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To the God who uses anything and everything for His glory.


Colossians 3:23


To Wally/Warren who will probably never read this book but was the first to show me ministry wasn’t what I thought it was.


And to Jacob, for showing me that God can use my authentic self and I don’t have to be anyone else. 
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AMY

At four years old, I proudly stomped into my pre-K classroom to show off my brand-new, light-up, sparkly unicorn high-tops, and the other kids let me have the first choice of squares on the color carpet. I learned the value of confidently walking into each and every space like I own it. I’ve never slunk in through a side door or been pushed or carried into a building, but if I can’t make it through those glass double doors on my own steam today, I’m going to have to break down and ask for a piggy-back ride. The inelegant absurdity of being observed in such a position will probably be enough to get my feet moving across the parking lot, but it remains to be seen if it will sustain me through actually entering the premises. 

Normally, my schedule is full of places to go, doors to enter, events to attend. I’ve made a life of it. Not once in my twenty-eight years do I remember having to give myself a step-by-step action plan to walk inside a building. Creating a goal to get a coveted invitation? Absolutely. Making a plan to arrive at a meeting at a specific time and with a certain impressive accessory? On more than one occasion.

I am adept at making detailed plans to achieve a greater goal for my career, my finances, or my personal ambitions. Never have I ever created a series of small targets to build up to the incredible feat of opening a door.

Yet here I am, doing just that. And right now, I’m working hard to convince myself I can’t push back the next of those miniature milestones.

Again.

I’ve already moved it three times.

Today, I cannot call simply making it onto the property a win. I cannot hide in the back row of the parking lot. I cannot climb into the backseat and huddle under a blanket while I connect remotely on my phone.

Today, I’m going inside.

Before I can lose my resolve, I drive past the shaded, out-of-the-way side lot I’ve been parking in and follow the brightly colored signs directing me to the visitor spaces, right up front, only a matter of steps from the three large sets of double glass doors.

If I don’t get out of my car now, there are people everywhere who will notice and wonder, and if one of them approaches to see if I’m all right, it will be more embarrassing than anything that could happen inside.

On the other hand, if I get out and walk with purpose, keep my head down, and don’t talk to anyone, I can make it through those doors without drawing the notice of any of the people milling around on the sidewalks outside. Unless, of course, someone sees me getting out of a car parked in a visitor spot, but who really pays attention to things like that?

I grab my purse from the seat, nearly falling out the driver’s door at the lack of weight. I’m accustomed to carrying a large bag filled with everything I’ll need for the day, but the sedate black bag the size of a box of granola bars is closer to everything I saw when I looked up outfit inspirations online a month ago. In the name of fashion, I crammed the basic necessities into the smaller space and dropped everything else into a Bogg bag tucked behind the driver’s seat.

My confidence grows with every step I take away from my sporty red Mercedes. Who knew just getting out of the car was going to be the hardest part? After five steps, I feel certain diving back into the vehicle is no longer a danger.

Now I can set my sights on accomplishing my next goal. Get in. Get out. Don’t talk to anyone. Don’t draw anyone’s attention. Don’t linger after the meeting is over.

A small group of people is making their way through the middle set of doors, and I try to fall in behind them, merging with the flow. It takes effort not to swivel my head around and take in everything to be found in the enormous, two-story church foyer, but ogling the decorations is an obvious sign you’re new.

I don’t want to look new. I want to appear like an insider who belongs here and has come and gone so often that whatever is in this room has become totally mundane. I am as forgettable as the flooring, as innocuous as the wallpaper, as ignorable as the—

“Hi there!”

It would seem a tall woman in a deep violet-colored shirt and hair curled high enough to make a 1980s grandmother proud is going to ruin my plan. She smiles down at me, clearly oblivious to the startle she gave me that has my already nervous heart auditioning for a heavy metal band.

“My name’s Betsy.”

Her enthusiasm is almost enough to send me back to my car. I can drive to the back of the parking lot and no one will be any wiser.

Especially me because I’ll feel like a veritable idiot.

The bubbly woman steps around three other people to stand in front of me, her hands clasped together at her chest as if she is having to physically hold herself back from hugging me. “Is this your first time? I don’t think I’ve seen you here before.”

I blink at this woman and her shoulders that are broad enough to inspire the desire to poke at them to see if someone has started fitting T-shirts with shoulder pads. Across the cavernous space are more double doors. Wooden ones, propped open to reveal an enormous auditorium-style room that has to contain at least a thousand people with more walking in every second. How can she possibly know I’ve never been here?

I turn my head to look out the doors I just entered, but the visitor parking isn’t visible from here. Is there a guy on a security camera relaying the description of everyone who parks there to a special team of people? Discreetly, I try to see if Betsy is wearing an earpiece like a spy, but her giant purple earrings and puffed out curls could be hiding anything.

More people are entering the foyer area from hallways that jut off toward the sides of the building. Why didn’t I think to check for side doors? Probably because I didn’t realize a church would recruit their welcoming committee from the front of a Wal-Mart. Or are these the greeters that Wal-Mart rejected for being too aggressive? I haven’t been to one of those big box stores in years. Maybe all the greeters tackle people at the door these days.

Are all the entrances being guarded by people like Betsy? If I try different doors, they’ll think I’m new every time I arrive. Or, with the luck I’ve been having lately, I’ll accidentally choose the door that has me wandering onto the stage.

All of that is a concern for next week, though, assuming I can work up the nerve to make a second attempt at attendance. For now, I need to deal with Betsy.

I give her my best smile, which is normally wide and engaging and all things personable. Right now, it feels tighter than extra strength shapewear. “I’m just . . . going in there.” I vaguely point toward the room filled with lots of people and blessed anonymity.

“Of course you are.” She loses the battle with herself and one hand lands on my arm. I barely feel it through the cable-knit sweater I settled on wearing. “But you don’t want to go without your gift.”

“My gift?” My sister, Emma, gave me a long list of things I simply had to do at church. A very long list. An intimidating, suffocating list. Nowhere on it was receiving a gift.

“Your first time visitor gift.” Betsy waves the hand not clutching my sleeve toward a counter set up on the side of the large foyer. Purple must be the color family for the newcomer brigade because an enormous banner in indigo hangs over the counter. Large gold letters read “Welcome, Visitors.”

More smiling people stand beneath the banner and large brown paper gift bags stamped with the church logo line the edge of the counter. Their shirts are more of an iris color. All these slightly different shades of purple in the same room make my eyes burn.

The logo on the bags appears to be stamped in green instead of purple, though. This color combination is not acceptable unless you’re catching beads and getting drunk in New Orleans.

Wait. I should not be thinking about getting drunk while standing in a church. Probably shouldn’t be thinking about getting drunk at all. Not that I was ever a fan of that activity. Such a loss of control often leads to unflattering stories that follow you around for years.

Betsy is wanting me to follow her now, as she tries to guide me toward the counter and its small army of paper greeting soldiers that must contain the aforementioned gift.

Oh, no. No, no, no, no. I am not carrying one of those bags around. They practically scream, “Come talk to me. Pretend you’re happy to see me. Convince me I belong here.”

On the average day I’m a sucker for anything that makes me the center of attention, but I’d rather fade into the background today.

I try to smile again. “That’s really not necessary, I’m—”

“Of course it’s not necessary.” Betsy laughs and the flouncy curls on her head bobble. “That’s what makes it a gift.”

She continues walking toward the counter with her arm hooked with mine. My choices are to rudely extract myself and run away, follow her to the table and rudely turn down their gift, or fake a smile through it all and rudely ditch the paper bag in a potted plant.

I may be new to this whole Christianity thing, but I’m fairly certain being rude in church is not on the approved behavior list. Maybe I shouldn’t have been so determined to figure this out myself instead of letting Emma tell me what to do.

I make one more attempt to get out of more unwelcome welcoming attention. “I should go . . . that way.” The excuse that I was meeting someone had been on my tongue, but I know for certain that lying is unapproved behavior.

And I am very deliberately not meeting anyone. My sister and her boyfriend attend this church, but they attend the second of the Sunday morning services. I know because Emma invited me to join her.

Repeatedly.

But I don’t want to come with Emma. Our relationship has changed over the past few months, grown deeper and stronger and turned into the real version of the close relationship I’d once thought we had. I’ll be forever grateful to her for guiding me to the massive, life-changing decision of salvation, but now . . . Well, now I need to do it myself. I need to figure out who I am and what I do, and I don’t need Emma hovering over me and telling me her version of the answers.

So, no, I don’t want to find Emma.

Still, I can’t keep my desperate gaze from searching through the foyer for some sort of escape. Church would be the most likely location for a miracle, wouldn’t it?

My gaze snags on a taller than average man with a head of dark, well-groomed curls. He looks as comfortable in this church as I feel in a Neiman Marcus, and I doubt he had to give himself a pep talk to get out of the car this morning. He’s dressed in faded jeans and a plaid button-up and has a small smile that looks unconsciously formed for no apparent reason.

Until his eyes meet mine. He takes in my situation and his smile turns into an amused grin.

I can’t look away even as my feet keep following Betsy. When she pulls me to a stop, I tear my attention from the handsome stranger to the counter we’ve arrived at. Betsy is catching the attention of a middle-aged man holding one of those dreaded gift bags.

“There you are!”

I blink because that sentence did not come from the man now looking at me as if he found an employee’s hidden stash in the corner of a boutique sample sale.

The three of us and a few others turn to see the dark-haired man crossing the foyer. I know for certain I have never seen him until thirty seconds ago—I would absolutely remember anyone that attractive—but he’s acting as if we’re long-lost besties. His smile is as excitedly welcoming as Betsy’s, but it doesn’t feel like a lure trying to make me the victim of an attack hug.

I press one hand to my chest, curling the tips of my fingers into the thick, soft wool. “Me?”

“Of course, you.” He nods toward the doors to the auditorium. “We saved you a seat.”

Betsy squeezes my arm. “Why didn’t you tell me you were meeting friends? You’re in good hands with this one, even if he doesn’t know he should meet his guests at the door.” She reaches up and pats the man on the cheek.

People actually do that in real life? I thought it was something old grandmothers did in TV shows or movies on the Heartfelt channel.

The man chuckles. “I’ll do better next time, Betsy.” His blue eyes lift to a point over my shoulder, and he shifts to reach out an arm. “Thanks, Jeff. I’ll give this to her.”

Jeff is trying and failing to hide his disgruntlement at my would-be rescuer’s interruption, but he hands over the gift and finds a smile for the next visitor. My knight in muted plaid takes the bag and brings his bright, questioning gaze my way.

He’s clearly asking me a question, but I’m not sure what it is. Do I want the bag? Do I want him to walk away? Do I want to meet Jeff? The answer to all of those questions is no, so I give a small, discreet shake of my head.

He skillfully manages to settle the bag at the end of the row of gifts and guide me away from the counter in a single smooth move.

As we walk away, his smile turns a bit sheepish. “I’m sorry. You can tell me to go kick rocks if you want, but you looked like you could use saving.”

I swallow and nod my head several times. “No, I . . . thank you. She seems sweet but, um . . . a little much. At least for me. Today.”

He chuckles. “Betsy means well.”

I sneak a glance back at the counter where Jeff is handing a bag to a young mom and smiling down at the toddler by her side. “And Jeff?”

“Also means well.” He clears his throat. “Mostly. He likes to be the first to know about new, potentially single young women.” One hand lifts to run through his dark curls. “It’s not as creepy as it sounds.”

“I’ll take your word on that.” As I have no intention of even seeing Jeff again in the near future, much less dating him, his creepiness is irrelevant. If I were going to wade back into the dating waters, which I’ve avoided ever since I spent an evening upending everything I know about life into a carpet full of tears on my sister’s living room floor, it would be with someone like the guy beside me.

Unless I’m supposed to avoid men that are physically attractive now? Ugh. This confusion is one of the reasons I’m on a dating hiatus right now. Almost an entire social life hiatus. My friends don’t know what to do with me anymore.

Half the time I don’t know what to do with me.

I’m determined to figure it out, though. My mother has been telling me who to be since I was born and now, with this new creation business, I’m left wondering how much of me is, well, me, and how much of it is her. That’s why I’m doing this personal discovery on my own.

Two seconds after I’d said amen and opened my eyes to stare at the framed video game posters on Emma’s wall, she was telling me all the things I needed to do next. Come to church, meet her pastor, get baptized, join a study group. Not to mention the list of veiled suggestions that might have been from Emma and might have been from some weird form of guilty conscience in my head. The list of things I needed to change or add in my life seemed endless and full of things I definitely wouldn’t have had any part of before.

Stepping into a room of people who all know a whole lot more than I do about church and pretending I belong there? Far from ideal.

Submerging myself fully clothed in a vat of water in front of two thousand people in a room and who knew how many more online? No thank you.

Meeting with a complete stranger and sharing how my world is upside down, my confidence is in shambles, my future path is entirely obliterated, and yet somehow none of that undermines the secure feeling of rightness I have over my decision, even though I wake up each morning and spend ten minutes having an existential crisis because I don’t know who I am anymore? There aren’t words to describe that level of not happening.

My rescuer nods toward the open doors through which instrumental music drifts along with the murmur of hundreds of voices. “Do you have people you’re meeting?”

“Um, no.”

“Well, I don’t actually have seats saved, but you’re welcome to sit with me if you’d rather not be alone. We can find a row in the back, and I’ll chase all the greeters away.” He swings his arm like he’s fending off an attacking army.

I can’t help but smile at his antics. “I don’t want to be a bother. You can just point me toward a quiet corner and go sit wherever you normally do.”

He shrugs. “This isn’t my normal service so I’m sure someone else is occupying my usual spot.”

There’s another person in a purple shirt standing by the wooden doors, but he simply looks from me to my escort and smiles and nods.

I’ve walked into a lot of public buildings in my life and never had so many people want to talk to me. I deal with strangers almost every day in my work, but this is more than a little daunting. My sister wasn’t kidding about the level of friendliness in her church.

The possibility of dealing with one person who seems fairly understanding and dozens of people who want to bombard me with some weird form of a love bomb seems like a great reason to alter my do this on my own stance. Especially since he’s cute. I pinch myself on the arm because, once again, I don’t think that’s supposed to be something I’m thinking about right now.

I give him a smile I hope is friendly and not flirty. “Lead on.”

“Is this your first time here?” My rescuer walks into the auditorium and immediately turns left toward an area of short rows of chairs that are mostly empty.

“What gave it away?” My voice is thin and flat or perhaps that’s just the way it’s echoing in my head. I don’t normally have a problem being in crowded spaces or among people, but being here, in this room, in these back rows, feels like the final admission that I have completely and irrevocably destroyed who I was prior to two months ago.

He chuckles. “The wide-eyed panic, I suppose.”

“That would do it.” I swallow several times as I lower the seat and slide into it, trying to fix the dryness in my mouth. I’ve been to the theater, the symphony, the opera, and numerous meetings, talks, and award presentations so the style of seat is familiar and a little comforting. It’s also disorienting.

Never have I sat in the back row. The front rows are far more visible and public spaces are for being seen as much as they are for seeing.

Never have I sat in a seat with the intention of actually participating in the show that is about to be put on. Because it’s not a show. It’s . . . something else, something I’m supposed to be a part of and not just appreciate.

Never have I ever stepped out of my house in a cable-knit sweater, long flowing skirt, and less hair and makeup effort than I would put in for going to the grocery store. This is the look that came up repeatedly when I spent two hours combing the Internet for “church girl outfit,” though.

Finding the appropriate look for each occasion has been a crucial part of my life and it would seem it’s still a part of who I am. Looking around, though, I’m not certain that the dress code is as set as Pinterest led me to believe.

The dryness in my mouth isn’t going away and I can’t do anything about it because I don’t have my water bottle with me. All the pictures of the girls in the sweaters and long skirts had tiny bags that don’t hold all of life’s necessities, so I, too, brought a small purse. I should have brought my big leather hobo bag.

The man settles into the seat beside mine, placing his Bible and phone on the arm away from me. “First time in a large church?” He chuckles as he looks around the room where people are wandering about or collecting in groups. Some are taking their seats. “I grew up in a large church, so I forget what it can feel like sometimes.”

I wince. “I didn’t grow up in church at all.”

“Oh, yeah?” He turns partially in his seat to give me his full attention. “When did you start attending?”

Shouldn’t the service be starting now? I tried to time my entry so I wouldn’t endure much exposure to the social aspect, but obviously I miscalculated. I turn my wrist to check my watch, then almost immediately jerk the sweater sleeve back down.

The watch is a nice one, a gift from a jewelry designer I met when I showed my first clothing collection in New York. That I’m wearing it at all only underscores how scattered my mind is today. Normally I think of every aspect of an ensemble, from the hair accessories to the toenail polish, but I must have grabbed the watch out of habit when I was dressing this morning. It certainly does not fit the low-key, modest vibe I was going for.

I clear my throat and decide to ignore the man’s question. I don’t know his name and at this moment I can’t remember if he told it to me earlier, so I’m not about to ask. Still, in my experience, most personal questions can be diverted by asking the other person a different personal question. As long as that person isn’t also avoiding talking about themselves, it works nicely. “Did you grow up in this church?”

“No, though it wasn’t too far from here. Morning Glory. Have you been there?”

“Ah, no.” The name vaguely resonates, but I don’t know that church. I don’t know any church, not specifically.

I want to, though. There’s a lot of things I don’t know anymore, but I have read enough books . . . well, parts of books . . . okay, AI recaps of books and watched enough online services to know that I do want to learn how to worship.

This outfit is comfortable, but I feel exposed. My usual armor is the latest trends in fashion, makeup, hair, and jewelry, all folded into a classic style with a touch of personal flair.

Of course, these days, my usual armor feels as much like a mask as it does a security blanket. Maybe this exposure thing will be good for me.

And maybe, if I tell myself that enough times, I’ll start to believe it.
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JASON

The lights dim once and the screens to the side of the church begin displaying the five-minute countdown to the start of the service. A distressed squeak comes from my seat neighbor. She must not have known that the service actually starts at three minutes past the hour. Her hands clutch the armrests, and she looks like she’s about to bolt from the worship center and maybe even out of the building. 

I don’t want her to.

Not just because I’m somewhat intrigued by her, enough that I risked great embarrassment and even a slap on the cheek by pretending to know her, but because I don’t want anyone to feel like they don’t belong here.

Church has always been the one place I felt comfortable in my life. Growing up, there were a lot of other places, including my own home on occasion, that I felt out of place.

This woman looks like she feels that way now.

There’s something familiar about her, but I don’t think we’ve met. Maybe it’s because she looks like at least a dozen other young women in the singles group, with her simple hairstyle, clean face, and flowy skirt. Still, there’s something about her I can’t put my finger on that makes her different. It could be the nerves, but whatever it is, I’m glad she’s here.

Perhaps she needs to know that.

“I’m glad to have you here.”

She blinks at me, waiting for something else, but I can’t think what it would be. I’m not about to ask her out or even flirt with her, not when she’s new to this church and, if I have to hazard a guess, new to church in general. This is a girl that needs to focus on God, not me.

But if she keeps coming back, I might find myself not much better than Jeff. She’s cute. And it’s been a long time since I thought a girl was cute in anything more than a passing, observational manner.

“That’s it?” Her voice is tight and quiet, like a squeaky whisper.

“I . . .” I give her my most charming, self-deprecating smile. It works on all the other women in my life, except my best friend. “I’m not sure what else you’re expecting.”

“You’re just . . . glad I’m here?”

“Yeah. I’m always glad when people are in church, worshipping God, learning how to live more like Jesus.”

The lights dim again as the countdown flies by. I pick up my phone to ensure the volume has been turned down all the way.

“You did a good job.”

I look up into the gray eyes that somehow seem to shine in the shadows of the lowered lighting of this back corner tucked under the outcrop of the balcony above. “I’m sorry?”

Her fingers fiddle with the hem of her sweater. One sleeve rides up and I catch a glimpse of a watch that looks similar enough to my mother’s favorite timepiece that it pulls part of my attention.

She clears her throat and waves one hand toward the stage. “You know, the whole welcoming thing. Showing newcomers your interest without, I don’t know, quizzing them over their credentials.”

I forget the watch as I fight the urge for my eyebrows to climb upward. Last week’s sermon had been on accepting people—especially visitors—as they were, without expecting them to know about church or God or the Bible. If God receives people without judgement, so should we. A small laugh escapes as I settle back in my seat, suddenly sad that the countdown is rapidly approaching zero. “I thought this was your first time here.”

“I’ve been watching online.”

I nod, prepared to tell her that I think that’s a smart, safe way to check out a church, but she’s not done talking.

“On my phone.”

If I had to guess, the nerves are settling in and they’ve taken over her mouth.

“From my car.”

I can’t stop the surprise from showing on my face.

“In the parking lot.”

My gaze swings to the back of the room, as if I could see through the walls and out into the parking lot. I never would have guessed this woman to be in that position, but it could happen to anyone. And she’s trusting me with that information. I have to step up.

“I’m . . .” I have to pause to clear my throat as emotion clogs it. “Thank you for trusting me. We have a ministry team that can help you. I can introduce you to the coordinator after the service. She’s very discreet.”

The woman frowns. I can’t believe I didn’t ask for her name earlier. Did I even offer mine? I don’t think so. It feels awkwardly late to do so now.

Suddenly, her frown clears, her entire body seems to lighten, and she starts to giggle. It’s a soft giggle, drifting through a wide smile to land softly on my ears. “I’m not homeless.”

This declaration brings me back to the exchange and I feel heat gathering at the back of my neck. Fortunately, the shadows should hide any blush I actually form.

Her soft giggles continue as she shakes her head and relaxes into her seat. “It’s just taken me a . . . while . . . to get up the nerve to walk into the building.”

I shake my head, clearing out the misconceptions I’d been building and fighting a laugh of my own at the picture she’s painting. “So you’ve been driving here, parking in the lot, and watching the service from your phone?”

“Only for the last two weeks.” Her smile turns sheepish. “Before that, I couldn’t even make it here and had to watch from the Target parking lot down the street.”

I can’t help it. My laughter joins hers. “How long has this been going on?”

“Four weeks ago, I didn’t even make it out of my parking space at my apartment.”

“In that case, maybe next week you can move one section up? Work your way to the front of the room?”

She winces and pats the arm of her seat. “This is working fine, thank you.”

The music changes and the lights dim down for the final time as the praise band fills the stage. I stand and realize my seat mate has lost her sense of ease and is getting to her feet with a confused look on her face.

She may have been watching the services online, but I have a feeling this isn’t just her first time at this church. It’s her first time at any church. We don’t show the congregation on the livestream, so she’d have no idea of knowing what the people are doing if she hasn’t been in the building.

I lean in to whisper in her ear. This close to her, I catch a delightful scent I couldn’t begin to identify and need to not think about. I have a more important job right now. “We usually stand for the singing. People are more engaged that way. And those that prefer to sway or raise their hands can comfortably do so.”

“Oh.” She nods slightly, her eyes flying around the room as her lips barely move.

I nudge her shoulder and point to the side screen where they are broadcasting a close-up video of one of the singers but also displaying the words to the song. “The words are up there. We don’t all know it.”

Her shoulders relax a little as her gaze glues to the screen. It stays there until someone steps out to give announcements and people are sitting once again.

All the ease she’d gained before the service is gone as her fingers once more wrap around the ends of her armrests with a grip tight enough to make her knuckles stand out and turn white.

I don’t know what’s bothering her about this moment as everyone laughs at a joke made by the minister, but I want her to know she’s not alone.

Following the same instinct that had me crossing the foyer to come to her rescue, I let my hand lay gently on top of hers. My thumb grazes the side of her hand, and I have to will myself not to notice how soft her skin is.

When the next song starts, I don’t get up. I stay seated, letting the people in front of us stand and do their thing. Wide eyes turn to me, staring for several seconds, before she lets out a deep sigh and settles back into her chair.

Her fingers release their grip on the armrest and her hand starts to shift beneath mine. I go to move my hand but before I can, she’s flipped hers over and threaded her fingers between mine. Her palm is pressed to mine, and I can feel how cold it is.

She’s gripping my hand with the same intensity she held the arm rest moments before. There’s nothing flirtatious or romantic about it. This woman has decided she needs a lifeline and my hand is it. I might walk out of here with a bruise, but it will be worth it.

Everyone sits and Pastor Brian comes out to start his sermon. The lack of congregant participation must make it feel more familiar, because my companion slides her hand from mine and takes out her phone, opening a notes app.

Occasionally, she types out a question related to the sermon. I’m guessing it’s something she wants to look into later. If she didn’t have anyone to come to church with, though, I doubt she has someone to answer her questions.

I slide a piece of paper from my Bible. It’s an old flyer for a gathering of the singles’ ministry, but the back is blank. Then I open up the Bible app on my phone so I can look up things I don’t remember with specificity.

Part of my attention stays on the sermon, but most of it is given to sneaking glances at the woman’s phone and making a list of verses she can utilize to find her answers.

I don’t get to give her the paper though, because when everyone stands for the closing song after the sermon, she bolts from the room.

Grabbing up my things, I move to follow her, but she’s already going through the glass doors to the parking lot by the time I slip out of the worship center.

There are several people milling around, volunteers, security, other people who left the service early, and those coming out of small groups that meet during this first hour. It’s far too many people for me to call out for her, even if I did know her name.

I can’t do anything except put the page of notes back into my Bible and pray I’ll see her next week. This isn’t my normal service. I’m usually sitting in a small group Bible study right now, but this morning I’d been asked to help in the teen group that meets during the second service, so I’d rearranged my schedule.

Looks like I’ll be rearranging it again next week, or possibly even lurking in the foyer before every service, because it’s been a long time since I was this intrigued.

I’m still thinking about her an hour later as I make my way from the building and across the parking lot to my car. It figures that the first girl to catch my eye in almost a year is one I need to stay away from in anything other than a brother-in-Christ sense. She’s clearly got more important things to straighten out right now.

Once in my car, the feeling of disconnection I’ve been battling lately washes over me. I don’t know what to do with myself. It’s disconcertingly similar to the feeling I had as a teenager when I didn’t know what to do with the expectations or even the opportunities around me.

Except now I’m a thirty-year-old adult and have the responsibility of creating expectations and opportunities for myself. I have friends, my own business, and enough hobbies to keep me from working eighteen hours a day like I did right out of college. Over the past five or six years I’ve created a routine and it’s a good one.

So why do I feel . . . itchy?

I’d like to blame the experience of seeing church through the eyes of a newcomer, but this discomfort has been popping up more and more over the past few months.

Ever since Emma started dating Carter.

It might be time to admit to myself that this change has disturbed me more than I’m willing to admit.

My phone vibrates and I unlock it to read the message from Emma letting me know our group of friends is meeting for lunch at a nearby Mexican restaurant. I drive over there, my mind bouncing between contemplating my very existence and replaying every moment of my morning with the unknown blonde woman.

Most of my friends are already seated, snacking on the chips and salsa. There isn’t an open seat next to Emma. Her good friend Trina is on one side and her boyfriend, Carter, is on the other. That’s the place that used to be mine.

Carter’s a good guy and, even more importantly, he’s good for Emma. I’m glad they’re together. I even suppose it’s appropriate that he displaced me from my usual location instead of bumping out Tamera, but I miss my best friend a little.

I take the seat next to Carter and snag one of the chips. I’ve been here often enough that I don’t need a menu. Lunch special number 4 order is my go-to here. They have the best chile rellenos.

It’s easy to join in the conversation floating around the table and by the time we’re giving the server our orders, I’ve more or less pushed the mopey thoughts out of my mind.

Life isn’t supposed to be stagnant. Everything shouldn’t always stay the same. But whether it’s the fact that our group is consisting of more and more couples—including one that ran off and eloped a month ago and another set to tie the knot in March—or the way my apartment seems more and more empty, it’s become very clear to me that the life I’ve been building isn’t exactly a full one.

Now, if only I knew what to do about it.
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AMY

Tuesday morning me is not happy with Monday morning me. Yesterday, while I was riding the high of having finally accomplished the feat of attending a church service, I convinced myself that I was on my way to taking charge of this new life and finding where I am meant to be. 

I was delusional.

And in my delusions, I made an appointment.

Now I have to keep that appointment, and I am not certain I’m ready for it. Not completely anyway.

On the one hand, I’m very excited to meet my twin sister’s mysterious best friend who I actually thought was imaginary until her boyfriend mentioned having gone to the guy’s home for dinner.

On the other hand, attending a church service is a far cry from defying my mother. She may not know where I’m going for my client consultation this morning or the fact that I’m the client instead of the consultant, but I know she wouldn’t approve. It’s obvious even if she has never explicitly said, “Amy, do not take your styling and design business that I thought was part of my boutique, but you secretly formed under a different business entity, and go in a direction that attempts to bring in something other than exclusive, designer, high-end clientele.”

If she’d known saying that sentence was an option, she absolutely would have done so.

I can’t hide the official business arrangement much longer. Her suspicions are growing as I keep landing more and more clients, but she isn’t seeing the boost in her profit margin. That’s because the rent for my office space is a set number and all that extra profit is going into my business bank account. Not hers.

The next steps of my business plan need to already be in motion when she figures everything out so that she can’t convince me to change direction and come under the fold of the boutique after all.

Unfortunately, my business plan has undergone an abrupt adjustment in the past few months, and I feel more than a little unsure about my new choices. Since I was in high school, the vision has been the same. Become a high-end, couture designer and a stylist to celebrities and important figures.

Part of me still wants that, but a larger part of me wants to help more people. Everyday people.

A sense of utter failure has plagued me since I learned my own sister was so uncomfortable with the clothing Mother and I expected her to wear that she hid huge parts of her life from us. The habits and clothing she needed to be able to build the life she wanted didn’t fit our aesthetic, so she kept them away from us.

That was the day I realized there is more to fashion than appearance.

The experience has made me a better stylist, but I can only take on so many individual clients and, if I’m honest, most of the people who can afford my services aren’t suffering from a fashion emergency. They want to go from good to great.

There needs to be a budget version of my services if I want people like my twin to be able to curate a wardrobe that doesn’t hurt other people’s eyes while still fitting their needs.

As much as people don’t like to admit it, what we wear and the way we look affects how others think about us and treat us. Even Emma has admitted that she has had an easier time in public since I went through her wardrobe with her a few months ago. She doesn’t have to look frumpy to be comfortable, even if she has weird requirements for that comfort.

Unfortunately, custom wardrobe makeovers take a lot of time and money. In order to make a budget-friendly styling service, I need to replicate myself, and I only know one way to do that.

Which is why I made this morning’s meeting.

I didn’t sleep well last night as the bravado from Sunday was already giving way to nerves, so I take extra time to put cold compresses and hydration masks under my eyes this morning. When I think I’m ready to go, I grab my mascara and give my lashes one more flick of extension to overcome any lingering dullness from the rough night.

The face staring back at me in the mirror is familiar. Properly contoured foundation, perfectly winged eyeliner, and bold, red lips framed by loose, bouncy blonde curls is a look I know. The makeup skills have been honed since I was eleven, the hair since I was nine—though my discovery of heatless curls in the past few years has been a game changer.

Everything looks more me than the girl who attended church two days ago.

I don’t feel like me, though.

Of course, I didn’t feel much like me on Sunday, either.

At least, not mentally or emotionally or whatever -ally options there are aside from physically. I turn left, then right, inspecting myself in the mirror. The loose-fitting black slacks, white chiffon keyhole blouse, and wedge heeled half boots are professional and stylish.

It’s actually not that different from some of the outfits I saw at the church. There were certainly enough people dressed similarly to the “church girl outfits” I saw online that I didn’t look out of place, but I don’t know that this version of me would look completely strange either. I think I even saw one or two pieces of clothing from my mother’s boutique in the audience.

I try to imagine going to church in my normal clothes and with my normal hair and makeup. Would I still feel the need to hide in the back corner or flee from the people who want to greet me?

Frequently when I walk into a room, people notice, and they look at me. Whether it’s the hair, the clothes, or the way my mother taught me to walk with purpose, I have no idea, but it’s not something I’m ready to experience at church. I have too many things to figure out about myself before drawing that kind of attention.

Besides, I think drawing attention at church may be a bad thing in the rule book.

My phone buzzes with an incoming text as I leave my room to gather my needs for the day.

EMMA: Would you rather be totally covered in hair from head to toe or be completely bald?



I roll my eyes but can’t stop a smile as I read the question. About five months ago, when I discovered Emma had an entire wardrobe and therefore life she’d been actively working to hide from me, we had a fight. The biggest fight of our lives as far as I remember. It was obvious that we’d grown far apart as adults.

As hurt and angry as I was about that, I didn’t know what to do. Fortunately, Emma did. She started texting me get-to-know-you questions every day, re-establishing our connection in little bits and pieces.

Three months ago, I told her she was not allowed to ask my favorite of anything anymore when she stooped so low as to ask which foot I preferred to start with when clipping toenails. I also took her to get a pedicure after that one because she makes enough disposable income to not be clipping her own toenails when she could be indulging in an hour of pampering at my favorite spa.

By that point, texting me every morning was a habit, and she fell back on Would You Rather questions when she couldn’t think of anything else. To be honest, I like the daily connection. Most days we don’t have much to talk about, but it’s easier to say things or ask questions when the conversation is already started.

I set today’s lipstick on my kitchen counter so it can be added to my bag for the day and unlock my phone to type out an answer.

ME: Easy. Completely bald. There are fabulous wigs and false eyelashes. There’re even false eyebrows.



Because I enjoy making Emma cringe over all things beauty- and style-related, I immediately send another message.


ME: I don’t even want to think about the time and money involved in removing that much body hair. Waxing would mean growing out the stubble too often and laser removal is expensive.


EMMA: Laser removal? Doesn’t that burn?


ME: No. I had my underarms done years ago.




I’ve thought about doing my legs but waxing and shaving haven’t been enough of a pain for me to spend the money. I glance at my watch and start moving about my kitchen, gathering the things I need for the day with one hand while texting with the other. Emma has informed me I don’t actually save time doing this as it makes both tasks slower, but I figure if I’m doing them simultaneously, the overall time spent is less.

She wants to time me to see if that’s true.

I would rather not know.


ME: Are you working from home today?


EMMA: <<GIF of Robert Downey, Jr rolling his eyes>>


EMMA: Yes. There’s no need for a fit check.




I laugh as I shove my water bottle and a package of organic granola bites into my bag. Emma using the term fit check in any sort of unironic way is something that never would have happened a year ago.

Normally, when I ask if she’s going into the office, it is because I want to see what she’s wearing. My sister is a fashion nightmare, but we’ve been working together for the past few months and have found a look that keeps her comfortable but not dowdy.

Today, though, I have an ulterior motive.

I don’t want her in her office because I am going to be in her office.

I do realize the irony of wanting to find myself on my own and be my own woman but utilizing all of Emma’s contacts and spaces to do so. But there are an overwhelming number of different types of churches within twenty minutes of me and I don’t know of another company that does what Emma’s employer does.

So, I’m going into Emma’s spaces on my own and I’m counting it as independence. The good thing about not telling anyone is no one can contradict me.


ME: Are you planning to see anyone today?


EMMA: No.


ME: Not even Carter?


EMMA: Carter doesn’t count.




I shake my head even though she can’t see me. How can she possibly say that Carter doesn’t count? Yes, the man is head over heels in love with her, but they’ve only been dating like six months. That’s longer than any relationship I’ve ever had, but that’s still in the make a good impression phase.

Isn’t it?


ME: How can Carter not count? You haven’t landed a ring on that finger yet, so you still need to maintain a good impression.


EMMA: You sound like Mother.


ME: You say that like it’s a bad thing.


EMMA: Well, it’s not a good thing.




Emma and our mother don’t have the best of relationships, especially not recently. You would think having one of her twin daughters in a committed relationship with a world-renowned artist would make the woman happy, but it hasn’t seemed to. I think it’s because Emma isn’t willing to ask Carter to attend a lot of social events.

Even I have to admit Mother is a little obsessed with her social standing and reputation. I get it, though, as until a couple months ago it was my top priority as well. In the space of single evening, it suddenly became . . . unimportant.


ME: Mother knows a thing or two about fashion, you know. She and Aunt Jade have one of the most successful boutiques in the southeast.


EMMA: That might matter if Carter wanted to marry a socialite.


ME: Does he want to marry a gamer nerd?


EMMA: I certainly hope so.


ME: Just tell me you aren’t going to see him today while wearing cartoon-printed pajama pants.


EMMA: I promise.




My sigh of relief is cut short by another incoming text.


EMMA: They’re sweatpants.


EMMA: <<Picture of Emma’s leg sticking out from her papasan chair, wearing gray sweatpants with a cartoon donkey on the leg>>


ME: NO.


EMMA: They were a gift. It’d be rude not to wear them.


ME: From who? Carter?


EMMA: No. Jason. But Carter was there when I opened the bag, and he approved.




Meeting the mysterious Jason is the only part of today’s meeting that I’m still excited about this morning. I’ve never understood the relationship he seems to have with Emma. For years I thought either he didn’t exist, they were secretly dating, or Emma was indulging in a very long unrequited crush. As it turns out, none of those are true because my fraternal twin sister is in a very serious dating relationship and still mentions this other man on a regular basis. Even her boyfriend has mentioned this guy in a positive light. The even stranger part of this concept is that her best friend is also her boss.

Which means there’s a good chance she’ll learn about today’s meeting. I don’t know if tech companies have client confidentiality, but I’m going to ask for it. I’m not ready for Emma to know what I’m doing. Maybe once I’ve committed with a contract. She knows my business is separate from Mother’s, but she doesn’t know I’ve been planning a redirection, and I don’t want anyone talking me out of it—or into a commitment before I’m ready.

It needs to be my choice alone.


ME: Whatever. Just keep them in your apartment.


EMMA: Can do. Carter’s bringing dinner over here tonight.


ME: <<GIF of David from Schitt’s Creek saying I give up>>




I set my phone on the counter and finish gathering my things. My tablet and earbuds are removed from the charging station, my prepacked lunchbox cooler complete with my indulgent can of Diet Dr. Pepper comes out of the fridge, and I pull my fitted black peacoat from the closet by the door.

With the strap of my large leather bag thrown over my shoulder and my car keys in hand, I pause at the door of my apartment to say a prayer. I’m still new to the idea of praying in a genuine sense. Growing up in the southeast, it was always easy to toss off a casual plea for God to let a pair of jeans be on sale or hold off the rain for another hour. Genuinely asking Him to guide me through my decisions for the day is an unfamiliar and odd feeling.

Still, I want to do this right and it’s getting a little easier to remember He actually wants to hear from me every time I do it. And I really do think He wants this conversation to go well today. That, or I am the absolute worst at hearing spiritual guidance and direction. As a pretty new believer, there’s an awful lot for me to learn, but I’d hate to think I was so bad at listening that I made up the idea of completely pivoting my livelihood.

“There’s only one way to find out,” I mutter as I reach for the doorknob.

I start some music on my phone and set it to play through the car speakers, then turn up the volume as I drive out of the apartment complex. Loud rock music has always been my go-to method for lifting my spirits when I’m feeling unsure of myself. Emma gave me the names of several Christian rock bands, and I’ve been testing them out.

Today, though, I click on a list of old stand-bys. Every now and then I become uncomfortable with some of the lyrics I’m singing and I press the button to advance to the next song, but it doesn’t make sense that I would need to abandon everything I used to enjoy in the face of my new beliefs and mindset.

I can keep my confidence-building playlist as long as I use discretion. Maybe that same idea can extend past music?

Once again, my thoughts turn to what my outfit will be for next Sunday. I doubt my church attire is meant to consume this much of my mind, but my first thought about any event in my life is what I’m going to wear.

My nails tap against the steering wheel as I wait at a traffic light. I applied the red lacquer Sunday night, but maybe I don’t have to remove it this week? I mean, if I can roll down the road screaming out the lyrics to “Born to be Wild” by Steppenwolf, then maybe I can wear nail polish to church.

A sigh shudders out as I consider the idea. Maybe I’ll change it out for pink polish instead. Or a sedate French tip. A compromise of sorts.

I hate feeling like this. A lack of confidence wasn’t a problem until I started this whole faith journey thing. Now I’m second-guessing everything except for the fact that I look like a consummate professional this morning.

If only I were as confident about the topic of this morning’s discussion.

I slide into the parking spot and check the time. Fifteen minutes early. I can finish the song.

The last of the lyrics pour from my speakers and I sedately mouth along, even though in my head I’m punching my arms in the air and swinging my hair back and forth. Car windows are clear and there is every possibility that someone can see me parked in the visitor parking of this office building. I do not need to leave the impression that I am anything other than reliable and competent.

Once the song ends, I turn off the car and head inside. The wide strap of my heavy leather bag is comfortable on my shoulder, an assurance that I am prepared for whatever situation awaits me. Emma says I’m going to hurt my neck if I keep carrying a bag of this size, but I figure that’s what chiropractors are for.

I stride into the building as the picture of confidence. Only I am aware of the rapid beat of my heart and the millions of butterflies swirling in my stomach.

God, I don’t know if it’s a sign of weakness to ask for signs, but I would really like one about now that proves I’m heading in the right direction.

I give my name to the receptionist, who gives me a visitor badge and sends me to the bank of elevators with the instructions that Jason will meet me on the appropriate floor.

The sound of my deep breathing fills the elevator car as I slowly ride up three floors. The doors slide open, and I step into the vestibule. A big sign with the name and logo for Digital World Solutions points me to the left and I turn.

Then freeze.

This is definitely a sign from God, but I don’t know if it means I’m going in the right direction or if it’s a warning that I should jump back in the elevator and flee.

Because the man standing in the doorway, looking at me with a very confused frown on his face and a backward ball cap on his head that shouldn’t look attractive but is somehow incredibly hot, is the guy who rescued me at church.
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