeah. There’s a wellness center downstairs. They’re free. This school’s all about the harm reduction vibe.”
Sarah sat on the edge of her bed, unsure what to say. She opened her nightstand drawer, rearranged a few items, then closed it again.
“So what made you choose Crestwood?” Jenna asked, sitting cross-legged now, curious.
Sarah smiled a little. “Honestly? Money. My parents really couldn’t afford a private school. I wanted to go somewhere with a good education program—I'm majoring in elementary ed—and this was the best state school in reach.”
“Ahh, got it. Well, welcome to chaos. Eight thousand students and only like twelve good parking spots.”
Sarah laughed, finally relaxing. “And you?”
“I grew up about thirty minutes away, in a suburb that thinks it’s cooler than it is. My mom wanted me to go somewhere I could still come home on weekends if I needed to. But I told her I wanted to actually experience college—not just take classes and go home after.”
Sarah nodded. “I think I’m still figuring out what I want this to be.”
“Well, I’m definitely not here for the parties,” Jenna said with a smirk. “But I am sure I’ll make it to some!”
Their floor meeting at 3:00 p.m. took place in the lounge at the end of the hall, where twenty or so wide-eyed freshmen sat on mismatched couches and plastic chairs. Their Resident Advisor, a tall junior named Megan with a Crestwood T-shirt and a clipboard, welcomed them with awkward enthusiasm.
“Okay, folks, welcome to Marston Hall, Floor 2B! This is your home for the year—treat it like one. We’re gonna go over some ground rules, roommate agreements, and just basic life expectations. Yes, this is a co-ed floor. Yes, that means different people, different values, different needs. Respect is everything.”
They went over policies: quiet hours, cleaning rotations, signing in guests, sharing mini-fridges, fire alarms. Then the part that caught Sarah off guard.
“There’s a section in your roommate contract about overnight guests. It’s important to talk honestly with your roommate about comfort levels—whether that’s a significant other, a friend visiting from out of town, or anyone else who might spend the night. Consent applies to shared spaces too.”
Someone behind Sarah snorted. A guy in a backwards cap muttered something under his breath about “rules killing the vibe.” Megan ignored him and moved on.
“There’s also a wellness station in the main lobby with free menstrual products, OTC meds, and safer sex supplies. We believe in harm reduction, so that includes condoms, dental dams, lube, etc. If you have questions, the wellness team is here all semester.”
Sarah looked at Jenna, who offered her a small, amused shrug like yeah, I know, welcome to  college life.
Back in their room after the meeting, Sarah opened her closet door and stood there for a moment, staring at her modest, collared blouses and ankle-length skirts. Suddenly, they felt more… obvious. Like a costume she hadn’t realized she was still wearing.
Jenna flopped onto her bed and started painting her nails. “So... overnight guests. I’ll just say it now—I’m not planning on bringing anyone back. Too much drama. And I snore when I’m drunk, so that’s just embarrassing.”
Sarah blinked. “You… you drink?”
“Occasionally,” Jenna said casually. “Not like, every day. But yeah, I’m not a monk.”
Sarah laughed awkwardly. “Yeah, I guess not.”
“You don’t, right?” Jenna asked—not accusing, just curious.
Sarah shook her head. “No. I’ve never even… I mean, I’ve never tried.”
“Totally fine. I admire your restraint. Really.” She waved her newly painted hand toward Sarah. “You’ve got this whole Miss Honey from Matilda thing going on, but like, if Miss Honey had an edge.”
“I don’t think I have an edge.”
“You do. You’re funny. In that quietly intense, I-read-missionary-biographies-for-fun kind of way.”
Sarah tried to look offended. She couldn’t. “I… actually do.”
“I know you do. That’s what makes you kind of fascinating.”
Sarah didn’t know what to do with that, so she grabbed her devotional book and flopped back onto her bed.
It wasn’t even dinner yet, and already she could feel her head spinning.
Orientation Shock
Friday, August 30 – 5:57 p.m.
Crestwood University
Campus Dining Hall → Lecture Hall B
When the last session wrapped and the buzz of orientation turned into a dull roar of parting directions and campus maps, Sarah and her parents walked her to the cafeteria. The sun was low and gold, casting long shadows across the quad. Pastor David carried her suitcase as if it were nothing, and Evelyn carried a Tupperware of homemade muffins she insisted Sarah keep in her dorm.
At the entrance to the dining hall, the goodbyes came quickly—not because anyone rushed them, but because long goodbyes always made things worse.
Her dad gave her a one-armed hug, strong and brief. “You’re ready,” he said. “You know who you are.”
Sarah smiled, nodding, the words catching like thread on a splinter. “Thanks, Dad.”
Her mom hugged her tighter. “Text me, okay? Just once in a while so I know you're eating and not surviving on vending machines.” Evelyn held her a moment longer. “You’re going to shine.”
“I’ll try,” Sarah whispered. “Love you.”
“Love you too, sweetheart.”
They walked out together, her suitcase wheels clattering softly behind them until it was just Sarah at the door, watching their backs retreat toward the parking lot. Her dad didn’t look back—maybe on purpose. Maybe because he couldn’t. He had a sermon to write. A counseling session to prep for. Another need to meet. He was always good at giving people what they needed. She just wasn’t always sure if she counted as people.
Sarah stood still for a moment, then turned toward the warm chaos inside.
Dinner was buffet-style—stainless steel trays of pasta, steamed broccoli, garlic bread, and unlabeled cookies that Jenna claimed were “probably peanut butter unless they’re secretly tofu.” They sat together at a table near the back, surrounded by a sea of students, all crammed together and buzzing with conversation.
Across the table, a guy with a buzz cut and a tank top was trying to convince a girl from Michigan that Greek life wasn’t “just about parties, but actually about forming sacred brotherhoods.” Sarah kept her eyes on her tray and tried not to laugh.
At 7:00 p.m. sharp, an RA stood up and clapped her hands. “Alright, everyone! Once you’re done eating, we’re heading over to Lecture Hall B for tonight’s Community Wellness Orientation! Mandatory but fun. Or at least… informative.”
Jenna groaned. “Here comes the PowerPoint on STDs.”
Sarah froze, mid-bite. “What?”
Jenna shrugged. “Don’t worry. They have slides. And cartoons.”
7:21 p.m. – Lecture Hall B
The lights dimmed. Sarah sat somewhere in the middle row, sandwiched between Jenna and two other girls from their floor, both of whom smelled vaguely like vanilla and vape pens. The presenter—a health educator with a lanyard full of pins—stood at the front beside a projection screen.
“Good evening, everyone! Welcome to Crestwood’s Community Wellness and Harm Reduction Orientation! Tonight we’re going to cover some important topics that affect all college students—no matter your background, values, or lifestyle.”
The slides began to click.
· “Consent is More Than a Checklist”
· “Healthy Sexuality: Owning Your Choices”
· “Substance Use: Be Real, Be Safe”
· “Sleep, Stress, and Surviving Freshman Year”
Sarah tried to keep her face neutral, but her stomach was tight. The speaker was upbeat, energetic, and deeply sincere, but everything felt… upside down. Back in Meadow Creek, conversations like this were reserved for back rooms and whispered guidance. Not public forums with free condom bowls and cartoon graphics of people holding hands in bathrobes.
The presenter passed out fliers with information about where to get free birth control, who to contact for mental health counseling, and what to do if you or a friend experienced assault. There were bolded sections about safe partying, how to pace your drinks, how to spot when someone might be in trouble.
“Remember,” the speaker said, “our goal isn’t to tell you what’s right or wrong for you. Our goal is to make sure you’re informed, safe, and supported—no matter what you choose.”
Sarah stared at the handout. On one side: tips for “hooking up safely.” On the other: a flowchart for navigating consent and power dynamics.
Jenna leaned over and whispered, “Overwhelmed yet?”
Sarah nodded stiffly. “Just… a little different from what I’m used to.”
Jenna gave a sympathetic smile. “Yeah, I figured. Don’t worry. You don’t have to agree with it. You just have to hear it.”
Back in Room 214 Sarah sat cross-legged on her bed, the flyer tucked under her pillow like it might spread by osmosis. She wasn’t angry. Not really. Just… out of place. Like the rules of the game had changed and no one had told her what position she was supposed to play anymore.
Jenna kicked off her shoes and flopped backward onto her bed, scrolling through her phone.
“Just remember,” she said without looking up, “half of that was for the people who’ve already done all of it. The other half is for people like us who haven’t. They’re not saying you should—just what to do if you ever do.”
“I know,” Sarah murmured. “It’s just a lot.”
“Yeah,” Jenna said. “But it gets less weird. I promise.”
Campus Life Begins – August 31, 2024
Saturday morning came quickly, and Sarah woke up to the thin, gray light filtering through the blinds. The campus was already humming by the time she got dressed, the air alive with motion and newness. Somewhere down the hall, someone had burned toast. A guy in a hoodie jogged past her in the stairwell, earbuds in, eyes glazed with sleep.
Jenna was still buried beneath her blankets when Sarah left for the health and wellness session. She scrawled a quick note on a sticky pad—“Headed to the thing at Lecture Hall A :)”—and stuck it on Jenna’s desk. It felt oddly formal, but also like the right kind of gesture.
The session was exactly what she expected. The speaker used phrases like substance boundaries and navigating sex-positive spaces. Sarah sat stiffly, trying to be polite, to absorb rather than react. She’d been taught all her life to honor authority, to be respectful even when she disagreed—but inside, she felt like her spiritual muscles were tensing against something much deeper than information. It wasn’t just the content. It was the casual tone, the way the presenter seemed to assume this was everyone’s reality. That these were just rites of passage.
She took the handout anyway. Folded it carefully and slid it into her bag. Later, she’d probably throw it away. Or maybe not. She didn’t know yet.
Back at the dorm, Jenna was awake and painting her toenails. She glanced up. “Survive the trauma talk?”
“Barely,” Sarah said with a smile that felt more tired than sarcastic. “How do people just talk about… all of that like it’s normal?”
Jenna shrugged. “I think it’s just part of it now. You don’t have to believe any of it. They just don’t want anyone ending up in the ER.”
Sarah nodded slowly. “I get it. It’s just… a different world.”
Jenna gave a half-smile. “You’re adjusting faster than you think. You didn’t even flinch when I said hookup just now.”
“I flinched internally.”
“Still counts.”
Later that afternoon, they wandered the student org fair together, weaving between booths for hiking clubs, social justice initiatives, student publications, and niche hobby groups like Beekeeping and College Quidditch. The lawn was crowded and chaotic, students calling out from tables, handing out candy, stickers, and sign-up sheets.
That’s when Sarah saw the Bridge table—quiet and almost hidden in the shade. The hand-lettered sign didn’t shout. It whispered. Scripture. Faith. Community. There was no flashy posterboard, no gimmicks. Just one guy sitting behind it with a relaxed posture and a calm presence that stood out in the sea of attention-grabbers.
He looked up once and met Sarah’s eyes—not in a performative way, but like he actually saw her. She looked away quickly. She didn’t even go up to the table. Just took in the name, the room number, the atmosphere of it.
Bridge. The name stayed with her.
Jenna came back from another table with a lanyard and a flyer for a local open mic night. “Anything good?”
Sarah hesitated. “There’s a Bible study. Wednesday nights. Looks… interesting.”
Jenna didn’t laugh or make a face. She just nodded. “Cool. You going?”
“I think so.”
“Let me know if it’s chill. I might come.”
Sarah blinked. “Really?”
Jenna shrugged. “I like listening to people talk about things they believe in. It’s refreshing when people actually mean what they say.”
They stopped at a frozen lemonade cart before heading back to their dorm. For the first time that weekend, Sarah didn’t feel like a visitor.
Later that night, Jenna was sprawled on her bed scrolling on her phone. “Any church plans for tomorrow?”
Sarah looked up from her planner. “Yeah. There’s a shuttle that leaves at 9:30. It goes to a couple churches in town.”
Jenna nodded. “That’s good. You’ll feel better once you’re in your rhythm.”
Sarah paused, then added, “You can come with me. If you ever wanted.”
Jenna smiled without looking up. “Thanks. I’m not there right now. But I like that you are.”
It was a strange kind of comfort—being accepted by someone who didn’t believe the same things, but still saw her for who she was.
Sarah turned off her desk lamp, slid under her blanket, and stared up at the ceiling. She didn’t feel steady yet. But maybe, slowly, she was finding her footing.
Clash of Cultures
It started with a conversation on the steps outside the student union.
Sunday afternoon was warm and slow, the kind of day that made everything seem easier than it really was. Church that morning had been small and friendly—a nearby nondenominational place with acoustic worship, a coffee bar in the lobby, and a sermon on grace that made Sarah feel like she could breathe again.
Back at campus, she and Jenna sat side by side with iced coffees in hand, watching students pass like streams around them—laughing, yelling, skateboarding, flirting, sprawled out on the quad like they belonged to it. Sarah still felt like she was trying to earn her place.
“They’re so free,” Sarah said suddenly, watching a group of girls walk past in crop tops and biker shorts, arms looped around each other, talking loudly.
Jenna followed her gaze. “Yeah. They are.”
“Doesn’t it feel like… no one here hesitates before they say things?” Sarah asked. “Back home, everyone was so careful. Like we were always trying not to mess up. Here, people just... say whatever. Do whatever.”
Jenna took a long sip of her drink and whatever it was she said was lost as she prefaced it with a word that never was said in Sarah’s house or world. After she said it and saw the shock she said . “Sorry, I mean, yeah, absolutely.”
Sarah flinched. It still startled her every time Jenna swore—not because she was offended exactly, but because it felt like crossing a line she’d been raised not to touch.
“Sorry,” Jenna said, not sounding sorry. “You mean like questioning authority?”
“Kind of,” Sarah said. “Like… people don’t seem afraid of being wrong. Or getting in trouble.”
Jenna nodded. “Because we’ve already been in trouble. We’ve already gotten it wrong. Or our parents did. Or church did. Or some teacher. So it’s like—why pretend?”
Sarah didn’t know how to respond to that.
“It’s not rebellion, necessarily,” Jenna added. “It’s survival. Like, if the rules didn’t protect you, you stop trusting them. You make your own.”
Sarah looked down at her coffee. “Back home, the rules were the point. Like, you were a good person if you followed them. That’s how you kept things safe.”
Jenna was quiet for a moment, then said, “Did it work?”
The question sat between them, uncomfortably honest.
Sarah started to answer, then stopped. She thought about the things she hadn’t named. Her brother James and his late nights. Her mom’s long silences in the kitchen. The way her dad sometimes stared at nothing after board meetings.
“It worked until I started asking questions,” she said quietly.
Jenna didn’t push. She just leaned back, letting the silence stretch between them like something sacred.
Then she pulled a pack of cigarettes from her hoodie pocket.
Sarah blinked. “I didn’t know you smoked.”
“I don’t really,” Jenna said, pulling one out and holding it between her fingers. “Just sometimes. When I’m overthinking. I used to vape, but smoking is less convenient so I do less of it.”
She held the pack out toward Sarah. “Want one?”
Sarah stared at it.
She had always known the “right” answer to that question. Always imagined she’d be ready to give it. But in this moment, with the breeze brushing her face and the quiet between them still lingering, she didn’t feel certain about anything.
“No,” she said finally. “I don’t think I’d like it.”
Jenna shrugged. “Fair.”
She lit it and took a slow drag, then exhaled toward the sky.
“It’s disgusting,” she said. “I hate it. But it makes me feel like I’m in control of something.”
Sarah nodded. She didn’t understand it, not fully—but she didn’t judge it either.
They sat like that for a while, side by side, the sun dipping lower in the sky.
“Do you think I’m naive?” Sarah asked after a long pause.
Jenna looked over at her, a soft smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. “Yes. But not in a bad way.”
“In what way, then?”
“In the way that makes people want to protect you. Or—more honestly—the way that makes people want to see if you’ll stay that way.”
Sarah let out a breath. “I don’t know if I can.”
Jenna looked at her more seriously. “Then maybe the better question is—do you want to?”
Sarah didn’t answer.
Because she didn’t know.
September 4, 2024
Baxter Hall smelled like floor wax and old books. It was the kind of building where every step echoed a little too loudly, where the doors were slightly warped and the ceilings buzzed with tired fluorescent lights. Room 212 was tucked at the end of the hall, its door propped open by a stack of donated devotionals. The sign outside read simply:
Bridge – Wednesday at 8PM
Scripture. Faith. Community.
Sarah took a breath and stepped inside.
There were maybe a dozen students, scattered across a circle of folding chairs. The room wasn’t decorated, but it didn’t feel cold. A whiteboard at the front had a verse scrawled across it in a handwriting that was just messy enough to feel sincere:
“Grace and truth came through Jesus Christ.” — John 1:17
A guy with a plain gray hoodie and a quiet presence stood at the front, sorting through a stack of Bibles. He didn’t look like the leader—not at first. But when he glanced up and met her eyes, Sarah felt the weight of someone who saw people.
“You made it,” he said, walking over. “I’m Eli.”
“Sarah,” she replied, offering her hand. “It’s my first time.”
“Well, welcome. We don’t bite. Except for Caleb—he leads music sometimes. He might bite.”
Sarah laughed, the tension easing in her shoulders. She found a seat. Eli opened the night with prayer—not performance, not flashy, just simple and honest. Then he opened the floor.
“We’re talking about John 8 tonight,” he said, “the woman caught in sin. Not because of the scandal—though that’s what usually gets attention—but because of the way Jesus chooses to respond. He doesn’t dismiss truth. But He doesn’t start with condemnation either.”
Sarah listened closely. The group was mixed. Some students spoke confidently, others just nodded. Eli guided the conversation without dominating it. When she finally spoke up, her voice was steady.
“I think what always gets me,” she said, “is how everyone expected Jesus to draw a hard line. Instead, He knelt in the dirt. Like He was trying to lower Himself to her level—maybe even beneath it.”
Eli looked at her thoughtfully. “That’s a powerful way to see it.”
She felt the heat rise in her cheeks but didn’t look away.
Afterward, a few people lingered. Sarah stayed near the back, flipping through the notebook she’d brought out of habit more than necessity. Eli made his way over.
“Thanks for sharing tonight,” he said. “You’ve got a good read on people. You speak like someone who pays attention.”
“I try.”
“Can I give you my number?” he asked, casually. “Just in case you ever want to talk about this stuff more—or if you’re looking for good coffee recommendations.”
Sarah didn’t hesitate. “Sure.”
They exchanged phones, names already typed in. His contact popped up under Eli (Bridge) with a small acorn emoji he’d added for some reason she didn’t ask about.
“See you next week?” he asked.
“Yeah,” she said. “Definitely.”
Back at the dorm, Jenna was listening to music with her feet up on the desk.
“So... Bible study boy?”
Sarah smiled faintly. “Eli. He’s thoughtful. Knows Scripture. Not annoying about it.”
“Cute?”
“I didn’t say that.”
“Mm. But you didn’t not say it.”
Sarah laughed, shaking her head. “He’s... grounded. That’s all.”
She didn’t mention the phone number. Not yet.
Thursday, September 5
It wasn’t a wild invitation—just a simple, casual ask from Jenna as she tossed her keys into her bag.
“Some friends are having people over off-campus. Chill crowd. Music, snacks, maybe wine. Want to come?”
Sarah hesitated.
She wasn’t the party type. Everyone who knew her back home would’ve agreed. But something about the invitation didn’t feel like rebellion. It felt like reconnaissance. Observation.
“I’ll come,” she said. “But I’m not drinking. And I want to leave early.”
“Deal.” Jenna grinned. “You’re gonna be fine.”
The apartment was already humming when they arrived. It wasn’t loud—just full. Full of music, warmth, movement. Christmas lights lined the ceiling, mismatched furniture was shoved against the walls, and the smell of popcorn mixed with something vaguely herbal. There were people perched on counters, lounging on beanbags, playing cards on the floor.
Sarah stood just inside the door for a beat, taking it in.
Everything about the scene was familiar and unfamiliar at once—like stepping into a movie set based loosely on real life.
The clothing was the first thing she noticed. People wore denim jackets with political patches, wide-legged pants, bralettes under flannel, chunky boots, black nail polish. Even the guys looked effortless. Stylish without trying.
Sarah looked down at her own outfit—jeans that fit conservatively, a lavender cardigan, and white sneakers that still looked brand new. She didn’t look bad. But she looked out of sync.
If I’m going to keep showing up at things like this, she thought, I’m going to need a different wardrobe.
Jenna handed her a red Solo cup. “It’s wine. Or something pretending to be wine. No pressure.”
Sarah took it, mostly for the symbolism. She sipped. Sweet. Weak. Easy to ignore.
She wandered for a while, stopping at the edge of a group discussing an art exhibit downtown. Another group was deep in conversation about relationships—one girl saying she didn’t believe in labels, another insisting boundaries were love. It all buzzed in the background like static Sarah couldn’t quite tune in or turn off.
A guy with a beanie and a philosophy major energy leaned in near the kitchen. “The real question,” he said, holding a cup and gesturing like a TED talk, “isn’t whether God exists. It’s whether meaning exists without Him.”
That caught Sarah’s attention. She didn’t jump in—but her ears perked.
No one seemed to have an answer. Just theories. And wine.
She moved toward the window, needing air.
Outside on the balcony, the city stretched wide beneath a bruised sky. Jenna joined her, holding a half-eaten cookie and reaching for a smoke.
“So?” Jenna asked. “Are you spiraling? Bored? Secretly loving it?”
“I’m fine,” Sarah said. “It’s not really my scene, but I’m glad I came.”
“Yeah?” Jenna tilted her head. “You look like you’re narrating everything in your head like a novel.”
“I kind of am.”
“Fair. You’re like an undercover anthropologist.”
Sarah smiled. “That’s actually exactly what it feels like.”
She looked back at the apartment. The people inside weren’t lost. They weren’t reckless. They were just… living. Messy, searching, laughing, figuring things out in public. It wasn’t shallow—it was loud. It was different.
“What do you think they’re looking for?” Sarah asked suddenly.
Jenna raised an eyebrow. “Them? Honestly? Connection. And maybe not to feel alone. Same thing everyone’s looking for.”
Sarah nodded. That felt right.
Her phone buzzed. A text.
Eli (Bridge):
Just checking in. Hope your night’s peaceful.
Sarah stared at it.
He meant well. It was a kind message. But it made her feel… boxed in. Like peaceful was the only acceptable answer.
She typed:
“Just back at the dorm, reading and winding down :)”
A lie. But not one she was proud of.
She didn’t want to explain where she was—not because she was ashamed, but because she didn’t want the interpretation that would follow.
As they walked back later, Jenna looping her arm through Sarah’s with casual familiarity, Sarah felt the weight of two different worlds settling on her shoulders.
She wasn’t lost. She wasn’t changing.
But she was watching. And listening.
And maybe, for the first time, asking: What actually makes a life meaningful?
Friday, September 6 – Sunday, September 8
Sarah didn’t sleep well the night after the party. It wasn’t guilt, exactly. Just a persistent hum in her thoughts that wouldn’t quiet down. She replayed conversations in her head—not just the ones she’d had, but the ones she’d overheard, the ones she wished she’d joined. She kept circling the same question:
What actually makes a life meaningful?
She still believed the answer had to do with faith. With purpose. With God. But that answer didn’t feel as neat as it used to.
The next morning, she texted Eli.
Sarah:
Thanks for checking in last night. Want to grab coffee sometime next week?
He replied within the hour.
Eli:
Definitely. I’d love that. Maybe Monday afternoon? There’s a place near Baxter Hall that’s quiet and actually has good espresso.
Sarah smiled at the screen. His messages were always clear. Kind. Predictable. In a way, that made her feel safe. In another way, it made her nervous—like she couldn’t tell him anything that didn’t fit a script he’d already written.
That afternoon, she walked downtown alone.
Jenna had gone to a spoken word event, but Sarah wanted time to think. She wandered through the rows of small shops—bookstores, cafes, vintage clothing stores—until she found herself standing in front of a boutique she normally would’ve walked past.
The mannequins wore things Sarah would never pick for herself—form-fitting tops, distressed jeans, cropped sweaters with bold lettering. Clothes that didn’t hide a body so much as highlight it.
She went inside.
She told herself it was just curiosity. Cultural research. A chance to see how the other half dressed.
But forty minutes later, she walked out with a small paper bag and a receipt that made her stomach twist.
Back at the dorm, she opened the bag on her bed and took out the contents like someone defusing a bomb. A black v-neck tank top. A cropped knit sweater. A pair of dark skinny jeans that felt like sin in denim form.
She held them up, one by one, staring. Then she folded them tightly, put them in a plastic bag, and shoved them under her bed.
She didn’t tell Jenna. She didn’t tell Eli.
Sunday night, she met Eli for coffee.
He was already there when she arrived—hoodie sleeves pushed to his elbows, Bible open next to a worn journal, steam curling up from a ceramic mug.
“Hey,” he said warmly. “I wasn’t sure you’d come.”
Sarah smiled as she slid into the booth. “Of course I came. You promised espresso.”
They talked for nearly an hour—about classes, professors, favorite books, their mutual love of crisp fall mornings and quiet study spots. It was easy. Too easy, almost.
Then the conversation turned.
Eli leaned back, his expression shifting to something quieter. More serious.
“I want to ask you something,” he said. “And no pressure—just honesty.”
Sarah nodded.
“Do you feel like you’re staying rooted here? Spiritually, I mean. With everything going on—new people, new rhythms—do you feel like you’re staying grounded in truth?”
Sarah hesitated. Not because she didn’t know what she believed. But because the question felt less like curiosity and more like concern.
“I do,” she said carefully. “I’ve been reading. Praying. Trying to think critically. I’m not slipping, if that’s what you’re worried about.”
Eli gave a half-smile. “I’m not worried. I just know how easy it is to drift. A lot of people do—without even realizing it.”
Sarah wanted to ask what “drifting” meant to him. She wanted to say that maybe asking questions wasn’t drifting. Maybe observing people who lived differently wasn’t the same thing as falling away.
But she didn’t.
Instead, she nodded.
“Thanks for asking,” she said. “I’m okay.”
He looked at her for a long moment, then reached for his journal and flipped to a folded flier tucked inside.
“There’s a campus debate coming up,” he said. “Student-led forum on ethics and faith. They’re looking for a few voices to speak from a Christian perspective. I thought of you.”
Sarah blinked. “Me?”
“You’re articulate,” he said. “Thoughtful. People would listen to you. I think it would be a really good opportunity to represent truth well.”
She didn’t answer right away. She just stared at the flier.
Part of her was honored. Part of her felt like she was being cast in a role she hadn’t auditioned for.
“I’ll pray about it,” she said finally.
He smiled. “That’s all I can ask.”
That night, Sarah sat cross-legged on her bed, the plastic bag of clothes still hidden underneath.
She still believed. She still prayed. She still opened her Bible every morning.
But for the first time, she wasn’t sure whether faith meant holding tighter or letting go just enough to really understand the people around her.
And as she turned out the light, she whispered—not to Eli, not to Jenna, but to God:
I don’t want to perform. I want to know You. Whatever that takes.
A Balancing Act
The days at Crestwood University rolled into weeks, and Sarah found herself living a life divided. By day, she was a dedicated student and an engaged member of the Bridges Christian fellowship, where she discussed theology and shared faith-driven experiences with like-minded peers. Her interactions with Eli, the group's leader, were both comforting and increasingly complex, as she respected his guidance and felt attracted to him for his good looks and for the certainty – over-certainty that he seemed to carry with him about life.
By night, Sarah explored the vibrant university culture with Jenna, who introduced her to a world that was exhilaratingly free. Jenna’s enthusiasm for life's varied experiences opened Sarah to scenes and gatherings she had never imagined attending back in her hometown. It was at one of these gatherings, a casual party in an off-campus apartment, that Sarah's dual life became most apparent.
The apartment buzzed with the energy of university life. Music blared from speakers, setting a backdrop for laughter, animated conversations, and the clinking of glasses. Students lounged on makeshift seating, some debating passionately, others lost in lighter chatter. In corners, couples engaged in deep conversations or sat closely together and made out, occasionally standing up to grab another drink or join another group, their interactions marked by youthful passion and laughter.
Sarah felt a mix of fascination and discomfort as she navigated through the crowd. Jenna, ever the free spirit, floated through the room with ease, occasionally stopping to introduce Sarah to friends or to share a quick story. Despite the fun, Sarah couldn’t fully shake her internal dissonance. The world here was so different from anything Eli and her Bridges friends would approve of.
As the party continued, Sarah sipped her drink absentmindedly, enjoying the buzz of conversations around her. Suddenly, she noticed a slight fuzziness in her head and a tingling in her limbs that seemed unusual. With a sinking feeling, she realized her drink tasted slightly off; someone must have spiked it. This realization jolted her, causing a rush of anxiety. She was far from the familiar safety nets she had always known.
By the time she returned to her dorm, the weight of her double life was palpable. The quiet of her room was a stark contrast to the evening's chaos. As she lay in bed, Sarah felt the isolation that her secrecy bred. She was living two lives, and while the excitement of her new experiences was undeniable, the solitude they brought was becoming hard to bear.
Reflections and Resolutions
The morning after the party, Sarah awoke in her dorm room, her mind swirling with the events of the previous night. The realization that her drink had been slightly spiked had initially alarmed her, but upon reflection, she acknowledged that she hadn't felt any serious effects and hadn't participated in anything she regretted. 
Despite the whirlwind of new experiences, her thoughts continually returned to Eli and their last conversation. Eli had always been a pillar of guidance in her faith journey at university, but lately, his advice felt more like veiled instructions, his concern bordering on control. "Remember, finding a balance doesn’t mean compromising your values," he had told her, a line that echoed with an underlying insistence on his perspective.
Later that day, when Sarah saw Eli at a Bridges group meeting, his presence did not comfort her as it once had. As he outlined the group's activities and responsibilities, his tone was firm, leaving little room for dissent. Sarah found herself questioning whether his guidance was in her best interest or if it was a subtle attempt to mold her into his ideal of what a faithful young woman should be.
That night, as she lay in bed, Sarah thought about the drink she had at the party. It was her decision, and frankly, she saw no harm in it. This realization was pivotal; it wasn't about the drink but about her ability to make choices for herself without feeling guilty or judged. I can do what I freaking want she thought, and then said it out loud – shocked at the thrill she felt in expanding her vocabulary. She knew this was a toned down version of a bad word, but even this was never a part of her vocabulary and saying it gave her a rush. It was a declaration of her independence, a subtle rebellion against the constraints she felt and the expectations of her background.
Moving forward, Sarah decided she would continue to engage in the social aspects of university life that she enjoyed, but with a newfound awareness of her limits. She wouldn't drink to excess, but she wouldn't abstain completely either if she didn't want to. 
Chapter 2: The Crossroads of Belonging
A Growing Connection
Monday, September 9
Bridge ended later than usual, the group lingering around folding chairs, conversations stretching from faith to coffee shops to how impossible Intro to Statistics was becoming.
Sarah had offered a few thoughts during the study—on calling, on how Peter’s failure didn’t disqualify him—and Eli had nodded as she spoke, that way he did, like he saw depth in her words even when she wasn’t sure they carried any.
Afterward, as people gathered in informal clusters, he caught up with her near the exit.
“You want to grab a cup of coffee?” he asked, a little shy this time, not quite the confident leader voice he used during discussions.
Sarah hesitated, then smiled. “Sure.”
The coffee shop was quiet, half-lit, the buzz of the espresso machine steady in the background. They sat by the window, hands cupped around mugs.
Eli leaned back, that thoughtful look on his face again. “You always talk like you’re considering your words, like they’re bricks in a wall you’re building slowly.”
Sarah raised an eyebrow. “That sounds… controlled.”
“I meant it as a compliment.”
“I know.” She sipped her drink. “I guess I just don’t want to say things that aren’t true.”
“I respect that,” he said. “Not a lot of people on this campus care if what they say aligns with what they believe. You’re rare.”
She smiled, but a part of her tensed. Rare felt like a compliment with a label attached. Like being noticed and categorized at the same time.
They talked about their classes—his theology minor, her education major. He told her about a professor who refused to use gendered pronouns for God, and how hard it was to keep respectful without compromising truth. She nodded, genuinely interested. She admired his clarity, his conviction.
“You’d be great in ministry,” he said after a pause. “If you ever felt called.”
Sarah laughed. “My dad’s a pastor. I think one in the family is enough.”
“Still,” he said, “you carry yourself with purpose. People notice.”
That night, back in their dorm room, Jenna was sprawled across her bed, flipping through a Bible she’d borrowed from Sarah’s desk.
“Okay,” she said, “so are you going to explain this prostitute thing to me or not?”
Sarah blinked. “What?”
“There’s, like, this whole section in the Old Testament where prophets marry prostitutes? And God seems okay with it? What is that?”
“Oh—Hosea,” Sarah said, sliding off her shoes. “Yeah, that’s a metaphor.”
Jenna looked up. “A metaphor for what, exactly?”
Sarah laughed, caught off guard. “No. It’s supposed to show how faithful God is even when we’re unfaithful to Him. Like… Hosea’s marriage is a picture of how Israel keeps walking away, but God keeps loving them.”
“Huh,” Jenna said, flipping another page. “Still wild. Seems like if God was that hurt, He could’ve just walked away.”
“He doesn’t, though,” Sarah said softly. “That’s the point. He’s faithful even when we don’t deserve it.”
Jenna raised an eyebrow. “Sounds a little codependent.”
Sarah didn’t answer right away. “It’s grace.”
The word hung between them—too simple for Jenna, maybe, and yet the only answer Sarah had ever needed.
Jenna didn’t push. Just nodded slowly. “I’ll give it this much. The Bible is way messier than I expected.”
Sarah smiled. “Yeah. It is.”
And that, she realized, was what she’d come to love about it.
Beneath the Surface
Wednesday, September 11
Sarah stood in front of her closet longer than usual.
Everything hanging there was safe. Buttoned-up. Church-trip approved. Jeans with structure. T-shirts that didn’t draw attention. Cardigans in soft, forgettable colors. Then there was the black tank top. The one with the low neckline and soft, clinging material. The one she’d bought two weeks ago and hadn’t worn. Not outside the mirror, anyway.
Her heart ticked faster as she pulled it on, just to see.
It was… flattering. Nothing wild. But different. Something she would never have worn to Wednesday night youth group back home. She tugged her favorite oversized flannel over it, then a loose t-shirt. Covered. Completely. No one would see anything. But she would know.
She tucked the tank’s edges deeper beneath the hem of her shirt. Took one more look in the mirror. And left.
In class, nothing happened. No stares. No attention. No comments. The tank was her silent rebellion—her hidden confession. She participated in the discussion on gender theory in education, took notes, offered an insight or two. She wasn’t unraveling.
But she felt it—like her outside was still Meadow Creek, but her inside was turning toward something she didn’t yet know how to name.
That night, Jenna was curled up on her bed with Sarah’s Bible again, flipping pages like she was looking for drama.
“So… Job,” Jenna said, propping herself up on one elbow. “What kind of God plays chess with people’s lives just to win a bet with the devil?”
Sarah looked up from her laptop.
“It’s not a bet.”
“It’s a wager.”
Sarah took a breath. “The book of Job is about suffering and sovereignty. It’s trying to answer the question of how good people can suffer when they haven’t done anything wrong.”
“Right, but the guy loses everything. Kids, house, health. And God’s just like, ‘Where were you when I laid the foundations of the earth?’ That’s not comfort. That’s deflection.”
Sarah couldn’t help but smile. “That’s poetic. It’s supposed to put Job in perspective. To remind him—and us—that God’s understanding is so far beyond ours. It’s not about fairness. It’s about trust.”
Jenna snorted. “That’s… convenient.”
Sarah didn’t get defensive. She never did.
“You don’t have to like it,” she said gently. “But I still believe God’s good, even when we don’t understand Him.”
Jenna looked down at the page. “You really do believe all this, don’t you?”
Sarah nodded. “I do.”
“Even the weird parts?”
“Even the weird parts.”
Jenna sat back. “Well. You’re either brainwashed or really brave.”
Sarah grinned. “I’ll take brave.”
And when she got ready for bed that night, folding her clothes carefully before climbing under the covers, she didn’t feel guilty for what she wore. But she didn’t feel entirely at ease, either.
It was just a tank top.
But it felt like something more.
Like testing a door to see if it might open.
Louder Invitations
Friday, September 13
The house was already pulsing when they arrived—bass thudding through the floorboards, warm air heavy with the smell of sweat, cheap vodka, and something herbal Sarah couldn’t name.
Jenna led the way without hesitation, weaving through a thicket of bodies in the living room, past a couch someone had dragged onto the porch and a table full of red Solo cups and open bottles. Sarah kept close behind, the hem of her sweatshirt tugged low, the neckline of her hidden tank top tighter than usual beneath it.
She hadn’t planned to stay. She was just going to look.
But time blurred here.
The kitchen was crowded with people talking over one another, laughter bouncing off the walls, some half-dancing to music that didn't seem to belong to any one room. Someone handed Sarah a cup without asking. “It’s light,” they said. “Promise.”
She didn’t even like carbonation. But she didn’t say no.
The beer was warm and slightly bitter, the kind of flavor that coated your tongue and made you wonder why anyone would voluntarily go back for more.
She took one sip.
It was awful.
And yet... strangely intriguing.
She sipped again, slower this time, letting the taste settle in the back of her throat. Still awful. Still unfamiliar. But the experience itself—it felt like a puzzle piece from someone else’s life, something she’d picked up out of curiosity, not rebellion.
She didn’t finish the cup. Just carried it for a while, something to hold.
Jenna appeared beside her at some point, holding court with a small group by the hallway. They laughed hard at something she said, and Jenna turned to Sarah with a raised eyebrow. “You okay?”
Sarah nodded. “Just... watching.”
“That’s what I figured.” She bumped her with a hip. “Anthropology, right?”
“Exactly.”
Jenna handed her a chip from a half-stale bowl. “This isn’t Meadow Creek. But you’re handling it.”
Sarah smiled faintly. “I’m not lost.”
She wasn’t. But she was further from the shore than she’d ever been.
Later, Sarah stood in the hallway, leaning against the wall, the noise around her ebbing and flowing like the tide. A girl sat slumped on the bottom stair, mascara streaked and mouth trembling as she tried to type a text with shaking hands. Another couple disappeared into a back room, the door closing behind them with too much certainty.
No one looked ashamed.
No one seemed shocked.
Everything was out in the open here. Messy.
She felt no desire to join in.
But she also felt no need to leave just yet.
For the first time, Sarah wondered if part of faith wasn't just saying no to sin, but sitting still enough to understand why people kept choosing it anyway.
When they got back to the dorm, well after midnight, Jenna kicked off her shoes and flopped onto her bed. “That party was a solid seven. Better than last week’s five. Not quite an eight.”
Sarah didn’t answer right away.
She changed into pajama pants, peeled off the layers of her outfit, and looked at the black tank top in her hands before folding it quietly into her drawer.
Then she sat on her bed and opened her Bible—not out of guilt, but out of grounding.
Jenna turned off the lamp on her side.
In the soft glow of the desk light, Sarah read the first Psalm.
Blessed is the one who does not walk in step with the wicked...
She wasn’t walking in step. She was watching from the sidewalk.
And somehow, that felt lonelier than she expected.
Sunday, September 15
The room was warm—sunlight pouring through old windows, catching dust in the air like particles of gold. Bridge had moved to an upper-level studio classroom this week, and the mismatched chairs and paint-flecked floor gave the meeting a looser, more vulnerable feel.
Eli stood near the front, hands in his hoodie pocket. “Tonight’s about holiness,” he said. “Not the kind that makes you feel like you have to hide. The kind that frees you.”
Sarah felt her shoulders relax at that. She liked how Eli framed things. He didn’t sound legalistic. But he also didn’t avoid truth.
He read from 1 Peter: “As He who called you is holy, so you also be holy in all your conduct.”
Then he paused and looked at the group. “What does that look like—here? At a campus where nobody seems to care?”
People offered thoughts. Quiet obedience. Sexual boundaries. Integrity. Compassion. And then someone brought up modesty.
It wasn’t a big moment. Just a girl near the back, asking how holiness connected to what we wear, how we present ourselves.
Eli didn’t hesitate. “Modesty’s not about looking frumpy,” he said. “It’s about the heart. About not using your appearance to draw attention in a way that distracts from who you really are—who God says you are.”
Sarah nodded slowly. She agreed, didn’t she?
But the comment hit something raw.
Later, she sat on her dorm bed, Bible open in front of her, fingers resting on the page but eyes staring out the window.
What does it mean that I’m sexual? she thought.
The word itself made her wince a little. Not because she didn’t believe God created that part of her, but because she wasn’t used to naming it. Let alone sitting with it.
She was attracted to men. That wasn’t shameful. It was... normal. But what did that mean for her clothes? Her posture? Her intentions?
Am I modest because I want to honor God? Or because I’m afraid of being noticed?
She thought about the black tank top that she had now folded in her drawer. No one saw it. But she had. And it made her feel something.
Empowered? Exposed? Feminine?
She thought about how carefully she dressed for Bridge. How she layered conservative outfits and checked her neckline in the mirror before leaving. And she realized something that startled her:
She dressed modestly because she wanted Eli to find her attractive.
Not because her skin showed—but because her spirit looked composed. Pure. Gentle. The kind of girl who gets chosen. The kind of girl worth pursuing.
And wasn’t that... also about drawing attention?
If a girl wears something low-cut so guys will notice her... and I wear something modest so a guy will notice me... are we really that different?
Her throat tightened.
Was holiness just about what was visible?
Or was it deeper?
She opened her journal and wrote:
What if I’m blending in just enough to feel brave... but still hiding just enough to feel safe?
What does holiness mean if I want to be desired, too?
Is it wrong to want to be wanted?
Does God see through all of this? And still call me His?
She didn’t have answers.
But tonight, holiness didn’t feel like a category. It felt like a question.
And for once, she didn’t rush to resolve it.
Increasing Intimacy
Tuesday, September 17
The texts started early that morning.
Eli (8:03 AM):
“Good morning, Sarah. Praying for your lit class today.”
Sarah (8:15 AM):
“Thank you! I need it. We’re tackling Sylvia Plath and my professor is intense.”
Eli (8:16 AM):
“Sounds like a battle of worldviews. Let me know how it goes.”
By lunchtime, he’d sent her a quote from Bonhoeffer and a link to a worship song he thought she’d love. In between classes, she replied with a photo of her coffee and a tired emoji.
It was easy. Familiar. Kind.
But by dinner, something in her felt... full. Like the thread that tied them was beginning to tighten.
At 8:47 PM, she didn’t respond to a text right away. She’d left her phone on her desk and walked to the common room, where Jenna was curled up watching a documentary with a group of film majors.
When she returned an hour later, two messages were waiting.
Eli (9:12 PM):
“Didn’t hear back—everything okay?”
Eli (9:28 PM):
“No pressure, just checking in. :)”
Sarah stared at them, thumb hovering above the screen. It wasn’t invasive. It wasn’t inappropriate.
But it wasn’t... free.
She texted back a smiley face and said she’d just gotten back from hanging out.
She didn’t mention Jenna. Or how much she enjoyed being away from her phone.
Later, in their room, Jenna had Sarah’s Bible open again.
“Okay,” she said, “what the heck is going on in Song of Solomon?”
Sarah looked up from her homework, startled. “You’re reading that?”
“I was curious. I mean, this is the Bible, right? ‘Your hair is like a flock of goats’? And this part—” she pointed, grinning, “‘Your two breasts are like twin fawns of a gazelle.’ What is this?”
Sarah blushed and laughed in spite of herself. “It’s poetry. It’s symbolic. It’s about covenant love—about God’s design for intimacy.”
Jenna smirked. “Sure, but like… it’s also really into boobs.”
Sarah couldn’t help it—she cracked up.
When the laughter faded, Jenna looked at her sideways. “Do you actually believe God cares about that stuff? Like how we love? How we express it?”
“I do,” Sarah said. “I think love is sacred. I think sex is meant to be more than physical.”
Jenna nodded slowly. “But what about desire? Attraction? Wanting someone, even when it’s messy?”
Sarah swallowed hard. “I think... that’s where grace has to meet truth. Where love and limits collide.”
Jenna raised her eyebrows. “You talk like someone who’s still figuring it out.”
Sarah paused. “I am.”
After Jenna fell asleep, Sarah lay in the dark, scrolling back through Eli’s texts.
She liked him. That wasn’t a question.
But sometimes she wondered if he liked her... or the idea of her. The version that came wrapped in modest clothes and thoughtful quotes and well-timed Bible verses.
She reached under her sweatshirt and touched the edge of the tank she was still wearing beneath it.
He didn’t know about it.
Would it matter if he did?
Would she?
Private Rebellion
Thursday, September 19
Sarah stood in front of the mirror longer than usual that morning, the silence in the room heavy with unspoken questions. Jenna had already left for class, and the dorm was still. The mirror, dusty at the corners and slightly warped, reflected a girl who still looked like home—jeans, a college crewneck sweatshirt, hair pulled back neatly. But beneath the ordinary layers, something was different.
She reached down and adjusted the black tank top she’d slipped on beneath it all. It was soft, edged with delicate lace. Not risqué. Not even visible. But she could feel it against her skin. That was the point.
There was no one to see it.
But she saw it.
And wearing it made her feel... not bold, not defiant. Just real. A little less like a daughter of Meadow Creek and a little more like a woman trying to understand who she was outside of expectation.
She pulled her sweatshirt down a little farther and looked at herself again. Nothing had changed, not on the outside. But she could feel the difference. And somehow, that made the ordinary look feel almost like a disguise. A soft costume for a girl who was beginning to live a layered story.
In her literature class, the professor launched into a lecture about appearance and perception—how clothing, voice, and posture shape the way characters are read by the world around them. “What you wear,” he said, gesturing emphatically, “tells people who you are—or at least, who you want to be.”
Sarah’s pen paused on her notebook.
Who do I want to be?
She caught her reflection in the classroom window—small, blurred, backlit by autumn sun. The girl in the glass looked composed, tucked in, well-read. No one would guess what was underneath. And part of her was proud of that. Not proud like vanity—proud like control. Like she alone carried the weight of knowing, and no one else could touch it.
After class, as students packed up, a guy she only half-recognized offered a quick, casual compliment. “You always seem put together,” he said, smiling. “Not like most of us.”
It wasn’t flirtation. Just a line tossed her way, easy and sincere.
But something in her lit up anyway.
Because it meant she was seen.
And for a moment, it didn’t matter that he didn’t know her name. It was enough that someone noticed the outside—even if the inside remained hidden.
Back at the dorm, Jenna was lounging on her bed with her laptop, earbuds in, lost in another documentary. The lights were dim. Sarah sat down on her side of the room and opened her journal, staring at the blank page.
She wanted to write about holiness, but the word felt too clean for what she was feeling.
Because she wasn’t rebelling in the ways people usually talked about. She wasn’t crossing lines she couldn’t come back from. But she was asking questions. And for once, she didn’t feel like those questions were betrayals. She felt like they were part of the journey.
She finally wrote:
What if holiness is less about what I cover or reveal… and more about whether I’m telling the truth about who I am?
I’m not trying to seduce anyone.
But I do want to be desired.
And I don’t think I should be ashamed of that.
And when she closed her eyes, she didn’t feel guilty.
She felt human.
Still becoming.
Still beloved.
Sitting in the Mess
Saturday, September 21
The hallway outside their dorm room was quiet, save for the occasional creak of the radiator and the muffled thud of bass from someone’s speaker down the hall. Sarah was brushing her teeth when the door opened behind her, and Jenna walked in, makeup smudged, eyes rimmed red.
She dropped her purse on the desk, kicked off her boots, and sat heavily on the edge of her bed without a word.
Sarah turned off the bathroom light, stepped back into the room, and paused, toothbrush still in hand.
“Hey,” she said gently.
Jenna didn’t look up. “You don’t have to ask. It’s not church-appropriate.”
Sarah sat on the edge of her bed across from her, pulling her knees to her chest. “I’m not asking to fix anything.”
Jenna exhaled, a sharp breath through her nose. “Do you ever feel like people only want your story after it's been cleaned up? Like... they don’t really want the raw version. They just want the part where you say, ‘But then I figured it out.’”
Sarah nodded. “A lot, actually.”
Jenna glanced up, surprised. “Even you?”
Sarah smiled softly. “Especially me.”
For a long moment, they sat in silence, the room dim except for the glow of Sarah’s desk lamp and the streetlight filtering in through the blinds.
Jenna finally spoke, voice low. “My ex was at the party. We didn’t talk. Just... the way he looked at me. Like I was something broken he used to own.”
Sarah didn’t know what to say. And that, she realized, was okay.
So she didn’t offer a Bible verse.
Didn’t quote Eli. Didn’t try to thread the pain into a sermon.
She just sat there.
Present.
Jenna wiped under her eyes with her sleeve. “Sorry. I’m a wreck.”
“You’re not,” Sarah said. “You’re just... human. Like everyone else.”
“You think God really sees all of this?” Jenna asked, almost to herself.
“I think He does,” Sarah said. “And I think He doesn’t flinch.”
Jenna looked at her for a long time. “That’s the only reason I’m still willing to open that Bible sometimes.”
Sarah didn’t respond. She just reached over and grabbed the half-empty bag of kettle corn from her nightstand and held it out.
Jenna took a handful.
They sat like that for a while—eating popcorn, saying nothing.
The Bible sat between them on the floor.
Unopened.
But not unwelcome.
Solitude and Surrender
Sunday, September 22
Sarah didn’t go to Bridge that morning.
Not out of rebellion. Not even exhaustion. Just... a need for quiet.
She left the dorm early, pulling on a hoodie and slipping a notebook into her bag. The campus was still, the kind of hush that felt almost reverent. The sun had just started to rise, warm light spilling across the sidewalks in soft amber streaks. It was fall’s first clear promise—cool air, crisp leaves, a sky rinsed clean from the night.
She walked to the edge of campus where the lawn gave way to a narrow path, then followed it until she found a bench beneath a red maple. No one was around. Just the distant chime of the chapel bell and the rhythmic tapping of squirrels above her, busy with whatever squirrels did on quiet Sunday mornings.
She sat.
Not to do anything. Just to be.
The air smelled like dirt and dew and the faint sweetness of decaying leaves.
Sarah opened her notebook, stared at the blank page, and didn’t write. Not at first. She simply breathed.
Everything this past month felt like motion—new thoughts, new people, new invitations, new questions. It was all good, mostly. But noisy. And somehow, sitting here, she realized she hadn’t actually been alone with God since arriving.
Not really.
She thought about Eli. His attentiveness. His texts. His encouragement. His expectation.
She thought about Jenna. Her honesty. Her hurt. Her hunger for truth beneath all the sarcasm.
She thought about the parties. The laughter. The beer she hadn’t finished. The tank top still folded in her drawer.
She thought about her Bible, which she still read nightly—but sometimes now with more questions than peace.
She let her fingers run over the edge of the notebook, then finally wrote:
Lord, I don’t know what I’m doing.
But I want to want You more than I want to be understood.
Help me hold on, even while I’m changing.
She looked up at the sky, pale blue now, with streaks of gold splitting through the clouds.
“I still believe,” she whispered. “Even if I’m not always sure what that means anymore.”
And for the first time in weeks, she didn’t feel pulled in two directions.
She just felt... still.
Not finished. Not figured out. But anchored.
And maybe, for now, that was enough.
Chapter 3: The Weight of Words, The Fire Within
The Café and the Conversation
Wednesday, September 25
Crestwood’s main café smelled like burnt espresso and cinnamon muffins—familiar and slightly chaotic, with half-finished assignments and half-finished conversations floating through the air. Sarah picked the corner booth beneath the window, her notebook already open and filled with half-sentences and bolded Scripture verses. She’d brought Lewis, Keller, and a stack of her dad’s old sermon printouts, annotated with scribbles from when she was sixteen.
She was still underlining a quote from Mere Christianity when someone slid into the seat across from her.
“Still prepping for battle, I see,” said Michael, setting his iced coffee down with a smile.
Sarah looked up, startled. “Oh. Hey.”
He nodded toward the open pages. “Let me guess—the moral argument for God’s existence, the Euthyphro dilemma, and probably a little C.S. Lewis to round it all out.”
She couldn’t help but grin. “You forgot Romans one through three.”
“Of course. Can’t forget total depravity,” he said with a mock shiver. “Mind if I join? I promise not to corrupt your theology. Much.”
Sarah hesitated only for a moment before nodding. “Sure. But I’m not here to argue. I’m trying to prepare.”
“That’s fair,” he said. “But sometimes the best preparation comes from the real thing.”
It didn’t take long before their conversation slipped into familiar patterns—questions, counterpoints, thoughtful pauses. Michael didn’t talk like someone trying to win. He talked like someone genuinely interested in how she thought. And that made Sarah relax. Until she realized just how quickly her confidence was growing.
She leaned forward, explaining the necessity of moral absolutes in a culture drifting toward relativism. She quoted Genesis, then Romans, then flipped the page and read aloud a line from Keller. Michael raised an eyebrow at that one, but didn’t interrupt. He listened. Carefully.
“Okay,” he finally said, “but how do you know your foundation is solid? Like really know? Don’t you ever wonder if you’re just repeating what you’ve always been told?”
Sarah felt a sharp pulse in her chest—not from doubt, but from something else. A protective heat.
“I don’t believe it because I was told to,” she said. “I believe it because it makes sense of the world. Because it offers grace where nothing else does. Because if God isn’t real—if truth isn’t real—then nothing matters. Not this conversation. Not love. Not justice. Nothing.”
She hadn’t meant to say so much. Or to say it so forcefully.
But something in Michael’s expression changed—not smugness, not irritation. Maybe respect.
“You’ve got fire,” he said, softly now. “That’s rare.”
Sarah flushed and looked down at her notes, suddenly self-conscious.
“It’s not about fire,” she murmured. “It’s about truth.”
But even as she said it, a thrill coursed through her. Not because she’d defended the gospel—but because she’d held her own. She had spoken, clearly, boldly, and someone had listened.
She hadn’t just passed the test.
The Forum Begins
📅 Friday, September 27
The student center auditorium buzzed with anticipation, a low hum of voices and shifting bodies beneath dimmed lights. Flyers with the event title—"Truth & Morality in a Pluralistic Age"—were scattered on every chair. At least seventy people had shown up. Maybe more.
Sarah stood behind the stage curtain, her note cards clutched tightly in one hand, the other smoothing the hem of her blouse for the third time. Her stomach churned, though not from nerves alone. It was something deeper. A tightening in her chest that had started earlier that afternoon, after a group text from the Bridges leadership team:
“Praying for you, Sarah. We know you’ll honor the Lord.”
She had responded with a heart emoji. But her thumb had hovered over the keyboard for a long time before that.
Across the room, Jenna sat in the back row, legs crossed, hair half-pulled up with a pen. She’d come, she said, “for the spectacle,” but when Sarah met her eyes, Jenna gave her a thumbs up and mouthed: You’ve got this.
Eli was near the front, sitting upright with folded arms, his gaze trained on the moderator as he introduced the speakers. His smile when Sarah walked up was small but unwavering.
The first few panelists introduced themselves with practiced ease—a humanist, an atheist-turned-spiritual-agnostic, and a political science major who used the word “deconstruction” four times in her opening sentence. Then it was Sarah’s turn.
She stepped to the mic.
The lights blinded her for a second, and her breath caught in her throat.
Then she spoke.
“I’m Sarah. I’m a freshman studying education. I’m also a Christian, and I believe that moral truth exists—not because we make it, but because it’s grounded in something, Someone, beyond us.”
She had planned to say more, but the words came out naturally, unforced. She looked down at her notes and then—didn’t need them. The arguments she’d memorized earlier this week rose to her lips with a strange clarity. She spoke about conscience, about design, about the consequences of untethered moral reasoning.
And it wasn’t just academic. Her voice had warmth, even edge. She told stories. She quoted Jesus, C.S. Lewis, and even referenced a campus poster on consent culture—“a good impulse,” she said, “but only meaningful if we believe people have real value that isn’t up for negotiation.”
There were nods. And frowns.
And silence.
That was the part she hadn’t expected—the room quieting, leaning in.
For a moment, it wasn’t about Eli. Or Jenna. Or proving Meadow Creek hadn’t made her soft.
It was just her. With the mic. And everyone listening.
When the moderator transitioned to the next speaker, Sarah sat down, her heart still racing, fingers trembling slightly in her lap.
Eli gave her a quiet nod, approval written all over his expression.
But Jenna, still seated in the back, gave her a different look.
Not critical. Not even amused.
Just... watchful.
And for a reason Sarah couldn’t name, that look lingered longer in her mind than any of the applause.
Cracks in the Armor
Friday, September 27 – Later that Evening
The moderator opened the floor for audience questions.
At first, they came predictably—queries about ethics without religion, relativism versus absolutism, how to find common ground across belief systems. Sarah fielded a few of them. Her answers were composed, even polished.
But then a girl in the third row stood up. Bright blue hair, flannel shirt, voice unwavering.
“This is for Sarah,” she said, locking eyes with her. “You talk about truth like it’s something safe. Like it comforts people. But I grew up in a church, too. And the people who talked most about truth were the ones who made me feel worthless. Condemned. So, here’s my question: If your God is love, why do His followers judge so harshly?”
The auditorium shifted. Even the moderator paused, brows raised.
Sarah swallowed. Her mouth went dry.
The answer was somewhere in her head. She’d heard sermons about it, read blog posts, underlined Keller’s words on grace until the ink bled through. But none of those words felt right now.
“I’m... I’m sorry you experienced that,” she said slowly. “That’s not who Jesus is.”
The girl didn’t respond—just stood there, waiting.
“I think—well, I believe—that truth isn’t meant to condemn, but to free. That when it’s real... it leads to healing. Not shame.”
It sounded good.
But it felt like recitation.
The girl sat down without a word.
Sarah’s chest felt tight.
She barely noticed the next speaker take the mic.
When it was over—after the polite applause and the closing remarks and the quiet dispersal of folding chairs—Eli found her outside the auditorium, a half-smile playing on his lips.
“You held your ground,” he said. “And you spoke with clarity. That’s rare.”
Sarah nodded, grateful for the affirmation, but already hearing the replay of her own words in her mind. She had spoken truth. But had she spoken love?
Had she answered the question?
Had she seen the girl?
She walked back to the dorm alone, past the lit windows of upperclassman apartments and the quiet hum of students still buzzing from the event. She kept her eyes down, her breath sharp in the cooling night air.
She should’ve felt triumphant. That’s what this was supposed to be, right?
But all she felt was the hollow thrum of something unresolved.
And the beginning of a question she wasn’t ready to say out loud:
What if being right isn’t the same as being good?
The Walk
Friday, September 27 – Late Night
Her phone buzzed just after eleven.
You still awake? Walk? —Jenna
Sarah stared at the screen for a second before replying.
Yeah. Meet you in the lobby?
She slipped on a sweatshirt and sneakers, hair pulled into a low ponytail, no makeup—bare, tired. The campus had quieted. Streetlights cast gold pools across the sidewalks. The student union sat dark and locked, and the breeze carried the early chill of October. It felt like a different world than the one she’d stood in earlier, facing an auditorium full of strangers.
Jenna was already outside, hood up, hands deep in her jacket pockets. She gave Sarah a small smile and fell into step beside her without a word.
They walked in silence for a while, the rhythm of their footsteps filling the space between them. It wasn’t tense—just full.
Eventually, they reached the small hill above the campus lake, where a pair of benches sat beneath an old oak tree. Jenna dropped onto one, pulling a cigarette from her coat and lighting it with a practiced flick. The flame lit her face for half a second—then vanished into smoke.
“Wanna talk about it?” she asked.
Sarah hesitated, then sat beside her. “I don’t know what to say. I did fine. Everyone said I did great.”
“But?” Jenna asked, exhaling slowly.
“But I didn’t feel anything after. I should’ve felt proud. I should’ve felt... something.”
“You felt hollow.”
Sarah blinked, surprised. “Yeah.”
Jenna didn’t say anything right away. She stared out over the still water, smoke curling into the cold air like a lazy ghost.
“I used to think being good would fix me,” Jenna said softly. “Being smart. Being moral. Then I tried being wild. That didn’t fix me either.”
Sarah let the words hang.
“I said things tonight I believe,” she murmured. “But I also wanted to be impressive. Wanted to win. Wanted Eli to think I was... I don’t know. Righteous.”
Jenna smirked. “He already does. And righteous guys are dangerous. They never think they’re the problem.”
Sarah laughed—quick and involuntary. “You’re not wrong.”
Jenna took another slow drag. “Want one?”
Sarah looked at her. The cigarette was offered like a question.
She didn’t answer right away.
Then she took it.
Held it awkwardly, like she’d seen in movies. Jenna leaned over and lit it for her. Sarah raised it to her lips and inhaled.
The burn hit instantly—harsh, acrid, scorching her throat. She coughed, blinking through the sting. Jenna chuckled.
“Yeah, it’s disgusting,” she said. “Told you.”
Sarah coughed again, eyes watering, but took another drag anyway. This one was smaller. Controlled.
It wasn’t about the cigarette.
It was about the act.
The moment.
The rule broken.
The line crossed.
The mask slipped.
For a second, she felt dizzy. But not from the nicotine. From the freedom.
“I don’t think I like it,” she said.
Jenna just shrugged. “You don’t have to.”
They sat a while longer, quiet. She didn’t put it out. She held it, took more drags that were a combination of buzz and pain.
And in the silence, Sarah knew she had stepped into something she didn’t fully understand yet.
But she wasn’t ready to step back.
Not yet.
 Shame and Silence
Saturday, September 28 – Early Morning
Sarah didn’t say a word on the walk back to the dorm. Jenna didn’t push. The streets were empty, the occasional car humming in the distance like a reminder that the world kept spinning, no matter how undone she felt inside.
By the time Sarah got back to her room, her clothes reeked. She peeled off the sweatshirt and stuffed it deep in the bottom of her laundry bag. Her fingers trembled as she washed her hands—once, twice, three times—scrubbing until her skin turned pink, until the smoky scent faded into the citrus of the soap.
Jenna had already climbed into bed, earbuds in, lamp off.
Sarah stood in the dim light of her desk lamp, staring at herself in the mirror. Her eyes looked tired. Not wild. Not guilty. Just… unsure. Like she’d caught a glimpse of someone she didn’t recognize. And maybe didn’t want to.
She grabbed her journal and sat on the edge of her bed, curling her legs beneath her. She flipped past the carefully lettered Bible verses, past the pages filled with sermon notes and Eli’s encouragements. She stopped on a blank page.
At the top, she wrote:
Psalm 51
Have mercy on me, O God, according to your unfailing love.
Then beneath it, her own voice:
I don’t think I sinned by smoking. I didn’t love it. I didn’t want to rebel. I didn’t want to dishonor You. So why do I feel like I did something wrong?
I think it’s because I liked the feeling.
Not the smoke.
The step.
The crack in the wall.
The glimpse of something unfiltered.
She stopped, pen poised above the paper.
Her heart was pounding again.
It wasn’t guilt over the cigarette. It was the fear that she’d crossed a line—not in action, but in desire. That something in her wanted to press further. Wanted to feel more.
She wrote again:
I don’t know what’s happening to me.
But it feels like something’s waking up. And I’m not sure it’s good.
She closed the journal and turned off the light, slipping beneath the covers. The room was silent except for Jenna’s breathing and the distant hum of late-night traffic.
Sarah lay there for a long time, staring at the ceiling.
And though she tried to pray, no words came.
Only a question:
The Taste of Shadows
Saturday, September 28 – Afternoon
The day passed in a haze.
Sarah went through the motions—breakfast in the dining hall, a trip to the library, a short check-in with her Bridge group in a study lounge. Everyone treated her like she was glowing from the debate. She smiled, thanked them, nodded politely. But underneath it all, she felt distant. Like someone watching herself from the outside.
When she finally made it back to her dorm room, the sun was low, casting gold across the carpet. Jenna wasn’t around. The room was quiet. Safe.
Sarah pulled out the clothes she bought from earlier that month 
She laid the shirt across her lap and just stared.
Her mind was louder than usual.
What does it mean that I’m sexual?
That I want someone to see me as desirable?
What part of modesty is godly—and what part is just cultural?
If I wore this at Meadow Creek, I’d be labeled. But here? No one would even blink.
She pressed her lips together, her fingers smoothing the fabric.
Am I trying to be attractive to men?
Yes, she admitted silently. I want Eli to notice me. I want him to see me as beautiful. I want him to want me.

She wasn’t spiraling. She wasn’t collapsing.
But she was unraveling.
Not from weakness, but from exposure.
Her life had been so small. So filtered. And now the world was suddenly full of options. Not just actions—but ways of being. Ways of feeling. And every time she stepped toward one—just an inch—it felt like something inside her changed.
The shadows weren’t warm. But they were real.
And that was what drew her.
She whispered aloud, just to hear it:
“I’m not addicted to sin.
I’m addicted to the edge of it.
To the thrill of standing near the boundary line—of wondering if I’ll cross it.
It’s the possibility of what comes next.”
She folded the shirt back up and returned it to her drawer. But this time, she didn’t hide it like a shameful thing.
She hid it like a weapon.
Something she might still need.
The Retreat Looms
Monday, September 30
Bridge Retreat was scheduled for the upcoming weekend—Friday to Sunday in the mountains, thirty students and three staff volunteers heading to a rustic camp with wooden bunks, morning devotionals, breakout sessions, and s’mores. Eli had asked Sarah to lead one of the discussions: Living Faithfully in a Post-Christian Culture.
She had said yes, of course. Almost immediately. It was what she did.
Monday morning, the group met in the student ministry office to go over logistics. Eli ran point, moving with confidence and clipped authority as he handed out paper packets and walking assignments. His energy had shifted since the debate—more focused, more intense, more invested.
“I think this weekend’s going to set the tone for the rest of the semester,” he said, nodding in Sarah’s direction. “Especially with new leadership stepping up.”
Sarah smiled—just the right amount—and said nothing.
When it was over, Eli caught up with her in the hallway.
“You good for your session?” he asked. “I printed copies of your outline for you, just in case.”
“I’m good,” she said. “Thanks.”
He paused, tilting his head slightly. “You’ve been quieter the last couple of days.”
Sarah shrugged, forcing a lightness into her voice. “Just tired. The debate kind of drained me.”
He nodded, but didn’t look fully convinced. “You’re doing great,” he said. “Just remember who you are, okay?”
Sarah returned the smile. But inside, the words sat heavy.
Just remember who you are.
That was the problem.
She wasn’t sure anymore.
Back in her dorm that night, she pulled out her journal and stared at a blank page.
She didn’t feel rebellious. She wasn’t abandoning God. But something had shifted. And not just because of the cigarette or the shirt. Those were just symbols—props in a much bigger story she hadn’t figured out how to tell.
What scared her most wasn’t that she’d sinned.
It was that she didn’t feel like she had.
It was that she had started asking new questions—and couldn’t make them stop:
What if this is who I am, too?
What if faith and shadows both live here?
What if neither side wants to let go of me?
She closed the journal without writing a word.
And turned off the light.


The Return
Sunday, October 13
The leaves were changing as Sarah stepped back onto campus—flames of amber, ochre, and red lining the walkways, a quiet beauty that made everything feel slightly enchanted, like the world was pausing to notice itself. She pulled her duffel tighter over one shoulder, already regretting not bringing a second coat. Crestwood’s fall air was sharp, especially after sunset.
She had gone home for a quick weekend visit. Her parents had hosted a church potluck, and she’d played the part with ease: hugging all the right people, sharing polite anecdotes, dodging questions about boys with laughter and a confident “I’m focused on my studies.” No one asked too much. No one saw the corners she’d started to color outside of.
Her mom had packed her some leftover apple pie wrapped in foil, still warm in her bag. Her dad had prayed over her before she left. It was all so familiar. So safe.
Now, walking up the hill to her dorm, Sarah felt the quiet tug of dual worlds again.
Jenna was waiting for her on the stairwell. She was cross-legged, earbuds in, hoodie up, her breath visible in the air.
“You made it,” she said, standing as Sarah approached.
Sarah smiled. “Barely. My dad insisted on topping off the windshield fluid. Twice.”
Jenna chuckled and reached out her hand. “Come on. I’ve got a fresh pack.”
They didn’t unpack. They didn’t talk about what time it was or whether they should be reviewing midterm notes. Within minutes, they were cutting across the quad, boots crunching over scattered leaves, the smell of fall thick in the air. No one was around. The chill kept most indoors.
They walked to the edge of campus, past the lake, up a path behind the Fine Arts building. The new spot was quiet. Overgrown. Hidden from view.
Jenna lit hers first and passed the pack.
Sarah hesitated, just a breath.
She took one.
The first inhale burned. But she had learned to breathe through it. To lean into the warmth that followed.
Sarah shrugged. “I’m not going to become addicted. I’ve decided.”
Jenna gave her a long look but didn’t argue. “Suit yourself.”
They sat in silence. The smoke curled lazily into the crisp night air.
Sarah looked at the stars overhead, tiny and sharp in the cold sky. “Do you ever think about how weird some parts of the Bible are?”
Jenna raised an eyebrow. “Only every time I open it.”
“Like… why does God let men have so many wives? And why is there an entire book about a prostitute named Gomer?”
“You tell me,” Jenna said, exhaling. “You’re the Bible major.”
Sarah laughed softly. “I’m not, but… I used to have answers for everything. At church, I mean. There was always a right interpretation, a good reason. Now I’m not so sure.”
They sat with that for a while.
Then Jenna said, “But you still believe, right?”
Sarah nodded slowly. “Yeah. I do. It’s just… I think I’m starting to believe differently.”
“Better or worse?”
“Different,” she repeated.
She flicked ash into the dirt and added quietly, “I think I’m still figuring out which parts are cultural and which parts are actually God.”
Perfect on Paper
Wednesday, October 16
Eli met her outside the student center with a smile that had just enough nervous energy behind it to be endearing. He was holding two coffees—one in a plain cardboard cup, the other in a red ceramic mug he’d brought from his apartment, because “you shouldn’t have to drink something meaningful out of something disposable.”
Sarah smiled, genuinely touched. “That’s oddly poetic for a Wednesday afternoon.”
He laughed. “You inspire my better metaphors.”
They sat under a tree still half-dressed in golden leaves, the sun peeking through just enough to warm their shoulders.
“I’ve been reading this old Tozer devotional,” he said, handing it over like it was a gift. The edges were worn, underlined with blue ink and pencil. “It’s got a section on consecrated living that reminded me of you.”
Sarah took the book gently, like it was something sacred. “Thanks,” she said. “That’s... really kind.”
He looked down at his coffee. “I called your dad over fall break and told him that I was praying about you. He asked me good questions. Protective, but not pushy.”
Sarah’s throat tightened slightly. He’d asked for her dad’s email, and he must have taken the initiative to call him too. This seemed fast for having known him not even two months.
“He said you’ve always been someone with quiet strength,” Eli continued. “He said you’d make a wise and faithful wife someday.”
The words landed somewhere deep in Sarah’s chest—like a blessing and a verdict all at once.
“That’s sweet of him,” she said, taking a sip of coffee. “And brave of you to bring it up.”
Eli smiled. “It wasn’t hard. You’ve made it easy to see your heart.”
Sarah felt the familiar warmth of affirmation rising in her—this was what she was supposed to want. What people back home prayed for. A good man. A shared faith. A future anchored in certainty.
They sat in comfortable silence for a few moments, the wind rustling the leaves, the campus buzzing faintly in the distance.
But her mind was already drifting—to the thrift-store jacket in her drawer, the one she’d worn on a late-night walk just two days ago. To the way her fingers remembered the lighter. To how she’d stared at the ceiling afterward, wondering why it didn’t feel like rebellion anymore.
Eli’s voice brought her back. “Have you been praying about what you might do next summer? I’m thinking about applying for the mission trip to the Philippines. They need teachers.”
Sarah’s breath caught slightly. “That’s amazing.”
“You should consider it,” he said. “We’d make a good team.”
Sarah nodded, the picture in her mind flickering—her in a modest dress, standing beside Eli in a church, teaching children in dusty classrooms. It wasn’t a bad picture. In fact, it was beautiful.
But it felt like someone else’s painting.
Later that night, as she flipped through the Tozer devotional, Sarah found the section he’d marked.
“The true follower of Christ will be known not by outward show, but by private obedience in the hidden life.”
She read it twice. Then closed the book.
It was a good reminder, she told herself.
A necessary one.
Still, she tucked it under her mattress before she went to bed—next to the lighter and the pack of cigarettes.
Silence
Monday, October 21
By the end of October, the air turned sharp, and dusk came too early. Campus moved slower under gray skies, students bundling up and cutting conversations short to get indoors. But Sarah and Jenna still walked.
Not every night. Not always to the same place. But enough that it became a rhythm—like a line in a song that always returned.
It wasn’t smoking that kept Sarah going out; at least, that’s what she told herself. It was the talk. The lack of pressure. The slow, easy way Jenna asked questions no one else did.
“Do you think Job really happened?” Jenna asked once, her breath fogging in the cold as they sat on a damp bench near the library. “Like, God actually made a bet with Satan over some guy’s life?”
Sarah exhaled slowly, her smoke merging with the smoke curling from Jenna’s cigarette. “I think it’s a real story. But maybe not literal. Maybe poetic truth, not historical detail.”
Jenna raised her eyebrows. “Did you always think that?”
Sarah smiled faintly. “No. I used to think the Bible had to be literal to be true. Now… I think it’s deeper than that.”
Another time, Jenna asked, “What’s the deal with Song of Songs? 
Sarah paused. “I actually read it this week. Just for myself.”
That had been true. She’d curled up in bed one night, reading it slowly under the soft light of her desk lamp. The language had startled her—not just its beauty, but its boldness. Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth?
And it wasn’t spoken with shame. It was desire. Passion. Celebrated.
It made something click in her.
When she was married, Sarah realized, she’d wear all the low-cut tops she wanted. Tight jeans. She’d dress with intention—let herself be seen, adored, desired. And it wouldn’t be wrong. It would be holy. Set apart. For her husband. Who cares if other people see.
That thought had startled her more than the verses.
Back on the bench, she said it aloud—casually, testing it: “When I get married, I’m going to dress exactly how I want. I’ll wear the clothes I’m not wearing now. The ones I’m too nervous to put on now.”
Jenna gave her a sideways look. “You mean the stuff I pretended not to notice last week?”
Sarah blushed but didn’t look away. “Yeah. That.”
Jenna didn’t tease. “I get it.”
Sarah leaned back, her eyes following the outlines of bare tree branches above them. “It’s weird. I’ve spent my whole life hearing that modesty is about honoring God. But what if it’s also just cultural? What if I’ve been scared of my body for no reason?”
Jenna flicked ash into the wind. “Seems like you’re not scared of it anymore.”
Sarah didn’t respond. She just breathed in the sharp fall air and let the silence stretch long and wide between them.
That night, as she lay in bed, Tozer’s words returned: Private obedience in the hidden life.
But now she wasn’t sure which version of her life that applied to.
Tightening the Lines
Thursday, October 24
The week started quietly, almost unremarkably. Sarah filled her planner with color-coded blocks: theology reading, Bridge leadership meeting, Sunday prep. Eli texted daily—verses, prayers, gentle questions about her week. She replied with warmth and carefully chosen emojis.
But by Thursday, the edges of her focus began to blur.
It wasn’t anything big. Just the small, creeping restlessness.
She sat in her Greek class, staring at a single verb form for ten minutes straight. The letters swam. Her pen tapped. She flipped her notebook closed before the professor finished his sentence.
The craving wasn’t just for nicotine—it was for the lake. The quiet. The unspoken truce between her and Jenna. The release from vigilance.
That night, she told Eli she was tired and needed to study alone. He offered to bring her coffee. She said no, thank you—firm but sweet. Then she packed the thrifted jacket in her tote bag, along with the half-used pack and a lighter that felt too warm in her hand.
By the time she got to the lake, the wind had picked up. Jenna was late. Sarah didn’t wait.
She lit up in the cold, the tip flaring in the dark. The first inhale hit fast. Her heartbeat slowed. Her shoulders fell.
She sat on the bench and whispered into the silence, “Just this once.”
The cigarette burned halfway before Jenna appeared.
“Didn’t wait for me?” she teased.
Sarah exhaled slowly. “I needed it.”
Jenna gave a low, knowing laugh. “Yeah. That happens.”
They sat together in a comfortable hush, passing a second cigarette between them. Sarah’s fingers trembled slightly—not from cold, but from how easy it was becoming.
“I’m not addicted,” she said suddenly, mostly to herself. “Technically, you’re still a non-smoker for insurance purposes if you smoke less than a pack a month.”
Jenna gave a soft snort. “That’s the most Sarah reasoning I’ve ever heard.”
Sarah grinned, a little proud of herself. “It’s true.”
“Then you’re fine.”
Sarah nodded. “Right. I’m fine. and even if I go over, it has to be for six months.”
But when they got up to walk back, her hands were already itching for another. Just one more. One more for the buzz. The silence. The self she could only be when no one else was looking.
She didn’t smoke another. Not that night.
But she thought about it all the way back to the dorm.
Visitors
Saturday, October 26
The text came just after lunch.
Dad: Just parked. Thought we’d surprise you. Mom made cookies. Where should we meet you?
Sarah stared at the message for a long moment, her thumb hovering over the screen. Her stomach twisted—not from guilt exactly, but something more subtle. A shift. A tightening. Like someone calling your name when you were pretending not to exist.
Sarah: Wow! What a surprise. I’ve got about 30 minutes between things. Meet you in front of the main library?
She exhaled and slipped the phone into her coat pocket, her fingers brushing past a crumpled receipt, a peppermint, a half-capped pen—nothing incriminating. Nothing that would give her away.
By the time she saw them standing on the library steps, Sarah had already pulled herself together: jacket buttoned, hair tucked neatly behind one ear, smile just big enough to seem effortless.
Her mom waved first, holding a container of still-warm snickerdoodles like it was the holy grail. Her dad looked the same as ever—hands in his jacket pockets, posture straight, that unreadable expression that was equal parts admiration and expectation.
“There’s our girl,” her mom said, reaching in for a hug. “You look beautiful. And busy.”
“Busy’s a good sign, right?” Sarah said, squeezing her mom’s arm and accepting a cookie.
They sat together on a bench just off the quad, the wind stirring the last golden leaves from the trees above. Her parents asked about classes. Church. Eli.
“He called me” her dad said, eyes steady. “Said you’re kind, steady, grounded in the Word. You’re doing exactly what we hoped you would.”
Sarah’s smile didn’t waver, but something behind her ribs tightened. She chewed her cookie slowly, nodding at the right moments, responding with all the practiced warmth of someone who’d been raised to speak truth and gratitude in equal measure.
“Are you getting involved with any ministry stuff beyond Bridge?” her mom asked.
“Some,” Sarah replied. “There’s a prayer group I help with. We meet on Thursdays.”
It wasn’t a lie. Not really.
Her mom beamed. “See? This is what happens when you build a solid foundation. You rise.”
They prayed before leaving—her father’s hand on her shoulder, his words firm and familiar: “Thank You, Lord, for the testimony of Sarah’s life. For her light in a dark world.”
Sarah kept her eyes closed. Kept her breathing steady. Kept her hands from shaking.
After the hugs and waves goodbye, she didn’t go straight to the dorm. She walked a wide circle around campus instead, past the student union, through the grove, past the edge of the lake where the sky stretched wide and silent.
She didn’t cry.
She just let the wind hit her face until she could feel herself again.
Only then did she turn back.
Back to the version of herself she could control.
Slip
Monday, October 28
By Monday, the shape of the semester had settled into something recognizable. Classes filled the daytime. Bridge met weekly. She texted Eli between lectures, and walked with Jenna most nights.
It all looked like balance.
But it was more like threading a needle in a windstorm—keeping her two selves from colliding, adjusting tone, posture, even vocabulary depending on who was watching.
It wasn’t exhausting, exactly. Just constant.
That evening, she was supposed to prep discussion questions for Bridge based on her dad’s livestreamed sermon from back home. But instead of starting, she found herself scrolling Instagram, watching muted stories of people from high school. Youth group kids. One of them had gotten engaged. Another was on a mission trip in Guatemala. Everyone looked... sure.
When Jenna knocked softly on their doorframe just before nine, Sarah didn't hesitate. She shut her laptop, pulled on the old navy jacket, and followed her outside.
The air was cool but not cold. Leaves scraped along the sidewalk in dry, shuffling clumps. They didn’t talk much at first, just walked, shoulders brushing now and then as they fell into an easy rhythm.
Jenna finally broke the silence. “Are you okay?”
Sarah shrugged. “I’m fine. Just distracted. My parents showed up this weekend. Totally unannounced.”
Jenna raised her eyebrows. “Wow. How was that?”
“Good,” Sarah said, then added, “Weird. I don’t know. It felt like… like I was playing a part I’d forgotten I used to know so well.”
Jenna gave a small, knowing smile. “And now it doesn’t fit?”
“Maybe it never did.”
They walked in silence for a few more minutes before Sarah spoke again, almost absently. “Is it strange that sometimes I feel more like myself here than I ever did back home—and also like I’m constantly lying?”
“No,” Jenna said simply. “That sounds about right.”
When they reached the bench by the lake, they sat. Sarah didn’t pull out a cigarette. She didn’t need to—not tonight. She just breathed in the crisp air and stared at the reflection of the dorm lights in the water.
“Some nights,” she said slowly, “I wonder if this whole life I’ve built here is just me rearranging the furniture on a sinking ship.”
Jenna stretched her arms behind her and leaned back, legs crossed at the ankle. “I think we’re all doing that. You just happen to know your ship has holes.”
Sarah laughed—soft, surprised. “That’s... bleak.”
“It’s honest.”
A beat passed. Then Sarah asked, “Do you think I’m fake?”
Jenna turned toward her, serious now. “I think you’re asking real questions. And I think you’re still figuring out what honesty looks like when you’ve only ever practiced obedience. I think you need to ask if the obedience is real, or if it’s just a show.”
That hit her somewhere deep.
She looked down at her hands, resting neatly in her lap. No smoke between her fingers tonight. Just her and the October air and the friend who saw through more than most.
She just needed the stillness.
She stayed outside long after Jenna went back in.
And when she finally returned to their dorm room, she sat at her desk and opened her Bible—not to prep discussion questions, not to perform—but just to read.
Not all the verses made sense.
But some of them felt like oxygen.
Coming Undone Quietly
Friday, November 1
November arrived with brittle mornings and a thickening sense of pressure. Midterms were done, and the campus slipped into a strange rhythm—half relief, half anticipatory exhaustion. Papers loomed. Group projects resurfaced. The shadows stretched longer by 5 p.m., and Sarah could feel the dark coming sooner, not just outside, but inside too.
Nothing had changed on the surface. Her GPA was still pristine. She led prayer at Bridge the previous Wednesday. Eli had texted her a long message about the value of faith under pressure, and she’d responded with something appropriately heartfelt and well-punctuated.
No one suspected anything.
But something was… drifting.
She couldn't focus during quiet time. Her prayers had started to feel like voicemails she wasn’t sure anyone listened to. Her dreams were restless, looping through faces and sentences and unspoken questions. She snapped at Jenna over nothing midweek, then apologized immediately and felt guilty for hours afterward.
She still read her Bible most days. She still journaled, though the entries were more bullet points than prayers. She underlined verses and wrote “convicting” in the margins, even when they didn’t feel that way.
One night she opened to Song of Songs on a whim, curious after a debate in class about whether it should even be read literally. She’d never really looked at it before. Not like this.
She read the whole thing—quietly, with eyebrows raised and a slow, growing curiosity. It was strange and metaphorical and beautiful and shockingly physical.
Her thoughts drifted.
To marriage.
To the body she barely acknowledged.
To her drawer where the tighter jeans were still folded in tissue paper like contraband. Things she hadn’t worn. Not really.
But suddenly, she imagined wearing them for her husband one day. For someone she loved. And instead of shame, she felt… powerful. Like maybe modesty wasn’t about being invisible—it was about timing. And maybe her body wasn’t something to hide but something to treasure. Something holy.
She flushed at the thought. Not from embarrassment, but from the sheer newness of it.
Was it sinful to want to be beautiful? To be seen?
To be desired?
She didn’t think so. Not anymore. Not if it came in the right context.
She touched the edge of her Bible and whispered, “I want that.”
She wasn’t even sure what she meant. Not sex, necessarily. Not marriage, even. Just… to live without apology. To want without shame.
That night, she walked with Jenna again.
They didn’t talk much. Just circled the lake in the dark, stars hazy above them, breath fogging in the cold. Sarah didn’t smoke that night. Didn’t need to.
The memory of that passage—those strange, sacred verses—was enough of a flame.
The Invitation
Monday, November 4
The invitation came on a sticky note, slid under her door sometime between classes and Bridge.
"Party. Off-campus. Friday night. No one you know. No pressure. Just say yes for once. — J"
Sarah read it three times.
Her first instinct was to crumple it up. Her second was to laugh. Her third was to put it in the bottom of her drawer, underneath her socks and the mints she always kept for post-walk freshness.
But it stayed in her mind.
No one you know. Just say yes for once.
It was oddly freeing—like someone had given her permission to disappear for a night, to step outside the lines she’d spent her entire life drawing.
That night, lying in bed while Jenna hummed quietly from the other side of the room, Sarah let her thoughts drift. Not to theology. Not to Bridge. Not even to Eli.
But to herself. To the version of herself that had started to flicker just beneath the surface this semester.
She pictured slipping on the tight jeans, the soft, low-cut top she’d folded and hidden weeks ago. She imagined looking in the mirror and not checking for modesty, but for confidence. Not to conceal, but to feel. To see.
Not for anyone else. Not yet. But for herself.
Still, when Friday came, she hesitated. The note stayed hidden. The clothes stayed under the bed.
Until 7:43 p.m.
She was halfway through a reading for American Lit when her fingers moved on their own. Sliding the drawer open. Peeling back the edge of tissue paper. Touching the fabric with cautious reverence.
Her stomach fluttered.
I won’t drink.
I won’t hook up.
I’ll just go.
Just to see.
She slipped into the outfit slowly, each layer feeling like a confession. She stood in front of the mirror and barely recognized herself—not because she looked wild or reckless, but because she looked intentional.
Not like someone trying to fit in.
Like someone curious about what it meant to belong to herself.
She paused at the door, grabbed her lighter, and slipped a nearly full pack of cigarettes into the pocket of the navy blue jacket. Just in case. Not for smoking, necessarily. Just for... security. Like armor.
Jenna was gone—already at the party. She’d said earlier, with a sly smile, “No pressure. But it might do you good to be somewhere where no one knows your last name.”
And that line stuck with Sarah.
So she walked. Past the chapel. Past the library. Off campus, out of sight, out of reach.
Her heartbeat quickened with every step—not fear, not quite. It was something older. Something deeper. A spark lit back in that reading of Song of Songs.
This wasn’t rebellion.
It was curiosity.
It was her life, unfurling.
The Party
Friday, November 8 — 9:28 p.m.
The porch was quieter than the crowded house behind her, the muffled beat of the music barely audible through the thin wooden walls. Sarah stood by the railing, her fingers curled around a nearly untouched cup of rum and Coke. A cigarette burned between two fingers—not entirely forgotten, just unnecessary now. The air was cold and sharp, her breath fogging in the space before her.
She didn’t really know why she was here.
Or maybe she did.
She wanted to feel something. Not belonging, exactly. Not rebellion. Just… something.
The screen door creaked behind her, and a guy she didn’t recognize stepped out—tall, worn hoodie, friendly eyes. He moved slowly, respectfully, like someone familiar with silence.
“Mind if I sit?” he asked, gesturing to the bench near the steps.
She shook her head. “Go for it.”
They sat for a while without speaking, watching headlights pass by on the distant street. It wasn’t awkward. Just still.
After a few minutes, he nodded toward the cigarette in her hand. “You smoke?”
Sarah gave a crooked smile. “Not really. I mean… kind of? I don’t know. I told myself if I kept it under one pack a month, I could still say I wasn’t a smoker.”
He laughed lightly, not unkind. “That’s fair.”
She looked down at the cigarette, then back up at the porch light. “It’s weird. I’m not even here with friends tonight. I came alone. Just to see what it felt like.”
He paused. “I don’t know if it’s weird to ask this, but… you seem thoughtful. Like, deeper than this party. What keeps you grounded?”
Sarah stared at him. Her mind raced through the usual answers—clichés, rehearsed lines, Sunday school platitudes—but none of them felt honest enough.
So she just told the truth.
“Jesus,” she said. “That’s my real answer.”
The guy raised an eyebrow—not mocking, just surprised.
She went on. “I grew up in a pastor’s family. I’ve known about Jesus my whole life. I’m part of a Bible study here on campus. I read Scripture almost every night. I believe.”
He nodded slowly. “But?”
Sarah laughed softly, and it caught in her throat.
“But I’m struggling,” she said. “Not with faith exactly. Not like, 'Is God real?’ I know He is. It’s more like… I’m trying to figure out what it means to be human. What to do with all these voices and expectations and temptations and ideas that feel so loud all the time. I love Jesus. I really do. But sometimes it’s like I’m swimming through fog—campus life, parties, questions I wasn’t prepared to answer. And I want to be faithful. I just don’t always know what that looks like.”
He didn’t interrupt. Just listened, eyes steady.
“I don’t really like smoking. I don’t even love drinking. But they’re part of this world I’m in, and I keep thinking if I just stay a little longer, ask enough questions, I’ll find some truth that’s deeper. But honestly…” She swallowed. “Nothing feels as real to me as Jesus does. Not even close.”
They sat in silence for a moment more. Then he said quietly, “I’ve never heard anyone talk about Him like that. Like He’s… alive.”
“He is,” Sarah said. “That’s the thing. That’s why it’s hard. Because I know He’s real. But I’m still trying to understand what it means to live like that every day when everything else around me feels like a completely different world.”
The guy stood slowly, his breath a slow exhale into the cold.
“Well… that’s something to hold onto,” he said, his voice sincere. “Thanks for telling me.”
He turned and stepped back inside, leaving Sarah alone with her unfinished drink and the glow of the porch light humming faintly overhead.
She didn’t light another cigarette.
She just stood there, letting the cold settle over her skin, her hands tucked deep into her coat pockets. Her heart felt steadier than it had all week.
Chapter 4
Section 1: Rhythm and Routine
November 10
By mid-November, the chaos of early semester had given way to something more settled. The air had cooled, the leaves had crisped and fallen, and even the noise of campus seemed quieter, softened by the change in weather. Students moved in practiced patterns now—coffee in hand, earbuds in, conversations tucked between classes. Crestwood in autumn felt like a rhythm you could step into and learn.
Sarah had found her rhythm too. Not one dictated by pressure or performance, but by something slower, more inward.
She still read her Bible in the mornings. The Gospels mostly. Sometimes the Psalms. But lately, she’d been returning again and again to the Song of Songs—those poetic, sensual verses that once embarrassed her now pulled her in. She didn’t skim them anymore. She lingered.
“Your stature is like that of a palm,” she read one morning.
The first time she’d read that aloud, she’d flushed. Now, she let it sit. This was Scripture. And it wasn’t blushing. It was celebrating. Desire, beauty, passion—God had made them. And if He had, maybe they weren’t meant to be feared.
That quiet truth had begun to reshape how she saw herself.
She didn’t wear her tighter clothes in public. Not yet. But she didn’t hide them anymore either. Around the dorm, she’d pull on one of the low-cut tops she used to keep hidden in the back of her drawer, tug a cardigan loosely over it, and let herself feel… beautiful. Not seductive. Not shameful. Just… like a woman who was learning that her body wasn’t an accident. That God had crafted it on purpose. For glory, even.
She’d catch her reflection in the mirror sometimes and feel the strangest thing—peace.
It wasn’t that she wanted to show herself off to just anyone. It wasn’t about male attention. At least not entirely. But she no longer wanted to feel guilty for longing to be seen. To be wanted. To awaken something in someone—eventually—in the right time, in the right way.
When she thought about marriage now, she imagined more than just shared theology and prayer walks. She imagined closeness. Desire that didn’t have to be hidden behind layers of fabric or layers of fear.
And strangely, the thought didn’t scare her. It made her feel grounded. Like she wasn’t divided anymore between spirit and flesh, purity and passion.
She still drank tea in the mornings. Still read Scripture. Still went to Bridge and church and carried herself with the quiet steadiness that Eli often praised. But inside, there was a new confidence forming—not performative, not showy, just deep. Rooted.
She was a woman. And her body was not a liability.
It was, in the right context, a gift.
November 13
Jenna had taken to reading random parts of the Bible out loud at night. Sometimes it was to poke fun. Sometimes it was to provoke Sarah into a real conversation. And sometimes, it was because Jenna was genuinely curious—even if she’d never admit it like that.
She just kept flipping through the pages until she landed somewhere in Deuteronomy. “And what about the prostitute thing? Rahab? God just… uses her?”
“She saved people’s lives. She believed in God’s power. And yeah, God used her. That’s kind of the point,” Sarah said. “People aren’t too broken to be used by God. He weaves people into the story who you wouldn’t expect. That’s grace.”
There was silence for a beat.
“I like that,” Jenna said finally.
Some nights were like that—edgy, direct, theological debates over mugs of microwaved cocoa and the glow of dorm string lights. But others were gentler.
Like the night Jenna curled up at the foot of Sarah’s bed and whispered, “Do you think it’s okay to want to be held? Even if you don’t want a husband?”
Sarah blinked.
Jenna wasn’t always vulnerable. When she was, it felt sacred.
“Yes,” Sarah said, not even thinking. “Wanting intimacy doesn’t make you wrong. It makes you human.”
Jenna nodded, not looking up.
They sat in silence after that.
It was a rhythm now—this candid friendship that had settled into something solid. There were still wild parties and edgy jokes and smoke curling beneath the windowsill some nights, but there was also real trust. Real heart.
And every time Jenna asked a question—about justice, or women, or God’s silence—Sarah didn’t feel threatened anymore.
She felt honored.
Because maybe answering wasn’t about having it all figured out.
Maybe it was just about showing up.
November 15
Sarah didn’t realize how much space Jenna gave her until she stopped needing to defend her choices.
They still went to the occasional party—still laughed too loud and stayed out too late—but Jenna never pressured her to go beyond what she wanted. If Sarah didn’t feel like drinking, Jenna shrugged and handed her a Coke. If Sarah asked to leave early, they’d dip without making a scene. There was no edge to it, no teasing or expectations. Just space.
More and more, Sarah was finding herself choosing her upbringing, not out of obligation but with quiet clarity.
She still wore the clothes sometimes—low-cut tanks under cozy sweatshirts, tight jeans around the dorm—but other than a party here and there, she hadn’t gone out in anything that felt too revealing. Not lately. 
She wanted to be beautiful, yes. But on her terms. With dignity.
So she leaned into modesty—not the kind born of fear or shame, but the kind that felt like stewardship. Her body, her beauty, wasn’t something to prove. It was something to guard.
She wasn’t hiding anymore.
She was choosing.
And even when she did smoke—always at night—it was no longer about rebellion. It was almost liturgical. A small, secret moment to breathe. 
She didn’t want to be ruled by anything.
The thought of addiction made her feel cold.
Jenna had noticed the shift too. “You’re steadier,” she said one afternoon while they folded laundry together in the common room.
“I feel steadier,” Sarah replied.
“Like you’re less afraid of who you are.”
Sarah paused, smoothing out a hoodie. “Maybe I’m just less afraid of holding tension. Of not fitting into one box.”
Jenna gave her a quiet smile. “It looks good on you.”
There was still tension—between old rhythms and new curiosities. Between Eli’s tender texts and Jenna’s pointed questions. Between what she had always believed and what she was starting to understand about the complexity of being human.
But the space between those things no longer felt like something to be fixed.
It just… was.
And maybe, Sarah thought, holding that space—without fear, without rushing—was one of the most spiritual things she could do.

Holding Space
📅 November 17
Sarah stood in front of the mirror wearing a ribbed, cream-colored sweater with a deep, scalloped neckline that dipped lower than anything she would’ve dared to wear back home. The fabric clung gently to her waist, the curve of her collarbone visible, the wide shadow of cleavage catching the light.
It was her.
She paired it with her favorite jeans—the high-waisted ones that made her feel both secure and subtly powerful. A delicate gold chain with a tiny cross rested just above the curve of her chest. Everything about her reflection looked thoughtful, intentional. Feminine. Confident.
For a long time, Sarah had thought modesty meant invisibility. But lately, she was learning that modesty might just be about motive. And hers wasn’t shame. It wasn’t pride either. It was—freedom.
Later that night, she and Jenna lay side by side on Jenna’s unmade bed, the blankets tangled and the room lit only by the faint golden hue of fairy lights strung across the ceiling. Sarah stared up at them for a while, quiet and still. Then, in a voice soft but without hesitation, she said:
“I want to have sex.”
Jenna turned her head. “Like… someday?”
Sarah smirked, eyes still on the ceiling. “No. Like yes—now. Get me a man and a preacher.”
Jenna choked on her laughter. “Sarah!”
“I’m kidding,” Sarah said, laughing with her. “Kind of.”
She turned her head to face Jenna, the humor giving way to something sincere. “But yeah. I think about it. A lot, honestly. And for the first time, I’m not ashamed of that. I don’t want to sleep around, that’s not what I’m saying. But I want to be wanted. I want to want. I want to be seen and known and… chosen. And I want that whole world that comes with covenant and trust and desire. I want it all.”
Jenna’s laughter faded, replaced by something more reverent. “You actually believe that’s possible.”
“I do.” Sarah’s voice was quiet, but steady. “Not perfect. But holy. I believe sex can be sacred, and passionate, and good. And I’m done pretending I don’t want it.”
They were quiet for a while, letting the weight of that sit.
“I used to think the godliest girls were the ones who never thought about this stuff,” Sarah added. “Now I’m wondering if maybe the godliest ones are the ones who think about it deeply… and still choose to wait.”
Jenna didn’t answer right away. She just gave her a long look. “You’re different than anyone I’ve ever known, you know that?”
Sarah smiled. “I’m different than I’ve ever known, too.”
There was no walk to the lake that night. No smoke. No rush to numb or escape. Just two girls talking honestly, stretched out in a space where nothing had to be hidden.
Sarah was still waiting—but she wasn’t pretending not to feel.
And that felt like growth.
The Eli Tension
November 20
Eli texted her three times before she responded.
The first was a photo of a quote from C.S. Lewis—something about joy being the serious business of heaven. The second was a reminder about the Thanksgiving potluck with the Bridges group. The third was simple: "Hey, haven’t heard from you in a bit. Hope everything’s okay."
Sarah read each one and felt something like warmth… and something like pressure.
They weren’t dating. Not officially. But everyone kind of assumed it was headed that way. Including Eli.
He still opened doors for her, still carried her backpack when they walked to Bible study together. Still talked about the future in a way that included her by default—“someday when we’re raising kids in a broken world” kind of language. He meant well. He always meant well.
But it had started to feel like she was playing a role again—like the Sarah he saw was a version of her frozen in time. Innocent. Consistent. Comfortable.
She wasn’t mad about that. She just wasn’t sure it fit anymore.
They met for coffee that afternoon. He chose a table near the window where the sunlight spilled in across the wood grain like a blessing. He talked about school, his devotions, a recent podcast on spiritual formation.
Sarah listened. She nodded. She sipped her tea and let the quiet moments linger a little longer than usual.
“Have you been okay?” he asked at one point, his eyes searching. “You seem a little… different lately.”
She blinked. “Different how?”
“I don’t know. Just… quieter. Not bad, just… like you’re somewhere else.”
She considered lying. But something inside her didn’t want to.
“I think I’m just sorting things out,” she said carefully. “Trying to understand who I am. Who I’m becoming. It’s… not always clean and tidy.”
Eli nodded slowly, his face thoughtful. “Well, just know that I’m here. You can always talk to me. I care about you a lot, Sarah.”
“I know,” she said, and she meant it.
They sat in silence for a while, watching people pass outside the window.
He reached across the table and gently squeezed her hand. “You’re not alone in this.”
And he was right. But she also knew he didn’t quite understand what “this” was.
She appreciated Eli’s steadiness. His loyalty. His genuine pursuit of God. But part of her was starting to wonder if he loved her or the version of her that reminded him of everything safe and simple.
Because Sarah wasn’t simple anymore.
She was still grounded in Christ—maybe more than ever—but her edges were more complex now. Her questions had multiplied. Her hope was still intact, but it no longer stood on tidy answers.
When they said goodbye, Eli kissed her forehead. She smiled at him, grateful for his kindness. But when he turned to go, she felt a quiet ache.
She knew she couldn’t stay in this place of ambiguity forever.
But for now, she still didn’t know which path her heart was pulling toward.
Threads and Firelight
 November 22
The dorm smelled like dryer sheets and cinnamon tea. Someone down the hall was playing folk music on a Bluetooth speaker. Jenna was curled up on her bed, knitting a chunky scarf in mustard yarn. Sarah sat cross-legged at her desk, highlighters fanned out beside her Bible, a mug of lukewarm chai within reach.
They weren’t talking much—just existing in the same space. It felt safe.
After a while, Sarah looked up and said, “Do you ever feel like you’re two people?”
Jenna didn’t pause her knitting. “Only on days that end in Y.”
Sarah smiled faintly, but her eyes were serious. “I mean, like… I read the Bible in the morning and I believe every word of it. I go to class and I try to follow Jesus. But then, I’ll go to a party on Friday and drink something I don’t recognize. Or I’ll say things I would’ve blushed at two years ago. And I’m still… me. Both times. Just me.”
Jenna looked up. “So?”
“So I’m wondering if I’m lying to someone. Or if I’ve just grown.”
Jenna shrugged. “Maybe both. Maybe neither.”
Sarah closed her Bible, gently, like she didn’t want to disturb something sacred. “I’ve been thinking about what I want my life to say. Not just my words—but my choices. My presence. The way I love people. I want it to say something that’s… true. Not just performative. Not just safe.”
Jenna’s voice was softer now. “What does that look like?”
“I don’t know yet. But I’m starting to think it might not be about running from the world. Maybe it’s about walking through it with eyes wide open and a heart that still burns for God.”
Jenna didn’t answer. She just nodded slowly, her fingers looping yarn with steady rhythm.
Later, they went for a walk. It was cold enough for gloves and breath clouds, but not yet snowing. The campus was lit by strings of early Christmas lights someone had half-heartedly tacked up along the student union roof.
They walked in silence, then paused by the fire pit behind the commons. A few students sat nearby with hot cocoa and blankets, the flames flickering in soft orange bursts.
Sarah looked into the fire, the heat on her face. “Sometimes I wonder if this is what holiness looks like.”
Jenna raised an eyebrow. “Fire pits and marshmallows?”
Sarah smiled. “No. Just… ordinary life. A little messy. A little warm. But something real burning in the middle of it.”
For once, Jenna didn’t offer a clever response. She just nudged her shoulder gently against Sarah’s and said, “I like that.”
And Sarah felt something solid settle into her chest—a quiet certainty that God was still with her. Not just in the clean places. But right here, too. In the flickering.
One Foot in the Water
📅 November 26
The Sunday before Thanksgiving break, Sarah stayed after the Bridges service to help fold chairs. Her fingers were cold, even inside her gloves, but the motion was familiar and strangely comforting.
Eli was talking to someone near the back—an upperclassman who wanted to start a men’s prayer breakfast. His tone was confident but kind, one hand resting casually on his Bible. Sarah watched him for a moment, the way his presence seemed to draw people in. She respected that. She also wondered if that kind of confidence ever faltered beneath the surface. If he ever stared at the ceiling at night and asked God what in the world he was doing.
When the last chair was folded and stacked, she slipped out quietly. The walk back to the dorm was brisk and gray. Clouds hung low, and the lake shimmered like glass as she passed by.
She paused there for a moment. Just stood at the water’s edge and breathed.
She was wearing one of her newer tops under a bulky sweater—low-cut, soft cotton, and feminine in a way she hadn’t always allowed herself. No one could see it. It wasn’t for anyone else. But she liked the way it made her feel. Whole. Beautiful. Still modest, but alive.
Not a secret. Not a rebellion.
Just… her.
She sat on the stone ledge by the lake and opened her phone, scrolling to a note she’d been adding to slowly over the past few weeks. At the top, it read:
Things I’m Starting to Believe
She read through the entries like a quiet prayer:
· It’s okay to be curious.
· God made my body, and it’s good.
· Holiness doesn’t always look like retreat.
· Jesus is still the truest voice.
· I don’t have to have it all figured out to be faithful.
· Desire doesn’t disqualify me.
· I still believe.
She stared at that last line for a long time.
There were things about her life that looked messy on the outside. Things she hadn’t told her parents. Things she only half-understood herself. But she wasn’t spiraling. She wasn’t trying to leave Jesus behind.
If anything, she felt like she was learning to find Him all over again.
In the tension. In the wilderness. In the real world.
“Jesus,” she whispered aloud, the lake still and silent beside her. “I still want to be yours.”
And for the first time in weeks, the silence that followed didn’t feel heavy. It felt like an answer.
Thanksgiving at Jenna’s
November 28 – Thanksgiving Day
Jenna’s mom lived in a second-story apartment just outside of town. It smelled like peppermint and lemon soap, with art hanging crookedly on the walls and a couch covered in mismatched throw blankets. There were candles burning in the kitchen—one cinnamon, one sandalwood. Sarah had never seen anything quite like it.
“You girls are angels for helping,” Linda said, waving a spoon toward the oven. “This turkey is either going to be amazing or a total disaster.”
Sarah laughed and peeled potatoes, shoulder to shoulder with Jenna at the sink. It was warm, a little chaotic, and completely different from Thanksgiving back home. There was no fine china, no polished dining room table, no sermon before the meal. Just folding chairs, paper napkins, and a playlist of 90s folk music humming through the kitchen.
Jenna handed her a peeled sweet potato and whispered, “You okay?”
Sarah nodded. “Actually… yeah. I think so.”
They ate around the coffee table, knees pressed together, plates balanced precariously in laps. Linda asked questions about school, about classes, about boys. When Sarah talked about Eli, she realized she sounded more uncertain than she meant to.
“He’s solid,” Sarah said, tracing the edge of her plate with her thumb. “Sometimes I wonder if I’m the one who’s… not.”
Linda didn’t correct her. She just said gently, “Sometimes it takes solid ground to realize where you’re still learning to stand.”
After the pie had been served and the dishes half-washed, Jenna and Sarah curled up on the couch with mugs of peppermint tea and a knitted blanket across their legs.
“I’m glad you came,” Jenna said softly, eyes half-closed.
“Me too,” Sarah whispered.
They sat that way for a while—comfortable, warm, no pressure to talk. And in the quiet, Sarah felt something she hadn’t in weeks: peace. Not from perfection. Not from performance. But from presence. Being fully herself, with people who didn’t demand a version of her she couldn’t sustain.
Before bed, Sarah borrowed a pair of Jenna’s oversized flannel pajamas and brushed her teeth with a pink toothbrush still in the packaging. In the guest room, she curled up under a heavy quilt, pulled out her Bible, and read slowly through a passage in Colossians:
“Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts... and be thankful.”
She underlined it.
Not because it was a command.
Warm Lights, Quiet Roads
December 2
Back on campus, everything shimmered with faint holiday touches—twinkle lights strung across common rooms, red bows taped to dorm windows, someone’s worn-out speaker playing a Charlie Brown Christmas album near the elevators.
Sarah pulled her coat tighter as she stepped outside, backpack slung over one shoulder, a paper coffee cup warm in her hands. The sun had set early, and the sidewalks glowed amber beneath the streetlights. It wasn’t snowing yet, but the air carried that hush, like the world was waiting for something.
She didn’t have anywhere urgent to be. Finals were around the corner, and her study schedule was already built out in her planner. Eli had texted her a prayer that morning. Jenna had saved her a cinnamon roll from the dining hall. Her life was full of voices—different ones—but the tension no longer felt like a battle. More like a steady negotiation.
Her phone buzzed.
Eli: Just finished Psalm 27. “Wait for the Lord; be strong and let your heart take courage.” Thought of you.
She smiled and typed back:
Sarah: One of my favorites. Thanks for sharing. I’ll see you tomorrow.
She kept walking.
At the lake, she paused—habit more than anything. The surface was still, reflecting a single bright star overhead. For a second, she imagined herself from above: a girl with one foot in the familiar and one in the unknown, straddling the path between certainty and curiosity.
She hadn’t smoked since before Thanksgiving.
Not because of a dramatic decision. Just… because. Because she didn’t need it that night. Because she was starting to figure out which moments actually needed escape—and which just needed stillness.
She stood there a while longer, sipping her coffee and watching her breath fog in the air.
“I’m not where I was,” she whispered aloud.
Not a confession. Not a resolution.
Just a truth.
And for now, that was enough.
Surface and Cracks
By early December, Sarah’s life felt cohesive, fully lived. It wasn’t a balancing act or a performance anymore; it was simply her.
She didn’t feel inauthentic with Eli, nor rebellious with Jenna. These were just different facets of her story, interwoven into something complex and surprisingly stable. The rhythms of college had become ingrained: Thursday night walks, Friday night parties, Sunday morning worship, late-night coffees, early-morning reading. She moved between these worlds with a sense of belonging.
And she did belong. That was her greatest surprise.
Bridges still felt like home. She took notes during Bible studies, gently raised her hands in worship, and lingered to talk with girls who looked up to her. She knew the right questions and responses, and none of it felt forced. Her love for Jesus hadn’t waned; if anything, it had deepened.
But her other longings had intensified too.
It wasn’t intentional. It simply happened. A soft thought, a flicker of awareness. The warmth of Eli’s hand during prayer. His gaze when she spoke. The subtle thrill of being desired. The way time seemed to slow. How her thoughts would drift, not towards defiance, but towards beauty and intimacy. She didn’t want to break rules—she wanted to experience life fully, passionately, with all that God had created within her.
Was that inherently wrong?
She wasn’t so sure anymore.
The familiar language of her upbringing—purity, modesty, temptation—still echoed in the back of her mind. But now it felt distant, not because she had rejected it, but because her experiences were reshaping her understanding. She wasn’t hiding or pretending. She was trying to live, to grasp what it meant to be fully human, fully a woman.
Her prayers shifted from seeking forgiveness to seeking clarity.
God, help me love You above all else. God, help me embrace who I am.
Some nights she quietly added, almost a whisper:
God, please don’t be disappointed in me.
But even that prayer felt more like longing than guilt.
She still walked to class with curled hair, neatly stacked books, and her Bible tucked beside her phone. She still brought tea to prayer group, held doors for professors, and listened earnestly to classmates’ doubts. But beneath it all, a quiet fire was building.
It wasn’t consuming her.
Not yet.
Paper Promises
December 8th, Eli slid the folded paper across their usual coffee shop booth table. Sarah recognized his serious, hopeful, slightly nervous expression. He’d carried something all day, and now it lay smoothed between them, creased down the middle, two pens clipped to the top.
“It’s a commitment form,” he said, as if it were obvious. “Nothing crazy. Not marriage or anything. Just… something to acknowledge we’re serious. That we’re pursuing this with honor.”
Sarah stared at it, blinking slowly. The header read: A Covenant of Intentional Courtship.
Eli leaned forward, elbows on the table, his gaze steady. “This is about us. About choosing something better. Together.”
Something in his voice resonated—earnestness, perhaps devotion. And the truth was, she wanted to be with him. Eli made her feel safe and understood. He prayed with her, quoted her underlined passages, and held her hand with just the right pressure.
She picked up a pen. “You already signed.”
He nodded. “I wanted to give you space to decide.”
Her eyes drifted to the bottom line—her name, blank and waiting. She didn’t feel pressured, exactly. Just carried along by something larger than the paper, by the story they were creating, by the feeling that this might be what mature faithfulness looked like: choosing someone who chose you back.
“I want this,” she said. “I think I do.”
Eli’s face brightened. “You do?”
Sarah nodded slowly. “Let’s do it.”
She signed her name carefully, neatly.
Later, walking back to her dorm through the snow-dusted sidewalks, the oddness of the little form lingered. It didn’t feel wrong, just strange, like stepping into someone else’s narrative and waiting for the next page.
That night, she didn’t write in her journal. She simply sat with the form beside her, tracing its edges, wondering what it meant to commit before fully understanding the destination.
The Heat of Innocent Longing
December 13th began with Christmas lights and cocoa. Sarah had spent the afternoon helping Eli string white lights across the Bridge meeting room windows. They listened to acoustic hymns, joked about their bow-tying skills, and stole extra marshmallows. It was simple, quiet, sweet. She liked Eli’s unguarded laughter.
Later, they took the long route back to her dorm, the kind of path meant to prolong time.
The air was sharply cold, their breaths clouding, but Sarah barely noticed. Eli’s hand found hers again, and she didn’t let go.
They stopped at her dorm building, lamplight softening the snow. A silent moment passed.
“I’ve really liked this week,” he said, his eyes searching hers. “You feel… like home.”
Sarah smiled, surprised by her pleasure in hearing that. “You too.”
He stepped closer, his gloved thumb brushing her cheek. The kiss was slow, gentle—a beginning, not a question.
She leaned in, her heart steady. This didn’t feel like rebellion or boundary testing. It felt right, like something that belonged.
The kiss deepened naturally, their arms finding each other. A warmth spread through her chest, a tingling in her fingertips. She didn’t want it to end, and it didn’t, until they were both breathless, still smiling, heads resting lightly together.
When they finally parted, Eli whispered, “That was… incredible.”
Sarah nodded. “Yeah.”
There was no awkwardness, no apology for the shared passion. Just a mutual smile and a soft goodbye.
She walked inside feeling light—not guilty, ashamed, or confused, but simply full.
That night, changing into pajamas, she replayed the kiss. Her cheeks flushed at the memory of being wanted, held. And she whispered into the quiet room, “Thank You, God.”
Not for resisting something, but because the experience felt like a gift.
Questions That Stay With You
December 14th.
The wind had picked up as Sarah met Jenna on the path to the lake, her coat pulled tight. Finals were over, but a weight lingered. She hadn’t smoked the night before, not from lack of desire, but because the kiss had filled a different kind of craving.
Tonight felt different.
Jenna wordlessly offered a cigarette. Sarah lit it, inhaled, holding the smoke like an unexhaled thought. It curled towards the stars.
They walked in silence.
Then Jenna asked, “Do you ever wonder why it’s wrong?”
Sarah blinked. “What?”
“Sex,” Jenna said plainly. “If it’s so good—so sacred or whatever—why is it wrong to want it? Why is it wrong to have it without a legal paper and a tearful father?”
Sarah didn’t laugh. The question resonated.
“I don’t think the wanting is wrong,” she said, thinking aloud. “I’ve been reading this book on Christian marriage—about sex, actually. Real, practical stuff. And it’s… wow.” She gave a short laugh. “I never learned about it growing up. It was all ‘purity’ and ‘guard your heart’ and no kissing without a ring.”
Jenna raised an eyebrow. “And now?”
Sarah smiled faintly, her gaze on the lake. “Now I want it. I really want it. I didn’t realize how much until that book. It’s not just physical. It’s this whole picture of intimacy and pleasure and being known. And I want that with someone I love. Like Eli.”
Jenna glanced sideways. “So what’s stopping you?”
“I still believe it’s meant for marriage,” Sarah said softly. “I do. I’m just starting to see why—not just because it’s ‘wrong’ outside of it, but because it’s so powerful. It reorients you. That kind of connection has weight. It’s like you want to say with your body what you say with your words – I’m in! Spiritually, Physically, Legally – it’s all in!”
They walked in comfortable silence.
Eventually, Jenna’s low voice broke it. “You ever think you’re going to break the rule anyway?”
Sarah exhaled, watching the smoke. “Sometimes,” she admitted. “Especially now. But I also think… maybe God gave us boundaries not to control us, but because He knows what this kind of wanting does. I’m not afraid of the wanting anymore. I just… I want to want it the right way.”
Jenna smiled. “That’s the most Christian-thing-I-like that you’ve ever said.”
Sarah laughed, flicked ash into the snow, and felt a sense of being understood.
Not resolved.
But seen.
Section 5: What You Feed
December 16th.
Sarah hadn’t registered the increase in her smoking until Jenna commented.
Tuesday night, cold but not brutal, they’d walked halfway around the lake before Sarah instinctively reached for her second cigarette. Jenna handed it over, then paused.
“You’ve been doing that more,” she observed.
Sarah blinked. “What?”
“Lighting the second one without even thinking. It’s just habit now.”
Sarah frowned at the dark water. “It’s not addiction.”
Jenna raised her hands in mock surrender. “Didn’t say it was. Just… the pace has changed.”
Sarah didn’t argue, because she’d noticed it too. The second cigarette came quicker. Her body seemed to crave the first inhale even when her mind wasn’t consciously reaching. She could go days without, but honestly, she didn’t want to.
“It’s like… substitute craving,” Jenna added thoughtfully. “I read that people sometimes grab onto something less good while waiting for something good. Like your body’s hungry for something real, but it takes a shadow instead.”
Sarah didn’t immediately respond.
But the comment stayed with her.
That night, she whispered to the ceiling, “Is that what I’m doing, Lord?”
She maintained her routines: Bible in the morning, Bridge meetings, smiling at Eli’s quotes and prayers.
But in the quiet, she wondered:
Was she chasing shadows while waiting for the light?
The book about married sex came to mind, and a familiar longing stirred. She hadn’t finished it, but the imagery of committed desire, of unashamed intimacy, had opened something within her. She now knew, and maybe it was better not to know too much in advance. The more she knew, the more she wanted it. It didn’t help that there was someone who she wanted to have sex with. It wasn’t abstract, it was concrete.
She wanted it.
To be held, known, touched with joy, not guilt.
She wanted the real thing.
Not the substitute.
Not the shadow.
Until then, the cigarette was easier. It demanded no intimacy, just fire, breath, and a space to feel something.
Jenna’s words echoed throughout the week.
What you feed, grows.
And Sarah wasn’t sure what she was truly feeding anymore.
Curiosity and the Curtain
December 17th.
Sarah had never considered herself someone who needed answers—until recently.
It began subtly: a podcast Jenna played during laundry, a line from a philosophy lecture, an Old Testament verse that felt out of sync with her understanding of God.
But more significantly, it was her body’s yearning for what she was told to defer. It was the way she now looked at Eli with a blend of love, admiration, and a rising, almost embarrassing curiosity.
Almost.
She wouldn’t voice the word “lust.” It felt too direct, too charged. But she felt the pull—strong, low, and real.
She reread Song of Songs after a long walk ended with Eli’s hand cupping her cheek, his lips a breath away. The poetry felt vivid, not metaphorical or spiritualized. It spoke of bodies, longing, beauty, and belonging. It made her blush.
She didn’t know how to pray about this, so she journaled. Some pages held neat prayers and scripture. Others contained raw sentences:
I want Eli to want me. I’m tired of pretending I don’t feel this way. If God made my body to desire, why does it feel wrong?
She maintained her usual public wardrobe, playing the part. But in their dorm, her style shifted. Lower necklines, tighter jeans. Jenna noticed, offering occasional “cute top” comments with a smirk.
What surprised Sarah most was how normal it began to feel.
She wasn’t trying to seduce anyone. She simply… wanted to feel like a woman.
And she did.
That week, her nightly walks with Jenna transformed into therapy sessions. They discussed desire, beauty, holiness, and humanity.
“Why is it,” Jenna asked one night, “that sex is good, God made it, but we’re supposed to feel bad for wanting it?”
Sarah exhaled slowly, her breath white in the December air. “Because we’re told it belongs in a very specific box. And outside that box, it’s dangerous.”
“But the wanting itself isn’t wrong?”
Sarah shook her head. “No. I don’t think so. It just… hurts to want something you’re not supposed to touch.” As she said it she had the shocking realization that the things she wasn’t supposed to touch – the smoking, the alcohol – she already was completely comfortable with touching those. Was she becoming the person she used to despise? Was she numbing her life and getting what she could rather than waiting for something better? Was her religion just a culture? The questions rattled around in her head, and the answers she had were complicated and unsatisfactory. The self-righteous, she had learned, rarely saw their own failures clearly.
Jenna was silent for a while, walking with hands in pockets, face towards the stars.
“You’re different this semester,” she said eventually. “Like you’re not just testing the edge anymore. You’re peeking behind the curtain.”
Sarah smiled faintly. “Maybe I am.”
She didn’t voice her thought: once you see what’s behind the curtain, it’s hard to pretend it’s not there.
Gentle Departures
December 21st, the last day before break, was hushed. A soft snow dusted Crestwood, a clean silence over everything. Students pulled suitcases across icy paths, their laughter muffled, their goodbyes sleepy. The usual campus bustle was subdued, softened by the anticipation of home.
Sarah finished her last exam just after noon and packed slowly, folding sweaters carefully, placing books in her tote bag. Jenna had left that morning with a sleepy hug and a promise to text. The room felt quiet without her music and the faint scent of hairspray. Just Sarah, a duffel bag, and the long winter ahead.
She met Eli at the library entrance, both bundled against the cold. His genuine warmth lit up his eyes when he saw her. For a moment, everything felt simple again.
“I got you something,” he said, handing her a small wrapped gift. Inside was a leather-bound journal with thick paper and a ribbon marker. “For all the prayers you’ll write next semester,” he smiled.
Sarah traced the cover. “Thank you,” she said, meaning it. She wanted to say more—about the ache, the tension—but the moment felt wrong.
They walked, arms brushing, talking about travel and family. At the edge of the student lot, where her ride waited, they stopped beneath an old oak.
Eli took her hands, his gentle seriousness returning. “Merry Christmas, Sarah.”
She smiled, searching his face. “Merry Christmas.”
He leaned in and kissed her—slow and steady. Not rushed, not desperate, just… full. Thoughtful. Real. His hands stayed in hers. No pressure. No heat. Just presence.
When they pulled apart, Sarah rested her forehead against his and whispered, “Thank you for seeing me. Even when I don’t always know who I am.”
Eli pulled her close again, resting his chin against her hair. “God sees you. I’m just trying to follow His lead.”
She let herself rest there for a second longer before stepping back. “I’ll text when I get home.”
He nodded, stepping back with a smile, one that didn’t need anything more.
As Sarah climbed into the back seat of her friend’s car, she looked out the window and caught one last glimpse of him through the frosted glass—standing still under the oak, waving once, then turning slowly back toward campus.
And for a moment, she didn’t feel torn. She didn’t feel like two people.
She just felt like a girl going home, carrying a heart full of longing—and a little hope.

Chapter 8 – The Shift
Perfectly Imperfect
January 12, 2025
Sarah stepped back onto campus with a strange sense of calm.
It wasn’t the polished kind of calm she used to chase—back when her beliefs were tidy and her prayers always included words like guard and guide. This was something different. A deeper kind of quiet. The kind that comes after something breaks in front of you… and instead of shattering everything, it brings things into focus.
Christmas had been… real.
Their living room still looked like a snow globe—glittering lights on the tree, fire crackling behind the fireplace grate, a plate of crumbling gingerbread cookies next to her dad’s Bible. But underneath the cozy normalcy was a night Sarah would remember for the rest of her life.
It started, of all things, with a pause. Her dad had asked gently how she was really doing at Crestwood—not just academically or “spiritually,” but how her heart was holding up.
And Sarah had frozen. Just long enough. Just long enough for the air to shift.
Her mom had noticed. And instead of pressing, she did something Sarah never expected.
“Maybe we should go first,” Evelyn said quietly.
The whole room seemed to hold its breath.
Her dad nodded. “We’ve never wanted you to think we were perfect, Sarah. But I think maybe we let you believe it anyway.”
And then, like the unwinding of something long buried, the truth began to spill out.
Her mom, seated on the hearth with a mug of tea she never touched, spoke first. “I got pregnant in college,” she said, her voice trembling, but her eyes steady on Sarah’s. “I didn’t tell anyone. Not even my roommate. I walked into a clinic by myself and walked out pretending it never happened.”
Sarah didn’t move. Her breath caught somewhere between her chest and her stomach.
“I didn’t find healing for years,” her mom continued. “And even now, I still carry some of it with me. It’s not the kind of thing that just… disappears.”
Her dad reached over and took Evelyn’s hand. “We’ve been through a lot of dark places together. Times when we weren’t sure the marriage would hold.”
“And I lied,” her mom added. “To our church. To you. To myself. About being okay. There was a year I was addicted to sleep aids. Not because I wanted to get high or escape—but because I didn’t know how to rest any other way.”
Sarah’s head was spinning. These were her parents. The ones who led marriage retreats. The ones whose relationship she had practically idolized.
But they kept going.
Her dad spoke about a season in ministry when he lost his faith in people completely. When church felt more like performance than presence. When he almost walked away. He talked about the depression that followed, the shame of pretending to be steady when inside he was unraveling.
It wasn’t dramatic. There were no tears. Just quiet honesty.
And somehow, it changed everything.
Sarah sat there on the couch, her legs tucked underneath her, heart thudding in her chest. And instead of pulling away, she leaned in.
Because something beautiful was happening.
Not a breakdown. A breakthrough.
Her parents—the ones she had always tried so hard to live up to—weren’t just flawed. They were human. Their stories weren’t cautionary tales. They were testimonies of grace.
It didn’t make everything make sense. It didn’t answer all her questions. But it gave her a new kind of permission—not to fall apart recklessly, but to be honest. To wrestle. To not have it all figured out.
When she hugged her mom goodnight that night, she held her longer than usual. Evelyn didn’t say anything, just kissed her on the forehead like she had when Sarah was little and whispered, “You’re allowed to be real.”
And now, standing back in her dorm room with the heater rattling and the smell of old peppermint gum lingering in the air, Sarah felt something unfamiliar settle over her.
Not certainty. Not peace exactly.
But a kind of permission.
She wasn’t trying to rebuild the mask anymore.
She was trying to live without it.
The Ordinary Days

January 15, 2025
The first week back on campus was quiet—not in the literal sense, but in Sarah's soul.
Her schedule resumed with predictable rhythm: Tuesday chapel, Thursday afternoon seminar, her job at the admissions office a few mornings a week. The cold still bit through her jacket on the walk to class, but something about the winter air felt sharper in a good way. Clean.
She wasn’t making promises to herself this semester. No big declarations. No internal lists of spiritual goals. But something had settled during break, like sediment in a stirred-up glass of water. She could see a little more clearly now.
Sarah still met Eli for coffee most mornings. They talked about upcoming readings, the new discipleship group they’d be starting in February, and the small devotional they’d been slowly working through together. His hand would rest on hers sometimes while they talked, and she let it. She liked the weight of it. The warmth. It felt normal now. Comfortable.
They hadn’t kissed again—not like before break. But the memory of it lingered. Not in a way that haunted her. More like an echo she didn’t mind hearing again.
She and Jenna had returned to something like friendship too. Not the late-night-walks version, but casual, shoulder-bumping, share-an-inside-joke friendship. There was warmth again. And laughter, even if it was more measured now.
One night, Jenna caught her dancing in their room—hair up, headphones in, mouthing along to an old pop song while folding laundry. When Sarah turned and saw her, she froze mid-spin, mortified. But Jenna just burst out laughing and said, “There she is.”
That comment stuck with Sarah for days.
Because she was starting to feel like herself again. Not the perfectly packaged Christian girl from Meadow Creek, not the try-everything rebel who wanted to taste everything forbidden just to say she’d lived, but something more honest. A blend. A work in progress.
She still wore her new clothes around the dorm—tight jeans, fitted tops, the deep V-neck sweaters she used to bury under flannels. But she never wore them out. It wasn’t about hiding; it was about timing. There was a new kind of patience growing in her, even if she didn’t fully understand it yet.
Jenna noticed, of course.
“Still playing dress up when no one’s watching?” she teased one night.
Sarah shrugged with a smirk. “I like the way I look in them. I just don’t need the world to see it. Not yet.”
Jenna nodded thoughtfully. “You’ve changed.”
Sarah glanced over. “Is that good or bad?”
“I don’t know yet,” Jenna replied honestly. “But it seems like it’s real.”
And that was the thing.
Everything Sarah was doing now—how she dressed, how she thought, how she prayed or didn’t—felt less like performing and more like discovering. She wasn’t afraid of her questions anymore. She wasn’t afraid of her desires, either. Not the sexual ones, not the spiritual ones.
She was living the ordinary days between extremes.
And that, somehow, felt like grace.
January 22, 2025
It was late. The kind of late that turned streetlights into halos and silenced most of the campus.
Sarah was at her desk, working through a theology reading for class, when Jenna looked up from her bed and said, casually, “Can I ask you something weird?”
Sarah glanced up, expecting a joke. “Always.”
Jenna sat up a little straighter, her expression softer than usual. “Why do we have such strong desires for our lives to have purpose and meaning?”
She thought about her own desires—how strong they’d become lately. She thought about how she looked forward to kissing Eli, how her body wanted more. She thought about the book she was still secretly reading about married sex, and how it made her ache with longing, not just for the act, but for the intimacy, the wholeness. And she wasn’t ashamed of it. She was just… caught in the waiting.
“I think,” she said slowly, “God knows when we’re confused. And when we’ve messed up. And when we’re trying to figure out what it means to be human.”
Jenna’s eyes didn’t move. She was listening intently.
“I don’t think He’s sitting up there angry about how much we want something good,” Sarah continued. “I think He’s inviting us to want even more than sex—to want wholeness. Not just connection for a night, but real love that reflects something eternal.”
Jenna leaned back against the wall, eyes on the ceiling now. “I used to think I wanted that.”
“You still might,” Sarah said.
Jenna shrugged. “Maybe. But it’s hard when most of the time it just feels like hunger.”
They sat in the quiet after that.
Sarah didn't try to fix it. She didn’t try to offer a bow-tied answer. She just let the tension hang there—unresolved, but not ignored. Holy ground, somehow.
And in the quiet, she whispered a prayer she didn’t even know how to finish:
God, help me want what You want.
Even when I want everything else.
The Quiet Return
January 22, 2025
That night, it was Jenna who made the first move.
“I saved you a slice,” she said, holding out a paper plate with a lopsided piece of chocolate cake she’d smuggled from a dorm birthday.
Sarah took it, surprised. “Thanks.”
They sat on their respective beds, the hum of a small desk fan and the faint sounds of music drifting in from down the hall filling the space between them.
Jenna was the one to speak first again. “Your mom's texts crack me up.”
Sarah looked up.
“She messaged me over break. Sent a photo of her dog in a sweater. Caption was like, ‘Winter’s ruff. Stay warm.’ That woman is wild.”
Sarah smiled, soft and genuine. “She really likes you.”
Jenna leaned back on her pillows. “I like her, too.”
Another pause. This one didn’t feel heavy. Just… full.
Then, Jenna glanced at her. “You okay?”
Sarah nodded, but then added, “I think so. Break was... a lot.”
Jenna waited.
“My parents—" Sarah began. "They shared some stuff with me. Stuff I wasn’t ready for.”
Jenna sat up slightly.
“My mom had an abortion in college. My dad had a breakdown after a fight at church and was addicted to painkillers for a while. They told me everything like it was normal.” Sarah exhaled hard. “And the weird thing is... I didn’t feel betrayed. Just... unmoored.”
Jenna didn’t blink. She just said, “Yeah. When you realize the adults who raised you were winging it... that’ll mess you up.”
Sarah let out a laugh that caught in her throat.
“I think I respected them more,” she said. “But I also started wondering—if the people I thought had it all figured out... didn’t, what does that mean for me?”
Jenna reached for the extra fork and took a bite of the cake. “It means welcome to the club.”
They didn’t need to go deep that night. They didn’t dissect theology or spiral into existential debates. They just passed the plate back and forth, licking chocolate off plastic forks and watching an old sitcom rerun on Sarah’s laptop.
But something clicked back into place—quietly, gently.
They weren’t what they used to be. But maybe they were becoming something else:
Still friends. Still flawed. Still figuring it out.
Drifting Toward Discipline
January 25, 2025
Sarah had never considered herself a rule-breaker, not really. She colored inside the lines—Bible studies, curfews, respectful emails to professors. But lately, her spirit felt wilder than her behavior. Her thoughts wandered like water in cracked stone, slipping into questions she didn’t dare say out loud.
Not to Eli.
And not even, most days, to herself.
She walked to discipleship training early that Saturday, her Bible tucked beneath one arm, a well-worn journal peeking from her tote. Eli had texted twice that morning: “Excited to see you.” And then: “Let’s sit up front today.” She hadn’t responded to either, not because she was avoiding him, but because she didn’t know what to say.
Her body ached from stress she couldn’t quite locate. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to be there. She just wasn’t sure what “there” meant anymore.
The chapel foyer buzzed with chatter—couples standing shoulder to shoulder, sharing prayer requests, sipping lukewarm coffee from paper cups. Sarah spotted Eli right away, radiant and sure, already deep in conversation with one of the older couples who helped lead the program.
He waved. She smiled. It was genuine.
When she joined him in the front pew, he leaned over and whispered, “You’re glowing today.”
She blushed, brushing her hair behind one ear. “I think it’s just the cold.”
But it wasn’t. She’d been different since coming back from break. Not rebellious, not righteous—just… honest. There were fewer masks now. The performance had softened, not from failure but from fatigue. She didn’t want to impress anymore. She wanted to know if anything real would still remain when she stopped trying.
The speaker began, reading from Philippians about pressing forward, running the race. Sarah jotted down key phrases in her journal. Perseverance. Intentionality. Running without distraction. She underlined them, but her mind wandered—again—to her parents, to Jenna, to herself.
She wondered: What if “running the race” meant something other than what she thought? Not running toward the right answers, or the perfect life—but running through the messy middle?
When Eli placed a hand gently over hers, she didn’t pull away. But she didn’t close her fingers around his either. She just let the moment sit there, soft and uncommitted.
Afterward, over lunch, Eli was all future. Plans. Summer ministry options. Book lists. Prayer habits. “We should start praying together every morning,” he said between bites of grilled cheese. “Like a real spiritual discipline.”
Sarah nodded slowly, dipping her fries in ketchup with mechanical precision. “Yeah. That could be good.”
And maybe it would be. But part of her wasn’t sure she wanted more structure. Part of her felt like getting closer spiritually would make it even harder to not come closer emotionally and physically.
She wanted space.
She wanted the Spirit to speak.
She wanted to know if following Jesus could include mystery. Could include desire. Could include a woman who still hadn’t figured herself out.
As they walked back across campus, Eli reached for her hand again.
This time, she held it.
But in her other hand, inside her coat pocket, her thumb slowly turned the worn edge of the journal page she’d marked earlier.
Running the race.
She was still running.
She just wasn’t sure if she was on the same track.
The Quiet Return
January 27, 2025
“Hey,” Jenna said.
“Hey,” Sarah replied, a cautious smile tugging at the corner of her mouth.
“Can we walk?”
Sarah hesitated only a second before reaching for her coat. “Yeah. Yeah, let’s go.”
They didn’t talk much at first, their boots crunching softly in the patchy snow lining the path toward the lake. It felt familiar—familiar enough that Sarah felt her shoulders ease as they moved side by side. She glanced at Jenna out of the corner of her eye. Jenna looked tired, like someone who had come back from the edge and was still figuring out how to talk about what she saw there.
“I’m not okay,” Jenna said, finally, breaking the silence. “But I’m not pretending I am anymore.”
Sarah didn’t press. She just nodded, breathing in the cold, crisp air.
“I didn’t want to drag you into my mess,” Jenna added.
Sarah gave a soft laugh. “Too late for that.”
They both smiled.
As they neared the bench by the water, Jenna pulled something from her pocket—two pieces of cinnamon gum. She handed one to Sarah without a word, and Sarah took it. They unwrapped in silence, chewing slowly, like the act itself was sacred.
They didn’t talk about what came next. They just sat on the bench, staring out across the icy surface of the lake.
“I’m still figuring everything out,” Sarah said after a while, her voice low. “I still love Jesus. I still want to be good. But sometimes I just feel like I’m floating between worlds. Like I don’t fully belong in either.”
Jenna nodded slowly. “Yeah. That sounds about right.”
The words weren’t dramatic. There were no tears. Just two girls in the cold, trying to find their way back to something real.
It wasn’t a full return. But it was something.
And for the first time in weeks, Sarah didn’t feel alone.
Discipleship Commitments
January 30, 2025
The discipleship program meeting was set in one of the older buildings on campus—an overly warm, fluorescent-lit classroom with whiteboard residue still faintly visible from a lecture on systematic theology. Couples filtered in, clutching notebooks and coffee cups, all smiling in that overly earnest, ministry-program kind of way.
Sarah and Eli took their seats in the second row.
“We’ll be the most grounded couple here,” Eli whispered, half-joking.
Sarah smiled but said nothing.
The director of the program, a middle-aged man with wire-rimmed glasses and a calm, confident voice, welcomed them. He talked about vision—what it meant to prepare for lifelong ministry together, how their lives would become a shared calling, how spiritual formation was about oneness with God and with each other.
It was all good. Familiar, even. Sarah nodded at the right moments, underlined a few phrases. Formed in the Spirit. Marriage as mission. Grace in sanctification.
But while the others scribbled in their notebooks with eagerness, Sarah felt like she was watching herself from above—like she’d slipped into the role of someone else.
When they broke into discussion groups, the prompt was simple: What made you say yes?
A couple across from them talked first. They’d met at church, started dating after volunteering on a missions team. “We want to honor the Lord with our relationship,” the girl said, and her boyfriend squeezed her hand as if to seal the truth of it.
Then it was Sarah’s turn. Eli looked at her with open, expectant eyes.
“I said yes,” Sarah began slowly, “because I believe in purpose. I believe in God’s timing. And I… I trust that He’s working in us.”
It was true. Sort of. It just wasn’t the whole truth.
She didn’t say she still felt unsure some mornings, or that she wasn’t positive if the future she was building was really hers, or just the one that had been chosen for her. She didn’t say she sometimes felt closer to God in the middle of quiet guilt than she did at worship nights. She didn’t say she’d been thinking about her mom’s broken story every night since Christmas, wondering what kinds of secrets shaped the people we become.
No one asked for all that.
Later that night, as they walked back across campus, Eli reached for her hand. “You spoke beautifully today.”
“Thanks,” she said. Her fingers tightened around his.
And maybe that was enough—for now.
Quiet Reckonings
February 2, 2025
It was late. The dorm hall was silent except for the low mechanical hum of the heater, and the occasional thump of someone above dragging furniture or a suitcase. Sarah sat cross-legged on her bed, a journal open in her lap, but she hadn’t written anything in half an hour. Her pen tapped absently against the paper.
Jenna was asleep—or pretending to be. Her body faced the wall, the blanket tucked high around her shoulders, a steady rise and fall in rhythm with sleep. But Sarah had learned not to assume anything. Silence didn’t always mean peace.
Sarah hadn’t had much formal sex education. What she knew came from hushed talks at youth group and one awkward conversation with her mom in ninth grade that included phrases like “sacred boundaries” and “guarding your heart.” Now she knew as much as you could from books. She wanted it. All of it.
The giving of herself. The vulnerability. The wonder. The trust. Her body felt electric reading certain paragraphs—like her skin remembered something her mind didn’t yet understand.
And yet—here she was. Curled in bed. Fully clothed. Still waiting.
A strange ache pulsed in her chest. Not guilt, exactly. Longing.
She glanced toward Jenna again, then whispered into the room, barely audible even to herself:
“God, what do I do with this?”
No answer came. Just the tick of the heater and the soft flutter of pages as she closed the book and pressed it gently against her stomach.
She wasn’t ashamed. Not exactly. But she did feel close to unraveling.
It wasn’t a double life. It was this life. Her real one. Desire and Scripture. Waiting and wanting. Boundaries and burning. 
She turned off the lamp and slid under the covers.
And for the first time in a long time, she fell asleep without guilt.
Just longing.
The Push
February 5, 2025
The discipleship meeting ended later than usual. A handful of students lingered near the snack table, tossing around theological one-liners and half-finished ideas about purity, boundaries, and "leaving room for the Spirit."
Sarah stood near Eli, half-listening, her hand loosely wrapped around a half-empty cup of ginger ale. Someone had brought a stack of pamphlets from the health center—resources for dating couples, and next to the pamphlets, was a discreet cardboard box. It hadn’t been passed out officially, but it sat open, half-empty already, no label, just a quiet option for whoever needed it.
Sarah’s heart thudded in her chest.
She wasn’t planning anything. Not really. But she felt the tug of it—her body humming with questions and what-ifs, with memories of Eli’s hands, his steady voice, the way he had looked at her last night like she was the only person in the room.
She wasn’t even thinking, not consciously. She just… moved.
A dozen were in her hand before she could talk herself out of it. She slipped them into the inner pocket of her jacket. No one noticed. No one even looked. She didn’t breathe until she was halfway down the hallway.
Back in her room, she hung her jacket over the back of her desk chair and sat down hard on the bed. The condoms were still in the pocket—like evidence of a decision she hadn’t made but had already moved toward.
She didn't know what she was doing.
But she knew she was tired. Tired of pressure. Tired of waiting. Tired of feeling like her desire had to be caged and starved in order to be holy.
Her phone buzzed.
Eli: Still thinking about tonight. You're amazing.
She smiled—genuinely—but her fingers hovered over the keyboard before she finally replied.
Sarah: You too.
She didn’t say anything else. Not about the meeting. Not about the condoms in her pocket. Not about the slow unraveling.
But when she changed into her pajamas, she folded the jacket and slid it into the bottom drawer of her desk. Not to forget. Just to keep it close.
She wasn’t ready.
But she wasn’t as far away as she used to be.
Section 8: The Quiet Turn
February 9, 2025
Jenna had left that morning, duffel bag slung over one shoulder, off to visit friends in the city. “Back Sunday night,” she said, already halfway out the door. “Don’t burn the place down.”
Sarah had laughed and waved, but once the door shut behind her, a strange silence settled over the dorm. It was the kind of quiet that made things possible—things that normally didn’t happen.
By late afternoon, the loneliness began to itch. Not the sad kind of lonely—just the kind that came with too much space and too few distractions. Sarah cleaned the room, lit a candle she wasn’t supposed to have, and stared at her phone for the better part of an hour.
Then she sent the text.
Sarah: Hey, want to come over for a bit? No one’s here.
Eli arrived twenty minutes later with two books and a bottle of root beer. “I figured we could read or talk,” he said as he stepped inside, placing the books on her desk like an offering.
They didn’t read.
They didn’t talk, either—not after the first few minutes. 
Their kisses weren’t new, but something about them had changed. They lingered longer. Touched deeper. The pauses between each kiss grew shorter, the restraint more practiced but less sincere.
No one said, let’s stop.
No one said, this is too far.
Sarah felt the moment loosen around them, like a thread being pulled from a sleeve—one tiny stretch of fabric that threatened to unravel everything.
Still, she didn’t stop him. She didn’t want to.
Desire didn’t feel wrong. It felt like coming home.
They didn’t cross every line, but they crossed new ones—ones she had never imagined would feel so natural.
When they finally pulled apart, breathless and flushed, the only light in the room came from the candle on her desk. Eli touched her cheek, gentle and reverent, and kissed her again—slowly this time, like a promise.
“I love you,” he whispered.
Sarah nodded. “I know.”
He didn’t stay the night. That line, at least, remained in place. But after he left, Sarah lay on her bed for a long time, staring at the ceiling, feeling both full and aching.
She wasn’t sorry. Not really.
But she also knew: they were on the edge of something they couldn’t walk back from.
The Nightstand
February 10, 2025
The next evening, it wasn’t planned.
Eli just texted her around 9:00 p.m.
Eli: Hey, I was walking back from the library and thought I’d stop by. Is that okay?
She stared at the screen a moment before replying.
Sarah: Yeah. Come up.
Her heart fluttered as she set her phone down. She hadn’t even washed her face yet. The room still smelled like Jenna’s vanilla shampoo from the morning, and Sarah hadn’t touched the candle since last night. It was still half-melted, wax pooled and hardened in a lopsided rim. She hadn’t cleaned up.
And somehow, without thinking too hard about when or why, the condoms she had taken—impulsively, nervously, secretly—had ended up in the drawer of the nightstand. Then earlier that afternoon, without even planning to, she had moved them. 
Now they sat there. On top.
No excuses. No hiding. A quiet possibility, wrapped in shiny plastic, within reach.
She didn't know what she meant by it. She just knew she hadn't put them back.
When Eli knocked, her hand hovered near the drawer, as if to cover them—then dropped to her side. She opened the door and smiled like it was any other night.
The conversation started simple—something about a class, a professor, a paper due next week—but it faded quickly.
And this time, the air was heavier. Different.
Her heart pounded, yes—but not with guilt. With hunger. With want.
And as his hand brushed the edge of the nightstand, both of them saw it.
The corner of the wrapper. The hint of the unspoken, sitting in plain view.
He paused.
She looked at him.
Neither of them said a word.
Then slowly—gently—he leaned down again, kissed her forehead, and whispered, “Let’s just be here.”
And they were.
Nothing else happened.
He left around midnight. She didn’t sleep.
The room stayed still, the silence thick, and the night stretched long.
The condoms sat on the nightstand—quiet, waiting.
They were still there when he gently tapped on the door at 3:00 a.m.

Chapter 11 – Fractures Beneath the Surface
February 17, 2025
The snow was beginning to melt in patches around the campus, puddles forming where the sun touched concrete long enough to remind the students that spring would eventually come. Sarah walked to class with her earbuds in and her jacket unzipped, the cold less biting than it had been the week before. Her world, too, had thawed into something softer, quieter.
Since returning from break, things with Eli had been calm—steady, even. They didn’t talk about what had changed between them. They didn’t need to. It was like their decision had become an unspoken agreement, folded into the fabric of their relationship without ceremony. They were together. Fully. And though the idea might have once shocked her, now it just... was. Like laundry or coffee or Thursday chapel.
There were no whispered vows or theological justifications anymore. Only the natural gravity between them. They’d made a commitment to each other. They’d signed the discipleship sheet, had both talked to her dad, had prayed for their future. And wasn’t marriage just a matter of timing now? Weren’t they already living like they belonged to one another?
She told herself, often, that this was what love looked like. That God understood. That this didn’t need to feel wrong if it was part of something right. The more she repeated the logic, the more settled it became. She stopped checking herself for guilt.
Their moments together—whether studying in his room, brushing shoulders during a group service project, or lying in the quiet hush of midnight—felt normal now. Sacred, even. Not because they were holy in form, but because they were honest. Real.
And yet, beneath the settled rhythms of her days, Sarah sensed something she couldn’t quite name. Not guilt. Not regret. More like... erosion. Like the ground was still beneath her feet, but softer than it had been. She’d never questioned whether love could coexist with a slow drift.
She didn’t feel like she was living a double life. But she did feel a thousand small cracks forming under the surface, like hairline fractures in a vase no one could see yet.
As she stepped into the lecture hall and found her usual seat beside Eli, he gave her a quick, familiar grin, brushing her knee with his beneath the table.
“Hey,” he said softly, voice low enough only she could hear. “You look tired.”
Sarah smiled back, brushing hair from her face. “Didn’t sleep great.”
He leaned a little closer, not in a way anyone would notice. “Maybe I can help with that later.”
And just like that, everything felt normal again. Routine. Warm.
Even as she copied notes onto the page in front of her, she couldn’t help but wonder—when did it become normal to be so close, so bound up in someone else, and yet still feel a little bit... unknown?
Hidden in Plain Sight
February 27, 2025
By the end of February, Sarah had perfected the rhythm of her days. Morning devotions, afternoon classes, coffee with Eli, weekend ministry, and the ever-growing intimacy they shared behind closed doors. It was a life that, on the outside, looked almost identical to the one she had always envisioned—a relationship rooted in shared faith, marked by tenderness and plans for the future.
But the edges were softer now, blurred by compromises and half-truths. She no longer felt the need to over-explain herself to God or to others. When people asked how things were going with Eli, she smiled and said, “Really good,” and meant it. She wasn’t lying—just editing. Everyone did it.
At Bridges leadership, Sarah still led small group discussions with clarity and insight. She still prayed aloud with gentle boldness. And yet, sometimes when she read from Scripture, her voice caught—not from shame, but from the strange dissonance of knowing she believed every word while still living outside its boundaries.
But Eli never looked at her with anything less than adoration. He kissed her temple when she was stressed, ran his fingers through her hair when she felt tired, and sent texts filled with prayers and Bible verses throughout the day.
The truth was, they weren’t reckless. They were intentional. Careful. They still talked about their future, about their desire to glorify God. They even occasionally reminded each other to “slow down”—though, lately, the slowing down usually came after the fact.
They never said the word sex out loud. Not in the way that made it feel like a sin. Instead, they talked around it: love,closeness, connection. They rationalized that their love was different. Not casual. Not exploitative. Not the kind people warned about in purity sermons.
Jenna noticed the change, though. She hadn’t said anything directly, but Sarah could feel the question in the way her roommate’s eyes lingered, the way she looked at the unmade bed across the room after a night Sarah came back late. And still, they didn’t talk about it. Not yet.
One night, Jenna looked up from her book and said casually, “You’re not wearing your purity ring anymore.”
Sarah glanced down at her bare finger and shrugged. “Guess I outgrew it.”
“Or decided it didn’t fit anymore,” Jenna said, not unkindly.
Sarah didn’t reply. She didn’t need to.
Later that night, Eli came over with a latte and a copy of Mere Christianity, underlining a passage on grace before handing it to her with a grin.
She curled up next to him, her head resting on his chest, and thought—not for the first time—that maybe grace wasn’t just something you received. Maybe, in the right context, it was something you gave yourself.
The Quiet Pact
They never talked about it directly—not with the words that would make it too real. Not with phrases like we’re having sex now or this is who we’ve become. But the truth hung in the air between them, unspoken and strangely sacred. It wasn’t hidden. It just... was.
They had signed the discipleship commitment form. That had come first. Two pens, one paper, shared conviction. It was meant to seal their spiritual unity. And maybe, in some complicated way, it had. But now it felt like it had also sealed something else—an unspoken understanding that they were already committed. Already one. Why wait?
Eli stopped bringing up boundaries altogether. At first, he had hesitated. He had even cried once, sitting on the floor beside her bed, overwhelmed with guilt after they crossed a line for the first time. But the tears hadn’t lasted. And Sarah, gently brushing his hair back from his forehead, had whispered, “We love each other. We’re not using each other. This is still sacred.”
He had nodded, and something shifted between them.
They still prayed. They still read the Bible together. They still talked about calling and vocation and maybe someday working in ministry side by side. 
In many ways, life went on as it always had. But there was a subtle change to Sarah’s posture. She didn’t flinch anymore when their kisses deepened. She didn’t pause when his shirt came off. And when she slipped her hand under his, when they moved together with practiced grace, she wasn’t thinking about guilt or theology. She was thinking about how natural it felt. How wanted she felt.
It didn’t feel like rebellion anymore.
It felt like something too real, too rooted, to be sin.
Sometimes, after he left her room and she curled under the covers alone, Sarah would trace her fingers along the pillow where his head had rested. She would think about the way he looked at her afterward—calm, soft, full of affection. Not lust. Not shame. Just tenderness.
And she would wonder: If God made this, why would He withhold it? Why would He let love become a sin?
She didn’t have the answers. But she knew one thing: Eli didn’t make her feel farther from God. He made her feel known.
The Mask That Fits
By the middle of March, Sarah had mastered the rhythm of her double life—but she no longer thought of it as a double life at all.
Her days were filled with meetings, discipleship readings, late-night calls with Eli, early morning devotionals. On paper, she was the model student, the leader every campus ministry wanted. She showed up early, stayed late, and asked good questions in group discussions. She carried her Bible in a worn leather cover with highlighters tucked into the binding. She prayed out loud, led worship nights, and coordinated scripture memorization challenges with practiced charm.
She was good at it. Really good. The mask didn’t feel like a mask anymore—it just felt like her face. 
If her voice caught slightly when reading certain passages of scripture, no one noticed. If she lingered a little longer in the back row after a prayer night, head bowed and eyes blinking fast, no one asked questions. And if Eli reached for her hand during a worship song and she didn’t pull away, everyone smiled.
They were the couple people pointed to. The example.
And in a way, Sarah liked it.
It gave her a sense of order, like everything was where it belonged. Public and private had fused into a kind of acceptable middle ground. She had stopped thinking in categories—holy or compromised, right or wrong. That language felt too narrow, too binary, too small for what she and Eli shared.
It wasn’t that she didn’t believe anymore. It was that belief had widened, softened. It had taken on the shape of their life, not the other way around.
Sometimes she still got nervous. Like when she passed Jenna in the hallway and remembered how their friendship used to anchor her. Or when a professor mentioned “integrity” and she felt a strange warmth creep up her neck. But most of the time, those feelings faded fast.
She still felt close to God. Just… in a different way now. Less about confession, more about presence. Less trembling, more trust.
And when she looked in the mirror after brushing her teeth at night, the reflection didn’t flinch.
She told herself, I’m still me.
And she believed it.
Midnight Normal
April 1, 2025
It was around 12:40 a.m. when Sarah heard the knock.
Two soft taps. A third, just a little firmer. She didn’t even ask who it was.
She padded across the room in her oversized sweatshirt and opened the door without hesitation. Eli stood there, hoodie on, hair tousled from the cold wind, backpack slung low on his shoulder. He looked tired and warm and completely familiar.
“Hey,” he said, quiet.
“Come in,” she replied, already stepping aside.
No dramatic entrance. No urgent conversation. Just the new normal weekend when Jenna was away.
He dropped the backpack and kicked off his shoes, and she climbed back under the covers. He joined her, settling in beside her like they’d been married for years. Like it was the most natural thing in the world.
No apologies. No questions. No guilt.
This wasn’t adrenaline anymore. It wasn’t rebellion.
It was comfort.
Something about the darkness wrapped them up in it. The world shrunk down to this one room, this one bed, this one rhythm of breathing in sync. And Sarah let herself believe it: this could last. This could be what real love feels like. It didn’t have to look like rules and timelines. Maybe God wasn’t keeping score. Maybe He was just watching, gently, without the thunderclouds and lightning bolts she used to imagine.
Eli whispered something about  a meeting in the morning and needing to sneak out by six. She nodded, half-asleep already, and pressed her cheek against his shoulder.
“I love you,” he whispered into the dark.
“I know,” she murmured. “I love you too.”
Neither of them said anything after that.
There was nothing left to explain.
Hidden in the Glow
By mid-April, the dorm room no longer felt like a temporary space on weekends when Jenna left—it had become a life. Clothes in neat piles, a hairbrush on the desk, a box of granola bars under the bed, condoms tucked discreetly into the drawer beneath her journal. Sarah’s world was small and contained. Predictable.
It wasn’t exciting anymore. It was just… there.
And strangely, Sarah liked that. The sense that nothing had to be dramatic, nothing had to be earned or explained. They had made a commitment—signed a paper even. What they were doing wasn’t some side-road sin. It was part of that commitment. Premature maybe, but not wrong.
She and Eli never said it aloud, but it was obvious. Their intimacy was no longer a boundary they pushed against; it was the backdrop. The thing that made them feel married, even if no rings had been exchanged.
Sarah told herself she was doing fine. Her grades were fine. Her heart wasn’t light, but it wasn’t heavy either. It was just steady. Like everything had clicked into place.
She still read her Bible, sometimes. Still journaled. Still believed in God. But the hunger that used to drive her—those longings to be righteous, to be set apart—had faded into something quieter. Something less fiery, more lived-in.
This was adulthood, maybe. This was love, maybe.
And at least for now, she didn’t want to change it.
Things
One evening near midterms, Eli brought over takeout and left his Bible open on her desk, a marker stuck in Ephesians. Sarah had a paper half-finished on her laptop and a leftover brownie from a bake sale on the windowsill. They ate in bed, legs tangled beneath the blanket, the room warm from the radiator’s quiet hiss.
She lay on her stomach afterward, idly flipping through a marriage book they’d picked up from the discipleship table weeks earlier. “Do you think people would still be shocked if they knew?” she asked, chin resting on her forearm.
Eli glanced at her, then leaned back against the pillow. “Shocked? Probably.”
“But we’re not doing anything random,” she continued. “We’re not casual. We’re committed. We literally signed a paper.” She laughed softly, the sound a little ironic.
Eli ran his hand through her hair, gentle. “We love each other. We’re not using each other. That’s more than most people can say.”
Sarah nodded, eyes on the ceiling. “It’s weird. I used to think any kind of sex before marriage was rebellion. But now? It just feels like life. Our life.”
He didn’t respond right away. But when he did, it was quiet and certain: “I think God knows our hearts.”
That line—"God knows our hearts"—settled over the room like a benediction. It was the phrase they’d both learned to reach for, the spiritual logic that covered the things they no longer felt guilty about. But even as she said it, she felt that somehow that God knew this was probably more devoted to compromise than to holiness. They weren't hiding from God. Just… from everyone else.
Sarah rolled onto her side, watching the late winter light filter through the blinds. “I’m not sorry,” she said after a pause. “Not about you. Not about this.”
Eli kissed her forehead. “Me neither.”
It was the closest they came to naming what was now normal.
No confession. No shame. No sense of crisis. No repentance. No Jesus needed since it wasn’t wrong.
Just justified things, between two people who believed they had chosen rightly—even if they had taken a detour from the timeline.
The Ordinary Sacred
By late April, their rhythm was predictable.
Sarah would get out of class a little early on Wednesdays, walk to the market on the corner, and pick up apples, trail mix, or chocolate-covered pretzels—things she could toss into a shared bowl while they worked. Eli usually arrived around six with his backpack and a to-go coffee from the student lounge, always a little cold by then but still sweet with too much creamer. Sarah had talked to Jenna, and she studied or hung out somewhere else on Wednesdays. 
They worked in parallel—laptops open, commentaries out, sometimes reading aloud to each other from theology books or discipleship notes. Sometimes they kissed in between sentences. Sometimes they didn’t touch at all until they were brushing their teeth together after midnight, joking about who left the microwave door open again.
The physical part of their relationship had become... ordinary. Not dull, but familiar. Expected. Quietly sacred in its own way, like any other part of life that became part of the daily fabric. They didn’t talk about it much, and they didn’t plan it. It just happened when it happened, and then life resumed.
Sarah had stopped counting the number of times. She didn’t keep a mental tally or a guilt journal. She just lived her life. Went to class. Sang during worship. Slept with Eli. Prayed before dinner. Laughed at dumb jokes.
She still thought about purity sometimes—mostly when old verses floated through her head during quiet moments or when she passed the discipleship display near the library. But it didn’t sting anymore. Not like it had. It was more like a museum she had once walked through, full of artifacts that had once meant everything.
Now, she had something else. Not just Eli, but the feeling that she had made her own choices.
One night, after he’d left and the room was still warm with his cologne and body heat, Sarah sat at her desk, flipping through a devotional she hadn’t opened in months. A verse caught her eye—something about “walking in the light.”
She closed the book quietly and looked out the window. The campus was quiet. A few lights on in dorms. Somewhere, someone playing guitar badly through an open window.
She didn’t feel lost.
She didn’t feel afraid.
She didn’t feel particularly holy.
She just felt real.
She was beginning to think that honesty and realness were not necessarily truth. Once you run with your feelings for long enough, you forget that feelings can be wrong.
The routines still anchored her, barely. She brushed her teeth to the rhythm of a worship song stuck in her head. She read her Bible in the morning, sometimes just one verse, and then stared at the page as if the words might reassemble themselves into something meaningful. They didn’t.
Her journal stayed open on her desk, its lines filled with fragmented thoughts:
· “Still can’t pray out loud without performing.”
· “Why do I miss myself?”
· “He holds my hand like everything is normal.”
Eli was steady, as always. Smiling. Initiating prayer before meals. Sending her sermon links and verses like breadcrumbs back to some spiritual clearing they’d once shared. He kissed her cheek as he passed her coffee, squeezed her knee during worship nights, told her how proud he was of her commitment.
But something in his steadiness now felt off—not unkind, but unknowing. Like he was trying to hold together a version of them that no longer existed.
She didn’t resent him for it. Not really. She just didn’t know how to tell him that she wasn’t there anymore. That she was somewhere deeper, somewhere darker, somewhere lonelier than she expected to be.
And still, she smiled. She showed up. She wore the mask she had perfected over the years—the good girl, the faithful one, the girl who didn’t quit.
But every day, it felt a little heavier.
And somewhere deep in her chest, she could feel it building: not a breakdown, but a shift. A quiet reckoning.
She didn’t know what it would mean yet.
Only that it was coming.
Chapter 12, Section 2: A Flicker
It started on a Tuesday—ordinary in every way. Jenna tossed a granola bar at Sarah as she left for class, and Sarah caught it midair without thinking, the way she always had. They grinned at each other. It was small. It was normal. But something about it lingered.
That night, Sarah stood in front of the mirror, brushing her hair, and caught her own reflection mid-laugh. She paused. Not because she looked particularly beautiful or particularly broken—but because she didn’t look like a stranger.
She looked like someone who might still be in there.
She sat down on her bed, cross-legged, and grabbed her journal. Not to write about God. Not to unravel her theology. Just to get the noise out of her head.
“I miss joy. Not performance. Not pretending. Actual joy. The kind that used to show up in sunrises and long walks and the way Psalm 139 made me cry in eighth grade.”
The flicker wasn’t fireworks. It wasn’t dramatic. But it was real.
And it gave her just enough strength to open her phone and send a message to the one person who’d always seen her without the script.
To Jenna: “Want to walk tomorrow? Just us. No weirdness.”
A minute later, Jenna replied.
Jenna: “No weirdness. Just snacks and existential dread. See you after class.”
Sarah smiled. A real one.
And for the first time in weeks, the fog inside her chest shifted—barely, but undeniably.
A flicker. Not much.
But maybe enough.
One Honest Walk
They met by the back stairwell, same as always. But this time, no cigarettes, no hiding, no performance.
Just sneakers, jackets, and a shared bag of chips Jenna had stolen from the RA’s event table. “Don’t ask questions,” she said, already chewing. “Just accept blessings.”
They laughed. Genuinely.
Their feet crunched against the gravel path winding toward the lake—now familiar, almost sacred, not because of its beauty but because of how many versions of themselves had shown up here.
They didn’t talk for the first ten minutes.
Then Jenna broke the silence, casually. “So. You still sleeping with the preacher boy?”
Sarah didn’t even flinch. “Yeah.”
A beat. “And?”
Sarah exhaled. “And I don’t know. It doesn’t feel wrong. But it doesn’t feel right either. It just… is.”
Jenna didn’t judge. She didn’t nod like she understood either. She just let it hang.
They sat on the bench for a while, looking out over the lake. The spring air was damp and clinging, not quite cold, not quite warm. The in-between.
“I think I thought he would fix me,” Sarah said eventually. “Or maybe I’d fix him. That if we were enough for each other, we wouldn’t need anything else.”
“Did it work?” Jenna asked.
Sarah hesitated. “It worked for awhile. But it’s cracking.”
There wasn’t an answer. Not really. But Jenna leaned her head on Sarah’s shoulder, just for a moment.
No performance. No pretending. Just two girls who weren’t entirely lost anymore—but weren’t home yet either.
And somehow, that was enough for the night.
Distance in the Familiar
The next day at Bridges felt… quiet.
Not in sound—worship still echoed, chairs still scraped the floor, and people still laughed too loudly in the back row. But Sarah noticed the stillness within herself, a quiet space where noise used to be. A space that felt… observant. Separate.
Eli stood beside her, one hand resting lightly on her back, guiding her like always. To others, they looked inseparable—his quiet smile, her soft nods. The couple everyone wanted to be. But Sarah could feel the seams now, the unspoken layers between them.
They sat in the third row. During prayer requests, Eli whispered something thoughtful in her ear about a struggling freshman, and Sarah smiled, murmuring a prayer. But it felt distant, like watching herself from the outside. Her voice carried the same warmth, but her heart wasn’t in the room. Not completely.
Midway through worship, Eli took her hand. She let him. It wasn’t resistance—just routine.
Later, someone asked her to close in prayer. She stood, the mic cold in her hands, the room waiting. The words came—eloquent, articulate, even moving. She thanked God for his presence, for unity, for the gift of community. She prayed for strength and guidance and the joy of walking in His will.
But when she sat down, she didn’t feel lighter. Just… tired.
Eli leaned over and whispered, “Beautiful prayer.”
She smiled at him. “Thanks,” she said.
And meant it.
But also—didn’t.
As they walked out together into the early spring evening, he talked about grabbing dinner, about some new song he wanted her to hear. She agreed, automatically.
But part of her—quiet, deep—was elsewhere.
Beginning to stretch. Beginning to wake up.
A Subtle Drift
Dinner was warm and candlelit, a local place Eli liked—a little hole-in-the-wall Italian spot with mismatched chairs and string lights strung like constellations across the ceiling. They sat in a corner booth, tucked away like they were in their own world.
He talked more than usual.
About his childhood. A funny story from a youth retreat. His dream of starting a ministry that combined mentoring and mission work. His hands moved with conviction, his voice thick with sincerity.
Sarah smiled. She asked questions. She leaned forward at the right times. But she was quiet.
He didn’t seem to notice at first—not until halfway through the meal when he said, “You’re quiet tonight.”
She blinked, surprised by how true that felt. “Just tired,” she said, stirring her pasta.
“You’ve been tired a lot lately.”
“Yeah,” she said. “It’s just... a season, I think.”
He nodded, sipping his water, and the conversation moved on. But something shifted then—a subtle recognition in his eyes, like he was beginning to register the change.
When he dropped her off at her dorm, he walked her to the door like always. Hugged her. Kissed her forehead.
“I love you,” he said.
She paused. “I know,” she said softly, looking up at him.
And she did know.
But she didn’t say it back.
Not because it wasn’t true—but because something in her had stopped reaching for the same script.
She watched him leave, the sound of his footsteps fading into the night, and only then let out the breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding.
The drift wasn’t dramatic. It was subtle. Like fog rolling in across a field.
Slow, almost imperceptible.
But it was there.
Restless Grace
Sunday morning came with overcast skies and a strange stillness in Sarah’s chest. Not heaviness exactly—just a quiet, untethered kind of awareness. She dressed slowly, instinctively reaching for the same soft sweater she’d worn the day she visited the lake alone.
This time, she went to church alone.
She didn’t sit with Eli. She didn’t text him to say she was coming. She just showed up.
The sanctuary was half-full, the kind of modest, reverent space with wooden pews and soft blue carpet that always reminded her of childhood. She slid into the fourth row from the back, exhaled, and waited.
The sermon was about the Prodigal Son.
Not the obvious message, though—not the part about coming home. The pastor talked about the older brother. The one who never left. The one who did everything right. The one who stood outside the celebration, bitter and bewildered.
"He had the rules,” the pastor said, “but not the relationship.”
Sarah blinked slowly. Something hit her right in the center of her chest.
The prodigal ran off and wasted everything.
But the older brother stayed close and still missed the point.
Her hands were in her lap. Her Bible stayed closed. She wasn’t taking notes. She felt that maybe she was both. The older brother who harshly judged others, the younger brother that was trying to find meaning and purpose in rebellion. Not crazy rebellion, but the kind that outwardly gets good grades, says the right prayers, and inwardly fights against every boundary that is set up.
She was remembering.
The first time she prayed. Her baptism. The way worship used to feel when she wasn’t performing for anyone. The long-ago joy that came from knowing she was loved before she ever got good at being good.
It stirred in her like an old song heard from the next room—faint, but achingly familiar. It was like salvation was real, and after she got the gift she then had to earn it.
After the service, she didn’t linger. She walked out slowly, the air crisp and cool, her steps unhurried. She didn’t know what exactly had changed—only that something inside her had loosened.
Not peace, not yet.
But maybe the beginning of grace.
Real grace.
The kind that finds you when you’re not even sure if you’re looking.
The Test
It was late afternoon when Sarah knew she couldn’t wait any longer.
Her heart had been thudding all day, a low, persistent drumbeat of nerves. At first, she'd thought the strange feeling in her body was just anxiety—or stress, or exhaustion, or maybe guilt. But now she knew better.
She was late.
And not just a few days. A week. Long enough to move from uneasy to terrified. Long enough to stop Googling and start praying—though her prayers were more like open-ended whispers into silence: Please no. Or… if yes, then help.
She walked to the store alone.
She didn’t tell Jenna. She didn’t text Eli. She didn’t overthink it. She just walked, bought the test, and stuffed it into her coat pocket like it was contraband.
Back in the dorm bathroom, she locked the door. Her fingers trembled as she opened the box.
She didn’t cry. She didn’t panic. She just did what she needed to do.
And then she waited.
The minutes stretched long and slow, like some cruel version of eternity. She sat on the closed toilet lid, staring at the cracked tile floor, her mind blank with the weight of potential.
When she finally looked down, the result was clear.
Positive.
For a long time, she didn’t move. The world didn’t shift or crumble. It just… slowed.
She wasn’t sure what she felt. Not devastation. Not relief. Just a deep, hollow ache that pressed into every part of her being.
She took a breath. Then another.
Then she picked up the test, wrapped it in a paper towel, and tucked it into a plain white envelope. She sealed it carefully and scrawled one word on the front:
Eli.
She didn’t know what she was going to say when she gave it to him. But she knew where she would give it.
The bench. The one by the lake. 
It felt like the only place left that could hold this kind of moment.
She slipped on her coat, the envelope pressed tightly in her hand, and walked into the falling dusk.
The Bench
Eli arrived just after sunset.
He didn’t say a word at first. Just walked up the path, hands buried in his coat pockets, eyes heavy with expectation and unease. Sarah was already sitting, elbows on her knees, the envelope resting like a stone beside her.
She didn’t look at him right away.
“I used to think this place was peaceful,” she said softly, staring out at the lake. “Now it just feels… honest.”
Eli nodded, lowering himself onto the bench beside her. “You asked me to come. You okay?”
Sarah didn’t answer. Instead, she picked up the envelope and placed it in his hand.
He opened it slowly, the rustle of paper sounding too loud in the stillness. As soon as he saw the test, his face paled.
“Oh.”
It wasn’t shock so much as confirmation. Like he had already known. Like they both had.
Neither of them said anything for a long while.
Sarah finally broke the silence. Her voice was calm—no panic, no tears. Just clear-eyed truth. “Do you remember last year? Who I was?”
Eli looked at her, unsure how to answer.
“I used to think I was the good girl. Not just a Christian, but a solid one. Discerning. Disciplined. I judged people who crossed lines. Not out loud, but in my head. I would’ve looked at a girl like me now and thought—‘She’s lost. She needs to repent. She needs help.’”
Her voice didn’t shake. “And now here I am. I smoke sometimes. I drink at parties. I make out behind the gym. I had sex. I lied. I stopped praying. I led Bible study the same week I grabbed condoms. I... I got pregnant.”
Eli stared ahead, jaw clenched.
“I didn’t jump off a cliff,” she said. “I just walked down the slope. One little compromise at a time. And the scary part is… it didn’t feel evil. It felt good. Rebellion gave me a high. That thrill of being free, of pushing the boundaries.” She exhaled, breath curling into the cold air. “And then rebellion became normal. I started needing more to feel something. And now, nothing feels shocking anymore. I normalized everything I used to be terrified of.”
Her hands were clasped tightly in her lap. “I thought I was just curious. Or figuring myself out. But really, I think I was just addicted—to the buzz of disobedience. And to being wanted. I liked being bad. It made me feel powerful. Until it didn’t anymore.”
She turned to him. “Eli, I’m re-living the sin my mom confessed to me at Christmas. She had an abortion in college. Told me how ashamed she was, how much it haunted her. I sat across from her and swore to myself I’d never be in her shoes. And now here I am, with a positive test in my pocket, wondering if the same shame is coming for me too.”
Eli had gone still beside her. He rubbed his face hard, then looked at her with eyes full of grief.
“I thought I was the strong one,” he said. “The leader. The godly boyfriend who was supposed to guard your purity. I quoted Scripture like it was armor, but really, I was using it to keep the truth at bay.”
He shook his head. “I didn’t stop struggling with porn, Sarah. I never told you. I just replaced it with you. The same objectification. The same addiction to control. To fantasy. I didn’t fall with you—I dragged you into it.”
She watched him quietly.
“I told myself we were in love. That we were going to get married, so it was okay. But really, I just wanted to feel good about doing what I wanted. I used your trust to justify my own weakness.”
They sat there, the bench holding the weight of two unraveling people, two exhausted performances finally collapsing under the pressure.
Sarah looked back at the lake. “So what now?”
Eli leaned forward, elbows on his knees, staring at his shoes like they held the answer. “I don’t know. I don’t have a fix. Or a plan. But I don’t want to lie anymore.”
“Me neither,” Sarah whispered.
The bench was quiet again, save for the wind threading through the trees. The lake was still, the moonlight catching in its surface like glass. The two of them sat close, not holding hands, not crying—just sitting in the truth of what they had done, and what might come next.
Not performing. Not justifying.
Just honest.
And somewhere, in the quiet aftermath of confession, the smallest seed of something real took root—unremarkable, invisible, but alive.
Not resolution.
But perhaps the beginning of redemption.
Prologue: The Girl Who Had It All Together
Before the fall, there was Sarah—Sarah with the color-coded planner, the Scripture memory cards tucked in her journal, the kind of girl who never missed a quiet time and always had a spare pen to loan during Bible study.
She was a leader before she even meant to be. People trusted her prayers, admired her voice during worship, said she radiated something different. She did her devotions. She mentored the younger girls. She saved all her deepest fears and wildest questions for the privacy of her own mind. To everyone else, she was steady.
She didn’t fake it—at least not at first. She believed in the goodness of God, the call to purity, the beauty of obedience. She wanted the life her parents had shown her, the story her church affirmed: follow Jesus, wait well, marry young, serve with purpose. It was a good story. A clean one.
But no one told her what to do when the story cracked.
No one told her what to do when the feelings didn’t match the words she said out loud, when doubt crept in wearing the voice of her best friend, or when rebellion didn’t feel dark and twisted but electric and free.
She didn’t plan to unravel. She planned everything else.
But she didn’t plan to meet someone who made her feel chosen and wanted in ways Scripture never talked about.
She didn’t plan for her body to wake up with longing she couldn’t pray away.
She didn’t plan to love Jesus and still fall—slowly, almost imperceptibly—into a double life so believable she nearly convinced herself it wasn’t one.
This is not a story about rebellion for rebellion’s sake. It’s not about walking away.
It’s about the girl who stayed. The girl who led worship on Sunday and sinned in the dark. The girl who was afraid of her own desires, confused by her convictions, and desperate to be loved.
It’s about the grace that whispers even there, especially there.
It’s about being found, not because she held on tightly, but because Someone never stopped reaching.
This is Sarah’s story.
And maybe, somehow, it’s yours too.
Epilogue: Becoming
The spring semester ended quietly.
There was no dramatic altar call, no overnight transformation, no grand confession broadcast to a room full of shocked faces. Instead, there were slow, awkward conversations. Tears shed in quiet corners. Journals with half-finished prayers. Days where Sarah felt stronger, and others where she barely got out of bed.
She and Eli didn’t break up, but they didn’t pretend anymore either.
The baby changed everything—not because it fixed them, but because it forced them to stop pretending they weren’t already broken.
Sarah never thought she’d be the girl with the story. The one whispered about in church hallways or prayed for in youth groups. She always thought her testimony would be clean. Neat. But God doesn’t seem to write those stories very often.
She learned that sin doesn’t disqualify you from grace—it’s the only thing that qualifies you.
She learned that love isn’t proved by perfection, but by staying when things are hard, ugly, and uncertain.
And she learned that repentance is less like a courtroom confession and more like a slow walk home, where every step feels both heavier and holier than the last.
Jenna came back into her life like the tide—receding, then returning stronger. Eli stayed too, but differently. There was no more script, no more pretending they were the golden couple. Just two people who had known failure and wanted to live differently.
Sarah began to read Scripture again. Not to perform, but to remember.
Sometimes, she sat in the back of church with a hand on her stomach, the weight of new life pressing against the old lies she used to believe.
She wasn’t pure anymore—at least not by the standards she once held so tightly.
But she was becoming whole.
And that was better.
Not everything was resolved. There were still late-night doubts, strained conversations with her parents, dreams of what might have been. But Sarah was beginning to understand that grace doesn’t erase the past—it just refuses to let it be the end of the story.
She didn’t know how the next chapter would go.
But for the first time in a long time, she wasn’t afraid to turn the page.



Note from the Author
This story is a reflection on how Christians can sometimes fall into patterns of performance, people-pleasing, and duplicity. In the midst of this, the guilt and shame can drive us further from God rather than back into His arms. This narrative captures the journey of Sarah who finds herself navigating the difficult terrain of hypocrisy, of thrill-seeking and numbing behaviors that escalate as they seek to fill deeper voids and wounds.
For everyone who has walked the road of numbing, of thrill-seeking, of pushing limits more and more—there is a way back. It is not found through honesty alone, but through being honest about your need for Jesus. It's in acknowledging our profound need for a Savior that we find the strength to face our deepest sins and failures. May the Holy Spirit work in your hearts and lives, drawing you to Himself and granting you the courage to embrace not just the truth about yourselves, but the truth of the Gospel.
Grace and peace to you all on your journeys. May you find in Christ the freedom and the fullness that your hearts so deeply desire.



📘 Sequel Outline: Ashes and Light
Theme: Consequence, Confession, Grace, Becoming

🌀 Part One: Fragile Foundations (Chapters 1–5)
Chapter 1: Slip
· Sarah and Eli, while trying to walk in truth, fall back into physical intimacy.
· They both regret it afterward but feel too emotionally entangled to stop.
· They're praying again, but conviction becomes muddled by desire.
Chapter 2: The Two Lines
· Sarah takes a pregnancy test. Two pink lines.
· She doesn't tell Eli at first—walks around in a daze, numb and disconnected.
· The cigarettes come back. He notices. Presses gently. She breaks down and tells him.
Chapter 3: Telling the Truth
· Sarah tells her parents.
· Her father is devastated. Her mother is quiet. No one yells.
· “We don’t love you less. But we do love you enough to grieve this.”
· Eli visits the family—awkward, broken, earnest. A spiritual father figure prays over them in silence.
Chapter 4: The Proposal
· Eli suggests marriage. Not out of romance—out of duty, love, hope.
· Sarah doesn't say yes right away. She voices the tension:
“If we didn’t have the self-control to wait for marriage, what makes us think we’re ready to build one?”
· Honest conversation follows. No decisions made yet.
Chapter 5: A Slow Undoing
· Eli begins therapy. Sarah joins a pregnancy support group.
· They both attend a faith-based recovery course at a local church.
· Smoking continues. So do late-night tears.
· But they’re showing up.

🌱 Part Two: The Root of Things (Chapters 6–9)
Chapter 6: Honest Spaces
· Sarah shares her story at the support group. It’s the first time she says “I’m pregnant” aloud without flinching.
· A woman in the group says, “It’s not the end of the story. It’s the start of a new one.”
· She begins journaling again.
Chapter 7: Eli’s Confession
· Eli writes a letter to Sarah’s dad. Not asking for permission. Just confessing everything—his failures, his hopes, his plans.
· He gives it to Sarah to read first.
· They talk about forgiveness. Not as a gift they’ve earned—but one they’re just starting to receive.
Chapter 8: The Turn
· They stop sleeping together.
· Not in shame, but in surrender.
· “Not because we’re holy,” Eli says, “but because we want to be whole.”
· They begin praying together again—every morning, even if it’s short.
Chapter 9: The Invitation
· They attend church together.
· Her pastor’s sermon is from Hosea. About God marrying a woman who kept running.
· Eli takes her hand, and they cry quietly through the closing song.

🌤 Part Three: Light Breaking In (Chapters 10–14)
Chapter 10: The Nursery
· Sarah and her mom paint the nursery together.
· Her mother opens up about her own quiet failures and how she almost walked away once.
· Grace is handed down, not forced.
Chapter 11: A Hard Conversation
· Sarah and Eli tell the church leadership about their story.
· Not as an announcement—but as a confession.
· They are offered discipleship, not a platform.
· Someone says, “You’re not disqualified from grace.”
Chapter 12: The Shower
· The baby shower is awkward and beautiful.
· Jenna shows up, gift in hand. They hug tightly. “You’re stronger than you know.”
Chapter 13: The Birth
· Water breaks at night. Eli is terrified. Sarah is calm.
· They cry when the baby is born. Everything shifts.
Chapter 14: Becoming
· The final chapter is quiet. Sarah holds the baby in her arms while journaling.
· She writes:
“I thought pregnancy was the consequence. But this little life… she’s a grace I never saw coming.”
· Eli sits beside her. No ring on her finger yet. But peace in the room.
· The book ends with a prayer, whispered out loud:
“Not perfect, Lord. But we’re Yours.”
📘 Book Three: Beautiful Tattoos
Theme: Marriage, Recovery, Relapse, Redemption, Storytelling, Grace-on-the-Other-Side

🌱 Part One: The Newlyweds (Chapters 1–4)
“I do” doesn’t fix you. But it gives you someone to fall with.
Chapter 1: The Wedding
· Small. Real. Imperfect.
· Jenna is there. Sarah’s dad gives a quiet, emotional toast about grace and second chances.
· Sarah wears a simple gown with her tattoo barely showing on her wrist: a small feather—symbolizing both fragility and flight.
Chapter 2: The New Apartment
· First week of marriage. Dishes in the sink. The heater doesn’t work. They burn dinner twice.
· Eli is working part-time at a local nonprofit. Sarah’s doing online classes again.
· She still smokes—less now. Eli quit, mostly. But stress brings cravings.
Chapter 3: Counseling
· They begin couples counseling. They argue—softly, awkwardly—about finances, faith, and emotional withdrawal.
· One session ends with the counselor saying, “Healing is not the absence of pain—it’s the presence of safety.”
· They sit in the car afterward, holding hands in silence.
Chapter 4: A Sleepless Night
· Sarah has a panic attack in the middle of the night. Eli finds her on the floor of the bathroom, shaking.
· He holds her. Doesn’t fix it. Just breathes with her.
· The next morning, she finally admits: “I think I still hate myself some days.”

🔥 Part Two: The Relapse (Chapters 5–9)
Love doesn’t always stop the spiral. But it can keep you company through it.
Chapter 5: The Tattoo Shop
· They go to get tattoos together. Not planned—spontaneous.
· Sarah gets a small broken heart stitched with thread. Eli gets the word truth on his shoulder.
· They both say: “We want to carry our stories where we can see them.”
Chapter 6: The Drift
· Eli’s nonprofit job becomes emotionally draining. He begins disappearing into work.
· Sarah feels alone again. She starts smoking more.
· The physical intimacy fades. The connection starts to blur.
Chapter 7: The Slip
· Sarah skips a counseling session. Smokes through the afternoon.
· She meets with Jenna—who has her own new sobriety journey—and confesses she almost bought vodka.
· “I didn’t drink,” she says. “But I wanted to.”
· Jenna tells her, “Wanting to doesn’t make you weak. Hiding it does.”
Chapter 8: The Blow-Up
· Eli finds Sarah's stash of cigarettes and a bottle of pills (anti-anxiety meds she hasn’t been taking).
· They fight. For real this time.
· Eli says, “I can’t rescue you if you won’t let me see where you’re drowning.”
· Sarah shouts back, “I didn’t ask you to be my lifeguard. I asked you to stay.”
Chapter 9: The Fall and the Call
· Sarah relapses. Smokes. Drinks. Spends the night on Jenna’s couch.
· The next morning, she calls Eli. Just one sentence: “I’m not okay.”
· He comes immediately.

🌤 Part Three: Becoming Again (Chapters 10–14)
Recovery is a rhythm. Grace is a tattoo that never fades.
Chapter 10: The Return
· They go back to counseling.
· Sarah journals again. Prays. Quietly.
· Eli cries for the first time since the wedding, saying: “I thought being your husband would make me enough. I’m realizing I just need to be present.”
Chapter 11: A Quiet Vow
· They go to a local church retreat. No fanfare. No speaking roles.
· They sit in the back. During worship, they hold hands.
· At the end, they make new vows—not about perfection, but presence.
“I promise to stay when it’s ugly. I promise to walk toward truth—even if we stumble.”
Chapter 12: An Open Window
· Sarah opens the window one morning and doesn’t smoke.
· The light hits the new tattoo on her wrist.
· She smiles. Not because she’s fixed. But because she’s still here.
Chapter 13: The Letter
· She writes a letter to her future child.
“You weren’t born yet, but you made me want to live like someone you could meet.”
· Leaves it in a journal. Doesn’t tell anyone.
Chapter 14: The Test
· One last scene. Quiet. Soft.
· A pregnancy test on the bathroom counter.
· Two pink lines.
Eli finds her sitting on the bed, crying and smiling at the same time.
He kneels beside her and kisses her hand.
They don’t say anything.
They just sit there—together. Whole and cracked and becoming.
📘 Book Four: Reconstructed by the Spirit
Theme: Exposure, Brokenness, Deep Grace, Spirit-led Healing, True Surrender

🔥 Part One: Unveiling (Chapters 1–5)
“Truth doesn’t just set you free. It strips you down first.”
Chapter 1: The Invitation
· A guest preacher at a small out-of-town church invites them to a service.
· Mid-sermon, he looks directly at Sarah and says: “I don’t know you, but I hear the Spirit saying—'You’re exhausted from pretending. Let Me have it all.'”
· She breaks. Hard. For the first time in years.
Chapter 2: A Confession She Didn’t Plan
· After service, they’re invited to lunch with the pastor and his wife.
· During prayer, Sarah begins sobbing uncontrollably. She starts talking and can’t stop.
· She confesses she’s still pretending, still performing—even in her healing.
Chapter 3: Eli’s Turn
· Later that night, Eli confesses to Sarah: he’s been struggling with fatherhood—resenting the loss of freedom, even blaming their daughter.
· He breaks down and admits his history of pornography addiction never fully left him—he’s been clean, but tempted.
Chapter 4: The Family Secret
· One of Sarah’s brothers visits with his girlfriend. During dinner, she lets it slip that she had an abortion a year ago.
· Everyone freezes.
· Sarah realizes—this was the thing her family never talked about. The secret her brother had carried.
· Later, her brother confesses: “I begged God to stop it. I begged her not to. And I blamed myself when He didn’t.”
Chapter 5: Her Mother’s Shadow
· Sarah finds a pill bottle in her mom’s bathroom. Painkillers. Refilled. Again.
· Her mom finally breaks: “The church nearly tore me apart. I’ve been numbing it for years.”
· Sarah realizes she learned performance at home—grace had been talked about, but not received.

💔 Part Two: Ashes in the Light (Chapters 6–10)
“Everything hidden will be revealed. And everything revealed can be healed.”
Chapter 6: No More Secrets
· Sarah, Eli, her mom, and her brother sit down together.
· A moment of full confession: raw, tearful, holy.
· Her dad joins them quietly. Doesn’t lead. Just listens. Then says, “Let’s rebuild. Together.”
Chapter 7: Baptized Again
· Eli feels led to be baptized again—not as a spectacle, but as surrender.
· Sarah joins him. Not for show. For Spirit.
· The water is freezing, imperfect, and exactly what they needed.
Chapter 8: Prayer That Shakes
· The pastor leads a Spirit-led prayer over their marriage and family.
· It’s not charismatic for show—it’s raw, Spirit-led intercession.
· Something breaks in them—spiritually, emotionally.
Chapter 9: A Spirit-Filled Home
· They begin inviting the Spirit into everyday life.
· Prayer over their daughter’s crib. Worship playing during meals. Bible verses on post-its, not Instagram.
· Less control. More surrender.
· Less performance. More presence.
Chapter 10: The First Miracle
· Sarah’s mom begins a recovery journey. Gets clean. Finds a Christian therapist.
· Her brother starts volunteering at a crisis pregnancy center.
· The church that once caused so much pain becomes a place of rebuilding.
· God didn’t change the setting. He changed the people in it.

🌤 Part Three: Reconstructed (Chapters 11–14)
“The Spirit doesn’t decorate you. He rebuilds you.”
Chapter 11: Teaching Again
· Sarah is invited to speak at a women’s group.
· She says no at first. Then yes. Then shows up and reads from her journal instead of teaching a lesson.
· “This isn’t a comeback story,” she says. “It’s a resurrection.”
Chapter 12: Eli's Freedom
· Eli shares his testimony at a men's breakfast—nervously, tearfully.
· He ends by saying: “I’m not the strong one in my family. The Holy Spirit is.”
· For the first time, he believes it.
Chapter 13: Fire in the Fireplace
· They host a gathering at their house. Small. Simple.
· Testimonies, prayers, music. Spirit-led, not structured.
· Someone says: “There’s something different in this home.”
· And there is.
Chapter 14: Two Pink Lines (Again)
· Sarah wakes up sick. She knows.
· The test confirms it: pregnant.
· This time, she doesn’t panic.
· She sits on the couch, places her hand over her stomach, and whispers:
“You’re not the reason I change. But you’re another picture of grace I didn’t deserve.”
📘 Wilderness Psalms
Tone: Reflective, tender, lyrical
Style: Alternating between present-day narrative and journaled psalm entries from Sarah
Themes: Obedient obscurity, grief, daily liturgy, parenting, hidden fruit, dependence on God
Setting: A rural, aging farming town in the Midwest with one post office, three churches, and a diner called “The Fork and Prayer.”

🍂 Part One: Leaving the Familiar (Chapters 1–5)
“We didn’t come here to be known. We came here to be faithful.”
Chapter 1: The Call
· Sarah and Eli feel a pull—quiet but persistent—to leave their church roles, city rhythms, and start over.
· They visit a small town on a weekend retreat. A little girl sings “Be Thou My Vision” off-key in the back pew, and Sarah bursts into tears.
· They decide to move.
Chapter 2: Goodbye
· Leaving their old life is harder than they expected. Friends feel confused. Their pastor blesses them but says, “We’ll be here when you need to come back.”
· Their daughter, Hope, is excited but asks, “Will God live in our new house?”
Chapter 3: The New House
· A fixer-upper farmhouse with peeling paint and a well pump.
· No coffee shops. No social media. Just wind, fenceposts, and Sunday potlucks.
· Sarah begins to write in a cloth-bound journal. Short psalm-like prayers.
Chapter 4: Winter of the Soul
· The town is kind but distant. Church is faithful but dry. No one wants to be inspired—they want you to show up for pancake breakfasts and funerals.
· Sarah stops feeling God. Eli begins to wonder if he heard Him wrong.
· Hope sings herself to sleep.
Chapter 5: Psalm 1
· Sarah writes:
I miss applause.
I miss noise.
I miss the version of You I thought I understood.
But if You are here—
Then I will stay.

🌾 Part Two: The Middle Place (Chapters 6–10)
“When God feels absent, faith becomes a long obedience in the same direction.”
Chapter 6: Church Basement Revival
· Eli starts preaching monthly at the tiny Baptist church.
· It’s awkward. Half the congregation sleeps. But one older man says, “That one thing you said about doubt? I felt that.”
· It keeps him going.
Chapter 7: The Girl Next Door
· Sarah befriends Lily, a 16-year-old living next door. Withdrawn. Artistic. Wears long sleeves even in summer.
· Sarah sees pieces of her old self in Lily and invites her over weekly. Lily says almost nothing. Just draws.
Chapter 8: The Miscarriage
· Sarah wakes up bleeding. The ER is over an hour away. They lose the baby before they know its gender.
· Hope says, “Is the baby in heaven now?” and Sarah can’t answer.
· Eli buries a small wooden box beneath a pear tree in the yard.
Chapter 9: Psalm 47
· Sarah writes:
I did not hold the child.
But I felt the ache.
And I named her anyway—
Not as a mother.
As a mourner.
I will not let grief be wasted.
Chapter 10: The Quiet Turn
· One night, Lily shows Sarah her sketchbook: dozens of drawings of a woman crying by a tree.
· “That’s you,” she says. “But in the last one… you’re not crying anymore.”
· Sarah whispers, “Maybe the Spirit is still working after all.”

🌸 Part Three: The Flowers After Frost (Chapters 11–14)
“He makes beauty from dust. But only when the dust stays in His hands.”
Chapter 11: The Diner Church
· They start gathering a few young adults and older locals at the diner for prayer and pancakes.
· No music. No teaching. Just reading psalms and sharing silence. And yet, people show up.
Chapter 12: Eli’s Psalm
· Eli writes his first psalm and reads it aloud to Sarah:
I tried to be Your voice.
I forgot how to hear Yours.
Now I preach with fewer words.
But I feel You closer in the ones I don’t say.
Chapter 13: Resurrection in Small Things
· Lily gives her life to Jesus one night after reading Psalm 34 aloud in Sarah’s kitchen.
· Sarah begins planting tulips in the front yard.
· Hope learns to ride a bike.
· A church member dies. They are asked to lead the funeral.
· They feel called—not to grow fast, but to stay rooted.
Chapter 14: Psalm 150 – The Ending Psalm
· Spring.
· Sarah wakes early. Hears birds. The sun is pouring into the living room.
· She goes to the garden, hands in dirt, and whispers:
“Spirit of God, rebuild me daily.”
· Hope runs barefoot through the grass, singing.
· Eli hands her a letter from the clinic.
· She’s pregnant again.
The book closes with the first line of a new journal:
Psalm 151: You are not finished with us yet.
🌿 The Sarah Whitaker Series
by Evelyn Archer

Book 1: The Deconstruction
At nineteen, Sarah Whitaker’s life appears flawless—she’s respected, admired, and seen as a spiritual leader. But beneath the curated image is a young woman drowning in questions, secrets, and a longing to be free. As she drifts from her once-stable faith, Sarah begins unraveling the beliefs, expectations, and performances she once called truth. But when rebellion loses its thrill, what remains? A raw, poetic story of identity, loss, and the quiet ache for something real.

Book 2: What Remains
After walking away from everything she once believed, Sarah finds herself standing in the wreckage. When an unexpected pregnancy forces her to face the consequences of her double life, she and Eli—her charismatic boyfriend—are pushed into conversations neither of them is ready for. Marriage? Parenthood? Forgiveness? Amid pressure from her family and church, Sarah begins asking whether love can thrive without truth. This is a story of shame, courage, and the slow rebuilding of trust.

Book 3: Beautiful Tattoos
Now married, Sarah and Eli are navigating life as young parents with scars that still sting. From the outside, their lives seem mended—but healing isn’t linear, and neither is faith. As they confront addiction, temptation, and the pressures of parenting, the past begins to resurface in unexpected ways. Through relapse, repair, and moments of quiet beauty, Sarah begins to believe that broken things can still be beautiful—and that scars are a kind of grace.

Book 4: Reconstructed by the Spirit
Sarah and Eli join a small church where they’re invited not to perform, but to heal. When the new pastor begins praying over the unseen wounds in their lives, everything hidden comes into the light—family secrets, addictions, regrets, and pain too long buried. But exposure isn’t the end. It’s the beginning of true transformation. Through the Spirit’s quiet, persistent work, Sarah discovers what it means to be remade—not by her striving, but by grace.

Book 5: Wilderness Psalms
Feeling called to a quieter life, Sarah and Eli move to a rural town, hoping to find peace. But isolation, grief, and spiritual dryness hit harder than expected. When they suffer a miscarriage, the silence becomes deafening. Yet in the stillness, new rhythms emerge. Sarah begins writing small, psalm-like prayers—honest, aching, and full of longing. These wilderness songs become the soundtrack of their healing, reminding them that even in the silence, God is present.

