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PROLOGUE


Over the past four years, we’ve opened our lives to you via YouTube through our channel, Kaelin and Kyrah. You’ve walked with us as we’ve grown from a couple of teenagers getting married to the parents of two young sons living fifteen hundred miles away from all our friends and family in the midst of a global pandemic. Many of you have laughed with us and cried with us and worried with us. We’ve rejoiced and experienced all the ups and downs life has thrown at us. Through it all, we’ve grown, in every direction, together. That’s what makes us more than just a “community.” The two of us feel like you’ve become members of our family.


Around the time we did our first “storytime” video, we started talking about writing a book. Back then, we thought we’d write about how we met and fell in love, all leading up to our dream wedding. We planned to weave our Christian faith into this narrative, especially emphasizing how we waited to have sex until marriage. We planned to call the book Worth the Wait, which seemed like the perfect fit at the time. The book would build up to the moment we said, “I do,” and close with us headed off into our happily ever after.


A funny thing happened on our way to writing that book, and that funny thing is called life. Six months after we were married, we found out Kyrah was pregnant. The birth of our son Karter changed us more than we’d ever thought possible. We were forced to grow up fast after becoming parents. Adding a newborn to the other challenges we faced as a young Christian couple trying to figure out our place in this world—I’m surprised we kept it all together. There’s no manual for dealing with the challenges and responsibilities of adulthood. That’s why, when our second son, Kaiser, came along just over a year later, the two of us knew we were no longer the people who had planned to write a fairy-tale romance. We also knew you wanted more than that from us. You deserved the unfiltered truth. Our “happily ever after” was not the climax of our story, but the beginning. What we have learned about each other and ourselves since we said, “I do,” has completely transformed us, and continues to do so day after day.


And that’s the journey we once again invite you to take with us through the pages of this book. We will take you deeper than we ever could online as you learn the inside story of both the struggles and the victories we never felt completely comfortable sharing on YouTube. The story you are about to read isn’t always pretty, but that’s the beauty of it. Life never goes the way we expect. We’ve learned that the more life has gone off script, the more we have had to rely upon God, who is always at work. This story you are about to read is also unfinished because our little family is still a work in progress. As you read the journey we’ve taken together thus far, please know that we can’t wait to see where God will take us next. Looking back, it’s hard to believe that it all started outside a portable classroom at Earl Warren Junior High School in Bakersfield, California.
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Junior High Romance


KAELIN:


Back in sixth grade, I played on a little league football team in my hometown of Bakersfield, California. A couple of the guys on the team, Keon and Jaylan, went to a different school. And all they ever talked about was the girls they liked at their school. One person they couldn’t stop mentioning was this girl named Kyrah. Anytime I got close to them, all I heard was Kyrah this and Kyrah that. Every once in a while, Jaylan or Keon would mention her friend Arianna, but most of the time it was just Kyrah, Kyrah, Kyrah. Now, I had my own girls in my school I had my eye on, so I didn’t think too much about trying to find out more about theirs. However, the more they talked about this girl Kyrah, the more I started to wonder what it was that made her so special.


Fast-forward one year to the first day of junior high. Keon and I ended up in the same school. Not only that, we compared schedules and we had the same English class. The problem was, neither one of us could find it. We were tripping through the halls, looking for this impossible-to-find classroom. It turns out it wasn’t even a real classroom but a portable at the back of the school grounds. Apparently, our school was at capacity, so they brought portables in over the summer to make room for everyone. Once we finally figured out where we needed to go, we headed toward the portables. Keon and I were halfway across the blacktop when I saw this girl standing on the ramp leading up to the classroom we were looking for. I could not take my eyes off her. I punched my friend Keon and asked him, “Whoa, bro, who is that?”


“That’s Kyrah,” Keon said.


“That’s Kyrah!?” I said. “That’s the girl y’all couldn’t shut up about last year?”


“Yeah, man. That’s Kyrah.”


“Okay… Now I get it. Keon, bro, you know you have to introduce me to her, right?”


Keon gave me a look like, Why would I ever do that? I ain’t crazy.


“You don’t like her, do you?” I teased.


“No, man, that’s Jaylan’s girl. We’re just friends,” he shot back.


“Well, Jaylan doesn’t go here,” I said with a shrug, “and besides, I just want to be her friend too.”


We approached the ramp. The bell was about to ring. I didn’t have much time. Kyrah was talking to someone and didn’t pay any attention to Keon and me. My mind was racing, thinking of some way to break the ice in case Keon flaked on me. All at once, the girl Kyrah was talking with noticed Keon and shouted his name.


“Keon!” she yelled.


“Arianna!” he yelled back. He walked up to her and gave her a hug.


I could tell Arianna and Keon were relieved to see each other.


“Hey, Kyrah,” Keon said as he gave her a side hug.


I couldn’t wait for Keon to introduce me. “I’m Kaelin,” I said as I stuck out my hand. “Keon and I play football together and have been friends for years. It’s nice to meet you both.”


“Hi, Kaelin, it’s nice to meet you,” Arianna and Kyrah said at the same time, although Kyrah spoke more softly than Arianna.


They must be pretty close to answer together like that, I thought, and Kyrah must be pretty shy. That’s cute.


The bell rang before I could say anything else, but I wasn’t worried. I’d get my chance. We were already in the same first-period English class and fourth-period literature. Since fourth period was our homeroom for the year, not only would I see her at least twice a day, but we’d also be in the same group for drills, assemblies, trips, and other school events as well. Now all I had to do was sit near her, find an excuse to talk to her, and away we’d go. The teacher, however, didn’t exactly make my plan easy. When we got into class, she had us all stand around against the wall until she assigned our seats to us. That’s when I noticed my best friend Brandon was also in this class. Now Keon, Brandon, and I were three of the handful of Black guys in this school, and all three of us were now in the same English class with Kyrah… I knew the race was about to be on as to who could get to her first. I’m a pretty competitive guy. The winner in the race for Kyrah’s affection needed to be me.


The teacher assigned seats, and as if God ordained it, I ended up right next to Kyrah!


I only wish that were true. No, the teacher put me on the complete opposite side of the room. It was like she knew my plans and was telling me, Don’t you even think about trying to get close to this girl. Thankfully, neither Keon nor Brandon was anywhere close to Kyrah either, which was good for me. I did a quick study of the room and started making plans to get to know one of the girls near Kyrah and then talk her into trading seats with me. My plan might have worked except our class was too full and the school moved Brandon and me to a different first-period English class and fourth-period literature class the second day of school. I’m sure Kyrah had to be as disappointed as I was.



KYRAH:


I had no idea who Kaelin Edwards was or even that he was in any of my classes the first day of seventh grade. When the teacher lined us up around the walls while she assigned us our seats, I wasn’t checking out the cute boys. Well, maybe a little. Mostly I was looking around to see if I knew anyone other than Arianna and Keon. My parents moved from one side of Bakersfield to the other the summer between sixth and seventh grades. Nearly everyone with whom I went to grade school ended up at a different junior high. Arianna and Keon were basically the only people I knew. The three of us quickly became friends, even though we hadn’t really been that close in elementary school.


I don’t think I could have survived junior high without Arianna and Keon. I don’t know how it is for guys, but for girls, junior high pretty much sucks—it did for me, at least. Having to make a whole new set of friends made it that much worse. The school was primarily white, and as one of the few mixed girls in my grade, I was too Black for most of the white girls and too white for the handful of Black girls. Maybe that’s not how they saw me, but that’s how I saw myself. I ended up finding a group of girls who became my friends, but the more I was with them, the more my life started to feel like the movie Mean Girls. At lunch I’d find them in the cafeteria, but I always ended up sitting on the outside of the group. They’d all whisper about something among themselves. “What?” I’d ask with a smile and a little laugh. “Oh, nothing,” they’d say, if they answered me at all. They were just as likely to ignore me like I wasn’t even there. A couple of them lived near me, so in order to be more social and make friends, I asked my mom and dad if I could walk home with them. After last period, I’d rush to the outside gates to wait for them to make sure they didn’t leave without me. I’d wait for them to show up. And I’d wait. And I’d wait until I’d realize that they’d already left. After getting stood up, I’d trudge home. Alone. One time, as soon as I walked in the door, I burst into tears. When my mom asked what was wrong, I yelled, “No one likes me!”


“I think you’re being a little dramatic,” my mom replied.


KAELIN:


Kyrah obviously had no idea I was interested in her. Even after being moved out of her class, I could not stop thinking about her. I had to find a way to get to know her, but at that age no one just goes up and tells someone, “Hey, I like you. Do you like me?” No one, especially me, wanted to risk that kind of rejection. You could never live it down. No, I had to play it cool. I needed to come up with a plan to win her heart.


I watched Kyrah from afar and noticed that of all the people I saw her hanging around, she spent more time with Arianna than anyone else. That’s my opening, I thought. Arianna had sat next to me when I’d been in her and Kyrah’s English class, and fortunately I’d been smart enough to get her number the first day. It took a couple of weeks, but Arianna and I became pretty good friends. After building rapport with her, I asked her about her friend Kyrah one day. “I want to play a prank on her and text her really quick,” I said, “but I don’t have her number.” I don’t know if Arianna fully believed me, but she believed me enough to give me Kyrah’s number. That’s all I needed. Before long, Kyrah and I were texting back and forth every day.


Now here’s where the story gets a little tricky for me. The more I talked to Kyrah, the more I liked her. I wanted to ask her out, which doesn’t mean the same in seventh grade as it does in the real world. No one ever went out on any actual dates. Going out meant you hung out in the hallways between class and during lunch and before and after school. However, even the junior high version of going out made me take a step back because I knew that the moment my boys found out that I had a girlfriend, they’d be all up in my business and giving me a hard time. I also come from a large family. I am the youngest of six. The second my brothers and my sisters found out that I had a girlfriend, I would never hear the end of it—especially from my older sister, Kelsie. She’s about four years older than me, but she had a history of telling on my siblings and me to my parents. Even worse, I had to make sure my older brother Kameron didn’t find out. He is only two years older than me, and we shared the SAME friends. If my friends found out and made it a big deal, I knew it would only be a matter of time before word got to him.


However, since this was junior high, if you kept talking to the same girl or guy long enough, you were expected to ask them to be your boyfriend or girlfriend. And Kyrah expected me to ask her. But I never did. She started asking me why I wouldn’t. I told her I needed more time. She went from asking me why I didn’t to basically telling me I needed to ask her to be my girlfriend. I told her I would if we could keep it a secret. “Why would you want to keep this a secret?” she asked. When she put it that way, nothing seemed like a good answer. I could tell her that all my friends would give me a hard time about her or that my sisters would never let me hear the end of it, but I knew those excuses wouldn’t fly. I wasn’t embarrassed by her possibly being my girlfriend, but it sure did sound that way. I really did like her and wanted to be her boyfriend; it’s just at that age you’re not screaming who your crush is from the rooftops.


Finally, I asked her to be my junior high girlfriend. And she said yes. After that, the best part of my day was seeing her at lunch or giving her a hug goodbye in front of the school after the last bell rang. I hate orange, but I’d wear my only orange shirt every week since it was her favorite color back then. I promised her that I’d never break up with her. That was a big commitment for a seventh grader. I guess I was always kind of a hopeless romantic. Even though we tried to keep our relationship a secret, people saw us together and figured out what was really going on. As I expected, my friends all gave me a hard time about her, but I know they were just jealous. How could they not have been? She was the prettiest girl in school.


KYRAH:


I really liked Kaelin. Even though we were only in seventh grade, our conversation flowed seamlessly. We would text and talk on the phone nonstop. He really was my best friend. We didn’t have any classes together, but we always stole a little time at the end of the day after the last bell rang to say goodbye. That was the best part of my day. Sitting in my last class, I’d look up at the clock, knowing the bell was about to ring, and butterflies would fill my stomach. I’d feel so nervous and excited, like this was the only part of my day that even mattered. And then I’d see him waiting for me. We’d talk, but we’d never get to talk long because most days one of my parents picked me up. If my dad happened to pull up to the school and saw me hugging a boy, he’d kill me. When Kaelin and I were together, my head constantly swept back and forth as I watched for my dad. At the same time, I did not want my few minutes with Kaelin to end. Nothing felt better than having him take me in his arms and hug me goodbye. We were young, but it was so sweet and so innocent and so wonderful.


KAELIN:


Two months later, Kyrah sent me a text and said that we should just be friends. We talked it through and we both agreed it was for the best. “I still like you, but… Maybe when we’re older we can try it again,” Kyrah said.


“I still like you too; maybe then people will stay out of our business,” I said, but I don’t know how serious either of us was about actually trying again. We were only twelve and it was hard to think that far into the future. To be honest, I was probably as ready to move on as she was, but I had to keep my promise not to break up with her. Regardless, having her bring up breaking up first hurt my ego. At least we’d made it two months. Two months is a long time in junior high years. Even though we’d said we’d remain friends, I never talked to her when I saw her around school the rest of seventh grade and through eighth. It was just not the same. We also stopped texting. We went from a burning-hot junior high romance to practically strangers. Eventually I moved on to other girls, but I always wondered what could have been with us. Would we really wait for each other? Our junior high romance might have been over, but my crush on her lingered on.


KYRAH:


So why did I break up with Kaelin? I felt like I needed to. My dad had made it very, very clear to me that I was not to date any boy until I turned sixteen. No exceptions. Even though Kaelin and I weren’t actually dating, since we were both a few years from being old enough to get a driver’s license and actually go out, I didn’t think my dad would buy that technicality. No dating until I was sixteen meant no boys until I turned sixteen. He was always very protective of me in that way. I had managed to keep my relationship with Kaelin a secret for as long as I thought possible. I felt it was just a matter of time before my dad found out.


My dad had a knack for finding out everything I did, even though his work with the railroad took him out of town for days at a time. He went onto my social media accounts and read everything I posted. Sometimes he’d come into my room at night, take my phone, and go through my texts and phone calls. Before you say you can’t believe he’d do something like that, you have to remember that I was only twelve or thirteen years old and my dad was away a lot. He told me that when he went away for work, he had to put his all into his job. All of our livelihoods depended on him being able to concentrate fully on work without anyone taking him out of his comfort zone. He couldn’t do his job while also worrying about me and my siblings. While I wish he would’ve had more trust in me, I understand, now that I’m a mom, that he was only trying to protect me. However, at the time, I lived in fear that he’d discover my secret romance and I’d be in big trouble.


I think that’s part of the reason why I broke up with Kaelin. Honestly, I don’t remember all that went into that decision. We were only in seventh grade, so it’s not like I ever thought our love affair was going to last forever. Like I said earlier, junior high wasn’t exactly the greatest time in my life. School was hard. Girls were mean. I felt like I never fit in. It makes me sad just thinking about it! I only hoped to survive and move on to high school.


School wasn’t the only thing that made this such a hard time in my life. My parents never really got along, but I didn’t start to notice until junior high. Maybe they did a better job of hiding it before then, or maybe I was just too young to realize what was going on. Whatever the reason, their fighting became a constant in our home. I’d never heard the word divorce mentioned before then, but now it got thrown around all the time.


As the fighting increased, so did my fear that a day was coming when my dad would be gone. I’ll never forget the first time I saw his suitcases near the front door. He stood there, telling us that he was leaving. Before he could walk out the door, though, he started crying. “It’s not supposed to be this way,” he said. Then my mom started crying and I started crying and my little brother and two little sisters started crying. The suitcases ended up going back to my parents’ room. “Things are going to be different,” both my mom and dad announced later in a big family meeting. I think the first time this happened they told us that we weren’t spending enough time together as a family, so from now on Sundays were going to be family days. I loved the sound of that. For a few weeks, our family became this perfect little white-picket-fence ideal of a family. But it didn’t last. A month or so later, my parents were back at it, fighting like before. Then the suitcases came back out, followed by a change of heart and a promise that things were going to change. The change would last for a month; then the cycle would repeat itself.


I don’t fault my parents. They were struggling to hold it all together with my dad gone all the time while my mom stayed home with us kids. Now that I’m a mom of two young boys, also juggling family with the demands of work, I know holding it all together isn’t easy. However, I didn’t have that insight back then. Watching my parents’ marriage come apart in very, very slow motion wasn’t easy for me. It’s not for anyone living through that experience. Both of my parents have volatile tempers, something I inherited as well. Growing up, I never learned how to control my emotions. When I started crying, I cried so hard I hyperventilated and could not breathe. When I became angry in my adult years, I would get so mad I wouldn’t be able to control the rage inside of me. Any time I became upset, my mother always took my side. Nothing was ever my fault. If a teacher got onto me, my mom would call the school to confront them. If I had a problem with a friend on the playground, my mom would always blame the friend, not me. Only after getting married did I see how fully I had embraced victimhood and how destructive it can be on a relationship. Junior high me was still a long way from learning any of those lessons, however. Instead, I just struggled along, trying to keep afloat.


In the midst of all the family and school drama that made up my junior high years, something surprising happened. I had a couple of classes with a group of girls who all went to the same church. One Monday I overheard them talking about all the fun they’d had the night before at youth group. I didn’t own a Bible, and I’d never thought about studying it, but something inside of me wanted to know more. I don’t know if I was just yearning for community and thought that this might be a place where I could fit in or what the reason might have been, but when I got home, I asked my parents if I could start going. To my relief, they said yes.


The first night of attending the youth group wasn’t nearly as awkward as I’d expected. Kids from all over Bakersfield attended. Some went to my school, but a lot of them went to other schools around town. I kept going week after week and started making new friends. My parents noticed, especially after I asked them if we could go to church on Sunday morning. While I enjoyed the youth group on Sunday nights, I wanted more. Since I couldn’t drive, I needed my parents to take me. And if they were already at the church, I figured we might as well stay, all of us.


To my surprise, when I asked my dad if we could start going to church as a family, he seemed really happy about it. The next Sunday, he and my mom got all of us kids up and we went. We even stuck with it for a few weeks. But eventually the old habits came back, and going to church fell by the wayside. One day I got up the courage to ask my dad why. He told me, “Kyrah, if you’re religious, you’re religious. You don’t have to go to church to prove it.” I thought about his answer for a while, but it didn’t seem right to me. I didn’t go to church to prove anything to anyone. I went because being surrounded by fellow believers gave me peace and community that I didn’t have in any other facet of my life. God through the Holy Spirit kept pulling me in and showing me that I was meant to be there. All of this was still pretty new to me, but I believed what I’d heard so far. When I learned what the gospel was one night at youth group and got the big picture about who Jesus was and what He had done for me on the cross, I didn’t just believe it. Deep down, I wanted to live for Him.


My faith was put to the test early on. I kept going to church on Sunday mornings and attending youth group on Sunday nights, and I signed up for a small group on Wednesday nights. The church wasn’t far from our home, but it certainly wasn’t within walking distance. With my dad out of town for work most Wednesdays, my mom had to drive me. I’m one of four kids, we all still lived at home, and all of us had a lot of stuff going on. Between driving us back and forth to different schools and sports practices and my competitive cheer practices, my mom felt like she spent more time in the car than she did in our house. At one point, my siblings and I were in three different schools, and my mom drove us to all of them rather than have us ride the bus. As a stay-at-home mom, she believed it was her job to do everything for us. She wouldn’t have had it any other way. However, all the running around took its toll, especially when I’d ask her to take me to church on Sundays and Wednesdays. My mom has never really been into church. I think she only went with my dad those few weeks because she wanted so badly to save her marriage and realized she couldn’t do it on her own. But God is not a genie who exists to grant our wishes on our time. When my parents’ marriage didn’t magically get better, church quickly became something my mom didn’t care for. Some weeks all of the driving and constantly being asked to do things for us was too much for her and she’d lose it out of frustration.


But I kept going to church. I can’t tell you why. No one encouraged me to do so. Even the friendships I made at church didn’t exactly go the way I had hoped, at least not in those junior high years. Twice a year, our youth group went to a Christian camp up in the Sierra Nevada mountains called Hume Lake. Some years, camp felt like being back in the junior high cafeteria. Girls whispered secrets and left me out. They’d walk in front of me and I’d be left behind. Not everyone was like this, but there were enough of them to make me want to wonder if any of them were my real friends. I now realize that most were in that mean-girl phase a lot of girls go through. We all pretty much grew out of it eventually, but at the time, being snubbed by Christian girls I thought were my friends made sticking with church hard to do.


Why didn’t I walk away? Looking back, I understand the only answer is God. He was the one constant in my life, without me even realizing it. I didn’t fully grasp it at the time, but He became the one place where I truly belonged. I knew He loved me and accepted me exactly as I was. I’ll freely admit I didn’t read my Bible as much as I should have to really understand my faith. That came later. But I knew what I believed. I loved Jesus and I wanted to live for Him.
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Remember Me?


KYRAH:


After our breakup, I didn’t hear from Kaelin for nearly three years. Outside of that one day in seventh-grade English, I never had him in any of my classes. When we all moved on from junior high to high school, we ended up at different schools.


To be honest, I didn’t think much about Kaelin in those three years. Even after a message popped up in my Twitter notifications during my sophomore year of high school telling me Kaelin Edwards was now following me, I didn’t start daydreaming about the love we’d shared back in seventh grade. If I remember correctly, I clicked on his profile to see what he looked like now, thought he was cute, and followed him back. I then went back to doing whatever I was doing. I practically lived on Twitter back in 2013. Twitter then was not what Twitter is today. My friends and I used it as a way to talk to everyone in our circle all at once. Some nights we pulled all-nighters, tweeting back and forth to each other. I knew people outside my group of friends could read what we said to each other, but I didn’t worry about it. I was fifteen. I didn’t think anyone who didn’t know me cared that much about what I had to say. That’s why I didn’t give it much thought when Kaelin started following me. If a guy I knew back in seventh grade wanted to join in the conversation, great.


One tweet did catch my eye, however. It was not actually by Kaelin, but it was about him. A girl I didn’t know had tweeted that Kaelin had broken up with her because she wasn’t Christian enough. I wasn’t exactly sure what she meant by that, but I remember thinking, Hmmm, Kaelin has to be pretty serious about Jesus for her to post something like that. That’s good to know.


I guess Kaelin followed me a little more closely than I followed him. He tweeted, “Congratulations,” to me one day after he saw a photo of me and my new boyfriend on Twitter. Boyfriend is a little strong of a word to describe my relationship with that guy. My friends kept coming up to me and telling me, “I heard he really likes you. Do you like him too?” The guy and I were really great friends, and I told them I thought he was sweet. He never actually asked me to be his girlfriend, but we would text and see each other between classes. One day he held my hand as he walked me to class. I didn’t know it, but one of my friends snapped a picture with her phone and sent it to me. I had the bright idea of making it my header on Twitter. I might as well have taken the photo into my parents’ room and just showed my dad. A day or two after I made it my Twitter header, he walked into my room and said, “I need your phone.”


“Okay,” I said, unsure of what was going on.


“And you’re not getting it back,” he said.


“Wait! What? Why?” I asked.


“I told you no boyfriends until you turn sixteen. Maybe not having your phone for a year will let you know how serious I am,” my dad said.


“How am I supposed to talk to my friends?” I asked.


“Use the home phone,” my dad said as he turned and walked out of my room.


Who uses their phones to make calls? I thought. I didn’t. Thankfully my mom came to my rescue. Sort of. She didn’t get my phone back, but she did let me use her phone behind my dad’s back to text my friends and talk to them via Twitter. This wasn’t unusual. My dad was typically the strict parent, the structured-household parent, while my mom was more laid-back and focused on being our friend. My dad was the disciplinarian who made lots of rules, while my mom often came up with loopholes. With my dad out of town for days at a time, my siblings and I had plenty of days where we were able to bask in my mom’s carefree lifestyle. We went shopping with her and picked up Starbucks and did whatever else we wanted. My mom even let me skip first period when I was too tired to get up, and she often picked me up from school early just so the two of us could hang out. My mom sneaking me her phone so I could socialize with my friends fit right into this pattern. It wasn’t the same as having my own, but there wasn’t a lot I could do about it. To me, my dad was playing the typical dad role; he thought it was unimaginable that his fifteen-year-old daughter could have a crush on a boy. He was being dramatic over a harmless crush, and his actions showed he didn’t trust me at all. It’s no wonder I felt much closer to my mom.


KAELIN:


Kyrah and I may have gone our separate ways, but I never forgot about her. We followed each other on Instagram and Twitter. I didn’t follow her to try to win her back though. Nah. To me, she’d had her chance. Still, my curiosity led me to occasionally check her pages to see what she was up to.


Toward the end of eighth grade, everyone started talking about what high school they would go to. Our school district drew a line that literally went right down the railroad tracks. Which side of the tracks you lived on determined which high school you went to. I didn’t know where Kyrah lived, but one of my friends let me know that she was going to the other high school in town. I have to tell you, when I heard that, my heart sank a bit. Part of me always wondered if we might get back together someday, but now that we were going to different schools, I figured that door had closed for good. That was probably a good thing because I changed a lot through junior high and my freshman year of high school. I wasn’t much like the guy who was smitten by the chance to spend the last five minutes of the school day hugging my girlfriend. In my mind, I had grown out of that phase. I wanted more freedom and new experiences. My curiosity led me to question nearly everything my parents had taught me when I was younger, and the biggest questions I had all had to do with God. Kyrah’s family may not have talked about God, but in my house, everything we did orbited the church.


I did more than just grow up in church. When your dad is the pastor, church is your life, and a huge part of my life was spent in the pews of Rising Star Baptist Church. Every member of our family had a job there. Of course, as the pastor, my dad was in charge. My mom wore a bunch of hats as First Lady, literally and figuratively. In Black churches, the First Lady keeps everyone happy and everything moving along with a smile on her face and while dressed to the nines. At some point, all of my sisters and brothers either served as ushers or sang in the choir, or did both. My siblings organized events and led Bible studies, and my oldest brother even played the organ during the services. As for me, when I was younger, I was too shy to be an usher and choir has never really been my thing. I ended up spending a lot of time up in the sound room with my then brother-in-law. Most Sundays, I split my time between playing on the floor among all the cords and amps and asking my brother-in-law what all the different pieces of machinery did. He explained things to me, which I thought was pretty cool because I was intrigued by how everything worked.


As time went on, I spent less time playing and more time learning how to run the sound system. I still didn’t really have an official job at the church until one Sunday when my brother-in-law had to leave the sound room for a few minutes. While he was gone, one of the mics started squeaking. I popped up and fixed it. After that I started taking more and more interest in the tech side of church until eventually I ran the sound room by myself.


Working sound from such a young age gave me a different perspective on the Black church experience. Rather than being up front with my family, fully immersed in worship, I spent my time in the back, alone. While everyone else got swept up in the music and drumbeats and dancing, I had to pay attention to sound levels and tweak microphones. Eventually the sound room was moved up to the second level of the church sanctuary. That meant I also missed out on interacting with other church members. I never formed the kinds of relationships the rest of my family did.


After I became the official sound tech in my early teens, my dad and I met every week to discuss what he wanted in the services from a production standpoint. After a while, those meetings left me disillusioned. Up front I’d hear my dad or an evangelist who came in for a revival service talk about how the service was going to be led by the Holy Ghost, and we weren’t going to stop until God said stop. Up in the sound room, I already had the Holy Ghost’s schedule printed out right in front of me. To me, that made church services feel a little manipulative. Maybe they weren’t, but my doubts about the sincerity of the services played into the ocean of questions already swirling inside of me.


I had questions about everything, from the historical accuracy of the stories in the Bible to how to reconcile science and the miraculous. I had been taught to think for myself, yet when I started to ask questions, I could tell it was a bit of an issue. I had trouble understanding why. All my life, my parents had stressed how I needed to develop a personal faith, but when I tried now, I felt like I got shot down. And personal for me didn’t mesh with what personal meant in my charismatic church experience. I watched people have Holy Ghost experiences that touched their emotions, but I wanted to explore the history and theology behind the stories of the Bible. In high school, I got into speech and debate, which taught me more about how to do deductive reasoning. I was exposed to the pathos, ethos, and logos of Aristotle’s modes of persuasion used to sway an audience to believe a particular point of view. I applied that to my dad’s church, and I could see every rhetorical appeal being used to provide a great church experience. That explained why I felt church was so manipulative. Whether they knew it or not, the leaders used Aristotle’s tactics to persuade during services. I know that sounds horrible, but as they were orators and leaders, I expected nothing less. In fact, every person on Earth engages in these modes daily. What I found repulsive was the emphasis on the pathos, or emotion. I wanted the logos, or logic. I didn’t want any sappy emotional messages. I yearned for rich expository sermons. I didn’t mind the authority structures or experiences people were having so long as they could be logically explained. But when they couldn’t, I passed them off as illegitimate hysteria, as nothing more than emotional experiences with no reasonable explanations. And my debate experience taught me that reasonable arguments were everything. The less of them I saw in my church experience, the more I started to challenge my dad’s church’s teachings.


I vividly remember asking one of my Bible study teachers one Wednesday about Noah’s flood. I asked what seemed to me to be a perfectly logical question. “Did the whole earth flood, or only a portion of it, because if the whole earth was underwater, where did the dove Noah released go? How could it find an olive branch since every olive tree had been underwater for months?”


“God simply made the olive tree come back quickly so that the dove could find the branch,” she replied. It sounded to me like a prepackaged answer.


“That doesn’t make a lot of sense. Olive trees grow at lower elevations, which means if the whole earth was underwater during the flood and the waters were slowly receding, elevations where olives grow had to still be underwater,” I replied.


She let out a frustrated sigh, then said, “We will never understand some of the mysteries of the Bible this side of heaven.”


When I questioned that statement, she added, “Some things we just have to accept by faith,” then said, “Okay, let’s move on…”


I looked around the room and was like, What? Is anyone else hearing this? I thought this was a Bible study. Are you telling me that instead of diving deep into the hard parts of the Bible, I need to stop thinking and fall in line with everyone else? Am I seriously supposed to go along and blindly accept everything you tell me? I thought this, but I kept my mouth shut. This really wasn’t a question for this unsuspecting Wednesday night youth Bible study leader, but a question for my dad. Sometimes I’d ask him serious questions about apparent contradictions in the Bible, but he’d rarely give answers I thought were acceptable.


Eventually I grew tired of the overly simplistic don’t question, just believe approach to God. How intellectually honest would I be if I questioned every other authority and held their answers up to scrutiny, but then left all discernment at the door the moment I stepped into church? To me, it sounded like someone was hiding something from me, like those on the inside knew this was all a lie but they couldn’t let anyone else in on their secret. I felt like I had to be the only one asking these kinds of questions. If no one else was asking, perhaps it was because everyone else who thought for themselves had already discovered that there was nothing to all this God stuff, that it was all a lie. And if it was a lie, I was ready to walk away.


I didn’t give up that easily, though. I read and did research and tried to reconcile the faith I heard about in my dad’s church with the questions in my own mind. I dove into books and articles from atheists and scientists. I found answers, but those answers pulled me further and further away from the idea of God. All the while, I kept doing sound at my dad’s church because, after all, church was the family business. Everyone had to do their part.


In the middle of my journey, my high school Spanish teacher handed me a copy of Lee Strobel’s The Case for Christ. “You ask a lot of questions about God,” she said. “So did the guy who wrote this. I challenge you to read it and honestly consider what he has to say.” Challenge accepted. I read it that night and handed it back to her the following day. “That’s nothing but a softball book,” I told her. “Most of Strobel’s arguments have easy explanations that do not require any kind of belief in God. This is a good faith builder for beginners in apologetics, but he doesn’t address the latest arguments from academia.” Part of my response to the book came from my own arrogance. I felt like I was smarter than the average Joe, especially the average Christian Joe. The Case for Christ might answer all their questions, but it didn’t answer mine. Not even close.


By this point, I barely considered myself a Christian. My dad and I had some understandable tension in those days. Our conflicting beliefs led us to keep butting heads. I may have stopped asking him questions, but I still had enough intellectual curiosity to keep looking for answers to life’s big questions. I wondered why I existed and what the point of life was. Those questions led me to read old philosophers like Friedrich Nietzsche and naturalists like Charles Darwin. I also listened to debates between Christian apologists and atheists on YouTube. “Don’t turn into one of those people who are always learning and never able to arrive at a knowledge of the truth,” my dad warned. That only made me want to watch that much more. I didn’t want to hide from the truth.


A funny thing happened on my way toward totally discrediting Christianity in my mind. Through the books and debates, I discovered that Christian thinkers had been wrestling with these same questions since the beginning of the church. I also observed that the Christian arguments in debates were much more consistent and convincing than their opponents’. In every debate, the deductive reasoning used inevitably led to the cross of Christ. And my pride proved to be no match for God’s relentless love and pursuit of me. I still had questions that needed answers, but I could not get away from the love of God expressed in Jesus’s dying for me. In the end, that love was irresistible. After years of doubting God and fighting against being told what I was supposed to believe, Jesus became real to me. I chose to follow Him, not because my pastor dad told me I should but because I knew, in the words of John 6:68, I had nowhere else to turn to find real truth. What else could I devote my life to that was going to matter?


I didn’t get to that place overnight. However, when I finally came to that place where I had to say that Jesus is real and I want to live for him, I had to take a hard look at a lot of the stuff I was doing. I was very ashamed of a lot of what I saw. I had a girlfriend I’d been dating for eight months while I was figuring myself and faith out. When I came to the place of confessing Jesus was real and I wanted to live for him, I knew one of my first steps into this new life had to be breaking up with her. The problems in that relationship had nothing to do with her. I was the one at fault. Some stuff in that relationship had gotten out of hand because my motives for dating her had all been wrong.


When I honestly examined why I was dating her, I then had to take a hard look at all my romantic relationships and how I’d treated girls. That was rough because I had not been a good guy. God convicted my heart and drove me to my knees over what I had done. You see, I had this gift of gab, and I used it to get what I wanted. And that’s how I looked at relationships with girls. It was all about me. I liked getting at girls, but after I got what I wanted, I was disengaged. God put His foot down on me in a big way over that. I needed to get it together. I had to put a gap between me and girls for a while before I hurt someone else. Jesus said that if your right eye causes you to stumble, you need to pluck it out because it’s better to go through life with one eye than to have your whole body plunged into hell (Matthew 5:29). I don’t think Jesus actually meant for us to go around plucking our eyeballs out of their sockets, but He was telling us to remove from our lives whatever drags us down into doing what we shouldn’t be doing. So that’s why I not only broke up with my girlfriend but also made up my mind that I wasn’t going to pursue any girls until I understood how to properly pursue a sister in Christ.


How do I date the Godly way? I asked myself. Playing games with girls’ emotions and looking at the whole dating dynamic as a way of getting what I wanted definitely was not what God wanted for anyone. But what did He want? I looked at my parents’ relationship. They got married young and not under the best of circumstances, but they made it work. If I stayed on the path I was on, I could see myself having to get married not under the best of circumstances too. Could I actually see myself marrying any of the girls I’d dated in the past? And if I couldn’t, what was I even doing dating them? Wasn’t that the ultimate point of dating, to find the one with whom you will spend the rest of your life?


The more I thought about these questions, the more a conviction began to grow in my heart. Even though I was only fifteen, my understanding of the Bible made me decide I should only enter into relationships with the opposite sex that could ultimately lead to marriage—that is, I should date with intention. I also became more and more convinced that God’s best is for sex to come after marriage, and I wanted God’s best. My parents had preached “no sex before marriage” to my siblings and me, with varying degrees of success. I wanted to change that for my life. By God’s grace and through no credit of my own, I had not yet experienced sexual intercourse, and I intended to keep it that way. I decided to date with an eye toward marriage, and I’d wait until marriage to have sex. I firmly believed that’s what God wanted for His children. I even boiled my new convictions down to a handy little saying: “I date to marry.” But first, I thought it best not to date at all for a while. Like I said, my track record in the way I’d treated girls hadn’t exactly been great so far. I needed a sizable gap to basically do a hard reset on myself.


I’d been in my dating gap for a while, with varying degrees of success, when I saw a picture of Kyrah on social media with her braces off. Gah, just, gah, I thought. She was beautiful before but now, whew. I had to reach out to her. But I couldn’t. After scrolling through her Twitter page, I saw a photo of her holding hands with another guy. She now had a love interest who was not me. Good for her, I thought. I hope she’s happy. I tweeted at them to congratulate their new relationship. I truly meant what I tweeted. I really was happy for her that she had a guy in her life, even if it wasn’t me. However, I’d be lying if I told you that I wasn’t even happier when I saw they’d broken up a month later. I wondered what went wrong. I put two and two together and figured he had to have messed up. Bad for him, but good for me. After he dropped the ball, I just knew I could treat her better. I’m no rebound, I decided, so I wanted to give her time to get over this guy. But what if she takes him back? I thought. I decided I couldn’t wait. This was the chance I’d been waiting on.
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