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    To the Holy Spirit, who taught me not to conform, but to transform.

Thank you for calling me to unmask—to live unveiled, uncolonized, and unafraid.

For every renewed mind, every reclaimed truth, and every layer You lovingly removed,I give You glory.

May this work set captives free—one liberated thought at a time.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "So here's what I want you to do, God helping you: Take your everyday, ordinary life—your sleeping, eating, going-to-work, and walking-around life—and place it before God as an offering. Embracing what God does for you is the best thing you can do for him. Don't become so well-adjusted to your culture that you fit into it without even thinking. Instead, fix your attention on God. You'll be changed from the inside out. Readily recognize what he wants from you, and quickly respond to it. Unlike the culture around you, always dragging you down to its level of immaturity, God brings the best out of you, develops well-formed maturity in you."

Romans 12: 1-2, The Message
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​PROLOGUE: THE HOUSE THAT REMEMBERS
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The air smells too clean—like something’s trying to erase what’s happening here. Me, in this moment.

Dogs barking, insects humming, birds chirping. A hog grunts in the distance. No trash burning. No food cooking. No engines coughing smoke into the sky. Just country air and emptiness.

Like the world knows I’m trying to disappear.

I've always been afraid to step off the front porch on sweltering summer days. The thought of running up on a snake is too much for me to bear. If I don't muster the courage to walk the half mile to the mailbox, I won't know if any letters came. Imagine that. Going from instant messaging and WiFi to waiting for letters in the mail. How the mighty have fallen.

I walk down the steps to dirt and grass. More dirt in some parts, more grass in others. Rose bushes line the yard, along with those Christmas-looking berry bushes we were told as kids were poisonous.

I wore sandals, so I could take them off and feel the sand between my toes. Pretend it's the beach. Out here, it’s just dirt roads and pine trees. But hot sand still works its magic. 

The whole community is only accessible by dirt roads, surrounded by pine trees. The mostly treeless clearings are dotted with double-wide trailers and rickety old houses like ours. Built during slave times, or at the latest, sharecropping days.

The yard dogs surround me as I walk carefully toward the dirt road, trying to avoid sand spurs that I assume grow on weeds. I'm no gardener. All I know is they hurt. Making it out of the yard, I take off my sandals and swing them from one hand. The sand is hot but bearable.

After only a few steps, I see a snake trail in the sand crossing from left to right. My breathing staggers and my body tenses. Shivering, I think of turning back, but I really need to see if I'll hear from my people. I move on.

As a kid, I recall stories of roadrunner snakes that chase you down, or huge long snakes that cover the whole road side to side. Having never seen one on foot or in a car, I still hold onto these stories as proof of my unreasonable fears of being attacked by something that's most likely more scared of me than I am of it.

Imagine that. Being more scared of something that can kill you than it is of you. I sense this thought is trying to teach me something, but right now I'm in lazy rest mode as I stroll past the snake trail.

A month ago, my life looked completely different. I never thought I'd be back on these dirt roads, feeling the same feelings I experienced as a little girl. 

I learned to drive on this road as a kid; first sitting in someone's lap, then driving a long hoopty to the mailbox by myself as a young teen. I nearly knocked over the mailboxes!

Here I am, back here.

Running from drama and heartache, yes. Running from my past, yes. Hiding from my destiny, perhaps. I glance left as something catches my eye in a tree. Sure enough, it's a snake wrapped around a tree trunk. I shiver and start shuffling faster. The mailbox sits on the slight hill ahead.

This dirt road meets up with the main road. There's been talk about paving the main road for years, but I can't imagine my family would ever agree to pave ours. Three mailboxes line up next to each other, sitting smack dab where the two roads join. Ours is the middle one. I check for spiders and bugs before sticking my hand inside.

Damn. Only a bill. Nothing from my life back in the city. I suppose no news is good news. 

Shrugging and closing the mailbox, I head back down the hill. I hope that snake is still in the tree. At least if it's there, it's not coming to chase me. I should also be glad my past hasn't come to chase me.

It's dusk, the sun setting behind the trees. One thing I love about the country is the cool breeze when the sun sets. Crickets and other insects fill the air with sound, punctuated by the occasional hog grunt or dog bark. No sirens. No car exhaust. No people.

Sitting on the porch can be relaxing and also creepy thinking about what could be lurking in the darkness when there's not much light to see. The darkness and quiet together can become too much to handle.

Just sitting here with my thoughts.

My past may not have come calling...yet. It sure haunts my mind and soul. Why am I here? Alone? No family. No friends. What is happening to me and my life?

I start feeling tense and shaky. It feels like someone is watching me. Maybe my past IS catching up to me.

Time to go inside. The squeaking screen door sends tingles down my spine as I open and close it. I shut the front door quickly and set all the locks. Turn and click. Twist and clack. Slide and twist. Three's a charm.

Sitting in the living room chair, tension builds in my body. I'm afraid—of what, I'm not sure yet. Am I sweating?

My breath shortens. My thoughts scatter. I’m falling. Not again...

Groggy. Nauseous. I pry my eyes open.

"Wake up." A woman's voice from behind me. I'm afraid to see who it is. Who's in my house? I must have fallen asleep and now I'm dreaming.

I decide to play possum, closing my eyes and laying stiff as a board. "I know you're awake." She sounds annoyed. "Look at me."

I open my eyes—and it hits me. This isn’t my house. I blink again. Not my walls. Not my floor. Not my life.

Terrified, I jump to my feet.
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