
        
            
                
            
        

    

      
        
          Proverbs to Petticoats

          A Bible Study Boy Transformed by the Gender Change Virus—and by Her

		      
          

        

    





Tania Mondragon

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  Copyright © 2025 by Tania Mondragon 
All rights reserved.
No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Hope You Enjoy This Story by Tania Mondragon
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        The Proper Order of Things
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        The Morning of Judgment
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Lessons in Womanhood
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Sunday’s Lesson
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        The First Day Back
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Spirit Club
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        The Volunteer Call
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        The First Week of Tests
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        The Church Bazaar
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        The Spark and the Retreat
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Hands and Hearts
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        A Woman of Virtue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        The Week of Confusion
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Revelations and Crisis of Faith
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Alliances and Investigations
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Manipulations and Exposure
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Lies and Truth
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Epilogue: A New Home
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Thank You for Reading This Tania  Mondragon Book
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Other Books by Tania Mondragon
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Hope You Enjoy This Story by Tania Mondragon


If you like this book, please give it a rating and a review. 

 And if you want to be kept up-to-date on new books I'm releasing, please sign up for my newsletter at: 

 https://shorturl.at/4bmoL 



You will also get a bonus book for signing up 





Unmasked at the Opera: A Musical's Gender Metamorphosis






[image: ]







 Or use this QR Code to signup








[image: ]












  
  Chapter one








The Proper Order of Things


The cafeteria hummed with its usual chaos, but I'd long since learned to filter it into background static. My tray hit the table at exactly 12:15—same spot, same time, every day. Order mattered. 
Paul settled into position on my right, already thumbing through the pocket New Testament he carried everywhere. Craig dropped into the seat to my left, his tray clattering louder than necessary, jersey still damp from gym class.
"Proverbs 27:17," Paul said, not looking up. "Iron sharpens iron, and one man sharpens another."
I nodded, the appropriate response. Paul needed these moments of scripture, these small offerings of wisdom that confirmed his place in our structure. Craig rolled his eyes but kept whatever comment he had behind his teeth. He'd learned the rhythm of our table—when to push, when to yield.
"You coming to youth group tonight?" Paul asked, finally closing the Testament.
"Of course." The answer came automatic, like breathing. Wednesday nights were non-negotiable.
"Maybe you could drag Pastor Jr. here to an actual party sometime instead," Craig cut in, pointing his fork at me. "You know, the kind without hymnals."
I allowed myself a patient smile—the kind I'd perfected for dealing with Craig's irreverence. He served a purpose: proof that I could navigate the secular world without being contaminated by it. A missionary at my own lunch table.
"Some of us have higher priorities," I said, keeping my voice level, warm even. No judgment, just fact.
Micah appeared at the table's edge, hovering with his tray like a moth drawn to flame. He never sat until acknowledged—another piece of the order I'd cultivated.
"Micah." I gestured to the empty seat diagonal from me. Not too close, not too far. He practically glowed at the recognition, settling in with the reverence of someone entering a sanctuary.
"I've been thinking about Sunday's sermon," he started, eager as always. "About spiritual authority and—"
Movement caught my eye. Anna, one table over, her reddish-brown hair catching the fluorescent lights as she laughed. Craig must have said something—he had that self-satisfied grin that followed his better jokes. Her laugh wasn't loud or attention-seeking, just genuine warmth spilling over. I watched her fingers brush a strand of hair behind her ear, the gesture unconscious, modest.  A perfect girlfriend who kept her place, was never troublesome, and was a spiritual anchor in the church.   
"Daniel?" Micah's voice pulled me back.
"Spiritual authority requires discipline," I said, returning to the conversation without missing a beat. "Pastor Kane made that clear."
Paul nodded vigorously. Micah fumbled for his notebook—he actually took notes on our lunch conversations, which I found both flattering and slightly pathetic.
Across the cafeteria, the debate team huddled around their usual table, papers spread between lunch trays, Sarah Chen gesturing wildly about something—probably our upcoming tournament strategy. They looked up when I caught their eye, a few nodding in acknowledgment. Good workers, all of them. They understood their role: preparation, research, groundwork. I'd sweep in next week, organize their chaos into victory. They needed direction, not friendship.
"You planning to actually eat that?" Craig asked, pointing at my untouched sandwich.
I took a deliberate bite, chewing slowly. Everything at this table—every word, gesture, moment of attention—was purposeful. Paul got scripture validation, Craig got patient tolerance, Micah got precious acknowledgment. Anna got protective distance, close enough to establish connection, far enough to maintain the boundaries that kept her pure, kept her mine without messy drama.
"We should run plays after school at practice," Craig continued. "Your post moves are getting predictable."
"Wouldn't miss it."
The lunch period continued its ordained pattern, everything and everyone in their proper place, under my careful orchestration.
* * *
Classes went as expected. In AP History, I volunteered answers precisely twice—once on westward expansion, once on Reconstruction. Enough to register with Mrs. Henderson, not so much as to seem too eager.
Maya Kim raised her hand the third time, that perpetual smudge of charcoal on her left palm marking her as one of the art room regulars. "But you're basically justifying genocide with that logic," she said, not even pretending to make it a question. "Like, 'oh well, suffering happens, tough luck Native Americans.'"
I kept my expression neutral, patient. "Historical progress requires difficult transitions. I'm not saying we shouldn't acknowledge the suffering—"
"You literally just said suffering is part of life, like that makes it okay."
"I said we should feel compassion for those who suffered." My tone stayed measured, reasonable. The teacher always appreciated my ability to stay calm during these discussions. "But we can't change the past. We can only understand that everything—even tragedy—serves a larger purpose in bringing us to where we are now."
Maya's eyebrow quirked up, that little half-smile that meant she thought she'd won something. "A larger purpose. Right."
I didn't say "God's plan." I didn't need to. The implication hung there, solid as stone. Mrs. Henderson moved us along before Maya could reload, but I caught her sketching something in her notebook margins—probably another one of her bitter little cartoons.
Two contributions in English Lit. Two in Calculus. The same measured rhythm I'd perfected since freshman year.
After school, the gym echoed with the squeak of sneakers and bounce of balls warming up. I walked to center court, and the sound gradually died. They knew the routine.
"Gentlemen," I said, and waited. Paul stepped up immediately, Micah practically tripping over himself to join. The others calculated—Barnes and Rodriguez moved in quick, smart enough to know playing time connected to these moments. Thompson, Williams, the rest filled in the circle, some eager, some resigned.
Craig stayed at the free-throw line, spinning a ball on one finger. Close enough to hear, far enough to make his point.
I let my voice drop into that deeper register, the one that carried across sanctuary spaces. "Father, we come before you seeking strength for the competition ahead."
The words flowed automatic, worn smooth by repetition. "Grant us discipline in our bodies, clarity in our minds, and purpose in our—"
The gym tilted. Just slightly, like someone had nudged the entire building off-center. My hand found Paul's shoulder—steady, grounding.
"—purpose in our hearts. Through struggle, we find strength." My fingers pressed harder into Paul's jersey, and I felt him shift, noticed. "Through faith, we find victory."
The fluorescent lights seemed too bright suddenly, each one leaving trails when I moved my head. I pushed through, keeping the rhythm, but my chest felt tight, like breathing through cotton.
"Guide our steps, guard our bodies, and let our efforts bring glory to Your name. Amen."
"Amen," came the circle's response, ragged but present. Craig's silence hung deliberate in the echo.
Paul's hand brushed my elbow as the circle broke. "You good?"
"Fine." I grabbed a ball, took two dribbles, and my stomach lurched. The gym floor seemed to pulse with my heartbeat. "Actually—tell Coach I had to head out. Not feeling well."
"Youth group's at seven. Pastor Kane's doing that series on—"
"Tell him I'm sorry." The words came out sharper than intended. I softened it with practiced ease. "Medical emergency. He'll understand."  The Pastor probably wouldn't understand; he didn't like men showing weakness. But he respected Daniel and might grant this was an actual emergency.
Paul nodded, but his eyes tracked me all the way to the locker room door. I kept my stride even, controlled, until the hallway swallowed me whole.
* * *
The walk home took twenty minutes—fifteen if I pushed it, but my legs felt waterlogged. Each step required conscious effort, like moving through syrup.
I hated this feeling. The transition from school to home mattered—you couldn't carry classroom energy through the front door any more than you'd wear basketball shorts to Sunday service. School demanded sharp focus and competitive edge. Home required a different frequency: respectful son, protective brother, future provider in training. Church needed something else entirely—humble confidence, spiritual readiness.
My body usually shifted gears automatically. Today, the transmission ground and stuttered. I couldn't find the right setting, couldn't tune myself properly for what came next.
The house sat quiet when I pushed through the front door. Mom's car in the driveway meant she was somewhere inside, probably folding laundry or planning Sunday's potluck contribution. Dad wouldn't be home for another hour.
Lydia sprawled across the living room floor, textbooks scattered in that deliberately chaotic way she preferred. Her earbuds were in, but I knew she heard me—the slight tension in her shoulders gave her away.
"Grab me those chips while you're up," I said, dropping my backpack by the stairs. She was already shifting to gather her papers anyway, clearing space for whatever came next in her afternoon routine.
The earbuds stayed in. I waited three seconds, then reached down and plucked the right one out.
"I said—"
"I heard you." She didn't look up, just kept stacking her books with exaggerated slowness. "Your legs broken?"
"I'm not feeling well."
"Tragic." But she was already moving toward the kitchen, automatic despite the attitude. This was how we worked—resistance for show, compliance in practice. She understood her role even if she performed reluctance about it.
The chips landed on the coffee table with unnecessary force. "Anything else, your highness? Foot massage? Draw your bath?"
"Just some quiet would be nice."
"Must be hard, all that leading and deciding things." She grabbed her books, heading for the stairs. "Meanwhile, us peasants in the servants' quarters—"
"What?"
"Nothing." Halfway up, she paused. "Mom wants you to look at your new Sunday shirt. It's on your door. Try not to strain yourself walking to your private suite."
My room—she was right about that much. Nobody entered without knocking. Mom might peek into Lydia's space to "tidy up" or check for "appropriate materials," but my door stayed closed. My business.
The shirt was on a door on a hanger, crisp white with subtle pinstripes. A leader's shirt. Mom had probably spent an hour selecting it, making sure it projected the right authority while staying humble.
My stomach rolled again, sudden and violent. The chips forgotten, I barely made it to my bathroom before everything from lunch came up. The tile floor felt cool against my palms as I gripped the toilet, waiting for the world to stop spinning.
Something was wrong. Actually wrong, not just fatigue or stress.
Through the wall, I heard Lydia's music, deliberately loud.
* * *

By dinner, the nausea had settled into something manageable—a low simmer instead of rolling boil. I took my usual seat, the one with the best angle to both parents. Dad always sat at the head, Mom to his right, Lydia and I flanking the sides like we were petitioners at court.
"How was practice?" Dad's opener, regular as clockwork. He cut his pork chop with surgical precision, each piece identical. The smallest clink of knife on plate possible.
"Good. We're looking strong for districts." I kept my voice steady despite the lingering dizziness. "Coach wants me to work with the freshmen on their defensive positioning."
"Leadership opportunity." He nodded, the highest praise in his vocabulary. "And debate?"
"State qualifiers next month. We're favored in policy."
Mom beamed while passing the green beans. "Mrs. Patterson mentioned you led the prayer beautifully at youth group last week. She said several parents commented."
"Just doing what needed doing."
"Well, Pastor Kane wants to discuss the spring mission trip with you. He thinks you'd make an excellent team leader." She turned to Lydia. "You should consider going this year, sweetheart. It would be—"
"An attitude adjustment opportunity?" Lydia stabbed her pork chop. "Pass."
Dad's fork paused midway to his mouth. That particular tone—warning number one.
"Actually," I said, drawing attention back before things escalated, "I felt a little dizzy at practice. Probably just dehydrated."
Mom's hand flew to my forehead before I could lean away. "You're warm! Let me make you some tea. That ginger blend from the church bazaar—"
"I'm fine."
"Nonsense. You need to take care of yourself." She was already rising. "All those responsibilities, you can't afford to get run down."
Lydia's fork scraped against her plate. "When I had cramps last week, you told me to 'offer it up to Jesus.'"
"That's different."
"Right. Because Daniel's suffering matters and mine's just female hysteria."
"Lydia Marie—"
"Maybe I should try out for basketball." She smiled, sweet as antifreeze. "Get some of that special concern."
The silence stretched taut. Dad set down his knife with deliberate control.
"Basketball," he said slowly, "is not an appropriate activity for young women."
"Why not? My legs work fine."
"Because," Dad's voice dropped to that measured tone that meant the conversation was over, "God designed men and women for different purposes. Complementary purposes. When we reject His design, we invite chaos."
Lydia opened her mouth. Closed it. Pushed back from the table.
"May I be excused? I need to go accept my divine purpose. In my room. Quietly."
* * *
Dad's hand landed on my shoulder as I stood to leave. "Let your sister cool off. Women need time to process their emotions."
"Yes, sir."
My room waited like a sanctuary—everything in its place, everything with purpose. The navy comforter pulled tight enough to bounce a quarter off. Trophies arranged by height, then sport, then year. Debate ribbons fanned across the bulletin board in chromatic order. Even my desk reflected discipline: homework stacked by due date, pens sorted by color, my study Bible squared against the corner.
I settled into my chair and opened my calculus textbook. Numbers made sense. They followed rules.
But focusing proved impossible. The equations blurred, variables swimming into each other. Heat crawled up my neck, prickled across my scalp. I pushed through three problems before admitting defeat.
The Bible felt heavier than usual when I picked it up. My evening reading—Ephesians tonight—but the letters wouldn't stay still. They writhed like living things, rearranging themselves into patterns I couldn't decode. A drop of sweat hit the page, magnifying "submit" until it filled my vision.
"Honey?" Mom appeared with water and that worried crease between her eyebrows. "You look flushed."
"Just tired."
She pressed the back of her hand to my forehead again. "You're burning up! Let me get—"
"I'm fine."
But I wasn't. The room tilted when I stood. My skin felt too tight, like wearing a shirt two sizes small. Mom's voice floated from the hallway, summoning Dad with that particular pitch of maternal alarm.
He appeared in the doorway, assessed the situation with accountant's eyes. "Take two Tylenol. Sleep it off. Your body's fighting something."
Fighting. That word lodged in my chest. My body had never fought me before—it had always been my most reliable tool. Strong, disciplined, obedient.
Now it burned with purpose I couldn't name.
They left me with pills and water and worried glances. I swallowed the medicine, changed into sleep clothes that felt foreign against my fevered skin. The letterman jacket hung on my door like always, but tonight the shoulders looked too broad, the sleeves too long. Like it belonged to someone else entirely.
I pulled the covers up despite the heat. Closed my eyes against the spinning room. My last coherent thought before sleep took me: something inside me was changing, and all my careful order couldn't stop it.






  
  Chapter two








The Morning of Judgment



Wrong.
That hit first—before sight, before thought. My body occupied space incorrectly. The mattress pressed up in unfamiliar places. The blanket's weight distributed across a geography I didn't recognize.
My eyes snapped open to pre-dawn darkness. The ceiling looked farther away. No—I lay lower. My feet barely reached where they should on the bed. The realization crept up my spine like ice water: I'd shrunk.
I jerked upright and immediately knew something else had changed. Weight shifted on my chest—soft, foreign, impossible. My sleep shirt hung loose everywhere except there, where it stretched across... I couldn't form the word. Wouldn't.
My hands moved without permission, confirming the nightmare. Soft curves where flat muscle should be. The fabric pulled tight across new territory that shouldn't exist. This wasn't happening. Couldn't be happening.
But my hands kept exploring, driven by horrible necessity. Down past a waist that curved inward too much. Hips that flared where they should stay straight. And then—
Nothing.
My fingers found smooth absence where there should be—where there had always been—
The scream tore out of me, high and alien. Not my voice. Not my throat making that sound. But it kept coming, raw terror given pitch I'd never produced before. My hands flew to my mouth but even that felt wrong—smaller fingers against lips that weren't mine.
Footsteps pounded up the stairs. The door burst open. Light flooded in.
"Daniel? What's—" Dad froze in the doorway. Behind him, Mom's gasp cut through the air like breaking glass.
I sat there in my too-big shirt, drowning in fabric and panic. My body—this body—trembled with adrenaline that had nowhere to go. Fight or flight required understanding your equipment, and nothing responded correctly. My arms looked pale and thin in the harsh hallway light. My legs, bare below the hem of my sleep shorts, had lost their definition. Everything soft where it should be hard. Everything wrong where it should be right.
"Oh Lord," Mom whispered. "Oh Lord in Heaven."
Dad's face cycled through expressions I'd never seen—confusion, recognition, something that might have been fear. His mouth opened, closed, opened again. The accountant who always had answers stood mute in the doorway.
And I sat in the wreckage of my certainty, wearing a body that couldn't possibly be mine.
Mom crossed herself—a quick, reflexive motion she usually reserved for car accidents and cancer diagnoses. Her hand trembled against her nightgown. Dad remained frozen in the doorway, his eyes tracking across me like he was trying to solve an equation that wouldn't balance.
"Gerald." Mom's voice cracked. "Gerald, look at—"
"I see it." His words came out flat, mechanical. The same tone he used when the quarterly reports showed losses.
They stood there, my parents, while I pulled my knees up to my chest—a chest that felt wrong against my thighs that felt wrong above feet that looked too small against the mattress. Everything was proportioned incorrectly, like someone had rebuilt me from a different blueprint.
"The virus," Mom whispered. "Oh God, it's real. The pastor said—last Sunday he said—"
"I remember what he said." Dad stepped into the room, movements careful like I might shatter. Or explode. "Daniel. Son—" He stopped, jaw working around words that no longer fit.
"We need to call Dr. Morrison." Mom pushed past him, reaching for me before pulling back, her hands fluttering uselessly. "There must be something—treatment, or medicine, or—"
"And tell him what, Elaine?" Dad's composure cracked, voice rising. "That our son is—that Daniel—"
"That our child needs medical attention!"
"This isn't medical." Dad's hand found his cross pendant, fingers white-knuckled around the silver. "You heard Pastor Kane. The cases in California, the ones in Georgia. This is—" He swallowed. "This is spiritual."
My throat constricted. The virus. The transformation plague. We'd heard whispers for months—teenagers changing overnight, bodies rewritten by something science couldn't explain. Pastor Kane called it divine judgment. The news called it an epidemic. Nobody called it what it was: my reality, sitting here in skin that fit like a costume.
"The CDC website said to seek immediate medical—"
"The CDC doesn't understand this." Dad cut Mom off, his accountant's certainty returning. "They're trying to categorize God's will like it's another disease. But Pastor Kane has experience. He counseled the Mitchell family when their nephew—"
"Their nephew who they haven't seen since!" Mom's voice pitched higher. "Gerald, please. Let me call—"
"Are you in pain?"
They both turned to me. Dad repeated the question, slower, like I might not understand English anymore.
"Are you in physical pain, Daniel?"
I shook my head. Everything felt wrong but nothing hurt. Just... displacement. Like wearing someone else's life.
"Then we call Pastor Kane first." Dad's tone closed off debate. "He'll know what this means, how to—how to respond appropriately."
"Appropriately?" Mom's hands clenched. "Our child needs a doctor, not a sermon!"
"Our child needs guidance. Spiritual guidance." Dad pulled out his phone, fingers already moving. "This happened for a reason, Elaine. God doesn't make mistakes."
I wanted to scream again—at him, at God, at the virus that had stolen my body in the night. But the sound that came out was small, breaking. A girl's sob. Mom rushed forward then, gathering me against her despite Dad's sharp intake of breath, and I collapsed into her arms—arms that suddenly seemed bigger, stronger, able to encompass this smaller frame that wasn't supposed to be mine.
Dad's voice drifted from the hallway, low and urgent. "Pastor? It's Gerald Whitford. Yes, I know it's early. We need you. It's Daniel. The virus—the transformation. Yes. Yes, he's—" A pause. "She's... conscious."
The pronoun hit like cold water. She. Already, before the sun had even risen, I'd become someone else in his eyes.
Lydia's shriek from the doorway could've woken the dead. "Holy—" She caught herself before the profanity, eyes wide. "Daniel?"
"Don't stare." Mom pulled away from me, already shifting into crisis management mode. "We need to find... appropriate clothes before Pastor Kane arrives."
"Pastor Kane?" Lydia's shock morphed into something else—a twisted sort of delight that made my stomach turn. "Wait, wait. Stand up."
"Lydia, this isn't—"
"Stand up!"
I stood, the oversized sleep shirt hanging like a tent. Lydia moved closer, her head tilting as she measured with her eyes. Then she started laughing—not cruel exactly, but overwhelmed. "You're barely taller than me. You're—oh my God, you're actually shorter than Mom."
The room spun. Yesterday I'd towered over her at 6'1". Now we stood nearly eye to eye. 
It wasn't just the height. 
My center of gravity had migrated. Every instinct told me to stand wrong—shoulders back, weight on my heels—but that just pitched me forward. Balance lived in my hips now, lower and wider. I kept overcorrecting, swaying like a drunk person learning to walk.
Hair brushed my shoulders with every movement. Yesterday it had been short, neat, barely requiring a comb. Now it fell in waves past my collar, catching on the fabric, tickling skin that felt too sensitive. I reached up to push it back and found my fingers tangling in length that shouldn't exist.
My hands themselves looked alien—narrow, with slender fingers that tapered where mine had been broad and square. The veins that had mapped across them were gone, hidden under smoother skin. Even my fingernails had changed shape, more oval than rectangular.
Everything felt simultaneously numb and hypersensitive. The sleep shirt's cotton rasped against skin that noticed every thread. My bare legs registered the room's temperature differently, goosebumps rising easier. When I shifted weight, thighs touched in ways they never had before—fuller at the top, softer throughout.
"Stop swaying," Lydia said. "You look drunk."
I locked my knees, which only made the imbalance worse.
"This is insane." She darted from the room, returning with an armful of clothes. "Here, try these. They're from eighth grade but they might—"
"Lydia!" Mom snatched the pile. A worn pair of jeans tumbled out. "We're not doing... that."
"Doing what? Clothes?"
"Pastor Kane is coming to provide spiritual guidance. We should present ourselves appropriately." Mom's voice carried that church-committee tone. She left, returning with her own clothes—long skirts in beige and navy, high-necked blouses that screamed modesty.
"Mom." I pointed at her dresser, visible through the doorway. "What about those pants—"
"No." The word came sharp, final. "That's not... suitable."
"Suitable?" My voice cracked—higher, unfamiliar. "Nothing about this is suitable!"
"Don't raise your voice." Dad reappeared, his phone tucked away. "Pastor Kane will be here in twenty minutes. We need to be presentable."
Presentable. Like I was a problem to be packaged correctly.
Mom held up a cream blouse, something she'd worn to last year's church potluck. Lydia's hand-me-down skirt—navy wool, hitting below the knee—completed the transformation. The clothes fit. Barely. The waistband sat wrong on hips that curved where they shouldn't. The blouse pulled across the chest I was still pretending wasn't there.
"You look..." Lydia started, then stopped. For once, she had no sarcastic commentary.
I caught my reflection in her dresser mirror and immediately looked away. Some stranger stood there wearing Mom's church clothes and my face—softer now, eyes the same blue but larger somehow in a face that had restructured itself overnight.
"Pastor Kane will know what to do," Dad said, but his voice wavered like a prayer without conviction.
* * *
The doorbell rang at exactly 11 AM. Pastor Kane never ran late.
I sat on our living room couch, Mom's blouse itching against skin that felt too sensitive, too aware of every texture. Mom perched beside me, her hand hovering near mine but not quite touching—like she wasn't sure if the old rules of comfort still applied. Dad stood by the mantle, arms crossed, jaw working like he was chewing scripture.
Pastor Kane entered like he owned the space—not arrogant, just certain of his welcome. His hair caught the morning light filtering through our curtains, the silver at his temples lending gravity to his barely-forty face. He wore jeans and a pressed button-down, sleeves rolled precisely to his elbows. Casual authority.
"Gerald. Elaine." He gripped Dad's hand firmly, then turned those sharp blue-gray eyes on me. "Daniel."
The name landed wrong, but hearing it from him felt like absolution. Like maybe I hadn't disappeared entirely.
He settled into Dad's recliner without asking, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees. The posture of a coach about to deliver a game-changing play.
"First, let's acknowledge what we're seeing." His voice dropped into that low sermon register that made everything sound like revealed truth. "This isn't random. Nothing that happens to God's children ever is."
Mom's hand finally found mine, squeezing too tight.
"The world wants to call this a virus, a biological phenomenon." Pastor Kane's fingers steepled, pressing against his lips before continuing. "But we know better, don't we? We know that God alone holds creative power. He knit you in your mother's womb—Psalm 139. He decided your form, your purpose."
"But why?" The question burst out before I could stop it. "Why would God—"
"The Lord corrects whom He loves." He quoted it like diagnosis, not comfort. "Hebrews 12:6. Daniel, this transformation isn't tragedy. It's revelation."
Dad shifted against the mantle. "Revelation of what?"
Pastor Kane stood, pacing now, building momentum like he did during sermons. "We live in an age of rebellion. People declaring themselves architects of their own identity. Men claiming to be women. Women claiming to be men. As if the clay could tell the potter what shape to take."
My stomach twisted. I'd heard this sermon before, agreed with it even. But now—
"And what does God do?" His voice rose slightly, that percussive rhythm emerging. "He speaks. He reminds us that gender isn't ours to construct or deconstruct. It's His design, His decree. And sometimes—" He stopped directly in front of me. "Sometimes He makes that decree visible. Undeniable."
"You're saying God did this to prove a point?" My voice came out sharper than intended, but still unmistakably feminine.
"I'm saying God did this to reveal truth." He crouched down, eye level with me now. "You thought you understood your place in His order. Provider. Protector. Leader. But that was pride, Daniel. You wore masculinity like armor you'd earned instead of a gift you'd received."
The words stung because somewhere, buried under the panic and confusion, they rang with partial truth.
"Now you have a chance to learn true submission. True humility." He stood again, addressing my parents now. "This isn't punishment. It's refinement. Daniel—or rather, the young woman God has revealed—must learn to embrace His will rather than her own."
"Her?" The pronoun felt like betrayal from his mouth.
"Yes." No hesitation. "God has made His decision clear. To reject this form would be to reject His sovereignty. To say we know better than the Creator what body should house your soul."
Mom's grip on my hand had gone slack. Dad nodded slowly, like puzzle pieces clicking into place.
"We'll need to choose an appropriate name," Pastor Kane continued. "Something that honors this transformation while acknowledging God's—"
"Grace." Dad's voice cut through. "Her name should be Grace."
Pastor Kane smiled—warm, approving, devastating. "Perfect. Grace, unearned and transformative." He looked at me again. "Grace it is."
Pastor Kane pulled out his phone, fingers moving with practiced efficiency. "I'll need to consult the ministerial board, of course. Elder Thompson, Pastor Rodriguez from First Baptist." He glanced up at Dad. "This situation requires collective wisdom."
"Of course," Dad agreed, though his knuckles whitened where he gripped the mantle.
"But let me be clear about the path forward." Pastor Kane pocketed his phone and assumed that perfectly still stance that preceded his most serious pronouncements. "Grace must understand that her former life—the activities, attitudes, and assumptions of masculinity—those ended the moment God reshaped her flesh."
My throat constricted. "My activities?"
"Basketball. Debate team leadership." He listed them like symptoms of disease. "These were expressions of male headship, Daniel. First Timothy 2:12—'I do not permit a woman to teach or to exercise authority over a man.' You can't stand at that podium arguing cases when God has called you to quiet submission."
"But I'm team captain—"
"Were." The correction came swift, gentle, devastating. "Genesis 3:16 tells us that woman's desire shall be contrary to her husband, but he shall rule over her. Your desire to maintain that authority? That's the curse speaking. The flesh rebelling against divine order."
Mom shifted beside me, her breathing shallow. I caught her glancing at Dad, some unreadable expression flickering across her face.
"She'll need to learn new skills," Pastor Kane continued, addressing my parents like I'd become furniture. "Titus 2:5 instructs women to be self-controlled, pure, working at home, kind, and submissive. These aren't suggestions—they're blueprints for righteousness."
"Working at home?" The words scraped out. "I have college applications pending. Academic scholarships—"
"Pride." He said it sadly, like diagnosing terminal illness. "You're still thinking like Daniel, trying to achieve, to lead, to prove worth through accomplishment. But Proverbs 31 doesn't praise the woman for her debate trophies. It praises her for her service to family, her quiet strength, her supportive spirit."
He turned to Mom then, his voice warming. "Elaine, you'll need to teach her. Cooking, maintaining a home, the gentle arts that prepare a young woman to be a suitable helpmeet."
Mom straightened slightly, something almost like pleasure flashing across her features. "Oh, I—yes, of course. I've always wanted—" She caught herself, smoothing her skirt. "I mean, I'll do whatever's needed."
"No more mixed-gender sports," Pastor Kane continued his list. "No leadership positions that place her above men. First Corinthians 14:34—'Women should keep silent in the churches. For they are not permitted to speak, but should be in submission.'"
"Silent?" The word came out strangled. All those years perfecting argument structure, building logical frameworks—
"Not mute," he clarified, though barely. "But deferential. Speaking when appropriate, always with gentleness. First Peter 3 calls it the 'imperishable beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit, which in God's sight is very precious.'"
Dad finally spoke. "What about school? She can't just—"
"Of course she'll continue her education." Pastor Kane waved dismissively. "But the focus shifts. Less about personal achievement, more about preparation for her God-given role. Perhaps home economics instead of debate. Music instead of sports—something beautiful, worshipful."
My fingernails bit into my palms. Everything I'd built, everything I'd worked for—erased like pencil marks.
"This Sunday," Pastor Kane moved toward the door, "bring her to service. Modest dress—nothing that draws inappropriate attention. We'll begin introducing her properly to the congregation, help them understand God's plan in this transformation."
He paused at the threshold, fixing me with those penetrating eyes.
"Grace, you're about to learn what true strength looks like—not the strength of command, but the strength of surrender. Consider yourself blessed. Most people never get such clear direction from the Almighty."
The door closed behind him with a soft click.
* * *

Mom bundled me back into the car before Pastor Kane's taillights disappeared. "We need medical confirmation," she insisted, though her voice carried an edge of excitement that made my stomach turn. "The walk-in clinic on Maple should be quiet this time of day."
The ride blurred. Mom kept glancing over, her fingers drumming the wheel. "You know, I always thought your face had delicate features. Even as a—before, I mean."
Dr. Patterson had treated our family for years. The confusion on her face when Mom explained would've been funny if I weren't living it. She ran every test she could justify—blood work, basic physical exam, measurements that confirmed what the mirror already screamed.
"Completely female," she announced, bewildered. "Every marker, every characteristic. Like she was born this way."
Dad leaned forward from his chair in the corner. "Any male parts left? Anything at all?"
The clinical way he asked—like checking a tax form for errors—made me want to disappear through the examination table.
"No, Mr. Whitford. Your... daughter... is anatomically, hormonally, and genetically female." Dr. Patterson kept studying my chart like it might reveal some explanation. "I've never seen anything like this. There's no medical explanation for—"
"God doesn't need medical explanations," Dad interrupted, standing. "Thank you, Doctor. Please update her records accordingly."
The house felt different when we returned. Smaller. Lydia waited in the living room, practically vibrating with curiosity. She'd obviously been at the window, watching for our car.
"So it's true?" She circled me, examining like I was a science project. "You're actually—" She gestured vaguely at my body.
"Lydia, don't gawk," Mom scolded, though she was doing the same thing.
"Does this mean she has to do chores now?" Lydia's grin turned wicked. "Like, actual chores? Dishes? Laundry?"
"Of course." Dad's voice carried that final-judgment tone. "Grace will need to learn all the household duties. Cooking, cleaning, proper home management."
"But I have homework—"
"Which you'll complete after your household responsibilities." He settled into his recliner, the discussion already closed in his mind. "Proverbs 31:15—'She rises while it is yet night and provides food for her household.' Your mother will teach you everything. Proper feminine behavior, modest dress, submission to authority."
Lydia's laugh came out as a snort. "Oh, this is rich. Mr. Basketball Star learning to fold fitted sheets."
"That's enough, Lydia." But Mom's correction carried a strange note, as if she secretly welcomed this transformation.
* * *
The nightgown pooled around my ankles—Mom's insistence, pink with small flowers along the neckline. I stood before the mirror in the darkened hallway, afraid someone might walk past and catch me staring.
The girl reflected back wasn't me. Couldn't be me.
Smaller chin. Softer everything. The eyes were still blue, still mine, but they looked different in this face—wider, more vulnerable, less certain of their right to command a room.
I wanted to say God had cursed me. The word formed clearly in my mind: cursed. But that would be blasphemy, and blasphemy was probably exactly the arrogance that had earned this. Pride before the fall. The virus as correction, divine curriculum.
Humility, I told myself. This is humility. This is what He wanted me to learn.
The logic felt solid enough to recite. The kind of argument I'd won a hundred times. But logic didn't stop the tears. They came anyway, hot and unfamiliar on cheeks too soft to belong to me.
I slipped into bed, still wearing the nightgown, and pulled the blanket over my head. In the darkness, I could almost pretend the body underneath was still mine.
Almost.






  
  Chapter three








Lessons in Womanhood


Iwoke at 6 AM, body clock unchanged even if everything else had shifted. The ceiling looked the same. The walls hadn't moved. Only the weight of blankets felt different against this smaller frame. 
New challenge. That's what this was. I'd captained debate through districts. Led the team to regionals. This was just another test of discipline.
I swung my legs out of bed—shorter legs, had to drop further to reach the floor—and practiced standing straight. Good posture was good posture, whatever body you wore. The mirror caught me again, but I forced myself to look past it. Appearance was vanity. Function mattered more.
The cardboard boxes arrived at 7:30 AM, delivered by Lydia with theatrical ceremony. "Mom says everything goes," she announced, dropping them at Grace's door. "Even the trophies. Especially the trophies."
My mother entered with purpose, armed with packing tape and a checklist. The MVP basketball trophy from sophomore year went first—wrapped in newspaper like evidence being removed from a crime scene. My hands reached for it automatically, then dropped. Attachment to possessions was weakness.
"These aren't you anymore," Mom said gently, folding the letterman jacket with practiced care. "Holding onto them would be... confusing."
The debate certificates disappeared next. State semifinals, first place. Regional championships, second. Each one dated, signed, addressed to Daniel Whitford. Mom handled them like artifacts from another family's attic.
The signed team photo went last—me standing front and center, arms crossed, chin lifted. I remembered that day. Coach said I had "natural command presence." The other guys had joked I should run for office.
"Where are they going?"
"Storage." Mom wrote ATTIC across the box in her looping script. "Not thrown away, sweetheart. Just... set aside."
Set aside. Like Daniel Whitford was a closed file. A finished chapter. Maybe a cautionary tale they'd tell at youth group—pride made manifest, divine correction administered.
When they reached the bookshelf, Mom's fingers traced the theological volumes. Augustine's Confessions. Lewis's Mere Christianity. My father's old copy of Biblical Manhood.
"These can stay," she decided. "Though you'll want to read them... differently now."
Differently. The word lodged like a stone in my throat. Same words, new application. Where I'd once read "Husbands, love your wives," now I'd read the second half. Where Paul wrote about headship, I'd be studying submission.
"Mom—"
"It's good that you're taking this so well." She squeezed my shoulder—gentle, like I might break. "Your father was worried you'd fight this. But look at you, already adapting."
Adapting. Like evolution. Like survival.
Lydia leaned against the doorframe, watching boxes fill. "You know what's weird? You're taking this better than when you lost that debate final last year."
Because that was a failure. This was... what? Not failure if God ordained it. Not punishment if it served a purpose. Dad would call it refinement. Pastor Kane would say pruning.
I forced my voice steady—higher now, but I could still control the rhythm. "Paul writes about being content in all circumstances."
"Sure," Lydia said. "But Paul never woke up five inches shorter."
Mom shot her a look. Lydia shrugged and wandered off, probably to text friends about her brother's divine reassignment.
The boxes sat stacked by the door. Three years of achievements compressed into cardboard. I could still list every accomplishment inside, every moment that had built Daniel Whitford into someone who mattered.
Except Daniel Whitford didn't exist anymore.
And Grace—whoever she was supposed to be—had no achievements at all.
Target at 10 AM on a Wednesday was a particular kind of purgatory—fluorescent lights harsh enough to expose every uncertain expression, Christmas music already threading through early November, and my mother steering the cart with missionary zeal.
"Nothing flashy," Mom instructed, though I hadn't reached for anything. My hands stayed locked on the cart's handle, knuckles white. "Modesty isn't just about coverage, sweetheart. It's about... not drawing attention."
The irony burned. Daniel's whole life was built on drawing attention. Captain's armband during games. Center podium at debates. Being seen was virtue—leadership meant visibility. Now invisibility was righteousness.
We worked through her checklist methodically. Mom held up a navy skirt, measuring it against my new frame like she was fitting a mannequin. Three long skirts went in—navy, gray, black. "Versatile," she called them. Five blouses followed, each one high-necked, three-quarter sleeved. "Appropriate." She added cardigans to layer over everything, "just in case" the blouses showed too much... what? Collarbone? Wrist?
The underwear section hit different. Mom selected while I stared at the floor tiles—white squares, gray grout, anything but the walls of pink and lace surrounding us. She grabbed multipacks of everything, practical cotton in white and beige.
"We need to get you fitted properly," she said, steering toward the intimates department.
The fitting room smelled like plastic and old perfume. A saleswoman with a measuring tape and professional smile wrapped the tape around my chest—once, twice, adjusting and readjusting while calling out numbers that meant nothing and everything.
"34B," she announced. "Very common size. Lots of options."
Options. Like this was a choice. Like these breasts that had appeared overnight were accessories I'd selected. Mom thanked her, bought three bras in nude and white, and we escaped back to safer aisles.
The church dress came last—floral, knee-length, with a Peter Pan collar that would make me look twelve. Mom held it up, tilting her head.
"Sweet," she decided. "Feminine but not... you know."
I didn't know. Didn't know what feminine meant beyond this uniform she was assembling. Daniel had worn confidence like armor. Grace would wear submission like camouflage.   Being stuck in a dress, serving, being modest- it wasn't me, it wasn't fair, it…
It was what God had decreed and whining like a girl was no doubt why I now was one. As Pastor Kane had said, perhaps my path was to live as a woman now, and the sooner I accepted it with grace, the better.
At checkout, the teenage cashier—maybe sixteen, definitely from Westside High—glanced between me and the clothes. Her eyes narrowed slightly, confusion barely concealed. She recognized me, or almost did. The height was wrong. The hair was wrong. But something in the face...
I realized how this looked: a seventeen-year-old being dressed like a homeschooled ten-year-old. The modest cuts, the muted colors, my mother hovering and selecting everything while I stood silent. I wanted to explain, to say this isn't me, but what would be the point? This was me now. Or supposed to be.
"Have a blessed day," the cashier said automatically, though her eyes lingered, still trying to solve the puzzle.
Back home, we folded everything into drawers that smelled like lavender sachets—when had Mom added those? While I was at the doctor's yesterday? The closet that once held basketball shorts and debate suits now housed a parade of pastels and florals, everything hanging with uniform precision.
"There," Mom said, satisfied. She adjusted my shoulders, positioned me before the mirror. "Now you look like yourself."
I stared at the reflection. Knee-length denim skirt. Cream cardigan over a pink blouse. Hair brushed smooth and tucked behind my ears. I looked like nobody. Like every quiet church girl who sat in back pews and served coffee at fellowship hour.
Maybe that was the point.
I gave one more look around the bedroom, now almost alien—the lace curtains filtering too much light, the vanity mirror reflecting someone I didn't recognize, the space between dresser and bed suddenly feeling vast without my basketball shoes kicked carelessly across it. Then headed down for lunch.
While Mom hummed over sandwich preparations, I sat at the dining room table with my Bible—the same one, though it felt heavier now. The leather cover still bore my initials in gold leaf: D.E.B. Mom hadn't noticed yet, or maybe she was waiting for me to volunteer its replacement.
I opened to Proverbs 31, knowing it was coming at dinner anyway. Might as well get ahead of the lesson.
"Who can find a virtuous woman? For her price is far above rubies..."
The words sat different on the page. I used to skim this chapter, filing it away as "advice for finding a good wife." Something to reference when evaluating Anna's modesty or Mom's cooking. Now I read it as an instruction manual for my own life. The virtuous woman wakes early, serves her household, speaks with wisdom, never eats "the bread of idleness."
My pen hovered over the margins where my old notes sat—Daniel's confident observations about what to "look for in a woman." Written in my sophomore year, when dating seemed like another system to master. "Modest but not frumpy." "Supportive of ministry." "Knows her role."
I couldn't bring myself to cross them out. Couldn't bring myself to add new ones either. What would I even write? "This is me now"? "Learn to sew, apparently"?
I flipped to 1 Timothy 2:9-12. "Let the woman learn in silence with all subjection."
Silence. I'd led prayer before every game. Run entire debate rounds. Now silence was virtue.
Then Ephesians 5:22-24. "Wives, submit yourselves unto your own husbands, as unto the Lord."
Submit. The word tasted like chalk. Daniel Whitford submitted to no one except God and occasionally Dad. Grace Whitford would submit to... everyone? Any man who walked past? Future husband I couldn't imagine?  
Stop it, I told myself, grip tightening on the pen. This is rebellion talking. Pride in a new wrapper.
I forced myself to breathe. Pastor Kane's words echoed back: "The old self must die so the new can live in obedience." That's what this was—the old Daniel clinging to relevance, to authority, to mattering. But God had spoken. Not with words but with biology, with transformation, with this new body that made His will impossible to ignore.
I had to read these verses without arrogance. Without filter. Without the mental footnotes that said "this applies to other people."
I had to read them as what I was now. What God clearly meant me to be.
My hand shook slightly as I repositioned the pen, ready to write something—anything—that would prove I understood. That I wasn't fighting this. That somewhere beneath the confusion and grief and stubborn logic, Grace Whitford was learning to listen.
Then 1 Corinthians 14:34. "Let your women keep silence in the churches."
Each verse felt like another door opening to something I'd missed before. I wasn't just learning new understanding—I was finding where I actually belonged in God's design. From someone who'd taught without truly knowing to someone finally listening. From thinking I led to realizing I needed guidance. From seeing myself as center to understanding I was meant to serve.
From person who'd been served to person learning what service truly meant.
The words swam on the page. Same verses I'd memorized for youth group competitions. Same chapters Pastor Kane referenced when counseling young men about finding godly wives. But the pronouns had shifted now. The commands pointed at me, and I found myself wondering if this was God's gentle correction or if perhaps I'd simply never been humble enough to listen properly before—if I'd needed to become this, to be remade, before I could truly understand what submission meant.
My phone buzzed against the table. Screen lit up with notifications I didn't check. Probably Paul. Maybe Anna. Definitely not anyone who'd understand that Daniel Whitford was gone and Grace Whitford was sitting here, pen frozen over holy words, trying to learn how to disappear properly.
* * *
Mom handed me the vacuum cleaner, her smile warm like she'd waited for this day. "It's not all about pushing it across the floor, you know. Watch the corners and the baseboards. Dust hides, but it doesn't escape if you know where to look. Think of it like a game of hide and seek," she instructed, seemingly pleased at turning chores into a lesson.
As I moved through the rooms, dragging the silent machine behind me, I felt the bands of the unfamiliar role wrapping tighter. Not just activity but this careful attention to detail, this smallness of motion and focus. Vacuuming always seemed so straightforward before, a chore I didn't trouble myself with. Now it was an exercise in precision, a ritual, parsing out stray bits of the life I used to step around.
The dust was elusive. I crouched low, nearly knocking my forehead against the table as I scrubbed at the spots Mom pointed out. Knees pressed into the kitchen tiles, elbows tucked in, reaching under every inch with a cloth dampened by Mom's homemade cleaner. The smell of vinegar and citrus clinging to the air like a lingering judgment. It felt... transformative. Every speck of dirt that lifted off became a speck of something shed from me, something unnecessary being washed away. It felt humbling, kneeling there, cleansing what I used to ignore.
"You're doing wonderfully," Mom shared, voice soaked in approval. "Not everyone adapts as eagerly. Some would rather rebel, you know," mentioning Lydia without naming her, words designed to divide by complimenting.
I bit down on the swell of pride, feeling its tang. Competing with Lydia over who was the better daughter was odd, strange, yet secretly satisfying. It meant that maybe, in some obscure way, God approved of Grace too.
When Lydia traipsed through the door, the lively defiance still clinging to her frame, I was ready—cookies in one hand, milk in the other. I forced a smile, eager to win points for cheerfulness.
Lydia's eyebrow cocked with sarcastic disbelief. "Wow, really digging into character, aren't we?" she observed, a laugh curling her voice.
"Just practicing the new normal," I offered, keeping the smile, pouring grace into it, knowing she hated it. "How about a cookie?"
Lydia took a bite, half-out of spite, chewing critically. "Don't get too good at this, alright? Might start a rivalry." She sauntered away, leaving me in the kitchen, contemplating what it meant to excel at this unexpected life.
* * *
I helped Mom lift the heavy serving dish, the pot roast gleaming with its perfect crust, carrots and potatoes arranged like a still life painting around it. The scent filled the dining room—rosemary, thyme, that deep richness that meant everything was exactly right. I stood behind my chair, waiting. Mom had coached me on this earlier: "Let your father sit first. It shows respect."
Dad settled into his seat with that particular sigh of satisfaction he reserved for good meals. Only then did I place the dish at the table's center and take my own seat, smoothing my skirt beneath me—another new habit Mom insisted on.
"I spoke with Principal Morrison today," Dad said, cutting his meat with precise movements that reminded me of how he attacked spreadsheets. "We've agreed on adjustments to your schedule."
My fork paused halfway to my mouth. "Adjustments?"
"Basketball's out, obviously. So is debate." His tone stayed flat, clinical, like he was reviewing quarterly earnings. "As Pastor Kane said, both require... qualities that wouldn't be appropriate now."
I couldn't let it go and the words tumbled out before I could catch them. "But there are girls on the debate team and—"
The correction came gentle but absolute, a scalpel cut. "Daniel was captain. You need to focus on humility, Grace. Not leadership."
I felt the correction settle into my chest like a stone. Another door closing. Another piece of Daniel archived away. I sighed, trying to reshape the disappointment into acceptance. This was the lesson, wasn't it? Learning to yield instead of push.
Mom jumped in, her voice pitched bright enough to paint over the tension. "Instead of debate class, how about home economics seventh period? And there's always choir—you have such a lovely voice now."
"I don't sing."
"You could learn," Dad said, then reached for his favorite tool: "'Let everything that has breath praise the Lord.' Psalm 150:6."
There it was—scripture as punctuation mark, conversation over. I nodded, forcing my expression into something approaching gratitude. This was an opportunity, I told myself. A chance to practice submission, to find the virtue in accepting rather than arguing.
"This is an opportunity," Dad continued, echoing my thoughts so precisely I wondered if he could read them, "to learn your proper role. To find peace in God's design rather than fighting against it."
My phone vibrated against my thigh. The weight of it felt like a lifeline to the world I'd lost. I didn't need to look to know who it was.
* * *
I stared at the phone screen until the letters swam together. Anna's messages sat there like accusations, each timestamp marking another hour I'd failed to respond.
3:47 PM: hey, missed you in calc today. you sick?
5:22 PM: Daniel? everything okay?
7:45 PM: i'm worried. please just let me know you're alright
My thumb hovered over the keyboard. The cursor blinked at me, patient and terrible. How could I possibly explain? Sorry, I'm a girl now. God decided I needed humility lessons, so He restructured my entire molecular composition.
I started typing.
I'm fine just—
Just what? Just transformed? Just learning to sit with my ankles crossed? Just discovering that my voice cracks when I try to speak with any authority? DELETE.
Something happened and—
And my parents think it's divine punishment. And the pastor says I need to embrace biblical womanhood. And your name in my phone makes my chest tight in ways I don't understand anymore. DELETE.
Can't talk now but—
But I miss you. But hearing you call me Daniel would either heal something or break it completely. But I'm terrified you'd look at me the way Mom does—like I'm a stranger wearing her son's memories. DELETE.
"Grace?" Dad's voice carried up the stairs, each syllable measured and firm. "Lights out in fifteen minutes."
The words landed like a deadline. Fifteen minutes to figure out how to explain the inexplicable. Fifteen minutes to craft a message that wouldn't require lies but couldn't contain the truth.
My finger hesitated over the screen. Anna deserved something—an explanation, a goodbye, anything but silence. She'd been nothing but kind, sitting near our lunch table with that quiet grace that made the other girls seem loud by comparison. She'd helped me with calculus when pride kept me from asking the teacher. I was suddenly realizing she was a better girlfriend than I had deserved.
But that was Daniel's relationship. Daniel's memories. Daniel's right to text her back.
I held down the thread and watched the delete option appear. One tap, and the messages vanished—those three perfect artifacts of a world where someone still called me by my real name without flinching.
The phone landed face-down beside the devotional Mom had strategically placed: "Becoming a Proverbs 31 Woman: A Teen Girl's Guide." The cover showed a sunset and wildflowers, promises of gentle wisdom I didn't want.
Everything smelled like lavender sachets, like grandmother's funeral, like forced femininity suffocating the boy who used to live here.






  
  Chapter four








Sunday’s Lesson



The needle slipped through fabric with a whisper, Mom's fingers guiding mine around the curve of the hem. Her hands covered mine completely now—a reversal that made my stomach twist.
"Smaller stitches, sweetheart," she said, voice bright with something I couldn't name. "We have so much catching up to do. All those years I couldn't... well, the Lord works in mysterious ways."
The thread tangled. Again. My fingers, once steady enough to sink three-pointers, fumbled with the delicate silver needle like it was made of smoke.
"Wow, Grace, you're really bad at this." Lydia's voice dripped satisfaction as her own needle flashed in perfect, even lines. "Like, impressively bad."
"Lydia, be kind," Mom chided, but her smile stayed warm. "Your sister's learning."
Sister. The word hung between us, foreign and final.
Lydia had appeared twenty minutes into the lesson, claiming she needed to fix her jeans. But she'd stayed, pulling her chair close, working on patches while stealing glances at my clumsy attempts. She hadn't willingly sat with Mom for anything domestic in years—usually she'd make gagging sounds at the suggestion of "women's work."
Now she corrected my grip with smug authority. "You're holding it like a pencil. Relax."
"I am relaxed."
"You're strangling that fabric."
Mom laughed—actually laughed—a sound I hadn't heard in months. "You two are already bickering like proper sisters."
The strangest part was that it felt... comfortable. Not right, exactly, but less wrong than everything else. Mom's joy radiated as she taught us both the blanket stitch, the running stitch, terms that meant nothing yesterday and everything today. Lydia competed for each approving nod, suddenly eager to prove herself the better seamstress.
"After this, we'll start the lemon bars for tomorrow's social hour," Mom announced, threading a new needle. "Grace, you'll help with the church ladies' refreshments from now on. It's good fellowship."
Fellowship. Another responsibility dressed up as privilege. But Lydia perked up.
"I'll help too. Someone needs to make sure Grace doesn't burn down the kitchen."
"You don't even bake," I said.
"I do now."
Mom beamed at us both, her daughters, finally united in domestic purpose. Her hand squeezed my shoulder, gentle but claiming. "My girls. What a blessing."
The needle pricked my finger, drawing a bead of blood. I watched it bloom against the white fabric, wondering if this was what acceptance felt like—slow, painful, and irreversible.
* * *
The brush caught another tangle, and I winced. Mom's fingers worked through the knot with practiced patience while I stared at the stranger in the mirror—smaller jaw, softer features, eyes that looked bigger now without the sharp angles to frame them.
"Your posture affects how your hair falls," she explained, pulling the brush through for what felt like the dozenth time. "Shoulders back, chin down slightly—not too much, you're not ashamed—just... demure."
Demure. Another word to add to my new vocabulary, right after modest and appropriate.
"You have such pretty hair when it's managed properly." She sectioned off the top portion, her movements quick and sure.
Managed properly. Everything needed managing now—hair, posture, voice, desires. Even thoughts required careful pruning before they could bloom into words.
She twisted and pinned, creating a simple half-up style that pulled the weight off my neck but left enough down to frame my face. The bobby pins dug into my scalp like tiny reminders of their presence.
"This is appropriate for church or school. Neat but not severe. You don't want to look like you're trying too hard."
I nodded, cataloguing: modest but not frumpy, neat but not severe, feminine but not flashy, submissive but not pathetic. The margins for error felt microscopic, like threading that needle yesterday but with my entire existence.
"Now, the outfit." She laid out the grey skirt—wool, A-line, hitting just below the knee. Safe. Boring. Then she turned to her own dresser, pulling open the bottom drawer with ceremony.
White fabric emerged, layer after layer of it, trimmed with lace that caught the morning light.
"Seriously, petticoats?"
"Just watch." Her eyes sparkled with something between nostalgia and anticipation. "These were mine from when your father and I were courting. Special occasions only."
She helped me step into them, three layers that rustled like whispered secrets. The waistband sat high, the fabric falling in graduated tiers beneath the grey wool. She smoothed the skirt over them, adjusting until it sat just right.
"There. Turn around."
I pivoted, and the skirt bellowed gently, the hidden layers creating movement where there'd been none. The plain grey transformed into something else—not flashy, but... considered. Intentional.
"See? Fancy but modest at the same time. Perfect for a special day."
Special day. My public execution, more like. But I couldn't deny the strange sensation as I took a practice step. The petticoats swirled around my legs, a soft resistance with each movement that made walking feel like floating. The grey skirt that had seemed so punishment-plain now held shape and substance, moving with purpose instead of just hanging.
"One more thing." She fastened a small gold cross around my neck—not my old one, but delicate, feminine, sitting precisely in the hollow of my throat. "Remember, Grace. Today isn't about shame. It's about accepting God's will with dignity."
I touched the cross, its weight different from my old one. Lighter but somehow heavier too.
Dad's voice boomed from downstairs. "Ten minutes!"
Mom gave my appearance one final assessment, tucking a stray hair behind my ear. Her fingers lingered against my cheek.
"You look lovely. Truly."
The word sat wrong in my chest. But as we descended the stairs, the petticoats whispering beneath the wool, I had to admit an odd comfort in their presence—armor made of lace and propriety. They made what should have felt like surrender seem almost... pretty?
The thought followed me to the car, where Lydia smirked from the backseat.
"Nice petticoats. Very Little House on the Prairie."
But even her mockery couldn't pierce the strange bubble of unreality. I was walking into my new life dressed for God's purpose, and somehow, perhaps that was exactly as it should be.
* * *

The pew groaned as we filed in, same row as always—third from the front, right side. But everything felt shifted, like looking at a familiar painting from the wrong angle. The wood pressed differently against my legs through the layers of fabric. My feet barely touched the floor now, heels dangling an inch above.
Whispers rippled through the sanctuary like stones dropped in still water.
"Is that—"
"Can't be—"
"The Whitford boy?"
"—completely different—"
"—God's will—"
I kept my eyes forward, hands folded in my lap the way Mom showed me. The petticoats rustled with each breath, broadcasting my presence to anyone who hadn't already noticed the stranger in Daniel Whitford' family pew.
Pastor Kane stepped to the pulpit, and silence fell like a curtain. His hands gripped the edges, knuckles white with purpose.
"Brothers and sisters." His voice rolled low and steady, a train gathering speed. "We live in an age of confusion. An age where mankind believes he can remake himself. Where the clay tells the potter, 'I will shape myself.'"
Several "Amens" punctuated the air.
"But God—" He paused, letting the name hang. "God has not abandoned His creation to chaos. No, He speaks still. Not in whispers, but in transformation itself."
My stomach clenched.
"You've all heard of Chromatic Syndrome. The world calls it a virus, a medical anomaly. Scientists scramble for explanations—genetics, environment, random mutation." His laugh was sharp, knowing. "But we who have eyes to see, we know better."
He paced now, energy building.
"This is Babel! This is the flood! This is God saying to a rebellious generation: 'You think you can define yourselves? You think biology is malleable, that gender is a construct?' And then—" He slapped the pulpit. "—He rewrites bodies overnight! He takes those who thought they knew themselves and shows them they know nothing!"
The congregation murmured approval. I felt their eyes like needles.
"Genesis 1:27—'Male and female He created them!' Not a spectrum, not a choice—a divine decree! Deuteronomy 22:5—'A woman shall not wear man's clothing, nor shall a man put on a woman's clothing!' Why? Because God's order matters!"
His voice crescendoed, each word a hammer blow.
"First Corinthians 11—'The head of every man is Christ, and the head of woman is man!' Ephesians 5—'Wives, submit to your husbands as to the Lord!' First Timothy 2:12—'I do not permit a woman to teach or have authority over a man!'"
Each verse landed like a stone added to my chest. The petticoats that had felt like armor now pressed tight, suffocating.
"And now—" His eyes found mine across the sanctuary. "—we have among us a living testimony. Grace Whitford."
Every head turned.
"Our new sister in faith." He emphasized new like driving a nail into wood. "Where once stood pride, now stands humility. Where once was leadership, now submission. Where once was Daniel"—he paused—"now only Grace remains."
Daniel was dead. He'd just pronounced it from the pulpit.
"First Peter 3 tells us the unfading beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit is precious to God. Proverbs 31 shows us the excellent wife—industrious, supportive, bringing honor to her household through service." His gaze never left mine. "I have no doubt Grace will become a beacon of these virtues. A light showing other young women—and young men—what it means to accept God's design."
My hands trembled in my lap. The cross at my throat felt like it might burn through skin.
"Some of you might wonder—why? Why Daniel? Was it punishment? Perhaps. Was it correction? Certainly. But most importantly"—his voice dropped to that dangerous whisper—"it was revelation. God showing us that identity is His to give, not ours to choose."
He spread his arms wide, encompassing the whole congregation.
"Let Grace's transformation remind us all: we don't make ourselves. We don't define ourselves. We simply obey the roles God ordained before the foundation of the world. Man as leader, protector, head. Woman as helper, nurturer, submitted to godly authority."
The weight of expectation pressed down until I could barely breathe. Every face in that sanctuary waited to see me become this thing they'd decided I must be—not just female, but their perfect picture of biblical womanhood. A living sermon illustration.
"Let us pray," Pastor Kane intoned, and heads bowed throughout the sanctuary.
But I couldn't close my eyes. Couldn't look away from what God had ordained for me, built from Scripture and the faithful guidance of those who wanted to help me understand His purpose.
But I also heard the murmurs—some whispers of pity, some of horror. I was a cautionary tale, a warning of what happens when pride needs correction. I didn't want to be just that, just a lesson for others to learn from. But perhaps... perhaps that was what God intended. Perhaps being an example was the purpose He'd given me now, the role He wanted me to fulfill. Pastor Kane seemed so certain.
* * *
The fellowship lawn stretched behind the church, folding tables arranged like communion plates under the oaks. Mom handed me the cake knife—handle first, careful, like I might forget how to hold it.
"Small slices, dear. We need enough for everyone."
The weight of eyes followed every movement. Mrs. Henderson approached first, extending her hand like we'd never met.
"You must be Grace! Welcome to First Covenant. I'm Dorothy Henderson—I coordinate the women's Bible study."
Fourteen years of Sunday dinners at her house. Gone.
"Thank you," I managed, voice pitched higher, softer—the way Mom had coached. "It's nice to meet you."
Others split down the middle. Paul's mom hugged me, whispering about God's mysterious ways. Micah's parents introduced themselves fresh, asking about my "background" and whether I'd found a good women's group yet. Each interaction demanded perfect performance—gentle smiles, downcast eyes, hands folded when not serving.
This was penance. This graceful submission, this erasure of everything Daniel had been—surely this would satisfy whatever debt I owed. Pastor Kane's words echoed: Where once stood pride, now stands humility. I would be that humility. I would embody every verse he'd quoted until God saw fit to—
No. Even hoping for reversal felt like questioning His judgment.
"Could I have a slice?"
Anna stood across the table, hands clasped in front of her navy dress. The autumn light caught the copper threads in her hair, pinned up the way she wore it for concerts.
My hands moved automatically—cut, plate, slide across. Our fingers almost touched.
"I guess this explains why you didn't text back."
The casualness of it stung. Like she'd caught me skipping practice, not fundamentally transformed.
"I—" What could I say? That my parents had deleted her number? That touching my phone felt like reaching across an ocean?
"You look pretty."
The words landed soft but certain. For a heartbeat, I thought I heard mockery—I looked back at Anna and saw no mockery, just a girl who I somehow never looked at as carefully as now. Daniel had called her modest, virtuous, appropriate. Never pretty. Never something that simple and true.  I realized I had loved the idea of her more than the person. 
But Anna didn't do cruelty. She'd stated a fact and let it exist between us, unadorned.
"Thank you." The words came easier than expected. Then, before I could stop myself: "You look pretty too."
Something shifted in her expression—surprise melting into a smile that made my chest ache with memory and possibility. She took her cake and slipped back into the crowd, but that smile lingered like a grace note.
"Grace."
Dad materialized beside me, voice low enough that Mom couldn't hear from her position by the lemonade.
"You shouldn't be talking to Anna."
"I was just—"
"That relationship is the most contaminated by whatever male pride God means to rebuke you for." His tone stayed measured, reasonable, like explaining tax code. "No good can come from stirring that up or bringing up those feelings in you. Stay away from her."
"Yes, sir." The words came out perfect—soft, submissive, everything they wanted.
But underneath, something flared hot and bright. Rebellion, maybe. Or just confusion at my own reaction. I'd never treasured what Anna and I had before—she'd been an accessory to my proper Christian life, proof of my virtue. Now, suddenly, one genuine smile felt worth more than months of performed courtship.
Why did losing something make it precious? Why did Anna's simple acknowledgment—you look pretty—feel like being seen for the first time since this whole change happened?
I kept cutting cake, kept smiling, kept my eyes down. The perfect picture of reformed womanhood.
But I couldn't stop thinking about that smile.
* * *

Dad set down his coffee cup with that particular precision that meant sermon incoming.
"You did well today, Grace. Modest, helpful, appropriately reserved." He adjusted his reading glasses, studying me like a balance sheet. "Tomorrow will be harder. School means secular scrutiny, questions designed to shake faith. But this is what Pastor Kane spoke about—your chance to demonstrate divine will through behavior, not argument."
The weight of it pressed against my ribs. Living testimony. Walking proof. Not a person figuring out how to exist in this body, but evidence in someone else's theological debate.
"The world will watch you for weakness, for any sign this isn't God's plan. You must show them submission leads to strength."
"Yes, sir." The words came out smaller than intended.
He nodded, satisfied, and retreated to his study. I started toward my room when Mom caught my elbow.
"Wait."
She pulled me into the kitchen, glancing toward Dad's closed door. Her hands fidgeted with her apron strings—that nervous energy she got when about to say something risky.
"Your father means well, but..." She paused, choosing words like selecting good tomatoes. "Just be yourself tomorrow. However hard that is to figure out now."
The advice felt foreign coming from her. Mom, who'd spent the week teaching me to soften my voice, shrink my presence, defer constantly.
"You won't do anyone favors pretending to have answers you don't have." She tucked a strand of hair behind my ear, gentle but decisive. "Two verses for tomorrow. Romans 12:2—'Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God's will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will.'"
She squeezed my shoulders, steadying.
"And Ephesians 4:22-24—'You were taught, with regard to your former way of life, to put off your old self... and to put on the new self, created to be like God in true righteousness and holiness.'"
The verses hung between us, carrying different weight than Dad's certainty or Pastor Kane's pronouncements. Mom wasn't telling me what the transformation meant. She was acknowledging I had to discover it myself.
"Your old self, your new self—that's between you and God. Not the church ladies. Not even your father." A flash of something—defiance? regret?—crossed her face. "Just... try to find who you're supposed to be. The real version."
She kissed my forehead and shooed me upstairs, leaving me with scripture that felt less like instruction and more like permission.
* * *






  
  Chapter five








The First Day Back


Mom's fingers worked through my hair, twisting and pinning in some new configuration. A French braid this time, apparently. Yesterday at church it was a low bun. The day before, something with clips. My scalp ached from the constant manipulation. 
"Make sure you take good notes in chemistry today," she said, securing another bobby pin. "Mrs. Henderson mentioned there's a test coming up."
The normalcy of it snapped something loose in my chest. "What does it matter?" The words came out sharper than intended. "Am I even going to college now?"
Mom's hands stilled. In the mirror, her face softened into something between surprise and... was that pride?
"Of course you are." She resumed braiding, gentler now. "You're still a smart girl who can do work in the world to serve."
That word—girl—landed differently this time. Not correction but acknowledgment. For half a second, I could breathe. College. A future that wasn't just learning to fold fitted sheets and memorize casserole recipes.
"And college is a wonderful place to meet a husband, in any case."
The air left my lungs. Of course. Even my education would orbit around finding someone to submit to. I watched my reflection's jaw tighten, then forced it to relax.
"Besides," Mom continued, weaving the last section of hair, "you can do many things and still serve God. Teaching, nursing, even bookkeeping if you have the head for numbers like your father says you do."
The gentle reproach hit its mark. Here she was, trying to encourage me, and I was radiating ingratitude like some sulking child. This was my test—accepting God's will without bitterness. Pastor Kane had made that clear enough on Sunday.
"You're right." I straightened my shoulders, then caught myself and let them drop into the softer posture Mom had been drilling into me. "I'm sorry. I know you're just trying to help."
"There's my good girl." She patted my shoulder, and I didn't flinch at the phrase this time. Progress, maybe. Or just exhaustion.
She tilted my chin up to examine her handiwork. "Beautiful. You'll do wonderfully today."
I nodded, making the mental adjustment. Not wonderful at debate or analysis or leadership. Wonderful at... whatever counted as success for Grace Whitford. Quiet attention. Neat handwriting. Not arguing when boys explained things I already understood.
"Thanks, Mom."
At least calculus would still be calculus. Some things even God didn't change.
–
The cardigan itched against my neck, but Mom had insisted—"proper coverage for a young lady." My fingers kept finding the hem of the skirt, tugging it down even though it fell well past my knees. Each step felt calculated, smaller than before, conscious of how the fabric moved.
The hallway stretched ahead like a gauntlet. Same lockers, same fluorescent lights, same everything except the person walking through it.
Paul spotted me first. My co-captain, my best friend since middle school, the guy who'd stayed up all night helping me prep for state championships. His face cycled through recognition, panic, and finally settled into something professionally Christian.
"Grace." Not even a question in his voice. Like we'd practiced this. "Good morning."
"Morning, Paul."
He shifted his weight, gripping his backpack straps. Behind him, Eddy and Micah approached with identical expressions—smiles that never reached their eyes, movements careful as if I might be contagious.
"We're praying for you," Micah blurted out, then immediately looked at his shoes.
The words hung there, creating a barrier none of us knew how to cross. Praying for what, exactly? For me to accept this? For God to change His mind? For them to stop feeling uncomfortable?
"Thanks." What else could I say? Hey, remember when we played twenty-one last week and you lost five bucks? That person didn't exist anymore, apparently.
Eddy cleared his throat. "The, uh, the dress code suits you." His nervous laugh bounced off the lockers. "I mean—modest. Good. It's good."
They stood in a semicircle, maintaining a careful distance. Three feet minimum, like I was surrounded by an invisible fence. Last week, Paul would've thrown an arm around my shoulders, discussing plays for Friday's game. Now he wouldn't even make eye contact for more than a second.
"Should probably get to class," Paul said, already backing away. "Chemistry, right?"
"Yeah." Same AP Chemistry I'd been taking all semester. Same lab partner waiting, probably wondering how to handle this. Same periodic table, at least. Silver lining—helium was still helium, no matter what body studied it.
They scattered with visible relief, and I continued down the hall. Other students stared, whispered, looked away when I turned. Some kids from church nodded politely—acknowledging Grace while erasing Daniel. The secular kids just gawked, probably trying to figure out if the rumors were true.
My schedule had been adjusted; a pink slip in my reorganized backpack informed me. AP Chemistry, yes. AP History, still there. But debate had been replaced with Home Economics—and I now understood this would help me embrace what women ought to know, the skills befitting the role God had chosen for me.
I rounded the corner toward the science wing, mentally preparing for whatever awkwardness awaited in chemistry, when—
"Dan! There you are."
Craig lounged against the water fountain, that same lazy grin spreading across his face like nothing had changed. Like I wasn't wearing a skirt. Like the world hadn't flipped inside out.
"Craig." The name came out breathless, caught between relief and terror. Already, heads were turning. A sophomore girl's mouth dropped open. Two church kids exchanged scandalized looks.
He didn't notice. Or didn't care. Classic Craig.
"Man, you look..." He tilted his head, considering. "Different. Shorter, for one thing. Gonna have to work on that jump shot now."
A laugh bubbled up before I could stop it—actual, genuine laughter. "Yeah, I don't think basketball's in my future anymore."
"Their loss." He pushed off the wall, moving closer with the same easy confidence he'd always had. No three-foot safety barrier. No careful distance. "So what's it feel like? The whole—" He gestured vaguely at all of me.
I hesitated. Everyone else had either preached at me or fled. But Craig just stood there, genuinely curious, like we were discussing a weird science experiment.
"Strange," I admitted. "Everything's... different. How things fit, how people look at me, what I'm supposed to—" I caught myself before launching into a full analysis. Old habits.
Craig's grin widened. "Yeah, but come on. How's the view?" He waggled his eyebrows. "If I woke up with that situation, I'd be conducting some serious research, if you know what I mean."
Heat flooded my face. Of course Craig would go there. And of course Daniel would have thought the exact same thing if positions were reversed. The hypocrisy stung almost as much as the embarrassment.
"Maybe a little," I admitted, voice dropping. "But mostly? Seriously? I'm just trying to figure out what I'm supposed to do now. What my role is."
"Your role?" He frowned, like I'd started speaking Latin. "You mean like... girl stuff?"
The warning bell rang before I could explain that it went deeper than "girl stuff"—that it was about divine order and submission and proving I could accept God's correction with grace.
"That's my cue." He shouldered his backpack. "Hey, we should hang out sometime. I'll teach you to shoot left-handed, work around the height disadvantage."
He jogged off toward English, leaving me standing there, processing the radical thought that maybe—just maybe—someone still saw me as me.
Mr. Henderson called roll without hesitation. "Grace Whitford?"
"Here." My voice still caught on the response, but nobody flinched anymore. AP History, same thing. Even Mrs. Chen in Calculus, who'd written recommendation letters for Daniel Whitford just last month, smoothly erased him from existence. Dad's phone calls had been thorough.
The cafeteria's familiar chaos hit differently at noon. Same rectangular pizza smell, same competing music from different tables, but I stood frozen with my tray, suddenly understanding exile. The God Squad table—my table—sat ten feet away. Paul and Eddy bent over their phones while Micah picked at his sandwich. An empty chair where I should've been.
Paul glanced up, saw me, then deliberately turned to say something to Eddy. Message received.
"Grace! There you are!"
Ruth Talbot materialized beside me, clipboard clutched to her chest like armor. Senior, church youth group leader, and professional Good Example. Her smile stretched wide enough to show molars.
"I've been looking everywhere for you. Come on, I saved us seats."
Us. Like we were friends. Like she hadn't spent three years treating me as competition for Pastor Kane's approval. But standing alone with a cooling lunch tray made even Ruth's aggressive helpfulness look like rescue.
She steered me toward a half-empty table near the windows, narrating as we walked. "Now, when you sit, smooth your skirt under first—yes, like that—and keep your knees together. Always. Mrs. Henderson from women's Bible study says it should feel as natural as breathing."
I arranged myself according to her instructions, fighting the urge to sprawl like normal. Like Daniel would have.
"Your posture's a bit..." Ruth frowned, consulting some mental checklist. "Try not to hunch. But also don't sit too straight—that looks masculine. Find the middle ground. Soft but proper. Oh, and during prayer, women should bow their heads a bit more than—"
"So, how's your new life as a saint?"
Maya Kim dropped into the chair beside me without invitation, sketch pad landing on the table with a thud. Paint stained her fingers—today's color was cerulean—and her asymmetrical haircut had gained a streak of green since yesterday.
Ruth's mouth opened and closed like a confused fish. "We're actually having a private—"
"Cool, cool." Maya unwrapped her sandwich without looking at Ruth. "Grace, real talk—you doing okay with all this? Because the transformation thing is wild enough without the whole..." She gestured at Ruth's clipboard. "Whatever this is."
Part of me wanted to maintain the proper feminine reserve Ruth had been drilling into me. But a larger part, the part that remembered being quick-witted and commanding, craved normal conversation.
"It's an adjustment," I said carefully.
Maya snorted. "That's like calling the ocean 'damp.' Come on—do you cry more? I've got five bucks riding on this with my lab partner."
"Maya!" Ruth's voice pitched higher. "That's completely inappropriate—"
"Yes," I interrupted, surprising myself with the admission. "Everything just... hits harder. Yesterday I teared up at a commercial about dogs."
"Called it." Maya grinned, victorious. "What about clothes? I mean, you've gone from boring boy polo to..." She squinted at my outfit. "Aggressively modest grandma chic. That's gotta be weird."
Ruth bristled. "Grace is embracing proper feminine—"
"The clothes are different," I said, cutting through Ruth's building sermon. "Less practical. But they're part of accepting my role. Being a proper woman means—"
Maya laughed, bright and sharp. "Oh, honey, no. Listen, I went to church every week until I was twelve. I know all about 'proper women.' Trust me, that's not the only way to be female."
"But it's the right way," Ruth insisted, gripping her clipboard tighter. "According to Scripture—"
"According to your interpretation," Maya countered, then turned back to me. "Seriously though, you've got options beyond Little House on the Prairie fanfiction."
Despite everything, despite Ruth's disapproving gasp and the weight of everyone watching, I found myself fighting back a smile.
"You went to church," I said, meeting Maya's eyes directly. "So you know Proverbs 31."
Her eyebrow quirked up. "The virtuous woman thing? Yeah, I remember that being wielded like a weapon against my mom."
"'She is clothed with strength and dignity,'" I quoted, keeping my voice steady. "'She can laugh at the days to come.'" The words felt different in this body—not weapons but anchors. "That's not weakness, Maya. That's not being small."
Ruth's clipboard lowered slightly, her eyes widening like she'd never heard me—Grace—speak with such certainty.
"And verse 27—'She looks well to the ways of her household and does not eat the bread of idleness.'" I straightened, finding that middle ground Ruth had mentioned without thinking about it. "There's purpose in that. Structure. I believed these roles mattered when I was..." I caught myself. "When I was before. It would be hypocritical to abandon them now just because they apply to me."
Maya leaned back, studying me with those sharp artist's eyes. "So you actually think God zapped you into a girl body to teach you... what? How to make casseroles?"
"To teach me humility." The admission came easier than expected. "I was arrogant. I took my position for granted, thought leadership was my birthright instead of a responsibility. Maybe I needed to learn what it means to support instead of command."
"That's beautiful, Grace," Ruth breathed, frantically scribbling notes. "Pastor Kane will be so pleased to hear—"
"But that doesn't mean I deserve mockery for trying," I continued, still focused on Maya. "You can think it's backwards or stupid or whatever, but this is my faith. My life. And yeah, learning to sit properly and dress modestly and all of it—it's hard. It's really hard. But it matters to me."
Maya tilted her head, that perpetual smirk softening into something almost like respect. "Okay. Fair. But counter-argument—couldn't you learn humility without the whole submission package? Like, couldn't you just be a humble person who also happens to wear pants?"
The question hung there, challenging but not cruel. Around us, the cafeteria noise continued—clattering trays, laughing students, the distant thud of someone's music—but our table felt suspended in its own bubble.
"Maybe," I admitted. "But this is the path God chose for me. I can either fight it and stay bitter, or accept it and find meaning in it. I'm choosing meaning."
* * *
Later in the afternoon, Mrs. Patterson greeted me at the Home Ec door with excessive warmth. "Grace! So wonderful to have you join us. We're working on basic stitching today—nothing too complicated for your first time."
First time. Like I'd been born last week instead of transformed. Around me, girls who'd known me as Daniel pretended to focus on their fabric squares. Sarah, who I'd helped with calculus just two weeks ago, offered me a thread spool without meeting my eyes.
"Thanks." I took my assigned seat, picked up the needle. My fingers, smaller now but still mine, remembered how to thread it. Mom had shown me three times this week, part of her crash course in femininity.
The needle went in, came out, formed a line of neat stitches. Simple. Mechanical. Nothing like the equations waiting in Chemistry or the Essay I'd been outlining for History. But this was my life now—balancing derivatives with domesticity, pretending both belonged to the same person.
Through the window, I could see the gym where basketball practice would start without me. Where Paul would run drills with someone else.
Where Daniel used to exist.
But Grace was here now — and perhaps learning to make a stitch with the same care I'd given to three-point shots was part of becoming who God meant me to be.
* * *

"No, Grace, you need to actually get behind the boxes to dust." Mom's voice carried that patient tone she'd perfected over the past week. "Thoroughness matters in keeping a home."
I wedged myself deeper into the hall closet, pushing aside winter coats that smelled like mothballs. My knees pressed against the hardwood — another thing nobody mentions about skirts, how they make kneeling feel exposed even when you're alone.
Lydia worked beside me, actually worked, wiping down shelves with focused precision. When Mom stepped away to answer the phone, my sister leaned close.
"First you were the golden son who could do no wrong." Her cloth never stopped moving. "Now you're apparently a better daughter than I'll ever be. Must be nice, always being the favorite."
The words stung because they weren't entirely wrong. Mom's attention had shifted to me completely — not the harsh scrutiny I'd feared, but something almost worse. Delight. Like I was her second chance at raising the right kind of girl.
"Lydia, I didn't ask—"
"I know." She moved to the next shelf. "That's what makes it worse."
The front door opened. Dad's briefcase hit the entry table with its usual thud. He appeared in the hallway, still in his work clothes, and stopped. For just a heartbeat, his eyes swept across us — his wife and two daughters in a domestic tableau — and something flickered there. Like he was counting wrong. Looking for someone who wasn't there.
Then he did something new. Stepped forward and kissed Mom's cheek, then Lydia's forehead, then mine. His hand rested on my head a moment too long, the gesture awkward and infantilizing.
"My girls," he said, testing the phrase.
After dinner, after Lydia disappeared to her room and Mom started her evening devotional, Dad called me to his study. The accountability session — our new ritual.
"Any spirit of rebellion today?" He folded his hands on the desk. "Remember, confession brings healing."
I shifted in the chair. "In Home Ec, I felt... resentful. That they assumed I couldn't thread a needle."
"Good. What else?"
"Maya asked why I was accepting all this. I told her submission was strength, that choosing obedience over rebellion was its own power."
Dad's face softened with approval. "That's evidence of a growing feminine heart, Grace. The Lord is working through your willingness."
His praise felt like a cage with velvet bars—beautiful to look at, soft to the touch, but no less confining. But what I heard underneath was approval for my performance—for playing the role of Grace so convincingly that even he could almost forget that Daniel had ever existed.
Dad moved his pen across the desk blotter, a quiet gesture of completion. "Keep seeking His guidance in prayer, sweetheart. God honors those who accept His will with a humble heart."
I nodded, tears pricking at my eyes though I couldn't say why. The gentle smile came without thinking—I'd been learning that too, how a daughter should look when receiving her father's blessing.






  
  Chapter six








Spirit Club


Mom set down her coffee cup with that particular clink that meant she had something rehearsed to say. The morning light caught the steam rising between us, and she leaned forward, hands folded like she was about to share church gossip. 
"Grace, I've been thinking about what we discussed yesterday. About college." Her voice pitched up, hopeful and bright. "Extracurriculars like the Spirit Team can really boost your applications. Shows you're well-rounded, and you'll meet such friendly girls who share your interests."
Spirit Team. The name alone made my stomach clench. Those were the girls who painted banners and organized pep rallies while the cheerleaders got all the actual attention. The support crew for the support crew. They wore modest polo shirts instead of short skirts, carried clipboards instead of pom-poms, and did all the unglamorous work of "school spirit" without any of the glory.
I nodded slowly, feeling yesterday's conversation settle back onto my shoulders. At least she was talking about my future like I still had one. Like there was something beyond this kitchen table and these morning lessons in femininity.
"The girls are very sweet," Mom continued, stirring sugar into her cup with unnecessary focus. "Sarah Mitchell's daughter is on the team — you remember Sarah from church. They make posters, organize fundraisers, support all the sports teams. Very appropriate activities."
Appropriate. The word that governed everything now. Not what I wanted or what I was good at, but what was appropriate for Grace Whitford, modest Christian girl.
But wasn't that the lesson? Stop being willful about choosing. Stop insisting on my own path when others were trying to help. Mom was offering me something — not debate team, not basketball, but something. A place to belong that wouldn't scandalize the church or challenge my new role.
"I'll think about it," I said, and watched her face brighten like I'd given her a gift.
"Wonderful! I can call Sarah this afternoon, see when they're having their next meeting." She reached across and squeezed my hand, her fingers warm from the coffee mug. "You'll see, sweetheart. Sometimes the Lord guides us to exactly where we need to be, even if it's not where we expected."
I squeezed back, trying to mirror her enthusiasm. Maybe humility meant accepting help when offered, even if it came wrapped in polo shirts and poster paint. Even if it felt like another small death of who I used to be.
* * *

Ruth's tray landed across from mine with practiced precision, her posture already straightening like she was about to deliver a devotional. Maya dropped into the seat beside me without asking, already sketching something in her notebook margins.
"Spirit Team is perfect for you," Ruth announced, as if picking up a conversation we'd never started. "It's service-oriented, supportive, very much like the work I do with Pastor Kane at church — lifting spirits, creating positivity." She smiled that clipboard smile of hers. "We just finished a wonderful bulletin board series on Ephesians. 'Be kind to one another,' with construction paper hearts. Pastor Kane said it was exactly the kind of gentle ministry young women should pursue."
Maya snorted into her chocolate milk. "Construction paper hearts. Revolutionary."
Ruth's smile tightened but held. "Not everything needs to be revolutionary, Maya. Sometimes simple acts of encouragement matter most. Right, Grace?"
I opened my mouth to respond, but Maya cut in, twirling her pencil between paint-stained fingers. "Actually, Spirit Team does decent poster work. Like, actual design stuff if you ignore Madison's color schemes. I helped with homecoming last year — made this whole series with layered tissue paper that looked like stained glass." She glanced at me sideways. "I'll go with you after school if you want. Could use the art room access anyway."
The offer caught me off-guard. Maya volunteering for anything school-related felt like watching a cat offer to take a bath.
"That's... yeah, that would be nice," I managed, surprised by how much I meant it. Maya's weird energy felt like relief after Ruth's carefully curated enthusiasm. At least Maya's interest came without Bible verses attached.
Movement caught my eye — Anna walking past with her lunch tray, heading toward the orchestra kids' table. She glanced over, and our eyes met for half a second before she smiled. Not the polite church smile everyone else gave me now, but something warmer, more real. My hand lifted in a small wave before I could stop myself.
She nodded back, still smiling, and kept walking.
Ruth followed my gaze, her expression shifting to concern. "You should be careful about... previous associations. Pastor Kane says transformation is an opportunity for fresh starts, clean slates."
Maya rolled her eyes so hard I thought they might fall out. "Right. Because waving is basically adultery."
"I'm simply offering guidance," Ruth said primly. "Which is what Christian sisters do."
Maya sketched faster, and I glimpsed Ruth's face rendered with devil horns.
I stabbed at my salad, trying to ignore the weight of Ruth's expectant stare. Maya's pencil scratched across paper, filling the silence until she suddenly looked up.
"So wait," Maya said, tilting her head at me. "Are you actually a 'Christian sister' now? Like, theologically speaking?" She air-quoted with her pencil. "Because you're also still Daniel in there, right? Or did God do a full factory reset?"
Ruth's fork froze halfway to her mouth. "That's... Maya, that's not appropriate."
"Why not? It's a legitimate question." Maya turned back to me, genuinely curious now. "Like, if your brain's the same but your body's different, what does that make you? Some kind of spiritual hermaphrodite?"
"Maya!" Ruth's voice pitched higher.
I surprised myself by almost laughing. "I don't think that's the technical term."
"But seriously." Maya leaned forward, abandoning her sketch. "Everyone's acting like you just switched teams, but that's not how identity works, right? You can't just—" she snapped her fingers "—become someone else because your body changed. That's like saying people with prosthetics aren't really themselves anymore."
Ruth set down her fork deliberately. "This is completely different. God transformed Daniel's body as part of His plan. Grace needs to accept her new role, not cling to confusion."
"According to who?" Maya shot back. "Your pastor? Because last I checked, God didn't send a memo explaining the metaphysics here."
I watched them argue about me like I was a theological word problem. The strange thing was, Maya's irreverence felt more honest than Ruth's certainty. At least she acknowledged the contradiction I lived every second.
"The Bible is clear about gender roles," Ruth said, touching the small cross at her neck. "Men and women have distinct purposes. Since God made Grace female, she needs to embrace feminine virtues—"
"But I wasn't made female," I interrupted, surprising all three of us. "I was made male, then changed. That's different."
Ruth blinked rapidly. "Well, yes, but now you're... Pastor Kane says the transformation itself is the message. That God is correcting modern confusion about gender by showing His sovereign—"
"So God's playing dress-up with teenagers to make a point?" Maya's voice dripped skepticism. "That's the divine plan? Seems pretty inefficient for an omnipotent being."
"You don't understand faith," Ruth said stiffly.
"And you don't understand questions." Maya turned to me. "What do you think? Are you Grace playing Daniel's memories, or Daniel wearing Grace's body, or something else entirely?"
The cafeteria noise faded as they both waited for my answer. I thought about this morning's mirror, the stranger's face that moved when I moved, responded when I spoke. My mother teaching me to sit with my knees together like I'd forgotten seventeen years of muscle memory. My father unable to look directly at me during breakfast.
"I think," I said slowly, "that everyone wants me to pick a simple answer so they can stop feeling uncomfortable. But maybe the point is that there isn't one. Maybe that's what I'm supposed to learn."
Ruth opened her mouth, probably to quote something about God not being the author of confusion, but Maya beat her to it.
"Huh." She picked up her pencil again, adding shading to her sketch. "So you're like a walking paradox. That's actually kind of metal."
"It's not metal," Ruth protested. "It's... it's a test of faith and obedience."
"Can't it be both?" I asked, surprising myself again. "Can't something be difficult and meaningful without being simple?"
Ruth looked genuinely confused, like I'd suggested the Bible might be printed in multiple fonts. Maya just grinned and slid her sketch across the table—a figure standing between two mirrors, each reflection showing something different.
"Welcome to complexity," she said. "Population: anyone actually paying attention."
The salad suddenly felt heavy in my stomach. I'd been ignoring the pressure building since second period, but my body had its own schedule. Yesterday I'd managed to hold it until I got home, practically sprinting past Mom to lock myself in the bathroom. Today wasn't giving me that option.
"I need to..." I gestured vaguely, heat crawling up my neck. "But I don't know which—"
Maya raised an eyebrow. "The bathroom? Just go."
"To which one?" My voice came out strangled.
"The girls' room, obviously." She said it like I'd asked which way was up. When I didn't move, her expression shifted from confused to amused. "Oh my God, you're serious. You're afraid of the bathroom."
"People will think I'm—" I couldn't even finish the sentence. Some guy in a skirt creeping into the girls' bathroom. The thought made my skin crawl.
Ruth straightened, preparing to deliver some sermon about accepting God's plan, but Maya laughed—not cruel, just genuinely entertained.
"Grace, cutie, everyone's in a stall. Don't peek and you'll be fine." She leaned back, studying me with those sharp artist eyes. "Besides, if you're a girl now, that's where you belong. People need to get over themselves if they have an issue."
She paused, pencil tapping against her sketchbook.
"Or maybe it's you who needs to get over yourself."
The words stung because they landed true. I pushed back from the table before Ruth could add her own commentary.
The girls' bathroom door felt impossibly heavy. Two sophomores coming out gave me quick, curious looks but kept walking. Inside, the air smelled different—sweeter, like vanilla body spray mixed with industrial soap. Three girls stood at the sinks, touching up lip gloss and chatting about someone's breakup. They glanced at me in the mirror, conversation stuttering for a heartbeat, then picked up again at a lower volume.
I ducked into the first empty stall, hands shaking as I latched the door. The mechanics were different, humiliating in their unfamiliarity, but my body knew what to do even if my brain recoiled from every second.
When I emerged, the sink girls had gone. I washed my hands quickly, avoiding my own reflection, and escaped back into the hallway.
Maya was waiting outside, leaning against the wall with her sketchbook.
"See? No lightning bolts. No security alerts." She fell into step beside me. "One rubicon crossed. Only about fifty more to go."
* * *

The Spirit Team room smelled like markers and hairspray, every surface covered in glitter that would never fully wash off. Madison stood at the front beside a whiteboard covered in color-coded schedules, her manicured nails tapping against a clipboard like she was conducting an orchestra only she could hear.
"Okay, ladies! Winter rally is in three weeks, and we need to manifest some serious school spirit energy." She beamed at the dozen girls arranged in a semicircle. "I'm thinking 'Winter Wonderland Warriors'—silver streamers, white balloons, maybe some fake snow if the budget allows."
Sarah Mitchell raised her hand. "What about something that ties into the basketball season? Since it's their biggest game before break?"
Madison's smile flickered. "That's cute, but I already ordered the silver streamers. Besides, we did basketball themes last year."
I shifted forward slightly, an idea forming. The debate captain in me—or what used to be—recognized the opportunity. "What if we combined them? 'Frozen Court'—play on basketball court and winter court royalty. We could use the silver for the frost effect, but add orange accents for the team colors. Makes the decorations pull double duty."
The room went quiet. Maya stopped doodling. Sarah nodded enthusiastically.
Madison's smile crystallized into something harder, sweeter, like candy coating over medicine. "You're new, honey—just pass the flyers." She tilted her head, voice dripping concern. "I know you're trying to help, but Spirit Team has traditions. We can't just change everything because someone has ideas."
"I understand your obsession with basketball," Madison said, her voice honeyed with false sympathy. "Maybe you should just let it go, you know? Along with the rest of... you." 
The allusion to my transformation wasn't subtle, but it made her point clear enough.
The dismissal hit like cold water. I felt my jaw tighten, ready to argue the logic of it—cost efficiency, thematic cohesion, crowd appeal—but Father's voice echoed in my head: Stay humble. The words sat heavy in my chest, pressing down whatever response wanted to rise.
I nodded, dropping my gaze to the stack of flyers in front of me. "Of course. Sorry."
"Don't apologize!" Madison chirped, already turning back to her whiteboard. "Everyone starts somewhere. You'll learn how we do things."
Maya's pencil scratched violently across paper. When I glanced over, she'd drawn Madison as a snowman with a crown, melting.
The meeting continued—Madison assigning tasks like a general deploying troops, everyone nodding along to her vision. I folded flyers mechanically, each crease precise, while doubt crept through my thoughts. Maybe this was part of it. Maybe learning to be quiet, to follow instead of lead, was exactly what God wanted.
The paper cut my finger, and I watched the thin line of blood appear, sharp and real against all this glitter.
The supply room became my refuge that week. While Madison held court in the main room, delegating with surgical precision, I'd slip away to sort ribbons and stack poster boards—tasks she considered beneath notice. Maya followed sometimes, claiming she needed "authentic high school imagery" for her portfolio, though she spent more time mocking our captain than sketching.
"You realize she's basically a motivational poster that gained sentience, right?" Maya said Thursday afternoon, watching me outline block letters with metallic markers, my hand moving in the careful, looping strokes Mom had been drilling into me every evening after dinner. She called it "feminine penmanship"—smaller letters, softer curves, nothing too bold or assertive. The silver marker felt foreign in my grip as I forced my natural angular handwriting into something that looked appropriately delicate and modest.
I focused on keeping the lines steady. "She's just... enthusiastic."
"She's weaponized pep." Maya leaned against the shelves. "And you're letting her waste someone who actually has a brain."
The marker trembled slightly. I switched to filling in the letters, watching silver spread across paper like armor. The monotony soothed something in me—no decisions, no leadership, just following the lines. Maybe this was what Father meant by finding peace in my proper role.
Sarah found us there Friday, carrying a box of supplies. Her eyes widened at the poster spread across the floor—interwoven basketball players forming snowflakes, "FROZEN COURT" spelled out in ice-crystal letters that seemed to shimmer.
"Grace, this is incredible!" She knelt beside me, fingers hovering over the design. "You should take lead on the decorations! Madison would have to listen if she saw—"
"It's just following patterns." The words came out faster than intended. "Anyone could do it."
Sarah's enthusiasm dimmed slightly, confused. "But you're really talented. Why wouldn't you want people to know?"
Because pride goes before destruction. Father's voice, clear as if he stood behind me. Because you already fell once.
I forced warmth into my smile, the expression feeling like a mask that didn't quite fit. "Madison has her vision. I'm just helping execute it."
Maya snorted. "Execute is right. She's murdering your potential."
The glitter on my hands caught the light—thousands of tiny mirrors reflecting nothing back. Could leadership exist without pride? Could I contribute without pushing forward, without that surge of satisfaction when people recognized my work? Or was that desire itself the sin I was meant to overcome?
Sarah squeezed my shoulder gently. "Well, I think God gave you these gifts for a reason."
The kindness in her voice made my chest tight. I wanted to believe her, wanted to think creativity could be holy, that beauty wasn't betrayal. But wanting itself felt dangerous now.
"Maybe," I said, adding another layer of silver to hide the tremor in my strokes. "Maybe."
* * *
Father set down his fork with the deliberate precision that meant an announcement was coming. "I spoke with Pastor Kane today."
My stomach tightened. These conversations never ended with more freedom.
"We've agreed you need more structured service opportunities." He folded his napkin, each crease exact. "Mrs. Dawes runs the meals on wheels program. She needs help with deliveries and meal preparation. You'll start tomorrow after school."
The mashed potatoes turned to paste in my mouth. Mrs. Dawes—the woman who'd clicked her tongue at my hemline last Sunday, who muttered something about "young people these days" when I'd accidentally sat in her usual pew. Another assignment, another role chosen for me.
"That's wonderful!" Mom clasped her hands together. "Such important work."
"But I have Spirit Team tomorrow—"
"This is more important." Father's tone left no room for negotiation. "Service to the elderly and shut-ins. Real ministry work, not..." he waved his hand dismissively, "decorations."
Lydia smirked into her green beans. "Guess you're gonna smell like casserole and old lady perfume."
"Lydia." Mom's reproach was halfhearted, distracted. She was already mentally sorting through recipes I could bring, ways to make myself useful.
I nodded, the gesture automatic now. Another schedule, another set of expectations. My life sectioned into neat boxes labeled "appropriate" and "godly" with no input from me. The old Daniel would have presented three logical arguments for why this conflicted with academic priorities. Grace just swallowed and said, "Yes, sir."
Later, as I cleared dishes—another new duty that somehow always fell to me now—Mom pressed a folded paper into my hand. "Some verses for tonight," she whispered, her voice gentle but insistent. "They've been helping me lately."
In my room, I smoothed the paper against my comforter. Her handwriting, all loops and flourishes, spelled out two passages:
James 1:12: "Blessed is the man who remains steadfast under trial, for when he has stood the test he will receive the crown of life."
The irony of "man" didn't escape me. Was I still blessed if I wasn't one anymore?
Galatians 6:9: "Let us not become weary in doing good, for at the proper time we will reap a harvest if we do not give up."
I read them over and over, trying to find comfort in the familiar rhythm of scripture. Steadfast under trial. Was this body my trial? This enforced humility? At the proper time. When was that—when I'd learned enough submission? When my pride finally broke completely?
The verses blurred as exhaustion pulled at me, but I kept reading, searching for the peace everyone promised would come with acceptance.






  
  Chapter seven








The Volunteer Call


The church kitchen smells like industrial soap and reheated casserole. I stand at the aluminum prep counter, trying not to think about how the latex gloves make my hands — these smaller, softer hands — look even more delicate than they already are. 
"So," Mrs. Dawes says, glancing up from her work as she packs rice into those familiar metallic containers. "What did the poor carrots ever do to you?"
I didn't realize how aggressively I'd been chopping until she pointed it out. With a sigh, I loosen my grip on the knife. This whole "service" lesson feels more like an exercise in frustration. Pastor Kane and my parents keep hammering home the idea that this is supposed to teach me about my new life. Meanwhile, I'm standing here, hoping chopping vegetables can somehow bridge the gap between Daniel and Grace. But it feels more like trying to fuse two incompatible pieces of a puzzle. 
The kitchen hums with the cloying scent of broth and baking dough, clashing with antiseptic undertones. As I pivot to wipe carrot shavings into the trash, Mrs. Dawes counts out the meals beneath her breath, ticking them off on her fingers.
"Twenty-three meals today," she announces with the authority of someone who has done this dance a thousand times.
"Need help packaging those?" I ask, more out of reflex than genuine eagerness. My eyes linger on the rows of foil trays lined up like soldiers on a march.
She points a spoon at me. "Less packaging, more driving. My reflexes aren't what they used to be. You'll take the wheel."
Me, drive? It isn't as though I haven't done it before, but the idea of navigating all these dinners across town feels surreal. But before I can express my bewilderment, Mrs. Dawes continues.
“These meals won't deliver themselves—and you won’t want to be the one explaining a late dinner to a hungry Mrs. Rickards." Her lips twitch as she suppresses a grin. "Trust me, her bark is nothing compared to her... bite."
I wish I could laugh at the joke, but the humor eludes me. Instead, all the objections flood my thoughts: I was supposed to be helping in the kitchen, not playing delivery driver. I want to argue, but the lingering unease of needing to be the obedient one — the one who doesn't push back — stops me. I nod stiffly. "Of course, Mrs. Dawes."
She actually chuckles, the sound like a burst of bubble-wrap. "Grace, you talk like you're starring in some bad radio drama. Lighten up, girl. Let's get these meals loaded."
Her incredulous laughter echoes through the kitchen as we begin carrying trays to the church van. The backseat soon blooms into a silver sea of meals, and Mrs. Dawes watches with hands on hips, evaluating my packing skills.
Once the van's ready, she pats the hood gently, as if it's a creature set for some grand adventure. "All set. We'll give Mrs. Rickards the chicken and rice first—saves you from hearing her lecture about proper meal proportions."
There’s something oddly reassuring about her wry humor; it reminds me that I haven’t earned her scorn, just her teasing. I nod again. This drive looms daunting, conjuring the specter of destinations and faces steeped in expectations.
"Mrs. Dawes," I hesitate, voice barely louder than the kitchen's hum. "Why do you do it? Keep showing up here, week after week?"
She pauses, runs a hand over her hair, securing the hairpin it loosened. "Because more than a sermon, service is love in action. It’s not about being seen, Grace. It’s about giving what you have—gratefully, kindly."
In her words, there’s no sermon, no rhetoric. Just truth.
“Go,” she urges, waving me off with flicking fingers. As I slide into the driver’s seat, I catch her whispering to herself, the words carrying a legacy of shared burdens: "Teach the young what love is — it’s always worth a try."
The engine hums. I back out, heart drumming, heading into the quiet streets beyond. Mrs. Dawes sits besides me, dictating directions as she continues to pack up meals as we drive.
* * *
Mrs. Rickards's living room hit me like a wall of mothballs and Ben-Gay. She perched in her recliner, tiny as a sparrow but with eyes that could cut glass. Her white hair was so thin I could map the liver spots on her scalp.
"You're late."
"We're actually five minutes early, Dolores," Mrs. Dawes said cheerfully, unpacking the meal onto the TV tray beside the recliner.
"Don't patronize me, Evelyn. And who's this? Another one of those youth group kids doing their good deed for college applications?"
I opened my mouth to defend myself — to explain I wasn't here by choice, that this was supposed to be teaching me humility or service or whatever lesson God wanted hammered into my newly rearranged body — but Mrs. Dawes caught my eye. A tiny shake of her head. 
So I stood there, hands folded, while Mrs. Rickards launched her assault.
The food was too bland. The weather too cold for October. Her neighbor played his television at criminal volumes. The church bulletin had three typos this week — three! — which proved nobody cared about standards anymore. And me? Too quiet. Too tall for a girl. Probably not very bright if I couldn't even introduce myself properly.
Twenty minutes of this. My jaw ached from clenching it. The old Daniel would've laid out exactly why she should be grateful — free meal delivery, volunteers giving up their afternoon, the church spending money it could use elsewhere. I'd have structured the argument perfectly, each point building to an unassailable conclusion about Christian charity and basic decency.
Then Mrs. Dawes laughed. Actually laughed, warm and genuine, like Mrs. Rickards had told the world's best joke.
"You're in fine form today, Dee. Save some vinegar for next week."
And impossibly, Mrs. Rickards's face... softened. Just for a heartbeat, the armor cracked.
"You'll come next week?"
"Every week, you old bat. Same as the last fifteen years."
Something passed between them — recognition, maybe. Or just the worn groove of a friendship that had outlasted politeness.
In the car afterward, I couldn't hold back. "How do you stand it? She's horrible to you."
Mrs. Dawes adjusted the heating vent before answering. "I'm the only person who's spoken to Dolores in four days. Her son lives in California, calls once a month if she's lucky. She's been in that chair for three years, watching game shows and waiting to die." She glanced at me. "So yeah, she's angry. Wouldn't you be?"
The next house sat like a broken tooth in a row of decent homes. Peeling siding, toys scattered across dead grass, a screen door that didn't quite close. The woman who answered looked barely older than me — twenty-five maybe, baby on her hip, two toddlers hiding behind her legs.
"Mrs. Dawes!" The littlest one broke cover, racing to wrap himself around Mrs. Dawes's knees.
"Hey there, Marcus. You been good for your mama?"
The kids were thin. Not starving, but... thin. The kind of thin that meant choices between electricity and groceries. When we unpacked the meals — Mrs. Dawes somehow produced three extra containers that definitely weren't on our list — their eyes went wide as communion plates.
"Can we eat it now, Mama?" the older one asked, already reaching.
"After we say thank you."
But they were already tearing into the containers, and something inside me shifted. Tectonic plates of understanding grinding against each other. The little girl looked up at me with sauce on her chin and grinned, gap-toothed and delighted, and I felt... useful. Actually useful. Not performing service for spiritual credit, but providing something real.
"Sometimes," Mrs. Dawes said as we drove away, "the meals are all they get that's hot and home-cooked all week."
* * *
Ms. James lived in a duplex that smelled like cat litter and loneliness. Three cats wound around our legs before we'd even set down the meals — a tabby missing half an ear, a black one with a limp, a tortoiseshell so old its meow came out as a wheeze.
"Hello, my darlings," Mrs. Dawes crooned, and I realized she wasn't talking to Ms. James but to the cats. "How's Duchess doing with her medicine? Still fighting you?"
Ms. James lit up like Christmas morning. "Oh, she's a terror about it, but I got one of those pill pocket things? Works like a charm." She was already dividing her meal into four portions — three saucers on the floor, one small plate for herself.
The old Daniel would've seen waste. Resource mismanagement. But Mrs. Dawes squatted down — knees popping like bubble wrap — and let the tabby rub against her hand.
"Duke's looking better. That new food helping?"
For fifteen minutes they discussed feline digestive health with the intensity of cardiac surgeons. Ms. James showed us seventeen photos of Duchess sleeping in various boxes. Mrs. Dawes responded to each one like it was breaking news. When we left, Ms. James was crying, just a little, and holding Mrs. Dawes's hand with both of hers.
"They're all she has," Mrs. Dawes said in the car. "Her daughter calls them parasites, says she should get rid of them and move into assisted living. But those cats? They need her. Sometimes being needed is the only thing keeping us upright."
Mr. Hagerty met us at his door with his phone already out. "Wait till you see what Bethany posted yesterday!" His granddaughter, apparently, had made the JV soccer team in Michigan. We stood in his doorway for twenty minutes while he scrolled through Instagram with the focus of a scholar examining scripture.
"Look at this one — that's her first goal! And here, this is from her birthday last month. Fifteen now, can you believe it?"
Mrs. Dawes studied each photo like there'd be a test later. Asked about the other kids in the pictures. Remembered that Bethany played violin too — how was that going? Mr. Hagerty's whole body changed as he talked, spine straightening, hands steadying. By the time we left, he was walking us to the car, promising to text Mrs. Dawes the video of the winning goal.
"His son got transferred to Michigan three years ago," Mrs. Dawes explained. "Visits maybe twice a year. But that phone? That's his grandkids, right there in his pocket."
House after house, the pattern emerged. Mrs. Dawes didn't just deliver food — she delivered friction, spark, the rough edge that reminded people they were still capable of feeling. She argued with Mr. Chen about baseball statistics. Challenged Mrs. Patterson's opinion on the new traffic light. Let old Mr. Franklin explain, again, why modern music was garbage compared to Motown.
She never did the church-pleasant voice, the blessed-day sunshine routine that I'd been taught was Christian kindness. She was cranky and real and present, and people came alive under that attention like plants turning toward sun.
After, Mrs. Dawes sat in the passenger seat like she owned it, one foot braced against the dashboard, directing me through the town's forgotten corners.
"You see what we do? You ever manage people before?" she asked suddenly.
The question caught me off-guard. "I was debate captain. Basketball team captain before—" I stopped. Before this body. Before everything changed.
"So yes," she said simply. "Good. Then you'll understand what I'm about to tell you."  Yet something in her voice said she didn't think I would understand.
She shifted in her seat, and I realized she wasn't looking at me with the pitying expression I'd grown used to. She was... evaluating me.
"Service doesn't mean silence, dear. It means skill." She tapped the stack of meal containers between us. "Any fool can hand out food. But knowing who needs extra portions without asking, remembering that Mr. Chen can't handle spice anymore, making sure the Hendersons get their delivery before the baby's naptime — that's not submission. That's logistics."
"But Pastor Kane says—"
"Pastor Kane's never run a kitchen that feeds sixty families a week on a bit of government money, donations and prayer." Her voice stayed perfectly pleasant, but there was steel underneath. "I've been doing this since before he hit puberty. You want to know how things actually work, or you want to keep playing dress-up in humility?"
The words stung because they were true. I had been playing dress-up — in these clothes, in this role, in this life. And I realized, even before, when I'd never looked, really looked at people the way Mrs. Dawes did with everyone. Or cared about them the way Mrs. Dawes did.
"I want to know," I admitted. The answer felt like the most important thing possible.
She studied me for a long moment. "Good. Then listen close. Every Tuesday, we get seventeen pounds of ground beef from Henderson's Grocery — day-past-their-prime but still good. Wednesday's bread from three different bakeries, but you have to hit them before ten or they toss it. Thursday's produce from the farmer's market leftovers. Government cheese comes first Monday of the month, but you need forms filed two weeks prior."
She pulled out a battered notebook, pages soft as tissue from use. "Here's who can't eat what. Who's on blood thinners, who's diabetic, whose kids have allergies. Who's too proud to ask for extra but needs it anyway."
Each page was a map of need and dignity, carefully balanced.
"This isn't charity," she said. "It's community. And someone has to hold all the pieces together. That's not women's work or men's work. That's just work that needs doing."
"I'm glad you're here. Or sort of here, in that body you treat like a rental."
I jerked the wheel, the car swerving slightly before I corrected it. "What do you mean?"
Mrs. Dawes glanced sideways, lips twitching. "Daniel, you don't exactly treat Grace's body with respect. Hair just barely combed, outfits as dull as dishwater. And you still just look vaguely uncomfortable in your body."
My mouth opened, but no words came. Mirrors and I had a strained relationship; my reflection, a stranger waiting for a conversation I wasn't ready to have.
Caring about looks had always seemed like part of the problem, a slippery slope to arrogance. "Isn't caring about looks the problem?"
"This isn't about whether you're pretty — although, quick newsflash, you are pretty, Grace," she interjected with a nod at my disbelief. "But about respecting yourself, as Corinthians 6:19-20 does say: 'You are not your own; you were bought at a price. Therefore honor God with your bodies.'"
I sputtered. "You're not exactly dressed 'right,' either."
"No, I'm not saying there's a right way to dress or even to be a woman." She twisted the knob on the old car stereo, classic rock fading into the background like a steady heartbeat. "Yes — but I do think I can be my own proper Christian femininity, don't you think?"
And I did. I really looked. Mrs. Dawes, efficient in jean skirts and flannels. Warm, real, yet precisely neat — as comfortable as a weathered book. She wasn't like anyone I'd been expected to mimic.
"You're..." I fumbled. "You're just yourself."
She laughed, a soft, knowing sound. "Took me sixty years to figure that out. You're smarter than I was — might only take you thirty."
* * *

Next morning, I stood before the mirror longer than usual. Really looked. Not at Daniel's absence or at this stranger's presence, but at... me. At Grace.
The face staring back wasn't wrong anymore. Just unfamiliar. Like a room you'd inherited but never decorated.
I picked up the brush — not to tame my hair into submission but to shape it. Pulled sections forward, then back. Tucked one side behind my ear. The difference was subtle but real. This wasn't about following rules. This was about choosing.
The grey dress hung shapeless as always, but I remembered Lydia's belts hanging in the hallway closet. Borrowed a thin brown one, cinched it at the waist. The fabric gathered differently, created lines that made sense. Not masculine, not feminine — just intentional.
At breakfast, I cleared my throat. "Mom? Could we maybe get some blouses with... color?"
Her spoon clattered against her bowl. "Oh! Oh, honey, yes! I saw some lovely ones at Penney's — there's a sage green that would bring out your eyes, and maybe a soft coral?"
She was already up, rummaging through her purse. "Actually, wait—" She produced a small compact. "Just a touch? To see if you like it?"
The brush whispered across my cheekbones. Barely there, just enough to catch light differently. I studied my reflection in the tiny mirror.
"I like it."
Mom's smile could've powered the neighborhood. She pressed the compact into my hands. "Keep it. Check during the day if you need to."
At school, I caught myself pulling it out between classes. Not to fix anything — just to confirm I was still there. Still choosing. Each glimpse felt less like vanity and more like cartography, mapping territory I was finally claiming as my own.
At lunch, Ruth was mid-flow about something Pastor Kane said while she helped prep for youth ministry. Usually, her monologues grated — endless citations and borrowed authority. But today I found myself really looking at her, the way Mrs. Dawes taught me to look at the shut-ins we visited. Not at what they said, but at what saying it cost them.
Ruth's hands twisted her napkin while she spoke. Her eyes darted between my face and the table. Every third sentence ended with that upward lilt, seeking confirmation she never quite believed she'd get.
"Thank you for being my friend, Ruth."
The words surprised me as much as her. Ruth's mouth hung open mid-sentence, her prepared script evaporating.
"Am I your friend?" Her voice cracked. She looked ready to quote something, anything, to fill the silence. But nothing came.
"Of course. You talked to me when almost no one else would."
What I didn't say: I recognized it now — the way she'd attached herself to me wasn't mentorship but desperation. She'd been orbiting the edges of every group, quoting Pastor Kane because she had no words of her own that anyone wanted to hear. Daniel would've dismissed her as clingy. Grace could see the loneliness beneath the doctrine.
Ruth's shoulders dropped. "I... lunch with you has meant..." She swallowed. "It's been the best part of my day. Every day."
"How are you doing, Ruth? Really?"
She glanced around, checking for eavesdroppers. When she spoke, her voice was barely audible. "My dad hasn't been home in three weeks. Mom pretends he's on a business trip but I heard her crying in the bathroom. I don't know what to do. Pastor Kane says God doesn't give us more than we can handle, but—"
I pulled her into a hug. She went rigid, then melted against me, her breath hitching.
After a moment, she pulled back, wiping her eyes. "Psalm 46," she started, voice wobbling. "'God is our refuge and strength, an ever-present help in—'" She stopped, squeezed my hand instead. "We should do something fun at the church bazaar coming up. Together."
"I'd like that."
Walking to fifth period, I caught my reflection in a window. Same unfamiliar face, same borrowed clothes. But something had shifted. Not in how I looked, but in how I saw. Maybe they were kind of my clothes now.
Maybe I was getting a handle on this girl thing. Just a bit.






  
  Chapter eight








The First Week of Tests


I'd been splitting my afternoons now — Monday and Wednesday with the Spirit Team, making posters that Madison would inevitably rearrange, and Tuesdays and Thursdays in the church kitchen and making deliveries with Mrs. Dawes. I'd promised myself — no complaints. Just... embrace this. Accept the path I'd been given, even when I struggled to walk it gracefully. 
The kitchen work left my hands smelling like onions and my back aching, but somehow it felt more real than anything else in my new life.
One Thursday, I realized I'd been watching Mrs. Dawes wrong. I thought she was just organized, but it was more than that. She orchestrated.
"Grace, call the Martinezes and tell them we'll be late tomorrow — their street's getting repaved. Sandra, we need more vegetarian options, Mr. Prasad's wife is coming home from the hospital. Kevin, stop flirting with the youth group girls and get me those donation receipts."
Everyone jumped to obey. Not because she was loud or demanding, but because she was always right. She knew every name, every dietary restriction, every family crisis. She wielded information like Daniel used to wield authority — except hers was earned through attention, not assumed through position.
Even Tom Bradley, who ran the church's finance committee and never let anyone forget it, stammered when she corrected his count on the meal boxes. "Actually, Tom, it's thirty-seven. The Hendersons need doubles this week — their eldest came home from college with her baby."
"How do you keep track of it all?" I asked one afternoon, watching her sort medications into labeled bags while directing three conversations at once.
She tapped her temple. "Same way you probably memorized debate cases. You care enough to remember."
"But they listen to you. Even the men."
She gave me a long look over her reading glasses. "Honey, they listen because I make myself indispensable. Can't ignore someone who knows where all the bodies are buried." She paused, lips twitching. "Metaphorically speaking. Mostly."
I laughed — really laughed — for the first time in weeks. The sound startled me, higher than Daniel's laugh but somehow more genuine.
"There she is," Mrs. Dawes said softly. "Was wondering when you'd stop playing robot church girl."
The words should have offended me. Instead, they felt like permission.
"I don't know how else to be," I admitted, surprising myself with the honesty. "Everything I knew how to do is wrong now."
"Wrong for who?" She sealed another medication bag with practiced efficiency. "Pastor Kane? Your parents? Or wrong for you?"
I couldn't answer that.
She continued working, letting the silence stretch comfortable between us. "You know what I noticed about you, back when you were Daniel?"
My stomach clenched. Nobody talked about Before.
"You were so busy being perfect you forgot to be useful. All that talent, all that confidence, and what did you do with it? Won debates. Made baskets. Impressed adults." She handed me a stack of labels. "Now look at you. Three weeks of actual service and you've helped feed forty families. Which matters more?"
The labels blurred. I blinked hard.
"The transformation isn't the punishment, honey. The wasted years before it were."
That night, I stood in front of my bathroom mirror longer than usual. Same strange face, same uncomfortable body. But Mrs. Dawes's words kept echoing: robot church girl. 
I'd been performing femininity the way Daniel had performed masculinity — as a role to perfect, a test to pass. But Mrs. Dawes didn't perform anything. She just was. Competent and commanding, soft when it mattered, steel when it counted.
Maybe that was the real lesson. Not how to be a girl, but how to stop performing altogether.

Craig caught up with me at my locker after fourth period, basketball tucked under one arm. "Yo, Pastor Jr., you coming to watch practice today? Team's been trash without you calling plays from the bench."
The casual normalcy of it made my chest tight. He stood the same distance he always had — close enough to bump shoulders, like we might walk to the gym together any second.
"I can't—" I started, then noticed Ruth approaching from down the hall, her disapproval radiating like heat waves.
"Course you can. Just sit in the bleachers, tell Johnson his footwork's garbage." Craig spun the ball on one finger. "Remember when you made him run suicides for pivoting wrong? Classic."
Ruth materialized at my elbow. "Grace, we should go. You're blocking the hallway."
Craig looked between us, eyebrow raised. "Since when do you hang with the God Squad's hall monitor?"
"Since—" Ruth's voice pitched higher. "Since she realized the importance of proper associations. You shouldn't stand so close to her. People will think—"
"That we're friends?" Craig's grin widened. "Been friends since sixth grade, Talbot. Not changing now because Dan's got a different—" He caught himself. "Because of some weird virus thing."
Ruth's fingers dug into my arm. "It's inappropriate. Pastor Kane says mixed friendships after... after changes like this... they tempt boys into impure thoughts."
Craig barked out a laugh. "Lady, the only thought in my head is whether Dan — Grace — whatever — still remembers that play we designed for beating Madison High's zone defense."
The normalcy of it, the stubborn refusal to treat me like something fragile or dangerous — I wanted to cry.
Later at Spirit Team, Maya plopped herself down, sketch pad clutched to her chest. "Grace! Perfect. Want to hit the art room after we finish the posters? I'm working on this piece about transformation — very metamorphosis-meets-religious-iconography. You'd love it."
"I... I can't." The words stuck in my throat. What would we even talk about? What if I said something wrong, acted too much like Daniel, or too much like whoever Grace was supposed to be?  I'm trying to be Grace - but still not sure how that works. "But I would like to…"
Maya shrugged, unbothered. "Your loss. Oh—" She leaned in conspiratorially. "Anna wanted me to tell you she misses you. Like, actually used those words. In public."
My heart hammered against my ribs. Anna missed me. Even after everything, even with this body that didn't match the person she'd known.
"She said that?"
"Direct quote." Maya's smirk softened. "She looked kind of sad, actually."
Before I could say anything, Madison arrived and I buried my response.

      ***"Mrs. Dawes, can I ask you something?"
We're parked outside the Hendersons', waiting for naptime to end. She's checking her phone — she texts with surprising speed for someone her age.
"If it's about sex, I'm legally obligated to refer you to your parents or Pastor Kane, and we both know that's useless, so ask away. "
She studies me with a raised eyebrow. "I've heard the virus can shift attraction too. Is this about developing feelings for boys?"
I almost choke on nothing. "That's not—" It wasn't. Though the question had crossed my mind in fleeting, panic-inducing moments I'd immediately shoved down. Sex, attraction, who I might want — all firmly locked away in mental boxes labeled 'Deal With Never.'
"No. I'm just... lost. Uncertain about what I'm supposed to do."
"Honey, I've been seventeen. And I've raised three teenagers. You all think you invented confusion." She puts her phone down. "What's really bothering you?"
The words tumble out before I can stop them. "Everyone keeps saying God has a plan, that this happened for a reason, that I need to learn humility and grace and... submission. But I worked hard. I followed the rules. And now the same things that made me good before make me wrong now, and I don't understand what I'm supposed to learn except that nothing I do matters because this body determines everything, and—"
"Breathe."
I gulp air.
Mrs. Dawes is quiet for a moment. Then: "You know what the problem with Pastor Kane's theology is?"
I blink. No one criticizes Pastor Kane. Not out loud.
"He thinks God's a game master, setting up elaborate puzzles to test us. But maybe — just maybe — sometimes stuff just happens. And what matters isn't why it happened, but what you do with it."
"That's not very Christian."
"Jesus washed feet and flipped tables. Pretty sure he'd understand complicated." She looks at me directly. "You're trying to be what everyone else thinks you should be. But grace — real grace — isn't about becoming smaller. It's about becoming honest."
Late, we pull up to the last house. Mr. Chen, who loves basketball and always wants to hear about my old team. For the first time, I tell him about the state championships without feeling like I'm betraying my new identity.
"You must miss it," he says.
"Every day," I admit.
Mrs. Dawes squeezes my shoulder as we leave. "Missing things is part of being human. Doesn't mean you're failing at being who you are now."
In the van, I finally ask what I've been wondering for weeks: "Why do you spend so much time with me?"
She's quiet long enough that I think she won't answer. Then: "Because I see a smart kid trying to disappear into everyone else's expectations. And that's a damn waste." She pauses. "Plus, you're a good driver. My sciatica appreciates it."
I laugh, and it sounds like me. Not Daniel, not Grace-the-performance. Just... me.
"There she is again," Mrs. Dawes says. "Keep her around. I like her."












* * *

Friday afternoon found me in the gym with Maya, both of us armed with tape and an absurd number of posters declaring "LIONS PRIDE" in glittery letters that Madison insisted would "really pop under the lights."
"This is deeply stupid," Maya muttered, stretching to reach a high spot. "No one reads these. They just want to skip sixth period."
I held the ladder steady. "It's tradition."
"So was burning witches. Doesn't make it smart." She glanced down at me. "You okay? You look like someone's making you eat glass."
The empty gym echoed around us — the same court where I'd practiced thousands of hours, where Coach Martinez had drilled us until we moved like a single organism. Now I was decorating it. For them. For the team that used to be mine.
"I'm fine."
Maya snorted. "Sure. And I'm considering joining Young Life." She climbed down, studied me. "It's weird, right? Being here?"
Before I could answer, the doors banged open. The team jogged in for warmups, their voices filling the space with familiar rhythms. Paul led stretches. Someone made the same joke about Coach's haircut that got made every week. My body knew these patterns, wanted to fall into line, grab a ball, feel the leather under my fingertips again.
Instead, I climbed the bleachers.
The pep rally was torture wrapped in school colors. Madison commanded the Spirit Team through synchronized clapping while the crowd half-heartedly participated. I sat wedged between Ruth — who kept trying to explain the "spiritual metaphor" of athletic competition — and a sophomore who wouldn't stop talking about some TV show.
Then the announcer's voice boomed: "YOUR STARTING LINEUP!"
They ran out one by one. Paul, serious as always. Marcus, showboating for the crowd. Micah — getting off the bench and taking my spot at small forward. Each name was a reminder of where I wasn't.
"And at point guard, number twelve, Craig Donnelly!"
Craig jogged to center court, but instead of his usual bow, he stopped. Turned. His eyes found mine in the stands.
Then he did it — our signal. Right hand to chest, two taps, point up, fist bump to his opposite shoulder. The "locked in" gesture we'd created sophomore year after watching too many NBA highlights, trying to look cooler than we were. It meant we got this. It meant trust the system. It meant you're my teammate.
The crowd probably thought he was dedicating the game to God or his grandmother or something equally acceptable. But I knew. Craig was telling me, in front of everyone, in a language only we understood: You're still on the team.
"What was that about?" Ruth's voice cut through my thoughts, suspicious.
"Nothing." My voice came out steady even as my throat tightened. "Just... basketball stuff."
She frowned but got distracted when Pastor Kane's son started the prayer.
The rally continued — cheers, chants, Madison shrieking about school spirit. But I sat straighter. Craig had seen me. Not Grace-the-cautionary-tale or Grace-the-former-Daniel. Just his teammate, different uniform, same person.
When the final cheer ended and the crowd started filing out, I stood carefully — still conscious of the skirt, the smaller steps, the space I took up now. But my head stayed up. I existed. I was still here.
Movement caught my eye. Across the gym, threading through the dispersing crowd, Anna stood by the far doors. She was watching me, and when our eyes met, she smiled. Not the polite, distant smile from Sunday service. A real smile, warm and knowing, like she'd seen Craig's gesture too and understood what it meant.
Then someone called her name, and she turned away. But the smile lingered in my mind as I walked out, and for the first time all week, the careful smallness of my steps felt like choice rather than surrender.  I was still struggling with my vow — still complaining more than I should. But maybe, with help from a few unexpected friends, I was beginning to learn what being a young woman could mean.






  
  Chapter nine








The Church Bazaar



The Whitford kitchen had become mission control for the church's annual Harvest Bazaar bake sale, and I'd somehow become its reluctant general. Recipe cards covered every surface, sorted into color-coded stacks Mom insisted made perfect sense. The phone rang constantly — church ladies confirming their contributions, arguing about table arrangements, fretting over whether store-bought pie crusts counted as cheating.
"Mrs. Henderson's on line two," Mom called from the living room where she'd set up a second phone station. "She's worried her apple turnovers will clash with Mrs. Martin's apple pie."
I picked up the kitchen extension, already modulating my voice into the lighter register Mom had been coaching me on. "Mrs. Henderson? This is Grace Whitford."
"Oh, Grace dear! Your mother said you're helping coordinate. I just don't want to step on any toes with my turnovers—"
"Actually, we've assigned you to the morning shift and Mrs. Martin to afternoon." I flipped through my notebook — Mrs. Dawes had taught me to track everything. "That way both get featured when they're freshest. Plus, your turnovers pair perfectly with morning coffee."
"Oh! Well, that's... that's very thoughtful."
The relief in her voice sparked something unexpected — not quite pride, but satisfaction. Like solving a puzzle, finding the pattern that made everything fit.
Mom appeared in the doorway as I hung up, beaming. "You handled that beautifully! Such a sweet tone. Mrs. Henderson can be... particular."
"She just needed a solution." I turned back to my charts, uncomfortable with the praise. Three weeks ago, I'd been organizing debate strategies. Now I was mediating pastry conflicts. Same skills, different costume.
"Still," Mom squeezed my shoulder, "you're developing such a lovely phone manner. Gentle but clear. Very feminine."
The word sat heavy between us. Feminine. Like it was something I'd achieved, some test I'd passed. My voice had changed because my body had changed, not through any virtue of my own. But Mom looked so pleased, so genuinely warm in a way she'd never been when I'd won debate tournaments or led the team to districts.
"I'm just being organized," I said, but softer than I meant to, that trained lightness creeping in.
"Well, keep it up." She kissed the top of my head — something she'd never done when I was taller than her. "We've got the Peterson twins coming by at three to discuss their candy apple station."
By Thursday, I'd mapped the entire bazaar's bake sale section on graph paper, each vendor color-coded by shift and specialty. The dining room table groaned under donated sign-up sheets, price tags, and decorative doilies someone insisted were "absolutely essential for presentation."
"You've got Mrs. Dawes's thoroughness," Mom observed, watching me cross-reference delivery times with volunteer schedules. "She called earlier, said you've been wonderful help with the meal deliveries."
"She's teaching me her systems." I kept my eyes on the paperwork. Mrs. Dawes had taught me more than systems — she'd shown me how competence could be its own authority, how to lead through service without anyone noticing you were leading at all.
The doorbell rang. Mom answered and returned with Ruth and her mother, both carrying sample trays.
"Grace!" Ruth's mother gushed. "Your mom says you've been absolutely indispensable. So wonderful to see you embracing your role in the church community."
My role. Like this was what I was meant for all along.
Ruth set down her samples — perfectly formed snickerdoodles with coordinated ribbons. "I brought extras for you to try! Daddy says presentation is half the sale."
I took one, made appropriate appreciation noises. Ruth watched me eat with the intensity of someone seeking validation, and I recognized the look. I'd worn it myself, seeking Coach's approval, Dad's pride, anyone's confirmation I was doing it right.
"They're perfect," I told her, and meant it. The cookie was good. Ruth relaxed.
After they left, Mom pulled me into a surprise hug. "I'm so proud of you. You've found your gift — bringing people together, making things run smoothly. And your manner with the other ladies..." she pulled back, eyes bright, "you're becoming such a lovely young woman."
The words should have stung. Should have felt like surrender. Instead, I felt the warmth of her approval seep into spaces I hadn't realized were cold. When had she last hugged me like that? When had she last been proud instead of just politely supportive?
"Thanks, Mom."
She squeezed my hands. "Now, let's tackle the Johnson situation. They want to bring sugar-free brownies."
"Sugar-free?" I grabbed my notebook, already strategizing. "We'll put them by the diabetes awareness booth. Market them as 'guilt-free gospel treats' or something."
Mom laughed — actually laughed — and we bent over the charts together, solving problems I'd never thought would matter.
* * *

Saturday morning arrived crisp and bright, the church parking lot already filling with vendors by seven. I'd been up since five, pressing my new navy dress — modest, calf-length, with tiny white flowers that Mom called "sweet without being childish." My hair fell in waves I'd learned to create with Mom's curling iron, and I'd even applied the subtle lip gloss she'd bought me.  
Mom had pulled out the petticoats from the cedar chest that morning, shaking out the layers of crisp white tulle with the reverence she reserved for heirloom china. "Special occasions call for special touches," she'd explained, smoothing the ruffled tiers with practiced hands. The slip transformed my simple navy dress into something that whispered when I walked, each step accompanied by the soft rustle of fabric against fabric. 
The fuller silhouette felt foreign yet oddly satisfying. When I caught my reflection in the hallway mirror, the petticoats gave the dress that classic, bell-shaped profile that seemed to float around my legs. It was the kind of feminine elegance that would earn approving nods from the church ladies, the visual proof that I was embracing my new role with proper attention to detail.
Let your adorning be the hidden person of the heart, I recited internally while adjusting my appearance for the fifth time. With the imperishable beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit. The verse from 1 Peter had become my morning mantra, my guide to being what God apparently wanted now.
Ruth bounced beside me as we arranged the baked goods table, her energy almost frantic. "Isn't this wonderful? A whole day together! We can practice our testimonies between customers, and I brought scripture cards we can hand out with purchases!"
"That's... thoughtful." I arranged Mrs. Henderson's lemon squares in perfect rows, conscious of every movement. The congregation would be watching — had been watching since my first Sunday back. Every gesture got weighed against their idea of proper femininity.
"Grace, dear!" Mrs. Dawes appeared with a box of her famous angel food cakes. "Table looks pristine. You've got an eye for order."
Before I could respond, Pastor Kane's wife swept past, her heels clicking sharp against the pavement. "Ruth, those price tags are crooked. Fix them."  Studying her this closely — Camilla Kane, though everyone simply called her "Pastor's wife" — I suddenly noticed how remarkably young she appeared. Perhaps only a few years our senior, likely a decade or more younger than Pastor Kane himself.
Ruth's whole body tensed. "Yes, Mrs. Kane."
The woman's gaze landed on me, softened slightly. "Grace, lovely to see you embracing service. Your transformation has been such a testament to God's mysterious ways."
She moved on before I could respond, but not before shooting Ruth another sharp look. Ruth's hands shook slightly as she straightened already-straight tags.
"Everything okay?" I kept my voice low, gentle — the way I'd learned people expected.
"Fine!" Ruth's brightness felt brittle. "Mrs. Kane just has high standards. Pastor says she's particular about presentation."
But the way Ruth said 'Pastor' — with unusual emphasis, almost defiance — caught my attention. She grabbed the cash box with unnecessary force.
An hour later, the bazaar opened properly. I found myself sliding into a rhythm — greeting customers with a soft smile, making change with careful precision, deflecting compliments about how "well-adjusted" I seemed with practiced humility. 
To be self-controlled, pure, working at home, kind, and submissive, Titus 2:5 ran through my head as I packaged cookies for the Hendersons. This was my work now — service with a gentle spirit. God had made His will clear through my body itself.
Mrs. Kane returned, directing volunteers at nearby booths with crisp efficiency. When she addressed Ruth again — "Those cookies need rotating, they're getting too much sun" — Ruth's jaw clenched before she complied.
"She seems..." I searched for an appropriately feminine way to phrase it, "very invested in the details."
Ruth's laugh came out sharp before she caught herself. "Mrs. Kane believes in excellence. Though sometimes I think—" She stopped, pressing her lips together. "Pastor Kane says a gentle and quiet spirit is precious to God."
The disconnect jarred me. Ruth never criticized authority, never questioned. But something about Mrs. Kane made her bristle in a way I recognized — the tension between what you're supposed to feel and what you actually feel.
"We should pray for patience," Ruth said quickly, as if correcting herself. "Mrs. Kane carries many burdens as the pastor's wife. We should support her."
But her eyes tracked Mrs. Kane across the courtyard with something that looked less like support and more like barely contained resentment.
* * *

"Grace." Father's voice pulled me from watching Ruth wrestle with the cookie display. He stood beside our booth in his church elder blazer, hands clasped behind his back in that way that meant official business. "A moment?"
I excused myself from the table, following him to the shade of the church entrance. His expression held that careful neutrality he'd adopted since my transformation — love filtered through doctrinal confusion.
"Pastor Kane and I have been discussing your... adjustment." He cleared his throat. "We believe it's time for you to participate in the youth ministry's courtship showcase this afternoon."
My stomach dropped. The courtship showcase — where exemplary young couples demonstrated "godly interaction" for younger teens. "Father, I don't think—"
"Micah Reynolds has volunteered to escort you." Father's tone brooked no argument. "A fine young man. Devoted to the church. It will be properly chaperoned, of course."
Micah. Who used to take notes when I led Bible study. Who'd looked at me like I'd contracted leprosy since my transformation. My hands found each other, fingers interlacing in the submissive pose Mom had drilled into me.
Wives, submit to your husbands, as is fitting in the Lord. Colossians 3:18 rose unbidden. If I was to live as a woman now, wasn't learning proper courtship part of that submission? God had placed me in this body — who was I to resist the roles that came with it?
"Your mother and I believe this is an important step." Father's voice softened slightly. "Embracing God's plan fully, not just in appearance but in... purpose."
Purpose. A woman's purpose. Your desire shall be contrary to your husband, but he shall rule over you. Genesis 3:16. The curse of Eve, now apparently mine to bear.
"Yes, Father." The words came out steady, controlled. I'd gotten good at that — speaking softly even when everything in me wanted to argue. "If Pastor Kane believes it's appropriate."
Relief flickered across his face. "Good. Good. Micah will meet you at the pavilion at two. Mrs. Henderson will serve as your chaperone."
He left me standing there, hands still clasped, mind racing. This was what obedience looked like now — accepting dates with boys who used to copy my sermon notes, playing out a romance God had apparently scripted for my new body.
Ruth practically vibrated with excitement when I returned. "The courtship showcase! Oh, Grace, how wonderful! Micah's so dedicated to his faith. This could be the beginning of God's plan for your future!"
Your future. As if Daniel's future had evaporated along with his body.
"We should pray about it," I managed, falling back on the safest response to everything now. "For God's wisdom in this... opportunity."
"Yes! Oh, we must prepare you properly. Your hair needs touching up, and maybe some powder for the shine on your nose..." Ruth bustled around me, adjusting and fixing, while I stood still as a mannequin.
The pavilion's white lattice gleamed in the afternoon sun, decorated with autumn garlands that Mrs. Henderson had spent all morning arranging. Three couples stood in a practiced line while Pastor Kane adjusted the microphone, his movements precise as a conductor preparing his orchestra.
Sarah Mitchell stood beside Paul, her fingers barely grazing his sleeve — the perfect picture of modest affection. She kept stealing glances at me, that same awed expression she'd worn since my transformation, like I was some kind of living miracle. Paul wouldn't look my way at all, his jaw set in that determined righteousness I recognized from when he'd miss a free throw and blame insufficient prayer.
Ethan stood with Ruth, and I almost felt sorry for him. Ruth's hand rested on his arm with all the enthusiasm of someone holding a grocery bag. She kept adjusting her posture, smiling too bright whenever Pastor Kane glanced over, but her eyes held that vacant politeness reserved for dental appointments. Ethan seemed nice enough — clean-cut, earnest, the kind of boy who probably journaled his prayers — but Ruth looked at him like he was furniture she had to dust.
"Today we celebrate godly courtship," Pastor Kane's voice rang across the gathered crowd. His gaze found me, held it. "In a world that tells us we can redefine ourselves, reshape our very bodies according to our desires, we stand firm in God's design."
My cheeks burned. Everyone knew he meant me.
"The body is not our own creation to manipulate," he continued, his tone shifting into that rhythmic preacher's cadence. "Some of you may have heard the lie that we can choose our identity, that our feelings determine our truth. But God" — he paused for emphasis — "God alone is the author of our flesh. And when He acts, when He transforms, it is not for us to resist but to embrace His divine will."
Embrace. As if I'd had a choice.
"These young people demonstrate that submission to God's plan — accepting the body He has given, the role He has assigned — leads to proper, blessed relationships." His eyes swept over me again. "Even those who have been... corrected... can find their place in His order through humble acceptance and proper courtship."
Mrs. Henderson, our designated chaperone, gestured toward the scattered benches around the pavilion. "Twenty minutes of supervised conversation, then rotation for group activities."
Micah's hand hovered near my elbow, not quite touching. "Shall we?"
We found a bench near the rose trellis, Mrs. Henderson positioning herself at a discrete but watchful distance. Micah sat first, leaving exactly twelve inches between us — proper courtship distance, according to the youth group handbook.
"You look..." he started, then swallowed. "The dress is nice. Modest."
The lavender dress Mom had chosen hung on me like a costume. Everything still felt like a costume. "Thank you."
Silence stretched. He shifted, cleared his throat. "Pastor Kane says you're adjusting well. To God's plan, I mean."
God's plan. I forced myself to really look at him. Micah was handsome in that youth group leader way — strong jaw, shoulders that filled out his polo shirt, hands that had caught plenty of my passes on the basketball court. His brown eyes held something between reverence and confusion when they met mine.
The virus was supposed to change everything, wasn't it? The news reports all said the same thing — complete biological realignment, including attraction patterns. Most transformed people reported their orientation shifting within weeks. Most, they said. 
I tried to imagine kissing him. His face coming closer, those hands that used to take notes on my sermons now touching my waist. My stomach turned slightly, not with excitement but something closer to mild revulsion. Like imagining kissing my cousin.
Maybe it was just Micah. Maybe—
"You were always so confident," he said suddenly. "I mean, before. Daniel was— you were everything I wanted to be. Strong, sure about everything, never doubting."
"I doubt now," I admitted before I could stop myself.
His eyes widened slightly. "But Pastor Kane says doubt is just pride refusing to submit."
Of course he did. I smoothed my skirt, a gesture that was becoming automatic. "Then I suppose I'm still prideful."
"Grace." His voice dropped, leaning closer but still maintaining that careful distance. "This is God giving you a second chance. To be what He intended. To find your place in His design. We could— I mean, if you wanted, we could explore that together."
The earnestness in his voice made my chest tight. He genuinely thought he was offering something precious — the chance to be a properly submitted Christian wife. To him. The boy once rode the bench and now had take my position on the basketball court.
"That's very kind," I managed, the words ash in my mouth.
Mrs. Henderson's voice cut through our awkward silence. "Time for refreshments, young people."
Relief flooded through me as we stood, Micah's hand hovering near my elbow again like he'd been taught — protective but not possessive, close but not improper. The pavilion buzzed with forced cheerfulness as we rejoined the others, Ruth already pouring punch with theatrical precision.
"Such lovely conversations," Mrs. Henderson announced to no one in particular. "The Lord's work in bringing young hearts together."
I accepted a paper cup of too-sweet punch, grateful for something to do with my hands. Sarah Mitchell drifted over, that same reverent expression making me want to shrink.
"Grace, you handled that so well," she whispered. "I know this must be part of God's plan for you. To show us all how to fulfill our roles."
Before I could respond, movement near the church doors caught everyone's attention. The youth choir filed out in their matching navy robes, taking position on the pavilion steps. My chest constricted when I spotted the accompanist setting up to the side — Anna, in a simple black dress, her flute case in hand.
She looked... 
The thought struck me like a physical blow. Beautiful. Not in the distant, appropriate way I'd catalogued before — virtuous, modest, proper. This was different. The afternoon light caught the red undertones in her hair where she'd pinned it back. Her fingers moved over her flute with the same gentle precision she brought to everything. When she raised the instrument to her lips for a sound check, the curve of her neck made my breath catch.
The choir began "How Great Thou Art," their voices swelling across the pavilion. Anna's flute wove through the harmonies like silver thread, each note clear and sure. I couldn't look away. 
She'd tried to reach out — the note under my pillow proved that. The confused glances during services. The way she'd lingered after youth group last week, clearly wanting to speak. I'd been the one avoiding her, terrified of what she might see in me now. Terrified of examining what I still felt when I looked at her.
Her eyes found mine across the crowd. For a moment, her playing faltered — just a half-beat, probably unnoticeable to everyone else. Then she smiled. Not the polite church smile everyone else offered, but something real. Warm. 
Without thinking, I smiled back.
The hymn continued around us, but something had shifted. That smile held no judgment, no careful doctrine. Just Anna, seeing me.






  
  Chapter ten








The Spark and the Retreat


The youth choir finished their set, voices fading into polite applause. I stood frozen as Anna packed her flute, those careful hands sliding each piece into velvet-lined slots. When she looked up again, her expression held a question. 
Before I could think of an excuse to leave, she was there, weaving through the crowd with that unhurried grace she brought to everything.
"Hey." Her voice was warm, uncomplicated. "Want to walk? The garden's quieter."
Ruth materialized at my elbow. "Grace, we should help with—"
"Mrs. Dawes asked me to check if the memorial roses need deadheading," Anna said smoothly. Not quite a lie — Mrs. Dawes probably had mentioned it at some point. "Grace could help. You know how particular she is about her garden."
Ruth's mouth pursed, but arguing with anything involving Mrs. Dawes was social suicide. "Don't wander far."
The garden stretched behind the church, paths winding between autumn flowers and commemorative plaques. Anna led us past the main beds to a bench near the back, half-hidden by overgrown lavender. 
"So," she said, settling beside me with comfortable distance between us. "Mrs. Patterson still assigning those horrible calculus packets?"
The normalcy of it made my throat tight. "Twenty problems a night. I swear she thinks we have no other classes."
"Remember when Craig tried to convince her that odd-numbered problems were against his religion?" Anna laughed, that full sound from deep in her chest. "You backed him up with some made-up verse from Leviticus."
"Second Corinthians, actually." The memory surfaced easily — Daniel's voice steady and serious while Craig fought not to break. "She almost bought it."
"You've changed." Anna's tone was light, teasing, but her eyes stayed serious.
I gestured at my body, the skirt spread across my knees. "Obviously."
"That's not what I mean." She tilted her head, studying me with that penetrating look. "You're... softer. Not physically. Well, that too, but—" She paused, choosing words. "I always saw something kind in you. Unguarded. You buried it under all that certainty, but it was there. Maybe you just needed a push to let it surface."
My chest tightened. "You think this is punishment too? God teaching me humility?"
Anna's laugh was gentle but incredulous. "Being a girl isn't a punishment, Grace." She bumped my shoulder lightly. "Come on, there must be some parts you enjoy. Even a little?"
I thought of Mom teaching me to braid hair, the unexpected satisfaction of mastering it. The way Mrs. Dawes had shown me how to carry heavy casserole dishes using my hips for leverage instead of just arm strength.
"Mrs. Dawes is... different than I expected," I admitted. "She runs that whole ministry like a military operation, but nobody notices because she does it while serving coffee and asking about grandchildren."
"See?" Anna's smile widened. "And you're helping her. Actually helping, not just supervising like you used to."
"I'm trying." The words came out smaller than intended. "To do it right, I mean. To be..."
"Proper? Modest?" Anna's tone stayed light but her eyes sharpened. "You've been putting effort into how you look. The hair, the way you do your makeup now — subtle but pretty." 
Heat crept up my neck. "Within appropriate boundaries."
"Of course." She wasn't mocking me. "You look nice, elegant even. Not because you have to, but because you want to. That's new."  She paused, eyeing me with appreciation.  "I like the petticoats, a nice touch."
She was right. This morning I'd spent ten minutes choosing between two blouses, and chose the green one because it went with the navy skirt and brought out my eyes better. Yesterday I'd watched a YouTube tutorial on French braids. Small feminine vanities that Daniel would have scorned but Grace found oddly satisfying.
"I never knew you played flute," I said, desperate to shift focus. "You never mentioned it when we... before."
"You never asked." No accusation in it, just fact. "There's a lot we didn't talk about before. You were so certain about everything. How things should be, what everyone's role was. It didn't leave much room for questions."
The criticism should have stung. Instead, sitting here with autumn sun filtering through leaves, her knee almost brushing mine, I felt something crack open in my chest. Not pain but warmth, spreading like honey through my ribs.
"I'm sorry," I said. "For not really seeing you."
"You're seeing me now."
The way she said it, soft and sure, made my pulse skip. Her hand rested on the bench between us, close enough that I could shift my pinky and touch hers. The wanting to do exactly that hit me like vertigo — not distant or intellectual but immediate, physical, undeniable.
My body responded before my mind could censor it. Heart rate jumping, skin flushing, and lower — God, lower, where my anatomy was fundamentally different now, I felt—
Blood. Rushing. Pooling. A pulse between my legs that my brain had been trying to ignore for weeks, that absence where something used to be, replaced by something else that was suddenly, horrifyingly, wonderfully alive and wanting and—
This was a test. It had to be. God showing me the temptation I needed to resist, the final pride to surrender. My attraction to Anna not transformed but transformed wrong, twisted into something sapphic and sinful and—
"I have to go." I stood so fast the bench scraped against gravel.
"Grace—"
"I feel sick. I need— I need to find my mom."
I ran. Actually ran, skirt tangling around my legs, leaving Anna calling after me. Through the garden, past the pavilion where Ruth shouted something I didn't process, straight to where Mom stood with the church ladies.
"I need to go home. Please. I feel ill."
* * *
My calculus textbook blurred, numbers swimming together. I pressed harder with my pencil until the point snapped.
Focus. The derivative of x squared plus three x minus—
Anna's hand on the bench. The way her hair caught the light.
I slammed the book closed and grabbed my Spirit Team binder. Madison wanted posters for next week's lacrosse game. Fine. I could do mindless work. Block letters in school colors. "GO WILDCATS" in bubble font that would have made Daniel cringe but Grace had learned to execute perfectly.
My hand trembled drawing the first O.
The way she'd said "You're seeing me now." Like it meant something. Like she wanted it to mean something.
I abandoned the posters and dug through my closet, shoving aside the modest blouses Mom had bought until I found it — my old Xbox, wrapped in a hoodie I wasn't allowed to wear anymore. Daniel's last refuge. I'd hidden it weeks ago, told myself video games were masculine distractions I didn't need.
The controller felt wrong in my smaller hands. The shooting game I'd loved made me nauseous after five minutes. Even this betrayal, my own hobbies rejecting me.
I threw myself onto my bed, skirt riding up, not caring enough to fix it. The ceiling stared back, blank and accusatory.
It's why homosexuality — a man lying with a man as with a woman — is wrong. Leviticus 18:22. I'd memorized it years ago, wielded it in debates like a sword. It's why the apostle Paul can speak of homosexual partnerships as deviating from the natural relations.
Natural relations. Natural function.
What was natural about any of this? My body had rewritten itself against every natural law, but somehow the attraction — that stayed? That was the test?
"Damn it." The profanity slipped out, made me flinch. Another failure.
If God was going to reshape my entire existence, why not this? The news reports all said the same thing — transformed teens switching orientation within weeks, finding themselves attracted to what their new bodies were "meant" to desire. Boys-turned-girls falling for their male best friends. Girls-turned-boys suddenly noticing cheerleaders.
But me? Six weeks in this body and I felt nothing for Micah.  I tried thinking about Craig, Paul, any boy who smiled at me. Nothing. Dead air where attraction should spark.
Then Anna touched my shoulder and my whole body lit up like a struck match.
This was the test. Had to be. Everything else had been taken — my height, my strength, my position, my certainty. But this one prideful thing remained: my desire for her, twisted now into something sapphic and sinful. God leaving me one last temptation to overcome.
I pulled my Bible from the nightstand, letting it fall open to Romans. For this cause God gave them up unto vile affections: for even their women did change the natural use into that which is against nature.
Their women. I was one of their women now. Changed but not changed enough, still carrying this unnatural wanting that pooled hot and shameful between my legs when Anna looked at me.
My phone buzzed. A text.
You okay? You left pretty fast. - A
I stared at the message. 
Delete it. That's what I should do. What God would want. Delete it and pray until this feeling burned itself out, until I could sit next to her without my pulse racing, until I could be the modest, submissive woman everyone expected.
My thumb hovered over the delete button.
The phone buzzed again.
I'm sorry if I said something wrong.
I turned the phone face-down and pulled my pillow over my head, trying to suffocate the memory of sunshine and her voice saying my new name like it had always belonged to me.
* * *

Monday's cafeteria smelled like reheated pizza and teenage desperation. I spotted Micah three tables away, eating alone with his Bible study notes spread out like armor.
"Hey, Micah." My voice pitched higher than intended. "Want to sit together?"
His face cycled through confusion, suspicion, then cautious joy. "Really? I mean—yes. Of course."
He scrambled to clear space, knocking over his chocolate milk in the process. I vowed to ignore the part of my brain that found it pathetic and just grabbed napkins, even playfully dabbed his clothes, making him smile hopefully as he joined our table. 
This was proper, this was godly—a girl accepting courtship as she should. If I just will it, I could learn to feel what I was supposed to feel, if I surrendered enough of my old self. His smile was kind, his faith sincere. He had a fine athletic body. A godly young woman would be grateful for such attention. I could become that woman, if this was truly the path God had set before me. 
Ruth materialized within seconds, like she'd been summoned by the scent of potential righteousness. "Oh, this is wonderful! You two look so natural together."
Natural. That word again.
Micah launched into his notes on predestination while Ruth somehow steered the conversation toward wedding venues. "Small ceremonies are more intimate," she declared. "Though Grace, you'd look lovely in a cathedral train."
I forced myself to picture it. White dress. Micah waiting at the altar. Our wedding night—him on top, me beneath, submitting like Ephesians commanded. My stomach clenched.
"You okay?" Micah touched my wrist. His hand was damp, nervous.
"Fine." I smiled the way Mom had taught me. Soft. Demure. Empty.
Ruth leaned forward, and I caught myself noticing the curve where her neck met her shoulder. The freckle beside her ear. Christ. Even Ruth? My body had turned traitor in every direction except the one God apparently wanted.
By Tuesday, I'd thrown myself into Spirit Team prep with manic intensity. Madison complained I was "overthinking" the poster layouts, but overthinking kept me from thinking about Anna's latest text (still unread) or the way Sarah Mitchell's laugh made my chest tight during practice.
Wednesday through Friday blurred together. Mrs. Dawes had me delivering meals to shut-ins, organizing the church pantry, anything that involved heavy lifting and no eye contact. She watched me haul boxes meant for two people, saying nothing until Friday afternoon.
"You're stronger than you think, Grace."
I almost dropped the canned goods. "I'm trying to be humble."
"Humility isn't self-destruction, dear." She studied me with those sharp eyes. "Whatever burden you're carrying, starving it won't make it lighter."
Dad set down his fork at dinner Friday night, that deliberate motion that meant a pronouncement was coming. "I spoke with Pastor Kane and Mr. Reynolds today."
The chicken turned to sawdust in my mouth.
"They agree this courtship with Micah could be exactly what you need." His tone carried that accountant's precision—assets balanced, liabilities addressed. "Given your... special circumstances, a godly young man's guidance could provide the grounding necessary for you to fulfill your purpose."
Purpose. Like I was a malfunctioning appliance that needed the right adapter.
"That's wonderful," I managed, voice bright as fresh paint over rust.
Mom's smile flickered like bad reception. "Is it what you want, sweetheart?" She passed the green beans, watching my face with that soft concern she usually reserved for Lydia's rebellion phases. "Micah seems very... dedicated."
"He takes excellent notes," I said, which wasn't an answer but sounded like one.
Dad nodded approvingly. "Diligence is a virtue. You could learn from his discipline."
Because apparently enduring this transformation hadn't been sufficient correction for whatever pride God was still burning out of me.
"Oh, totally," Lydia chimed in, twirling her fork. "Nothing says romance like color-coded Bible tabs." But her voice lacked its usual bite. She caught my eye across the table—a quick flash of something almost like sympathy. "Bet he's already picked out your couple's devotional. Probably has a spreadsheet for your prayer schedule."
"Lydia," Mom warned, but even her scolding sounded uncertain.
"What? I'm being supportive." Lydia stabbed a piece of chicken. "Grace and Micah, sitting in a tree, H-O-L-Y."
The joke should've stung. Instead, it felt like Lydia throwing me a life preserver disguised as a stone. I almost smiled—really smiled—for the first time all week.
"We've only been talking for five days," I pointed out.
"The heart knows," Dad said, touching his chest where his cross pendant rested. "When it's right, when it's God's plan, timing becomes irrelevant. Your mother and I were engaged after three months."
Mom's fingers tightened on her water glass. "That was different, Gerald."
"How?"
She opened her mouth, closed it, then busied herself cutting her chicken into increasingly tiny pieces. The silence stretched until Lydia stage-whispered, "Because Mom actually wanted to marry you."
"Lydia Marie!"
But she'd already grabbed her plate, heading for the kitchen with exaggerated innocence. As she passed my chair, her hand briefly squeezed my shoulder—gentle, understanding.
Sisters. Who knew we'd finally become them through this.
Each night, I knelt beside my bed until my knees ached. Lord, cleanse me of this unnatural desire. Make me want Micah the way a woman should want a man. Make me submit to Your will, to his leadership, to the natural order You designed.
I listed every verse. Genesis 2:24, a man shall leave his father and cleave unto his wife. First Corinthians 7, better to marry than burn with passion. Except I was burning in the wrong direction, toward soft curves and gentle voices, toward Anna's hand on that bench.

      ***Sunday, I made myself hold Micah's hand during youth group. His palm was sweaty. He kept glancing at me like I might evaporate. Pastor Kane nodded approvingly from the pulpit.
"The Lord works in mysterious ways," he intoned. "What seemed like judgment becomes blessing. What seemed like punishment becomes proper placement in God's design."
Proper placement. Me beneath Micah, spiritually and physically. Me erasing every inappropriate attraction through sheer will and constant prayer. Me learning to become the woman everyone was guiding me to be, even if it felt like surrendering something I didn't understand yet.
Micah squeezed my hand. I squeezed back and tried not to think about how Anna's fingers had felt like  while his felt like penance.
For even their women did change the natural use.
Their women. God's women. Me.
I would kneel at the altar until my knees ached, recite scripture until the words replaced every other thought, and follow each rule they set before me without question.






  
  Chapter eleven








Hands and Hearts



The text came during calculus, my phone buzzing against my thigh through the modest skirt Mom had picked out. Mrs. Dawes never texted during school hours—she considered it "unseemly interruption of education." My stomach dropped before I even read it.
Margaret Trent. Stroke. Three little ones. Need you.
Four sentences that rearranged my entire week.
Madison was holding court at the Spirit Team table when I found her after final bell, clipboard in hand, delegating banner-painting duties like a general deploying troops. Sarah Mitchell sat at her right hand, taking notes in color-coded pens.
"Madison, I need to miss this week's meetings."
Her perfectly glossed lips pursed. "Grace, we discussed commitment when you joined. The homecoming rally is in two weeks, and we need all hands—"
"Mrs. Trent had a stroke." The words came out sharper than intended, cutting through her management-speak. "She has three kids. The church needs help."
Sarah's pen stilled. Even Madison's smile faltered, though she recovered quickly.
"Well, of course, family emergency." She said it like Mrs. Trent was my actual family, not just another church member whose casserole dish I'd returned last Sunday. "We'll manage. Sarah can handle your poster duties."
Sarah nodded eagerly, already mentally reorganizing her schedule to accommodate God's will—or at least, what she thought God's will looked like through Madison's clipboard.
I didn't wait for dismissal. Mrs. Dawes was already in the church kitchen when I arrived, surrounded by grocery bags and speaking rapid-fire into her phone.
"Yes, Tuesday and Thursday for dialysis pickup— No, Harold can't drive anymore, his eyes— Grace!" She covered the receiver. "Pyrex dishes, third cabinet. We need six casseroles by tomorrow morning."
I pulled down the Pyrex dishes without asking questions—there was work here, real work, the kind that didn't require wrestling with personal complications, just hands willing to serve.
The next hours blurred together: chopping onions until my eyes streamed, browning ground beef in industrial-sized pans, layering noodles and sauce while Mrs. Dawes coordinated an entire cavalry of church ladies via phone tree. She moved through crisis like water through a channel—natural, inevitable, powerful.
"The Albertsons will take Tuesday nights," she announced, crossing names off a handwritten list. "But we need coverage for Wednesday mornings. The oldest—Emma—gets on the bus at seven-fifteen."
"I can do mornings," I said, not even checking with my parents first. "Before school."
Mrs. Dawes glanced up, reading something in my face. "You sure, dear? It's a lot with your own... adjustments."
Adjustments. Like my entire existence had become a euphemism.
"I'm sure."
She nodded once, decisive. "Good. The children know you from Sunday school. Familiar faces help."

      ***The Trent house smelled like crayons and anxiety. Eight-year-old Emma answered the door, still in yesterday's clothes, trying to look brave while her four-year-old brother Marcus clung to her leg. The toddler—barely two—was crying somewhere deeper in the house.
"Mom's not here," Emma said, chin trembling.
"I know, sweetheart. I'm here to help with breakfast."
Marcus peered up at me. "You're the boy who turned into a girl."
"Marcus!" Emma hissed, but I just nodded.
"That's right. And today I'm the girl who makes pancakes."
They followed me to the kitchen like ducklings, even the toddler—Lily—who Emma fetched from her crib. She had her mother's dark curls, matted from sleep and tears. I settled her on my hip while mixing batter one-handed, a move I didn't know I knew how to do.
"Mom makes faces with the pancakes," Marcus informed me solemnly.
"Then we'll make faces."
We did—lopsided smiles and wonky eyes, Lily giggling from her high chair as I dotted chocolate chips into increasingly elaborate patterns. Emma relaxed incrementally with each successful flip, finally admitting she hadn't eaten dinner last night.
"I wasn't hungry," she lied, badly.
I made her three pancakes shaped like hearts.
The week fell into rhythm. Mornings at the Trents', making lunches and braiding Emma's hair (badly at first, better with practice). School, where I sleepwalked through classes. Afternoons in the church kitchen or the hospital waiting room, Lily on my lap while Emma did homework against my shoulder.
"You're good at this," Mrs. Dawes observed Thursday evening, watching me juggle Lily while helping Marcus with his colors. 
The words should have stung—another reminder of what this body was supposedly built for. Instead, I just shifted Lily higher on my hip and kept drawing dinosaurs with Marcus.
"It's not about instinct," I said. "They just need someone to show up."
She hummed thoughtfully, folding donation clothes with practiced efficiency. "Sometimes that's all any of us need."
By Friday, exhaustion pulled at every muscle, but it was clean exhaustion—earned, purposeful. Not the bone-deep tiredness of performing femininity or fighting attraction or kneeling in prayer until my knees bruised. Just the simple fatigue of work that mattered.
"Grace is being such a blessing," I heard Mom tell someone on the phone. "Really embracing her calling to service."
But it wasn't about calling or blessing or whatever theological framework they needed to make sense of me. It was about Emma's relieved smile when I showed up each morning. Marcus's triumphant shout when he finally colored inside the lines. Lily's weight against my chest during afternoon naps, trusting completely.
For once, I didn't have to think about what a transformed girl should do, how she should act, who she should want. I just had to make breakfast, pack lunches, and keep showing up.
* * *
The Friday overnight felt like crossing another invisible line. Dad had objected—"Unchaperoned? In a house without adults?"—until Mom reminded him it was ministry, that the Trent children needed stability. The word 'ministry' worked like a skeleton key in our house, unlocking permissions that would otherwise stay bolted shut.
Emma showed me her mother's room with the solemnity of a museum guide. "She keeps her pills in here. We're not supposed to touch them." The bottles lined the nightstand like amber sentries. Marcus demonstrated his bedtime routine three times to make sure I understood the exact order: teeth, pajamas, story, prayer, nightlight that projected stars.
Lily refused to sleep anywhere but pressed against my chest, her weight a warm anchor through the dark hours when the house creaked and I wondered what I was doing here, playing at adulthood in someone else's crisis.
Saturday morning arrived grey and drizzling. I made French toast while the kids watched cartoons, their laughter punctuating the rain against windows. Mrs. Dawes arrived just after ten, arms full of casserole dishes and that particular energy of someone who'd been organizing since dawn.
"Freezer meals," she announced, stacking Tupperware with military precision. "Label everything with reheating instructions. These young mothers never remember to eat properly."
She surveyed the scene—Marcus building block towers, Emma reading to Lily, me elbow-deep in dish suds—and nodded approval.
"People always think virtue's about who you are." She pulled out a Sharpie, began labeling containers in her cramped, efficient script. "It's really about what you do when someone else needs you."
The words landed somewhere deep, in that place where Daniel's certainties used to live. I'd spent weeks obsessing over what I was, what I was becoming, what God wanted me to be. But here, with soap-slick hands and Lily's juice box staining my borrowed shirt, none of that mattered. Only the next task, the next need, the next small act of care.
Mrs. Dawes studied me sideways, that sharp blue-gray gaze that saw too much. "The orchestra kids should be here soon. I asked for volunteers to help entertain the little ones."
My stomach dropped. Orchestra meant—
The doorbell rang.
Anna stood on the porch, rain misting her reddish-brown hair where it escaped from its usual braid. She carried her flute case in one hand, a canvas bag of books in the other. Behind her, two younger orchestra members shuffled nervously.
"Mrs. Dawes said you needed help with story time?"
Her voice was exactly as I remembered—warm, amused, like she was always sharing a gentle joke with the universe. She looked at me directly, none of the awkward distance that colored every other interaction these days.
"Story time!" Marcus rocketed across the room, crashing into Anna's legs. She laughed, steadying herself while the other volunteers spread out books on the living room floor.
I stayed in the kitchen, pretending to organize already-organized dishes while Anna assembled her flute and the children gathered like iron filings to a magnet. She played something light and dancing—maybe Irish, definitely not church music—and Marcus attempted to dance while Emma clapped along, Lily bouncing in my arms because I'd somehow acquired her again without noticing.
"You're good with her," Anna said later, packing her flute while the younger volunteers read stories. She watched me shift Lily to my other hip, the movement automatic now. "Natural, even."
Heat crawled up my neck. "It's just practice."
"No, it's more than that." She helped Emma find matching socks from the clean laundry pile, her movements easy and unselfconscious. "You're present with them. Really present. You always had that in you—that caretaking instinct—you just never let it show before."
Before. When I was Daniel. When I was too busy being right to notice who needed help.
"You'll make a great mom someday."
The words hit like cold water. I searched her face for mockery, for the subtle dig that should accompany such a statement. But Anna's hazel eyes held only sincerity, that devastating honesty she wielded without knowing its power.
She meant it. She looked at me—this forced transformation, this divine punishment, this daily humiliation—and saw something worth praising. Something maternal and capable and good.
The wanting rose so fast I couldn't stop it. Not just physical—though that was there too, treacherous and warm—but the deeper want. To be seen like this always. To be known and still found worthy.
"Thanks," I managed, voice carefully neutral.
After she left, I folded donated clothes with mechanical precision, each crease an attempt to smooth the chaos in my chest. Lily napped against my shoulder, trusting and heavy, while rain traced patterns on windows and Mrs. Dawes hummed hymns in the kitchen.
This was enough. It had to be.
* * *

Mr. Trent arrived just after six, still in his work clothes, tie askew and eyes rimmed red. The house had that particular stillness of children winding down—Marcus sprawled across the couch watching a nature documentary, Emma braiding friendship bracelets at the kitchen table, Lily drowsing in my arms.
"Thank you." His voice cracked on the second word. He crossed to Marcus first, gathering him up despite protests about missing the part with lions. "Thank you all so much."
The other volunteers—two girls from church I barely knew—murmured polite responses, gathering their things. But I stayed frozen, watching him hold his son like something precious and breakable. Marcus wrapped thin arms around his father's neck, documentary forgotten.
"Daddy, Miss Grace made French toast with faces on them."
"She did?" Mr. Trent's eyes found mine over Marcus's head. "That sounds pretty special."
Emma abandoned her bracelets to join the embrace, and even Lily stirred in my arms, reaching for her father with sleep-clumsy hands. I transferred her carefully, watched the family unit reassemble itself around this exhausted man who'd spent the week sleeping in hospital chairs.
They looked like a painting—grief and love tangled together, holding each other upright. My chest ached with something that wasn't envy, exactly. More like recognition. This was what mattered. Not my confusion, not my unwanted desires, not even my punishment. Just this: being useful when the world tilted wrong for someone else.
The house felt too quiet after they left. I helped clear dinner dishes while Dad read his newspaper and Mom worked on her Bible study notes. Lydia had vanished to her room the moment dishes were mentioned, naturally.
The phone rang just as I finished drying the last plate.
"Grace?" Mrs. Dawes's voice carried that particular warmth reserved for the end of long, good days. "I wanted to thank you properly. The Trents couldn't have managed without you."
"I just watched kids." The deflection came automatically, Daniel's old discomfort with praise wrapped in Grace's new vocabulary of minimization.
"You did God's work this week." Her tone shifted, gaining an edge I recognized—the steel beneath her gentleness. "Don't let anyone tell you it only counts when you're quiet about it."
After she hung up, I sat at my desk with the journal Mom had given me—pale pink with a cross embossed on the cover, because subtlety wasn't a family strength. The pages were mostly empty except for carefully copied Bible verses about women's roles, each one an attempt to understand this new existence through familiar frameworks.
Tonight I wrote something different:
Maybe holiness is when your hands are too busy to worry about your soul. When you stop asking what you deserve and start asking what needs doing. Mrs. Dawes says being kind starts with being kind to yourself. I don't know what that means yet. But today I made French toast faces and held a baby while she cried and it felt like prayer. The real kind. The kind that doesn't need words.
Maybe that's enough.






  
  Chapter twelve








A Woman of Virtue


Ruth cornered me by my locker Monday morning, practically vibrating with righteous excitement. 
"Isn't it wonderful? The Modesty Banquet choosing you as special speaker?" She clutched her binder like a shield of virtue. "Pastor Kane says your testimony will inspire all the young women—showing them that even through trials, we can embrace God's design." 
The pit in my stomach had been growing since yesterday's announcement. "Right. Wonderful."
"He's writing your speech himself!" Ruth continued, oblivious to my tone. "He said it won't need editing—that the Spirit moved him to capture your journey perfectly. " Her reverence for Pastor Kane appeared to have reached fresh heights; there was something unsettling about it that bothered me, but I put that aside as I fixated on the implications of her words for my own situation.    She added, "Mrs. Kane has already picked out your dress. Lavender, I think, with lace at the collar."
I forced my face into something approximating gratitude. This was good, I told myself. Another chance to prove I understood my place, to cleanse these wrongful thoughts that kept surfacing whenever Anna walked past. If standing in front of two hundred church women reading Pastor Kane's words about my transformation could burn away this confusion, then I'd do it gladly.
"Did Micah mention the Trents?" Ruth asked, shifting topics with her usual lack of grace. "He told me he couldn't help with childcare—it being women's work—but he prayed for you every night. That's really the more important contribution, spiritually speaking."
Of course he had. Micah was already learning his role as my protector, treating me with such careful reverence I felt I might shatter. Or taint him somehow. He'd taken to sitting exactly two seats away at youth group—close enough to fulfill his duty, far enough to preserve both our honors.
"Prayer's important," I managed, thinking of Emma Trent's small hand in mine, Lily's weight against my chest. Thinking of actual help versus performed holiness.
Ruth beamed. "Exactly! Oh, and we're supposed to practice your entrance Saturday morning. Mrs. Kane wants you to process in after the salad course but before Pastor Kane's introduction. She says timing is crucial for impact."
The bell rang, saving me from further discussion of my choreographed humiliation. But Ruth's parting words followed me to class:
"This is such an honor, Grace. Your submission to God's will is going to change lives."
I slid into my seat, opened my notebook, and wrote in tiny letters at the margin: Maybe changing lives shouldn't feel like drowning.
Then I crossed it out, ashamed of the thought.
* * *

The lavender dress itched at my collar where the lace pressed against my throat. Mrs. Kane had safety-pinned it tighter that morning, ensuring "proper modesty" while I stood at the podium. Two hundred women and younger girls filled the church hall, their faces upturned like flowers seeking righteousness.
My hands shook as I smoothed the speech Pastor Kane had written. His handwriting, bold and certain, commanded the page.
"Sisters in Christ," I began, my voice higher than I remembered, amplified through the microphone. "I stand before you as living testimony that God's creative power supersedes human will."
The words tasted foreign. But the approving murmur that rippled through the crowd told me I was saying them right.
"Six weeks ago, I lived in rebellion. Though I didn't know it, I had made an idol of my own strength, my own understanding. I believed my body was mine to command, my identity mine to determine." My throat constricted around the next line. "But God, in His infinite wisdom and mercy, showed me that we are not our own creators."
Mrs. Dawes sat in the third row, her expression unreadable. Behind her, my mother dabbed her eyes with a handkerchief.
"The world tells us we can choose who we are," I continued, Pastor Kane's theology flowing through my mouth like water I was drowning in. "But Scripture teaches us differently. Genesis declares that God created us male and female—not as suggestions, but as divine decree. When I woke that morning transformed, I understood: my pride had blinded me to the beauty of yielding my will to His design."
Someone shouted "Amen!" I gripped the podium's edges.
"This body"—I gestured at myself, feeling exposed despite the modest dress—"is not a punishment but a revelation. Through it, God teaches me daily about the gentle and quiet spirit He values in women. Where once I commanded, now I serve. Where once I led, now I submit. Where once I believed strength came from assertion, now I understand it comes from surrender."
The heat of their approval pressed against my skin. Several women were crying. Ruth sat front row center, mouthing the words along with me like she'd memorized them too.
"Some of you have daughters who question God's plan for womanhood. Who bristle at submission, who confuse equality of worth with sameness of role." The words cut my tongue. "I tell you: I was shown bodily what happens when we forget that God alone holds creative authority. My transformation wasn't biological accident—it was divine correction."
I turned the page, hands trembling worse now. The final paragraph loomed.
"I thank God daily for removing the burden of masculine pride from my shoulders. For showing me that true freedom isn't found in choosing our identity, but in accepting the one He's given us. That rebellion against His created order—whether in thought or body—leads only to confusion and sorrow."
The last line blurred through tears I couldn't let fall.
"I embrace womanhood not as a second-best existence, but as the role God always intended for those He transforms. And I pray that my testimony helps other young women understand: our bodies are not accidents or prisons. They are gifts that teach us who God says we are."
The applause crashed over me like a wave. Women stood, hands raised in praise. Pastor Kane nodded from the side door, satisfied with his ventriloquism.
I smiled—the modest, demure smile I'd practiced in the mirror—and wondered if anyone could see me drowning behind it.  But maybe that drowning was itself the baptism I needed—the death of old pride in sanctified waters, the emergence into humble new creation. Maybe God broke me down precisely this far so He could rebuild me into something actually worthy of His design. Maybe my resistance wasn't wisdom but the last gasps of Daniel's arrogance, fighting the very grace meant to save me.
* * *
The kitchen smelled like coffee and casserole—church comfort wrapped in aluminum foil. I pressed my palms against the counter, breathing through the nausea that had nothing to do with my body and everything to do with the words I'd just spoken.
Divine correction. The phrase clung to my throat like communion wafer gone dry.
Women's voices drifted from the hall—praising God for my testimony, for my submission, for my brave acceptance. I slipped deeper into the building, past the storage closets and Sunday school supplies, into the back hallway where they kept old hymnals and broken folding chairs. The fluorescent light flickered once, then died, leaving me in blessed darkness.
"That was quite a performance."
Anna's voice cut through the shadows. She stood silhouetted in the doorway, her modest dress doing nothing to hide the fury radiating from her small frame.
"Anna, you shouldn't—"
"Don't." She stepped forward, and even in the dim light filtering from the main corridor, I could see her hands shaking. "Don't you dare speak to me in that voice. That careful, practiced, lying voice."
"I should go back—"
"You don't believe it." Her words came fast, sharp as broken glass. "Not one word. I watched your hands. You were gripping that podium like it was the only thing keeping you upright. That wasn't you up there—that was Pastor Kane's puppet show."
My back hit the wall. The rough brick scraped through the thin fabric of my dress. "You don't understand—"
"I understand perfectly. They dressed you up, wrote you a script, and paraded you around like proof that God hates who you really are." Her voice cracked. "And you let them."
"What else can I do?" The words ripped out of me, raw and desperate. "Look at me. This is what I am now. This is what God made me—"
"God made you good." Anna moved closer, close enough that I could smell her shampoo, something clean and bright that made my chest ache. "God made you strong. God made you beautiful."
"I'm not—I don't know what I am anymore." My voice broke completely, tears burning paths down my cheeks. "I wake up and nothing fits. Not my body, not my thoughts, not my faith. I pray and pray and nothing makes sense. I don't know if I'm being punished or tested or abandoned. I don't know if the things I feel are sin or grace or just my brain misfiring in this wrong body. I don't know anything except that standing up there, saying those words, felt like swallowing poison but at least poison is something I recognize—"
Anna's hand touched my cheek, cutting off my spiral. Her thumb brushed away a tear.
"Daniel," she whispered. Not Grace. Daniel. Like she could see through everything to who I'd been. Who maybe I still was.
"Don't call me that."
"Why not? It was your name. It's part of who you are."
"Because Daniel is gone." The words came out strangled. "Because Daniel had certainty and strength and a place in the world and now I'm just—"
Anna kissed me.
Not the brief, dry press of lips we'd shared months ago—back when I'd been teaching her about proper courtship, when kissing felt like checking boxes on a righteousness scorecard. This was something else entirely. Soft at first, trembling like she was terrified too. Then her hand slipped into my hair, and suddenly the kiss deepened, sparked, caught fire. 
Electric wasn't the right word. Electric implied shock, suddenness. This was more like sinking into warm water after months of freezing—every nerve ending awakening, remembering what it meant to feel instead of perform.
I kissed her back. God help me, I kissed her back with everything breaking apart inside me. Her body pressed against mine, soft where mine was soft now, curved where I curved, and instead of feeling wrong it felt like coming home to a house I'd never known existed. Peace flooded through me—not the brittle peace of following rules, but something deep and ancient and true.
My hands found her waist. Her mouth opened under mine. The world narrowed to this: Anna's warmth, Anna's breath, Anna seeing me and wanting me anyway, Anna making me feel real in this body for the first time since—
The hall light snapped on.
I shoved Anna away so hard she stumbled. The fluorescent glare turned everything harsh and clinical, revealing what we'd done. What I'd done. 
"No." The word tore from my throat. "No, no, no. This is—we're abominations. Both of us. This is the test, don't you see? This is what He was warning me  about." The floor flowed with fresh floor wax and Anna's perfume still swirled in my nose, making me feel like I could not escape my sin.  
Anna's eyes widened, hurt flooding her face. "Daniel—"
"DON'T CALL ME THAT!" My voice echoed off the tiled walls, sharp enough to cut. "This is why He changed me. Because I was weak. Because He knew I'd fail. And now I have. I've failed completely." My body still ached for her touch, each pulse a reminder of how far I'd fallen from God's path.
"You haven't failed anything—"
"GET AWAY FROM ME!" The scream ripped something in my throat. "Please. Please just—I can't. This is wrong. We're wrong. I'm wrong."
Anna stood frozen, lips swollen from our kiss, tears gathering in her hazel eyes. Then she turned and walked away, a crumpled program still in her clenched fist, leaving me alone in the merciless light.
The door swung shut behind Anna with a soft click that somehow echoed louder than my screaming. I slid down the wall until I hit the floor, knees drawn up, the modest skirt pooling around me like spilled milk.
My fingers found the white sash at my waist—the purity pledge all the church girls wore. The fabric felt rough under my trembling hands as I wound it tight around my fist, then tighter, until my knuckles went white.
"Lord, make me clean." The words scraped out raw. "Make me clean. Please, God, make me clean."
I pressed the sash against my mouth, tasting the cotton, trying to scrub away the memory of Anna's lips. But the warmth lingered, branded into me deeper than skin.
"I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. Make me clean." My voice cracked, rose, broke again. The prayer became a chant, rhythmic and desperate.  "I'll be better. I'll be perfect. I'll be exactly what You want. Just please—please make me clean. Make me clean."
I rocked back and forth, clutching that white sash like it could pull the sin out through my skin. Tears soaked through the fabric.






  
  Chapter thirteen








The Week of Confusion


Iwoke at 4:47 AM Sunday, seventeen minutes before my alarm. Good. Early rising showed discipline. Discipline meant control. Control meant I could fix this. Could forget my sin. Forget my failure. Make things right with God. 
By the time Mom shuffled into the kitchen at six, I'd already ironed every dress in my closet, reorganized the pantry by expiration date, and started my third load of laundry. She found me scrubbing the baseboards with a toothbrush.
"Grace, honey, what are you—"
"Just helping out." My voice came out bright, normal, definitely not the voice of someone who'd spent three hours in the church parking lot last night, pressing my forehead against the steering wheel until it left marks. "The house needed attention."
At church, I arrived forty minutes early. Pastor Kane's wife raised an eyebrow when I volunteered for Sunday school duty—usually relegated to married women and teenage girls earning service hours.
"I want to serve," I said, hands folded, channeling every ounce of feminine deference I'd learned. "However God needs me."
The preschoolers were chaos incarnate. Sticky hands, runny noses, one kid who kept eating crayons. I threw myself into it: reading Noah's Ark with different voices, cleaning spilled juice without complaint, holding a sobbing three-year-old until she stopped hiccupping about missing mommy. When little Bethany threw up on my shoes, I just smiled and grabbed paper towels.
This was good. This was right. Servant's heart. Gentle spirit. Everything a godly woman should be.
Back home, I attacked the house again. Vacuumed under beds. Reorganized Dad's tool shed. Started dinner prep for the next four days. Mom finally intervened when she caught me alphabetizing the spice rack.
"Grace. Enough." She pulled the oregano from my hand. "What's gotten into you?"
"Just trying to be helpful." The words sounded hollow even to me. "Like Proverbs 31 says—"
"Proverbs 31 also says her children rise and call her blessed, not exhausted." Mom's eyes searched mine. "Honey, are you—"
"I'm fine." I grabbed my Spirit Team binder. "Madison needs these posters finished by tomorrow."
At Spirit Team, Madison noticed immediately. "Someone's eager today!" She dumped a box of supplies on the table. "Great timing. We need seventeen banner copies, all hand-lettered. Monica was supposed to help but—" She waved vaguely. "You know how some girls are. Unreliable."
The banners were identical. Mind-numbing. My old handwriting kept trying to surface—too angular, too decisive. I forced each letter into soft curves while Madison critiqued from her phone throne.
"Rounder on the Os, Grace. More feminine. Like you're writing a love note, not a business memo."
I nodded. Smiled. Made the Os rounder. When she changed the color scheme three times, I nodded. Smiled. Started over. When she "accidentally" knocked over my completed stack and sighed about needing them redone "properly this time," I nodded. Smiled. Started over.
This was penance. This was purification.
Tuesday with Mrs. Dawes should have been relief, but even loading donation boxes felt performative. I hefted each one like it could erase Satursday night, like physical labor could burn away the memory of Anna's hands in my hair.
"You're going to throw out your back," Mrs. Dawes observed, watching me wrestle a particularly heavy carton.
"I'm fine."
"Mmm-hmm." She studied me over her glasses. "Fine like a cracked teacup that's still holding water. Question is when you'll finally shatter."
I grabbed another box instead of answering. Lift, carry, stack. Repeat. The rhythm steadied my nerves—one foot, then the other, focusing on the ache in my arms instead of the ache in my chest.
But it didn't bring peace. Nothing did.
The widow's name was Betsy Fletcher, and her house smelled like mothballs and loneliness. Paint peeled from every surface like old skin. Mrs. Dawes had me drive to her home Wednesday afternoon with two gallons of soft yellow paint. 
I found myself in Dad's old work shirt for the dirty job ahead, though wearing it made me oddly uncomfortable after weeks in only girls' blouses. Mom's gardening pants at least seemed proper. Mrs. Fletcher couldn't stop apologizing. For the mess, the smell, the broken step that nearly took out my ankle. Mrs. Dawes cut through it all with practiced efficiency.
"Betsy, hush. We're here to work, not be entertained."
The first hour passed in rhythm: dip, wipe excess, stroke down, stroke across. My arms remembered this from helping Dad with the garage two summers ago—when these arms were different, when I was different, when Anna was just the quiet girl who sometimes caught my sermons at youth group and smiled like she knew something I didn't.
Stop. Dip, wipe, stroke.
Mrs. Dawes worked beside me, humming hymns under her breath but wrong—jazzing them up, adding flourishes that would make Pastor Kane's eye twitch. During our first break, she poured coffee from a thermos that must have been older than me.
"You know what I love about paint?" She didn't wait for an answer. "Covers everything. All the dings, the old colors someone regretted, the water stains from that leak three years back. Fresh start, every stroke."
I focused on stirring my coffee. Seventeen clockwise rotations, then counter.
"Course, if you don't primer first, the old stuff bleeds through eventually."
The metaphor hung between us, obvious as the paint fumes. I grabbed my roller and got back to work.
By noon, we'd finished the living room. Mrs. Fletcher had fallen asleep in her chair, soft snores competing with the radio's oldies station. Mrs. Dawes and I ate sandwiches on the front step, watching suburban nothing happen. A dog barked. Someone mowed grass two houses over. Normal life, continuing despite everything.
"My Harold—husband—he was a painter," Mrs. Dawes said suddenly. "Houses, mostly, but sometimes he'd do murals for the church nursery. Noah's ark, Jonah's whale, that sort of thing."
I nodded, mouth full of peanut butter.
"Terrible businessman. Kept undercharging widows, doing free touch-ups for young families. I'd get so mad—we had bills, three kids. But he'd say, 'Evie, we're not just painting walls. We're making homes.'"
She smiled at something I couldn't see.
"Took me twenty years and his funeral to understand. All those houses he'd painted—every family showed up. The whole church looked like a paint store exploded. Different colors on everyone's good clothes."
A laugh escaped before I could stop it—imagining the scene, the old Pastor Roberts trying to maintain dignity while everyone looked like Jackson Pollock's apprentices. I immediately pressed my lips together, but Mrs. Dawes caught it.
"There it is." She bumped my shoulder gently. "Don't know what's bothering you, but Grace, don't confuse guilt for devotion."
The words hit like cold water. I stood quickly, grabbing my roller.
"We should finish the hallway."
Mrs. Dawes didn't push. We painted the rest of the afternoon in companionable silence, broken only by her occasional direction and Mrs. Fletcher's startled joy when she woke to find her living room transformed.
Driving home, I watched the sunset turn everything gold—like the whole world had been repainted while I wasn't looking. The echo of Mrs. Dawes's words wouldn't leave: Don't confuse guilt for devotion.
But what else did I have to offer God, if not guilt for what I'd done, what I'd felt, what I still—
No. Dip, wipe, stroke. Cover it all. Fresh coat. Keep painting until the old stuff stops bleeding through.
* * *

Monday's lunch came like a scheduled appointment. Micah pulled out my chair at the cafeteria table—a gesture that would've earned mockery weeks ago when I was the one doing the pulling. Now Ruth beamed like she'd witnessed a miracle.
"Such a gentleman," she cooed, arranging her own skirt as she sat. 
Micah's chest puffed slightly. His hand lingered on my chair back, proprietary. I smiled up at him. Modest appreciation, not too eager. Check.
"The meatloaf's actually decent today," he offered, already cutting his portion into precise squares.
"Thanks for letting me know." Soft voice, grateful tone. Check.
Maya slid onto the bench across from us, sketch pad thumping down. "Wow. Dinner theater's starting early today."
Ruth's mouth pinched. "Some of us appreciate traditional courtesy."
"Some of us appreciate food that hasn't been murdered twice." Maya poked at her tray's mystery meat. "First by the butcher, then by the cafeteria."
Micah laughed—too loud, trying to show he got the joke while maintaining authority. His hand found mine on the table. I didn't pull away. Accept his protection. Check.
Tuesday played out the same script with minor variations. Micah brought me chocolate milk without asking.
"You two are adorable," Ruth announced, like she was scoring our performance.
Maya didn't look up from sketching. "Adorable. That's one word."
Wednesday, Micah asked about the approved date. His voice cracked slightly—the old nervousness of a benchwarmer asking the team captain's permission, even though that captain now wore a modest skirt and kept her eyes downcast.
"Pastor Kane and your dad both agreed. Friday after school? Just a walk, maybe milkshakes?"
"That sounds nice." Enthusiastic but not forward. Check.
Maya's pencil scratched harder against paper. "Thrilling. Maybe you can hold hands through prayer mittens."
Ruth started to retort but I stood, needing air, needing distance from Maya's too-accurate observations and Micah's earnest planning of our theoretical future.
Friday came anyway.
The downtown park stretched amber in afternoon light. Micah walked close but careful, maintaining exactly six inches between us—proprietary but proper. He talked about youth group's spring mission trip, his college applications, how Pastor Kane was mentoring him in "spiritual leadership."
"You'll love Nashville," he said confidently. "When I go to Vanderbilt, I mean. They have that program for pastor's wives—"
My stomach clenched. Smile, don't correct him. Check.
The diner's cracked vinyl booth squeaked as we sat. Micah ordered vanilla; I asked for strawberry. When the waitress left, his whole posture shifted—relaxing, leaning forward, suddenly looking seventeen instead of forty.
"Grace, can I be honest?"
I nodded, stirring my straw through pink foam.
"I know this is weird. I mean, Daniel was—you were—someone I looked up to. But now..." His face flushed. "You're beautiful. And watching you work so hard to be... to follow God's plan... it's inspiring."
His fingers found mine across the table. Warm. Slightly damp. Earnest.
"I can see it, you know? Our life. Church on Sundays, maybe three kids—two boys and a girl. You'd homeschool them while I build my practice. Dinner at six every night. Prayers before bed."
The vision assembled itself with horrible clarity. Every detail perfect, ordained, suffocating. My hand trembled under his.
Service. Making his meals. Submission. Asking permission for groceries. Surrender. Disappearing into someone else's dream.
"That sounds..." My voice caught. "Like everything's already decided."
He squeezed gently. "It is. God's plan, right?"
I made myself squeeze back. Check.
* * *

Saturday's church kitchen wrapped around me like a familiar prayer. Industrial steel counters, walk-in freezer humming its one-note hymn, the lingering smell of Wednesday's potluck casseroles. My hands moved through Mrs. Dawes's routine—dicing carrots, portioning rice, labeling containers with neat script that still wanted to be my old angular handwriting.
Three meals for the Hendersons—new baby, mom on bedrest. Five for old Mr. Garcia—diabetes, so light on the starches. The work made sense. Had rules. Fed people without requiring conversation about my theoretical future as Micah's helpmeet.
I'd practically forced Mrs. Dawes to stay home. "You work seven days a week," I'd argued yesterday, watching her massage her swollen knuckles. "That's more than most people with actual jobs—"
"This is my actual job, dear."
"It's volunteer work that would cost the church forty thousand a year if they paid for it."
She'd laughed, but I'd won. Small victory. Now the empty kitchen felt almost peaceful. Just me, vegetables that didn't judge, and freezer bags that didn't ask about my courtship.
Then the flute started.
The sound threaded through walls from the sanctuary—silver and warm, impossibly pure. Anna's tone. I'd recognize it anywhere, that particular way she breathed life into each note, never just playing but conversing with the music. The choir must be practicing for tomorrow. Their voices rose beneath her melody, but all I heard was Anna.
My knife stilled against the cutting board. The notes pulled at something low in my chest, behind the modest blouse, beneath the careful posture. Each phrase she played felt like a question I couldn't answer.
Drive away temptation. The prayer formed automatically, lips moving without sound. Make me pure. Make me clean. Make me stop feeling—
The flute soared into a descant, aching and lovely, and my whole body responded—skin too warm, breath too shallow. This body that betrayed me daily with its wants, its softness, its treacherous pull toward what I couldn't have.
The music stopped.
Silence rushed in, leaving me hollow and relieved and somehow grieving. I gripped the counter, knuckles white as my mother's good china. Drew three steady breaths. Discipline. Control. Service.
Tomorrow I'd sit through service with Micah's arm properly draped across my chair back. I'd smile at his mother's approving nods. I'd ignore the flute during worship, ignore Anna's presence three rows behind.
I could do this. Had to.
The carrots never looked so orange, so demanding of attention.
* * *
Sunday morning settled over me like one of Mom's heavy quilts—warm, suffocating, inevitable. Micah's cologne mixed with the sanctuary's furniture polish as he guided me to our pew, his hand properly at my elbow. Mom beamed. Dad nodded his approval. For the first time since the banquet, the chaos in my chest stilled to something like peace.
Pastor Kane ascended the platform with his usual measured steps. The screens flickered to life: JOB: WHEN FAITH MEETS TRIAL.
"Turn with me to the book of Job."
Pages rustled. Micah's Bible opened between us, his finger tracking the verses. His other hand rested on my chair back—not quite touching, perfectly appropriate. The weight of it should've felt like ownership. Instead, it felt like scaffolding. Structure. Something to lean against while I rebuilt.
"Job lost everything," Pastor Kane began, his voice low and deliberate. "His wealth. His children. His health. His very identity as a blessed man. And what did his wife say? 'Curse God and die.' But Job—" He paused, scanning the congregation. His eyes found mine. Held. "Job said, 'Shall we receive good from God, and not trouble?'"
My hand twitched toward my lap, toward parts that weren't there anymore. The phantom ache of what God had taken. Micah shifted slightly, his knee brushing mine through my skirt. Grounding me.
"The Lord gave." Pastor Kane's voice rose. "And the Lord has taken away. Blessed be the name of the Lord."
The words carved themselves into my sternum. The Lord has taken away. My height. My voice. My future I'd mapped in debate trophies and basketball scholarships. My certainty.
"Satan thought Job would break. That suffering would reveal a shallow faith built on comfort." The pastor prowled the stage now, building momentum. "But Job understood something we forget in our prosperity gospel age. He said, 'Though He slay me, yet will I trust Him.' And later—listen to this—'When He has tested me, I shall come out as gold.'"
I shall come out as gold.
The phrase echoed through me, drowning out everything else. Not if He tests me. When. Not might come out refined. Shall.
My fingers found Micah's on the pew between us. He squeezed gently, probably thinking I needed comfort. But I was mining that pressure for certainty. Maybe this—his steady presence, our proper courtship, the life everyone expected us to build—maybe this was the gold. The refined product after the fire.
I shall come out as gold.
Pastor Kane concluded with prayer. We stood for the final hymn. Anna's flute rose above the voices, but today it sounded distant. Beautiful but separate. Like art in a museum—meant for admiring, not touching.
That night, I opened my journal:
"I think I'm fixed. Or maybe I'm still being tested. Job didn't know when his trial would end either. He just endured. Trusted. When He has tested me, I shall come out as gold. Maybe that's all faith is—believing the fire has purpose, even when you can't see past the flames."
But Mrs. Dawes's words whispered beneath my certainty: "Don't confuse guilt for devotion."
I wrote again:
"But I will come out as gold."






  
  Chapter fourteen








Revelations and Crisis of Faith


The Tuesday morning hallway buzzed with locker slams and half-finished homework exchanges. Ruth stood beside me at the water fountain, clipboard pressed to her chest, lecturing about proper skirt lengths—"Mrs. Henderson from the women's auxiliary says anything above mid-calf invites the wrong kind of attention"—when her face drained to paper white. 
"Ruth?"
She bolted. Not walked, not excused herself—ran, one hand clamped over her mouth, the other clutching her stomach. Her sensible heels clicked frantic percussion down the linoleum.
I followed without thinking, then froze at the bathroom door. That universal female symbol still made my stomach clench. Every entry felt like trespassing, even after months of legitimate residence. But Ruth's retching echoed from inside, raw and desperate.
The bathroom was mercifully empty—second period had just started. I found her in the last stall, knees on yellowed tile, trembling over the bowl.
"Ruth, what's—"
"Go away." Her voice came out acidic, nothing like her usual borrowed sweetness. Another heave. "Please, just—"
But I was already wetting paper towels at the sink, my hands moving through Mom's trained motions. When the retching stopped, I passed them under the stall door.
"Thanks." Barely audible. The lock clicked open.
She emerged looking destroyed—bun askew, face blotchy, that careful composure shattered. She gripped the sink edge and wouldn't meet my eyes in the mirror.
"Food poisoning?" I offered, though something in her posture suggested otherwise.
Ruth shook her head. Started to speak. Stopped. Her reflection crumpled with something between pride and terror.
"I'm pregnant."
The words hung between us like a slap. My mind raced through possibilities—some boy from youth group, maybe that college guy she'd mentioned once—
"It's Pastor Kane's."
The bathroom tiles seemed to tilt. I grabbed the sink beside her.
"What?"
Ruth's chin lifted, finding some ghost of her usual righteousness. "He chose me. Like Abraham chose Hagar when Sarah couldn't conceive. Like Jacob had Rachel and Leah." Her voice gained strength, reciting something rehearsed. "Mrs. Kane hasn't given him children. It's biblical for a man of God to take a second wife to continue his ministry—"
"Ruth." My old debate captain voice cracked through. "That's not—he's married. You're eighteen. That's not biblical, that's—"
"You wouldn't understand." She straightened, smoothing her skirt with shaking hands. "You're still learning submission. But some of us are called to harder sacrifices. Sarah gave Abraham her handmaid. I'm giving Pastor Kane what his wife cannot."
The words sounded like his—that same rhythmic certainty that made wrong things sound righteous. I could see it clearly: Ruth alone with him after youth group, him quoting scripture while his hands wandered, her confusion reframed as calling, her body rewritten as blessing.
"When?" My voice came out strangled. My skin prickled with cold, limbs heavy and numb. The words stuck in my throat—for Ruth, for what he'd done to her. But also for myself, for every scripture I'd recited that he had fed me, every time I'd stood silent while he stripped me down to nothing, rebuilt me in his image. 
"Three months ago. During the vacation Bible school planning." She touched her stomach with something approaching reverence. "He said God showed him I was meant for this purpose. That my dedication to the church proved I could handle this responsibility."
Three months. All those weeks she'd been lecturing me about modesty, about proper Christian womanhood, she'd been—
"Does Mrs. Kane know?"
"She will. When God's timing is right." Ruth's reflection found mine, her eyes bright with desperate faith. "You can't tell anyone, Grace. Promise me. This is God's plan unfolding."
The request sat like acid in my throat. Every instinct screamed to find an adult, to stop this, to protect her from what Pastor Kane had done. But looking at her face—that terrible mixture of pride and fear and absolute certainty—I recognized something I'd seen in my own mirror. The need to believe our suffering had meaning. That God's plan justified our pain.
"Ruth—"
"Promise." Her hand shot out, gripping my wrist with surprising strength. "On your faith. On your transformation. Promise you won't interfere with God's will."
God's will. The phrase that excused everything, explained nothing. I thought of Job, tested and refined. Of Abraham and Sarah and Hagar—that twisted triangle reframed as righteousness. Of Ruth, brilliant and devout, reduced to a vessel for a man's appetite disguised as theology.
"I promise," I whispered, already feeling the weight of complicity settle over me like a shroud.
Ruth's shoulders relaxed. She turned back to the mirror, fixing her bun with practiced fingers, rebuilding her careful facade.
"We should get back to class," she said, her voice almost normal. "Tardiness sets a bad example."
* * *

That evening, I set the table with mechanical precision—forks left, knives right, spoons outside. Each placement felt like a prayer for normalcy, like if I could just arrange everything correctly, the world might realign itself.
"Grace, dear, could you check the roast?" Mom's voice drifted from the pantry where she was fetching her good serving dish. The one with painted roses we used when discussing important things.
The kitchen smelled like rosemary and denial. I lifted the lid, steam clouding my glasses—when had I started needing those? Another small betrayal of this body, another reminder that nothing stayed constant.
"Smells wonderful, Elaine." Dad entered, still in his work clothes but tie loosened. He squeezed Mom's shoulder, then settled into his chair with the satisfied sigh of a man whose world ran on schedule. "You know, Pastor Kane really outdid himself this morning. That sermon on Ephesians—about God establishing proper authority in all things? Powerful stuff."
My hand slipped. The serving spoon clattered against china.
"Careful, dear." Mom's eyes lingered on my face a beat too long. She saw something—she always did—but turned back to her gravy with practiced blindness.
"Yes," Dad continued, opening his napkin with ritual precision. "He has such clarity about God's design. The way he explained suffering and accepting the trials of life —brilliant. That man truly hears the Lord's voice."  He turns to Grace and says, real pride in his voice, "And Grace you are living proof of his teachings.  I am so proud of you."
I should have basked in this rare moment of praise from my father.  But the roast turned to ash in my mouth. I thought of Ruth's face in that bathroom, shining with terrible faith. Of Pastor Kane's hands gesturing from the pulpit that morning, those same hands that had—
"Grace?" Mom's voice, gentle but pointed. "You're not eating."
"Sorry. I'm—" The words tangled. How could Pastor Kane speak for God while committing such sin? Unless God's voice sounded different than I'd thought. Unless divine authority meant something darker than I'd believed.
"She's probably just tired from all that volunteer work." Dad reached for more potatoes, oblivious. "Though I have to say, Grace, your dedication lately has been exemplary. Pastor Kane mentioned you specifically at the elder's meeting. Said you're becoming exactly the young woman God intended."
Exactly the young woman God intended. My stomach lurched. If Pastor Kane spoke for God, then God's intentions included Ruth's pregnancy, my transformation, this suffocating performance of femininity that felt more like death than redemption.
"May I be excused?" The words scraped out. "I should start on dishes."
Mom's hand brushed mine as I stood—soft, knowing, silent.
* * *
The rhythm of service steadied me. Mrs. Rickards' arthritic hands accepting her meal delivery, Mr. Chen's careful English as he thanked us for fixing his porch light, the Hendersons' toddler squealing when we brought groceries—each stop carved out space between me and Sunday's revelations.
Mrs. Dawes had decided to drive today - and sh drove her ancient Buick like she organized charity drives: efficiently, without fuss, occasionally muttering at other drivers who lacked her sense of purpose. We'd fallen into comfortable silence between stops, the kind that didn't need filling.
"One more Tuesday," she said, pulling into the church parking lot after our rounds. "Time flies when you're useful."
I started gathering empty casserole dishes from the backseat, but she didn't move to get out. Just sat there, hands still on the wheel, watching me in the rearview mirror.
"Grace." Her voice carried that particular weight that meant real conversation, not just logistics. "You're carrying something heavy."
My hands stilled on the dishes. "I'm fine."
"Didn't say you weren't. Said you're carrying something." She turned, fixing me with those sharp blue-gray eyes that saw through every polite deflection I'd learned. "I can see it in how you're moving—like you're afraid the world might crack if you step wrong."
The dishes rattled as I set them down. Part of me wanted to tell her everything—Ruth's pregnancy, Pastor Kane's hypocrisy, the way God's supposed order felt more like chaos. But Ruth's desperate trust bound my tongue.
"I respect secrets that aren't mine to tell," Mrs. Dawes said, reading my silence perfectly. "But confession isn't just about unburdening yourself. Sometimes it's about sharing the weight so you don't get crushed carrying it alone."
"How do you know?" The question burst out, raw and desperate. "How do you know what's right? What's moral? Everyone speaks with such certainty about God's will, but what if—" I swallowed hard. "What if they're wrong?"
Mrs. Dawes shifted to face me fully, her weathered face thoughtful. "Honey, I'm seventy-two years old and I'm still learning that. But you read scripture, you watch the people around you, and you pay attention to what bears good fruit."
She quoted softly, "'Whoever sows generously will also reap generously.' That's Corinthians, but more than that, it's observable truth. You see what grows from your actions."
"But how do you know what's good fruit?" My voice cracked. "Everyone thinks they're righteous. Everyone believes they're following God's plan."
Something between a laugh and a sigh escaped her. "Grace, sweetheart, you can see it. You are good fruit." She reached back, clasping my hand with surprising strength. "You needed a push at first, sure, but you should trust yourself more. The way you treat others—with real kindness, not performance—that's wonderful. The blessings you bring come back to you."
"I don't feel blessed," I whispered. "I feel lost."
"'Whoever brings blessing will be enriched, and one who waters will himself be watered.'" Her thumb traced circles on my palm, gentle as her voice. "That's Proverbs, but it's also just... life. Give love, and love comes back. Trust love, Grace. Not authority, not rules, not even sermons. Trust love."
The words hung between us, simple and revolutionary. Mrs. Dawes—practical, no-nonsense Mrs. Dawes who ran committees and organized potlucks and never showed weakness—suddenly pulled me into a fierce hug across the center console.
Her arms wrapped around me, solid and warm and completely unexpected. She smelled like cinnamon and laundry soap and something indefinably safe. All her prickliness melted into this moment of pure, uncomplicated care.
"You're going to be alright," she murmured into my hair. "Whatever you're wrestling with, whatever's breaking your heart—you start here. This is love. This is right. You can figure out the rest from there."
I clung to her, this woman who'd shown me service without servitude, strength without dominance. In her embrace, I felt something settle—not answers, exactly, but a foundation. A place to stand while I worked out what goodness actually meant.
When we finally pulled apart, her eyes were suspiciously bright. She cleared her throat, patting my cheek with rough tenderness.
"Now then. Those dishes won't wash themselves."
But her hand squeezed mine once more before we got out of the car. A promise, a blessing, a beginning.
This—whatever this was—felt like truth.
* * *

Sunday service hummed with its usual choreographed energy. I sat between Mom and Micah, hands folded in my lap, the perfect picture of reformed femininity. The praise band swelled through their final number, lights dimmed on cue, and Pastor Kane took the stage with that particular bounce in his step that meant he had news to share.
"Before we close today, I have a wonderful announcement." His voice carried that warm authority that made everything sound divinely ordained. "Two of our finest young people have decided to unite in holy matrimony."
My stomach clenched. Beside me, Mom perked up, always eager for wedding news.
"Ethan Miller and Ruth Talbot will be joining their lives before God." Pastor Kane's smile widened. "And soon—they've asked for my blessing to marry before Christmas, feeling the Lord's call to begin their journey without delay."
The congregation erupted in pleased murmurs. Ethan stood from his pew, face flushed but steady, pulling Ruth up beside him. She wore a trembling smile that looked painted on, her hands clasped so tight her knuckles went white.
"Young love guided by faith," Pastor Kane continued, his gaze sweeping the congregation before landing squarely on me. "Perhaps we can hope for more such announcements soon."
Heat crawled up my neck. Micah shifted beside me, and I felt Mom's hand pat mine approvingly. But all I could see was Ruth's face—that desperate brightness, that manic certainty that this was somehow right.
The math didn't work. Ruth was pregnant with Pastor Kane's child, yet here stood Ethan, dutiful and devoted, accepting congratulations for a marriage that made no sense unless—
Unless he'd been fed some story. Some elaborate theological justification that made this rushed wedding part of God's plan. Ethan would believe anything Pastor Kane told him, would shoulder any burden if it meant serving the Lord.
Lies upon lies, stacked like kindling around us all. I noticed Pastor Kane's wife off to the side, trying to suppress the anger welling up in her as she looked at the new betrothed couple. 
After service, I cornered Ruth in the hallway outside the nursery, away from the congratulations still flowing in the sanctuary.
"Ethan?" My voice came out sharper than intended. "You told me it was Pastor Kane's—"
"Keep your voice down." Ruth's composure cracked, revealing something wild underneath. "It's complicated."
"Complicated? Ruth, you're pregnant with—" I dropped to a whisper, "—with the Pastor's child, and you're marrying Ethan?"
Her chin lifted, that familiar stubborn certainty clicking into place. "Pastor Kane explained everything. Like Abraham and Sarah needed Hagar to fulfill God's promise. Ethan understands his role in the larger plan."
"His role?" The words tasted bitter. "Ruth, listen to yourself."
"This is what God wants." Her voice pitched higher, defensive. "Pastor Kane showed us in scripture—sometimes conventional marriage is just the vessel for something greater. Ethan's honored to provide covering for what God is doing through Pastor Kane and me."
The phrase hit like cold water. What God is doing. As if God had orchestrated this manipulation, this abuse of trust and authority.
"Ruth." I grabbed her shoulders, gentle but firm. "This isn't God's plan. This is Pastor Kane using scripture to—"
"You don't understand." She wrenched away, tears threatening. "You can't understand. You're too new to womanhood, too proud still. But I know my purpose. Pastor Kane and I, we're meant to—Ethan knows, he accepts, it's all arranged—"
"Arranged by who? By the man who got you pregnant and is now marrying you off to cover it up?"
Her face went white, then red. "It's not like that. You'll see. When we're older, when Pastor Kane can acknowledge what we have, you'll see I was right. This is just... temporary. A formality."
She hurried away before I could respond, leaving me alone in the hallway with the terrible clarity of what was happening. Ruth genuinely believed she'd eventually be with Pastor Kane. Ethan believed he was serving God by providing cover. And Pastor Kane had orchestrated it all, twisting scripture into chains.
Mrs. Dawes's words echoed: Trust love, not authority.
But love alone wouldn't untangle this web of lies. Ruth's desperate faith in Pastor Kane's manipulation, Ethan's misguided obedience, the congregation's blind trust—none of it would yield to simple confrontation.
I needed allies. People who could see through the performance to the rot underneath. People who wouldn't just dismiss my concerns as the confusion of someone "new to womanhood."
The promise I'd made Ruth—to keep her secret—felt less binding now. She wasn't confiding in me; she was drowning, pulling others down with her. And silence would only let Pastor Kane continue his deceptions.
I needed help. Real help.
And I knew exactly where to start.






  
  Chapter fifteen








Alliances and Investigations


Mrs. Dawes's kitchen smelled like cinnamon and strong coffee. She'd taken one look at my face when I knocked and pulled me inside without questions, setting a mug in front of me before I'd even sat down. 
"Talk," she said simply.
The words tumbled out—Ruth's pregnancy, Pastor Kane, the rushed engagement to Ethan, the twisted biblical justifications. Mrs. Dawes listened without interrupting, her weathered hands wrapped around her own mug, eyes never leaving mine.
When I finished, she sat back, studying me. "Could Ruth be lying?"
The question startled me. "Lying about... about Pastor Kane being the father?"
"It's possible. Young women in trouble sometimes—"
"No." The certainty surprised me. "I mean, I can't prove she's not, but..." I thought of Ruth's face, that desperate pride when she'd whispered Pastor Kane's name, the way she'd clung to his theological gymnastics like a lifeline. "It's not in her. Ruth doesn't lie—she borrows other people's truths and repeats them until she believes them, but she doesn't invent them herself."
Mrs. Dawes nodded slowly. "Then I trust your sense of right here."
"You do?"
"Grace, you've got good instincts about people. Better than you know." She set down her mug with a sharp click. "And in any case, I very much think it's in Pastor Kane to lie like this."
The venom in her voice made me blink. I'd never heard Mrs. Dawes speak so harshly.
"Men like Kane have been preaching about humility while lining their pockets for centuries." Her hands clenched. "Twisting God's word to justify their appetites, breaking young women and calling it divine will."
"Mrs. Dawes—"
"You know what Christ said about false prophets?" She didn't wait for my answer. "'They come to you in sheep's clothing, but inwardly they are ferocious wolves.' That's Matthew, chapter seven. Not some obscure verse Kane can twist—Christ's own warning."
She leaned forward, fixing me with those sharp eyes. "Trust yourself, Grace. Trust that feeling in your gut that says something's wrong. God gave you that instinct for a reason."
My throat tightened. All my life—as Daniel and now as Grace—I'd been taught to distrust my feelings, to submit them to scripture, to authority, to everyone's interpretation but my own.
"What do I do?" My voice came out small. "Ruth won't listen to me. She thinks this is all God's plan."
Mrs. Dawes's expression softened. "You watch her. Be her friend. That girl's about to go through emotional hell—if she isn't already. Ruth may be believing this on the surface, but she's too smart not to be questioning it underneath. When those doubts break through, she'll need someone who saw the truth all along."
"And Pastor Kane?"
Her jaw tightened. "You might ask some of the other girls casually about their experience with him.  I've got my own investigations to make, people to talk to. We'll discuss what to do later this week." She reached across the table, covering my hand with hers. "For now, you protect Ruth as best you can. Sometimes that's all we can do—stand ready to catch someone when they fall."
I walked home in the gray afternoon light, feeling both steadier and more shattered than I had in weeks. The certainty I'd been building since my transformation—that careful architecture of submission and service—lay in pieces. Everything I'd thought I understood about authority, about faith, about God's order, had crumbled with Ruth's revelation.
Pastor Kane wasn't a flawed but godly man. He was a predator wearing scripture like camouflage.
My parents' house appeared ahead, warm light spilling from the windows. Inside, they'd be preparing dinner, discussing the engagement announcement, praising Pastor Kane's guidance of the youth. Dad would quote something from this morning's sermon. Mom would nod approvingly.
And I'd sit there, holding this terrible knowledge, pretending everything was fine.
But I had Mrs. Dawes. That weathered, practical woman who delivered casseroles and quoted scripture from memory—she'd believed me instantly. More than that, she'd told me to trust myself. To recognize the wolf beneath the wool.
My phone buzzed. A text from Micah about next Friday's youth group. I stared at it, this perfectly normal message from my perfectly appropriate boyfriend, and felt the gulf between what everyone expected me to be and what I was becoming.
I typed back something pleasant and empty.
Mrs. Dawes was right. All I could do now was wait and watch.
And trust that instinct I'd been taught to ignore.
* * *
The cafeteria hummed with its usual chaos, but our corner table felt like an island of forced calm. Ruth picked at her salad, arranging lettuce leaves with the precision of someone avoiding conversation.
"Have you thought about what you want to study?" I asked, desperate to give her something normal to hold onto. "I mean, after graduation?"
Her shoulders relaxed slightly. "I was thinking elementary education. Maybe." She glanced up, then back down. "My mother says it's practical for... for later."
For when you have children, she meant. The unspoken weight pressed between us.
"You'd be good at it. You're patient with the Sunday School kids."
"They're easier than teenagers." A ghost of her old primness flickered through. "Less complicated."
Sarah Mitchell bounced over, practically vibrating with excitement. "Ruth! I heard about the engagement! When's the wedding? Can I help with—"
"Next month." Ruth's voice went flat. "Small ceremony."
"But the flowers! And your dress! We could do lilies, or maybe roses—"
Ruth's hand trembled around her fork. I caught Sarah's arm gently. "Actually, Sarah, I needed to ask you about the Spirit Team banner. Madison said you had ideas?"
Sarah lit up, launching into a detailed explanation of color schemes. Ruth shot me a look of pure gratitude while Sarah sketched invisible designs in the air. When Sarah finally left, Ruth's hand found mine under the table.
"Thank you," she whispered.
Maya dropped into an empty chair, eyeing Ruth's engagement ring with her signature smirk. "So Ethan Miller, huh? Didn't see that coming. He seems a little—"
The death stare came automatically, sharp enough to cut glass. Maya's mouth snapped shut, eyebrows rising.
"Right. None of my business." She grabbed an apple from her bag. "Congrats, Ruth."
Ruth squeezed my hand before letting go. "I should get to class."
After she left, Maya studied me. "That was very protective of you."
"She's going through enough."
"Yeah, I'll bet."
I caught Sarah's arm as she gathered her books for afternoon classes. "Hey, can I ask you something weird?"
"Sure!" She beamed, always eager to help.
"Pastor Kane pulled me aside Sunday, told me how pretty I was looking." I kept my voice casual, examining my nails. "Felt a little... forward? Has he done that with others?"
Sarah giggled, leaning in conspiratorially. "Oh, Pastor Kane's secretly such a flirt! He told me the same thing three months ago, even touched my shoulder." She straightened, pride creeping into her voice. "But when he got a bit pushy, asking if I'd stay after youth group alone, I just smiled and said I had to help my mom. He praised me for being such a moral girl after that."
"So you think it's like... a test?"
"Of course! Making sure we won't give up our virtue, even to him. That's what makes him such a good shepherd—he checks that we're truly committed to purity."
"Right." My stomach turned. "Makes sense."
Sarah bounced away, leaving me with a darker question: how many girls had faced this test? And how many hadn't known the right answer?
Ruth wasn't probably the first. The realization settled like ice in my chest.
The weight of everything—Ruth's pregnancy, Pastor Kane's lies, the whole twisted mess—sat heavy on my chest. When the final bell rang, I grabbed my bag and walked straight past the gym where Spirit Team was gathering. Madison's voice carried through the doors, delegating tasks, but I kept walking.
The afternoon air bit sharp and clean. I walked without direction, just needing movement, needing space to think.
What did I even want anymore?
The question that had haunted me for weeks twisted into something new. Not what should I want, not what would God want, but simply: what did I want?
Was this whole transformation God's idea of a cosmic joke? Punishment for the sin of pride, for thinking I understood His plan? I'd assumed Daniel was righteous, that his certainty meant righteousness.
But what if...
I stopped walking. The thought crystallized, sharp and sudden.
Would I go back?
If God appeared right now, offering to restore Daniel's body, Daniel's life—would I take it?
I thought about Daniel's easy confidence that masked shallow understanding. His friendships built on competition and hierarchy. The way he'd catalogued achievements like trophies, never questioning if they meant anything beyond social currency. How he'd looked at Anna and seen an accessory to his own virtue, not a person.
How he'd never really listened to anyone, just waited for his turn to provide answers.
No.
The word rose from somewhere deeper than thought. Not from duty or resignation or making the best of divine punishment.
No, I wouldn't go back.
She felt happier than he ever had. She listened. She saw people instead of roles. She understood that strength could be quiet, that service could be powerful, that love might look nothing like she'd been taught.
The revelation left me dizzy.
I looked up and realized I'd stopped outside a small clothing boutique. In the window, a dress caught my eye—soft blue, hitting just below the knee, with a subtle flare that suggested movement. Not immodest exactly, but not the shapeless tents my mother kept buying either.
This was a choice. My choice. My first real choice as Grace. 
I had fifty dollars in emergency money. Well, this qualified as an existential emergency.
The fabric felt like water between my fingers. The saleswoman smiled. "That would look lovely on you."
Ten minutes later, I walked out wearing it, my green modest ensemble stuffed in my bag. The dress moved differently than anything I'd worn as Grace—like it acknowledged I had a body worth noticing, worth choosing.
Mom looked up when I walked in, and her eyes widened. I braced for disapproval.
"Oh Grace," she said softly. "You have such good taste. That color is perfect on you."
Something loosened in my chest. This was me. Not Daniel, not the Grace everyone expected.
Just Grace. By choice.
* * *

Before I headed out the next afternoon to join Mrs. Dawes on delivery rounds, I stopped by the music room. I owed someone an apology.
Anna sat alone, her flute catching the late afternoon light. The melody—something Irish and wistful—broke off when she saw me in the doorway. We hadn't been alone since the banquet disaster.
"I'm sorry." The words burst out before I could lose my nerve. "I shouldn't have said what I said. I may feel I'm sinning, but that's for me to deal with, not attack you for it."
Anna set down her flute carefully, those hazel eyes reading me like sheet music. "You think loving me is a sin?"
My chest tightened. "I don't know what I think anymore."
She stood, moving closer but not touching. "Grace—or Daniel, whoever you feel you are—the body you have is what God meant you to have. Romans says we're fearfully and wonderfully made. Not 'made wrong until fixed.' Made as we are, for purpose."
"The Bible also says—"
"The Bible says a lot of things we ignore. When's the last time your church stoned someone for wearing mixed fabrics?" Her voice stayed gentle, but firm. "Leviticus condemns temple prostitution, not love. Jesus never mentioned homosexuality. Not once. But he talked about love constantly."
I grappled with her words, feeling my carefully constructed theology shifting like sand. "I was just getting used to the idea that I was destined to be someone's wife. That that was my role, how I needed to serve God."
Anna stepped closer, close enough that I could smell her shampoo—vanilla and something floral. "Then be my wife."
I blinked, certain I'd misheard. Anna didn't joke. Her expression stayed serious, those eyes holding mine steadily.
"Everyone acts like what I want doesn't matter," she continued, voice gaining strength. "Like I'm just waiting for some man to define my future. But I have the highest grade point average in this school. I have early acceptance to Harvard. Full scholarship."
My mouth opened, closed. Anna never boasted, never demanded recognition. This declaration felt revolutionary coming from her.
"So yeah," she said, a tiny smile playing at her lips, "maybe I'll need a wife. I hear they're very handy."
I couldn't help it—I smiled back. "That's almost a joke, Anna Caldwell."
"I'm learning. Maybe we're both learning to be different than expected."
The space between us hummed with possibility. "Well," I said, trying for lightness despite my racing heart, "I do come with training to be a good wife, don't I?"
Something shifted in Anna's expression—playful confidence I'd never seen before. She pulled me to her, one hand sliding behind my neck, the other finding my waist. The kiss wasn't like the desperate collision at the banquet. This was deliberate, assured, Anna claiming space she'd always been too modest to take.
My hands found her shoulders, her hair, pulling her closer. The world narrowed to vanilla shampoo and warm lips and the absolute rightness of being held like something precious. Every nerve ending sparked alive in ways Daniel's body never had, every point of contact electric.
When we finally broke apart, I couldn't catch my breath. My whole body felt liquid, reformed. I'd never felt more profoundly, viscerally female than in Anna's arms—not when wearing dresses, not when learning to sit properly, not even during Mom's endless femininity lessons. This was embodiment, complete.
"I should probably tell you," Anna murmured against my ear, "I've been reading theology papers. Scholarly interpretations. Did you know the word 'homosexual' didn't appear in the Bible until 1946? That David loved Jonathan 'more than women'? That the centurion Jesus healed was probably asking him to heal his male lover?"
I pulled back to look at her, stunned. "You've been researching?"
"For weeks." Her fingers traced my jaw. "I needed to know if what I felt was wrong. It's not, Grace. Love that makes you more yourself, more compassionate, more present—that's holy. What we have makes me braver, makes you kinder. How could God condemn that?"
The certainty in her voice undid something in me. Not the last knot of doubt—that would take time—but the shame. Anna Caldwell, who'd never demanded anything for herself, was claiming me. Claiming us.
"I have to meet Mrs. Dawes," I whispered, not moving.
"I know." She kissed my forehead, soft as a blessing. "But think about it. Harvard has married student housing."
The future she offered shimmered between us—impossible and radiant and absolutely terrifying.
I pulled back, my thoughts scattering like startled birds. Mrs. Dawes—her steady voice echoing in my mind from just yesterday: "You need to know who your people are, Grace. Allies. People we can trust." The word had struck hard, implying we needed to build a whole alliance to support Ruth.
Anna was watching me, waiting, her hand still resting against my ribs like she was checking my heartbeat.
"Want to come on rounds this afternoon?" The question came out carefully, each word chosen. "Mrs. Dawes and I are delivering meals. We have other things to talk about." I wasn't sure how much I could say yet—Mrs. Dawes deserved the first conversation, deserved to set the boundaries of what could be shared. But God, I wanted Anna there. Wanted her to meet someone who might actually understand, who wouldn't flinch or quote scripture or demand I choose between holiness and her.
"The outreach program?" Anna's expression shifted, becoming thoughtful. "With the meal deliveries?"
"Yeah." I swallowed. "If you're interested. She—Mrs. Dawes might be... she might be someone we can trust. I think. I hope."
The words felt fragile, dangerous, like I was speaking them underwater.






  
  Chapter sixteen








Manipulations and Exposure



The church kitchen smelled like casseroles and industrial soap when we arrived. Mrs. Dawes stood at the counter, her back to us, hands moving efficiently as she sealed aluminum containers. She didn't turn around, just called out, "Grace, you're late. And you brought company."
"Anna offered to help with rounds," I said, trying to sound casual.
Mrs. Dawes glanced over her shoulder, appraising Anna with those sharp blue-gray eyes. "The Caldwell girl. Good hands for service work, I imagine." She turned back to her packing. "Make yourselves useful. Stack those containers by temperature—hot foods in the red bags, cold in the blue."
We worked in silence for a few minutes, the rhythm of sorting and stacking almost meditative. Finally, I cleared my throat. "Mrs. Dawes, I was thinking. About what you said yesterday. About needing allies."
"Mm-hmm."
"Anna could help. Talk to other girls in the church, see if Pastor Kane has been... approaching anyone else. She's good at listening. People trust her."
Mrs. Dawes stopped packing, wiped her hands on her apron. She studied Anna for a long moment. "You know how to keep your mouth shut, girl?"
Anna met her gaze steadily. "Yes, ma'am."
"Good. Because what we're dealing with requires discretion." She resumed packing, but slower now, deliberate. "Grace, tell her about Ruth."
I took a breath and began explaining—Ruth's confession in the bathroom, her certainty she'd be Pastor Kane's second wife, the sudden engagement to Ethan. Anna's face went pale, then flushed with anger.
"That's—" Anna stopped herself, hands clenching. "Ruth's only eighteen."
"And thoroughly convinced she's living out God's plan," Mrs. Dawes said dryly. "The Pastor's very good at making his desires sound like divine will."
We continued packing in tense silence until Mrs. Dawes suddenly asked, "Anything you two want to tell me?" Her tone was conversational, but her eyes missed nothing. "Considering you were barely speaking last week."
My hands stilled on a container lid. Anna went very still beside me.
"We're..." I hesitated, then forced myself to meet Mrs. Dawes' gaze. "We're kind of back together. That way."
The kitchen felt airless. Mrs. Dawes set down the ladle she'd been holding, crossed her arms, and looked at us both for what felt like eternity.
"I don't approve."
My heart dropped through my stomach. After everything, after Ruth, after finding courage—
"Luckily," Mrs. Dawes continued, "you don't need my approval. You need my trust and love. And you have that." She uncrossed her arms, picked up the ladle again. "I trust you to do what you think is right, Grace. You'll have my love even if you make a mistake."
She turned to Anna, and something almost like amusement flickered across her face. "And if Grace is going to make a mistake, she couldn't pick a smarter, more beautiful one."
Anna made a small sound—half laugh, half sob.
"Now," Mrs. Dawes continued, sealing another container with practiced efficiency, "maybe I'm old and making a mistake in my views. But they're my views, and you have to trust and love me for my mistakes too. Fair's fair."
I couldn't speak past the tightness in my throat. This wasn't acceptance exactly—it was something rarer. It was being seen, fully, and still claimed.
"Thank you," I managed.
"Don't thank me. Load the van. Mr. Patterson's insulin needs to stay cold, and Mrs. Chen gets confused if we're late." She handed me the first stack of containers. "And Anna? When you talk to those girls, listen for what they don't say. That's where the truth lives."
* * *
We watched the trap get sprung at church on Sunday.
The sanctuary hummed with anticipation as Pastor Kane stepped back to the microphone, his expression grave. "Before we dismiss, I have one more announcement. A difficult one."
My stomach clenched. Beside me, Mom shifted forward, always eager for church drama wrapped in righteousness.
"Young Ethan has asked to address the congregation," Pastor Kane said, voice heavy with theatrical sorrow. "It takes tremendous courage to confess sin publicly, but true repentance demands it."
Ethan walked to the front, his face pale, shoulders rigid with that same dutiful posture I recognized from my old life. His hands shook as he gripped the podium.
"I—" His voice cracked. He cleared his throat, started again. "I need to confess that I've failed God. I've lain with a woman outside of marriage." The congregation gasped collectively, a sound like wind through wheat. "That's why Ruth and I are marrying quickly. To make right what I've broken."
Pastor Kane placed a paternal hand on Ethan's shoulder. "This young man shows us what accountability looks like. Even when temptation comes in lovely forms—" His gaze swept the congregation meaningfully. "Even when Delilahs and Bathshebas work their wiles, a godly man owns his weakness."
The blood drained from my face as I understood. Across the aisle, Ruth sat frozen, her mother's hand clamped on her wrist. The congregation murmured—sympathy for Ethan, judgment already crystallizing around Ruth. She'd always been too rigid, too controlling. Of course she'd pushed poor, dutiful Ethan too far.
"We must pray," Pastor Kane continued, "for young men facing such trials. And for the young women who must learn that their power to tempt carries terrible responsibility."
Ruth stood abruptly, her chair scraping against the floor. She walked—didn't run, walked—down the aisle with her chin high, but I caught the tremor in her hands, the tears she refused to shed until she pushed through the doors.
I followed without thinking, ignoring Mom's sharp whisper of my name.
The church garden stretched behind the building, ornamental trees creating pockets of shadow. I found Ruth hunched behind a cluster of evergreens, shoulders shaking with silent sobs.
"It's not true," she whispered when she heard my footsteps. "What Ethan said. We never—I never—"
"I know." I sat beside her on the cold ground, not caring about my dress. "Ruth, I know."
She looked up, mascara streaking her cheeks. "But everyone believes him. They'll all think I'm some—some jezebel who corrupted him." Her voice broke. "Maybe Pastor Kane will still—when things calm down, maybe he'll—"
"Ruth." I pulled her against me, feeling her whole body tremble. "He won't. This is what he wanted. Don't you see?"
She pulled back, confusion and dawning horror warring across her face. "But he said—"
"Men like him always say things." Mrs. Dawes' voice cut through the garden shadows. She approached with Anna beside her, both slightly out of breath. "Then they arrange circumstances to their benefit."
Ruth flinched. "You don't understand. Pastor Kane loves—"
"Pastor Kane loves power," Mrs. Dawes said firmly but not unkindly. She lowered herself onto the ground with a small grunt, joints protesting. "And now he has you trapped neat as a rabbit in a snare."
Anna knelt on Ruth's other side, her voice gentle. "Think about it. Who's going to believe you now if you say anything? Ethan just testified you seduced him."
"But I didn't!" Ruth's voice rose, edged with panic.
"We know," I said. "But the congregation doesn't. And when Ethan inevitably can't go through with the marriage—guilt, cold feet, whatever excuse—and Pastor Kane generously offers to 'counsel' you through your shame..."
Ruth's face went white as the full manipulation clicked into place. "He'll look like a hero. Taking in the fallen woman no one else would touch."
"While keeping you exactly where he wants you," Mrs. Dawes finished. "Dependent, isolated, and grateful for any scrap of respectability he allows you."
Ruth doubled over like she'd been punched, a wounded sound escaping her throat. "I thought—I thought God had chosen me for something special."
"Maybe He has," Anna said quietly. "Maybe He's chosen you to help stop this."
Ruth shook her head frantically. "I can't. My parents—they're already so ashamed. My mother could barely look at me when Ethan was speaking."
"Then look at us," I said, gripping her shoulders. "Whatever you need, whatever happens next—we're here."
Mrs. Dawes pulled a handkerchief from her pocket, pressed it into Ruth's trembling hands. "You're not alone, child. That's what he's counting on—your isolation. But you have us."
Ruth looked between us all, tears still falling but something shifting in her expression. The blind devotion cracking, letting something else through. Fear, yes, but also the first flicker of anger.
"He quoted scripture to me," she whispered, repeating the mantra she had said to me repeatedly since disclosing her relationship with the Pastor. "About Abraham and Hagar. About how God sometimes calls men to take multiple wives for His purpose."
"The devil can quote scripture too," Mrs. Dawes said dryly. "Doesn't make him holy."
In the distance, we heard car doors slamming, engines starting—the congregation dispersing to their Sunday lunches, carrying gossip like communion wafers on their tongues. Ruth's reputation dissolving in real time.
"What do I do?" Ruth asked, voice small.
"For now, you survive," Mrs. Dawes said. "And you let us help you do it."
* * *
Monday arrived like a storm front, the high school hallways electric with whispered speculation. I steeled myself for the onslaught, ready to defend Ruth from the inevitable attacks. But I hadn't counted on Maya.
She materialized at Ruth's locker like a vengeful art spirit, paint-stained fingers wrapped around a thermos of what smelled like expensive coffee. "Drink," she commanded, pressing it into Ruth's hands. When Brad Miller started approaching with that self-righteous smirk the God Squad boys perfected, Maya whirled on him.
"Take one more step and I'll tell everyone about your browser history from computer lab."
Brad blanched and retreated. Maya turned back to Ruth, voice dropping to something almost tender. "Ignore the mouth-breathers. They peaked in middle school."
I stared, trying to reconcile this fierce protector with the girl who'd spent months needling Ruth about her citation-heavy speech patterns. Ruth seemed equally stunned, clutching the coffee like a lifeline.
"Why are you—" Ruth started.
"Because I recognize a frame job when I see one," Maya said briskly. "And because you're the only person who actually read my piece on religious iconography in modern graffiti. Even if you did cite three different theologians to disagree with me."
Ruth's eyes filled with fresh tears. Maya awkwardly patted her shoulder, looking vaguely horrified at her own gentleness.
Craig caught up with me between second and third period, his entire question contained in a raised eyebrow and head tilt toward Ruth. "Is it true?"
"No."
"Good enough." He cracked his knuckles and spent the rest of the day intercepting his basketball teammates before they could corner Ruth, redirecting their righteous fury with strategic mentions of their own indiscretions. "Remember junior year at that party, Paul? Maybe don't throw stones."
But it was Sarah Mitchell who surprised me most. She approached during lunch, voice pitched low. "Grace, Pastor Kane's 'counseling sessions' with Ruth..." She trailed off meaningfully.
I kept my face neutral, not ready to make accusations without proof, but something must have shown because Sarah's expression hardened with decision.
"My older sister mentioned something once. About why she stopped going to youth group senior year." She squeezed my hand briefly. "I'm with Ruth."
The real revelation, though, was watching Anna work.
She moved through the school like grace incarnate—and not my kind, not the constructed performance I'd been attempting, but something natural and luminous. She'd appear at girls' lockers with that warm smile, asking about their weekend, their families, their struggles. Casual conversations that somehow wound their way to youth group, to Pastor Kane, to whether anything had ever felt... uncomfortable.
"Rebecca, remember when you said Pastor Kane's prayer sessions made you nervous? What did you mean by that?"
"Lila, you stopped going to the college prep meetings he ran. Your mom said you were too busy, but..."
Each conversation looked effortless, but I saw the careful construction, the way she validated their experiences before gently pressing for truth. When girls hesitated, Anna would share something vulnerable of her own—not manipulation, but invitation. I'll show you my truth if you'll share yours.
I found myself playing support, fetching water when conversations grew emotional, providing tissues, standing silent witness when girls needed to say things they'd never voiced before. The submission I'd been trained to perform as punishment transformed into something else entirely—partnership, maybe. Purpose.
"You're different," Anna said during a quiet moment between classes. We stood in the empty music room, her flute case between us like a bridge. "Watching you help today..."
"I used to quietly hate being in charge," I admitted. "Even when I was good at it, leadership felt like—like wearing a costume that never quite fit, exhausting, something I had to do."
"And now?"
I watched her organizing the notes she'd taken, her mind already three steps ahead, planning the next approach. "Now I realize some people lead because they love the role. And some people—" I gestured at her, "—lead because they love people. There's a difference."
She looked up, hazel eyes bright with something I didn't dare name. "We make a good team."
The word 'helpmeet' rose unbidden in my mind, but for the first time, it didn't feel like diminishment. Not when it meant helping Anna's light shine brighter, watching her wield compassion like a surgical instrument, precise and healing.
"Yeah," I said, my voice steadier than my heart. "We do."
That afternoon, three more girls quietly shared stories. Anna took careful notes while I held hands and offered kleenex. And that felt like enough. 
* * *

The church kitchen smelled like casserole and conspiracy. Mrs. Dawes methodically portioned beef stew while Anna spread her notes across the aluminum counter, each page a testament to violated trust. Ruth sat hunched on a stool, mechanically folding napkins with the precision of someone who needed her hands occupied to keep from falling apart.
"Seven girls total," Anna said, her musician's voice carrying unexpected steel. "Three inappropriate advances, two forced kisses, and—" she paused, knuckles whitening against the counter, "—two he slept with. Including Bethany Morrison. She was fourteen."
The ladle in Mrs. Dawes's hand stilled. Ruth's napkin tore.
"Fourteen." Mrs. Dawes set down the ladle with deliberate care. "Lord have mercy."
"Most won't come forward publicly," Anna continued. "They're terrified. Their parents worship him. The church is their whole world."
"We need leverage," I said, surprising myself with the clinical assessment. Old Daniel's debate instincts surfacing through Grace's quieter exterior. "Something that makes staying silent more costly than speaking up."
Mrs. Dawes dried her hands on her apron—a gesture I'd seen her make a hundred times, but now it carried weight, like a general preparing for battle.
"I made some calls," she said. "To contacts at his previous churches."
We all turned toward her. She pulled a small notebook from her purse, pages covered in her cramped handwriting.
"Pastor Kane's last church in Indiana—spotless record. Model behavior for three years. But his first church in Missouri..." She adjusted her reading glasses. "Left under interesting circumstances. Official story: mutual parting over 'theological differences.' Unofficial story: he left his first wife for a young girl who'd gotten pregnant."
Ruth's hands stilled completely.
"The girl claimed a teenage boy from the youth group was responsible, then the boy supposedly abandoned her. Pastor Kane stepped in as her 'spiritual counselor,' divorced his wife citing abandonment of marital duties, and married the girl six months later." Mrs. Dawes looked up over her glasses. "That girl's name was Camilla Romero."
The kitchen fell silent except for the industrial refrigerator's hum.
"Mrs. Kane," Ruth whispered. Understanding dawned across her face, then crumbled into something worse. "She knew. This whole time, she knew what he was doing to me."
"Not just knew," Mrs. Dawes said gently. "She lived it. My contact mentioned darker rumors—suggestions the pregnancy story was cover for something else—but the church board buried it to 'protect' Camilla."
Anna's hand found mine under the counter, squeezing hard. I squeezed back, grateful for the anchor.
"That's why she kept giving me those looks," Ruth said, voice rising. "Why she'd pull me aside and tell me to 'be careful with my reputation.' She wasn't warning me—she was marking territory."
"Or trying to protect you the only way she knew how," Mrs. Dawes suggested, though skepticism colored her tone.
"So we have a pattern," Anna said, already strategizing. "Multiple churches, multiple victims, and a wife who's both victim and potential accomplice. But we still need the girls to speak up."
"What if they don't have to?" I asked. "What if we make him confess?"
Three heads turned toward me.
"Grace," Mrs. Dawes warned, "that's dangerous thinking."
But Anna's eyes lit with possibility. "No, wait. If we could record him, get him talking about Ruth, about the others..."
"He's too careful for that," Ruth said bitterly. "Everything he does has plausible deniability. Even with me, it's all wrapped in scripture and spiritual authority."
Mrs. Dawes resumed ladling stew, but I caught the thoughtful set of her jaw. "Sometimes," she said carefully, "the righteous path requires unrighteous methods."






  
  Chapter seventeen








Lies and Truth



Mrs. Dawes sealed the last container of stew with practiced efficiency, then turned to face us fully. The fluorescent lights cast harsh shadows across her weathered face, making her look older—or maybe just revealed the weight she'd been carrying all along.
"Pastor Kane holds a private 'discipleship session' every Thursday evening in his study," she said. "For select young women he deems in need of special spiritual guidance."
Ruth's intake of breath confirmed what we all suspected.
Anna leaned forward. "You're suggesting we—"
"I'm suggesting nothing." Mrs. Dawes's tone carried the same matter-of-fact quality she used when explaining casserole ingredients. "But if someone were to accidentally leave their phone recording in the bookshelf during Thursday's session, and if that person happened to be discussing their 'spiritual struggles' with female attraction..." Her gaze settled on me.
My stomach twisted. "You want me to bait him."
"I want justice," she corrected. "And sometimes justice requires fishing with the right lure."
"That's insane," Ruth protested. "He'll know something's up. Grace has been avoiding him since—" She stopped herself, but we all knew she meant since discovering her pregnancy.
Mrs. Dawes pulled a church bulletin from her apron pocket, unfolding it to reveal next Sunday's announcement page. "The Winter Revival planning committee meets Wednesday. Pastor Kane specifically requested Grace join the decorating team—'to demonstrate her continued growth in feminine service.'"
I recognized the trap within the trap. He wanted me visible, compliant, performing my role as the transformed sinner made righteous. But Mrs. Dawes saw opportunity where I saw suffocation.
"Approach him after the meeting," she instructed. "Express confusion about your feelings. Tell him Anna has been... persistent. That you're struggling with temptation and need guidance. His ego won't resist the chance to 'save' you—especially if he thinks he's converting you into another Ruth."
The comparison stung Ruth visibly, but she nodded. "He loves being the hero in his own story."
"What makes you think he'll say anything incriminating?" I asked.
Mrs. Dawes's smile held no warmth. "Because men like Pastor Kane can't help but brag when they think they've won."
Ruth's fingers twisted around her purity ring, spinning it like she was trying to unscrew her own confusion. "Grace—Anna. Are you..." The words caught in her throat. I could see her searching for language that wouldn't condemn us both—dating seemed too casual, but anything biblical would cut like scripture-sharpened glass. "Together?"
The question hung in the kitchen air between the lingering smell of beef stew and industrial disinfectant. Ruth looked lost, like someone had rearranged all the furniture in her moral universe while she wasn't looking.
Anna's hand found mine under the prep counter. Not hiding, just there.
"Which brings us to the downside of this plan," Mrs. Dawes said, her voice gentle but uncompromising. She pulled out a metal stool and sat down heavily, suddenly looking every one of her sixty-eight years. "Recording Pastor Kane means exposing yourselves in ways there may be no walking back from. The whole congregation will know. Your families will know."
She looked between Anna and me, those sharp blue-gray eyes seeing everything we hadn't said yet.
"You ready for that? Your relationship ready for that?"
The word 'relationship' made it real in a way that stolen glances and two desperate kisses hadn't. I felt Anna's pulse through her palm—quick but steady, like she was counting measures in her head.
We looked at each other. Really looked. Not the guilty dart of eyes across the sanctuary or the careful distance we'd maintained in hallways. Anna's hazel eyes held that same penetrating quality they'd always had, reading beneath the surface, but now I let her see what was there. The fear. The want. The exhaustion of performing Grace while discovering she might actually be me.
"If we're asking girls to come forward with their secrets," Anna said, still holding my gaze, "the best way to do that is to tell ours."
Her voice carried that melodic certainty I'd always admired—not performed confidence like mine had been as Daniel, but truth arriving in real time. She turned to Ruth. "We can't fight lies with more lies. That's his game, not ours."
I thought about all the costumes I'd worn—Daniel's letterman jacket, Grace's modest skirts, the good girlfriend performance with Micah. Each one a kind of lie, a version of myself edited for approval. The thought of standing in front of the congregation as myself—not Daniel, not the Grace they'd constructed, but whoever I was becoming—terrified me more than any transformation.
But Anna was right. We were drowning in secrets, all of us. Ruth with her pregnancy and delusions about being a biblical second wife. The congregation with their performed piety hiding who knew what private struggles.
"We don't want to be living in secrets," I said, surprised by my own voice—not the modulated feminine tone I'd been practicing or Daniel's commanding cadence, but something in between. Something mine. "Too many lies already all around us."
Ruth made a sound between a laugh and a sob. "Everything I thought was truth is a lie, and everything I called sin might be..." She couldn't finish, but her eyes moved between Anna's hand on mine and Mrs. Dawes's steady presence. "Love?"
Mrs. Dawes stood, brushing imaginary flour from her apron. "Thursday's session is in three days. That gives us time to prepare the recording device and shore up our courage." She moved to the sink, running water over the dirty pots with mechanical precision. "And time for you all to decide what truth you're willing to live in, and what that might cost you."
The water drummed against metal, a mundane sound that somehow felt like countdown.
* * *

The Winter Revival planning committee gathered around folding tables in the fellowship hall, surrounded by sample posters and glitter pens. I'd dressed deliberately—my longest skirt, a high-necked blouse that made me look like I was auditioning for Little House on the Prairie. Every detail calculated to project submission.
Sarah Mitchell passed me the poster board, beaming. "Grace, you're so good at lettering! Can you do 'Revival of Hearts' in that pretty script?"
I bent over the poster, keeping my movements small, contained. The careful femininity I'd been practicing felt like armor now—protection for what I was about to do.
Pastor Kane's voice carried from the hallway before he appeared, that practiced warmth preceding him like cologne. He leaned into the doorframe, surveying his kingdom of busy women.
"Ladies, the Lord's work looks beautiful in your hands."
My stomach twisted, but I kept my eyes on the poster, adding unnecessary flourishes to buy time. Then, before courage could fail me, I stood.
"Pastor Kane? Could I speak with you privately? I need spiritual guidance."
His eyebrows rose—interest sparked. "Of course, Grace. My office?"
In the hallway, I kept my voice low, trembling. Not entirely an act. "I'm struggling with... inappropriate feelings. Attraction to—" I let shame color my cheeks. "To the wrong sex. These thoughts won't leave me alone."
His expression shifted through sympathy to something sharper. Professional concern mixed with barely concealed excitement—another soul to save, another testimony to craft.
"Grace." He touched my shoulder, fatherly but possessive. "You're being tested, but not abandoned. I have extended counseling sessions Thursday evenings for particularly challenging cases." His thumb pressed slightly. "Seven o'clock. We'll work through this together, find your path back to righteousness."
"Thank you," I whispered, letting tears threaten. "I want to be right with God."
His smile held triumph already. "You will be."
The office door clicked shut behind me with the finality of a trap springing. Pastor Kane gestured to the counseling chair—soft leather positioned just close enough to his desk to feel intimate.
"Tell me everything, Grace. Confession is the first step toward healing."
I twisted my hands in my lap, letting real anxiety bleed through. "I keep waiting for my desires to change, like the doctors said they would. But I still..." My voice caught. "I'm still attracted to women. To Anna specifically. But it's different now—a womanly attraction, if that makes sense. Which makes it feel like even more of a sin."
His eyes sharpened with professional interest. "The flesh wars against the spirit. Continue."
"With Micah, I try so hard to feel something. But no man has been able to excite my body." I emphasized each word, watching his jaw tighten slightly. "I worry I'll never be able to serve a future husband properly if I can't—if my body won't respond."
"Micah is just a boy." The dismissal came quick, almost reflexive. Pastor Kane rose from behind his desk, moving closer. "Sexual response in its proper place is a biological drive, Grace. Your leftover male brain may be short-circuiting your body's natural functions."
He perched on the arm of my chair, close enough that I could smell his aftershave—something expensive and assertive. "While I don't encourage premarital intimacy, the Song of Solomon speaks of climbing the palm tree, laying hold of its branches." His voice dropped lower. "Sometimes the body needs to be awakened to its purpose."
Tears came easily—fear and revulsion mixing with the performance. "Please, take this sin from my body. If your touch could help—what should I do?"
"First, touch yourself." His hand ghosted over my arm. "Above and below. See if you can awaken what God intended. And if you need it—only to overcome these sinful thoughts—I can help your body's natural forces drive them out."
I wanted evidence, needed it, but when his hands found my breasts through the thin fabric, every cell in my body screamed to pull away. I forced myself still, let him begin to massage, managed to whisper, "That feels good."
"Does this excite you?" The question carried weight, expectation.
The truth was pure disgust, bile rising in my throat. But I'd gotten what we needed. I cried out—real tears now—and pulled my dress closed, hands shaking.
"I'm sorry, I can't—"
"No, no, no." His voice shifted to pastoral comfort, though frustration flickered beneath. "You did well. You should want to resist a man's touch at first. This is natural modesty fighting against healing."
He stood, adjusting his shirt cuffs with practiced ease. "We can work on this problem another session. Go more in-depth, really solve it. You should feel proud—confronting sin takes courage and dedication."
I stumbled from the office, legs unsteady, skin crawling where he'd touched me. But beneath the violation, beneath the nausea, lived a spark of satisfaction.
Anna's phone was still recording, hidden behind his devotional books.
The hallway stretched empty before me, fluorescent lights harsh after the dim office. I made it to the women's bathroom before my hands really started shaking. In the mirror, my reflection looked pale but determined.
I splashed cold water on my cheeks, trying to wash away the feeling of his hands. The recording would be enough. It had to be.
* * *
I stood before Pastor Kane in the empty sanctuary, morning light filtering through frosted windows. "I'd like to give witness today. About my progress becoming the vessel God expects."
His eyes lit with satisfaction. "Wonderful, Grace. Your testimony will inspire others struggling with divine correction."
By the time services started, every pew had filled. I sat in the front row, hands folded, the picture of reformed femininity. When Pastor Kane called me forward after his sermon, I rose slowly, smoothing my modest dress.
"Thank you, Pastor." My voice carried soft and clear through the sanctuary. "These months since my transformation have taught me so much about God's expectations."
Approving murmurs rippled through the congregation. My parents sat straighter, pride evident.
"I've learned about submission, about service, about accepting correction." I paused, meeting Pastor Kane's pleased gaze. "But one lesson stands above all others."
The sanctuary stilled.
"If I've failed at times in being a proper woman, I've noticed men fail quite often in their responsibilities too."
Pastor Kane's expression shifted, wariness creeping in.
"Some men abuse their position to exploit young women." I looked directly at him. "They diminish them, hurt them. Some sleep with vulnerable girls, then pretend another did so to keep their high position."
Ruth stood on cue, trembling but resolute. Gasps echoed through the pews as understanding dawned.
"Or they accost a vulnerable girl," I continued, voice strengthening, "physically molesting them while claiming to minister."
Pastor Kane stepped forward, pastoral authority radiating from every gesture. "It's tragic that Grace's mind has been addled. Some evil has entered her spirit, causing her to speak such untruths—"
Anna's phone, connected to the sanctuary's sound system, erupted to life.
"First, touch yourself." Pastor Kane's recorded voice filled the space. "Above and below. See if you can awaken what God intended."
The congregation froze.
"And if you need it—only to overcome these sinful thoughts—I can help your body's natural forces drive them out."
My mother's hand flew to her mouth. My father's face drained of color.
"Does this excite you?"
Voices rose throughout the church—shock, anger, disbelief crashing together.
Pastor Kane raised his hands, desperate to regain control. "This woman is possessed by unnatural inclinations! She admitted lusting for other women! This was merely an attempt to help—"
Anna stepped forward from the side aisle. Where I might be dismissed as damaged, Anna embodied everything the church valued in young womanhood—pure, modest, unimpeachable.
"And does that excuse you molesting her?" Her clear voice cut through his protests. "As you have so many other girls?"
The sanctuary fell silent.
"Yes, you can expose our sins to hide your own." Anna's chin lifted. "But maybe you should take the log out of your own eye first. Judge us as you will—Grace felt exposing this harm worth more than hiding."
A girl in the middle section stood shakily. "He pressured me too. Said it was counseling, that I needed to learn proper submission."
Another rose. "He kissed me in his office. Told me not to tell anyone or I'd be seen as a temptress."
A third, voice breaking: "We... we had sex. He said God had chosen me for him, that his wife didn't understand his calling."
Then little Bethany—fourteen years old, still in her Sunday School dress—stood with tears streaming down her face.
"The Pastor..." Her voice cracked. "He came inside me."
Dead silence. Even breathing seemed to stop.
Then pandemonium—shouts of rage from fathers, wails from mothers, accusations flying like shrapnel. The sanctuary transformed into chaos, years of suppressed suspicions and ignored warnings erupting at once.
Mrs. Dawes stepped forward, commanding despite her small stature. She gestured to several male elders, who stood frozen in their pews.
When they didn't move, she spoke with careful precision that somehow carried over the din: "I suggest we appoint a board to review Pastor Kane's tenure based on these allegations. Immediately."
The sanctuary split into factions, voices rising like competing tides. Some men shouted about false accusations, about Jezebel spirits corrupting innocent girls. Others demanded immediate action, fists clenched, ready to drag Pastor Kane from the pulpit themselves.
My father stood between the groups, hands raised, his accountant's mind desperately seeking order. "Perhaps—perhaps there's been misunderstanding. The Pastor's methods may have been... unorthodox, but surely his intentions—"
He couldn't finish. Even he heard how hollow it sounded.
Ethan sat rigid in his pew, face drained of color, staring at Ruth's engagement ring like it might explain everything. His world—so carefully structured, so certain—had shattered in minutes. When someone mentioned his name in connection with Ruth's pregnancy, he flinched as if struck.
Across the aisle, Micah watched me with an expression I'd never seen before. Not the eager devotion from our arranged dates, not the confused attraction he'd fought against. Just... understanding. When our eyes met, I offered the gentlest smile I could manage, a small shrug that said I'm sorry and it was never going to work all at once.
Something shifted in his face—resignation mixed with what might have been relief. He nodded once, then looked away.
Mrs. Dawes had already gathered the girls who'd spoken, Ruth helping despite her own trembling hands.
Anna's hand found mine, warm and steady. She pulled gently, and I followed without hesitation. We slipped through the side door as voices rose behind us—some calling for police, others for prayer, a few still defending their shepherd.
The morning air hit cold against my flushed skin. Anna didn't let go of my hand as we walked toward the parking lot, toward whatever came next.
I'd become the distraction, the controversial figure who'd divide opinion. But Anna—Anna they couldn't dismiss. And the other girls, finding courage in numbers, their voices finally heard.
God's house was burning behind us, but for the first time in months, I could breathe.
I was happy to follow Anna.  Wherever that would lead. 






  
  Chapter eighteen








Epilogue: A New Home


Ismoothed down the blue dress one last time, the soft fabric falling just right over the petticoat I'd borrowed from Mom's closet. The extra layer made it swish when I walked—maybe a bit much for this new church, but old habits died hard. I caught my reflection in the hallway mirror and almost laughed. I think I look beautiful in it, but that's beside the point—this is the dress I picked, and if I'm selecting a new church, that makes it exactly right. 
"Grace, she's here!" Lydia called from downstairs, not bothering to hide her excitement.
Anna stood in our foyer, wearing a simple green dress that made her eyes shine. She'd started wearing her hair down more often—not for attention, but because she'd stopped apologizing for it. The sight of her still made my chest tight, though now I didn't pray it away.
Mom bustled past, purse in hand. "Morning, Anna dear. You girls ready?"
The absence of Dad's presence hung in the air like morning fog. He'd left earlier for First Covenant, jaw set in that particular way that meant discussion was closed. I understood. The new pastor there seemed decent enough—young, earnest, genuinely horrified by his predecessor's actions—so Dad couldn't abandon ship. Not yet. Maybe not ever.
"It's still his church," Mom had said quietly last night, finding me in the kitchen. "All his friends, his whole adult life. Give him time."
Time. Everything took time now.
We piled into Mom's sedan, Lydia claiming shotgun with a smirk that dared anyone to challenge her. Anna's hand found mine in the backseat, fingers interlacing like they belonged there. Mom caught it in the rearview mirror but said nothing—just adjusted the radio to something classical.
Mrs. Dawes had been blunt about our options. "Even with young Pastor Mitchell, that congregation won't bend much on doctrine. They'll tolerate you two if you're discrete, sit separately, don't make them confront it. But that's no way to live, child. Faith shouldn't require you to lie about love."
She'd paused, hands dusty with flour from the church kitchen. "Course, you're always welcome on my rounds. Both of you. Ministry happens outside buildings too."
I'd already marked Tuesdays and Thursdays in my planner. Some things transcended denominations.
The new church—Grace Fellowship, though everyone just called it "the liberal church"—sat closer to downtown, its parking lot already half-full. Maya waited by the entrance, hands shoved in her jacket pockets, looking simultaneously bored and protective.
"Can't believe I'm voluntarily at church," she muttered as we approached. "Ruth's corrupting me."
Ruth stood just inside, four months along now but carrying it with surprising dignity. The scared girl who'd clung to Pastor Kane's words had transformed into something fiercer. She'd testified to the police, helped three other victims come forward, started volunteering at the women's shelter downtown. The Bible quotes had mostly stopped, replaced by a quieter kind of faith she kept close to her chest.
"Morning," she said simply, falling into step with us. No more elaborate greetings or forced brightness. Just Ruth, learning to be herself without a script.
The sanctuary felt different from First Covenant—warmer wood, stained glass that threw rainbow patterns across the pews, a female associate pastor adjusting the microphone. The music started, and it was good—really good. A pianist who actually understood dynamics, a small choir that harmonized without overwhelming. Anna's hand tightened in mine when they began a piece she recognized from her orchestra days.
The sermon was... well, Maya wasn't wrong about "hippie-dippy." Reverend Patricia talked about love as radical action, about Christ's table having no gatekeepers. She used words like "inclusion" and "justice" without irony. Part of me missed the theatrical certainty of the old sermons—the commanding voice, the absolute conviction. This felt gentler, more questioning. Like faith could be a conversation instead of a declaration.
I'd probably never get both—the fire-and-brimstone oratory and Anna's hand in mine during the service. But watching her listen, really listen, to a sermon for the first time in months, the choice felt easy.
After the service, we lingered in the fellowship hall, sipping coffee that actually tasted decent. Ruth sat heavily in a folding chair, one hand on her growing belly, while Maya sketched the stained glass patterns in her notebook. Mom chatted with other parents, already volunteering for the next potluck.
I couldn't say if the virus was God's destiny for me or just a virus—still God's work, no doubt, but maybe not some special message for Daniel Whitford. The old me would've needed that certainty, would've demanded to know exactly what divine plan justified such upheaval. But standing there, watching Anna help an elderly woman with her walker, I realized I didn't need the answer anymore.
If it was a message, I no longer thought it was Job-like punishment. How could it be?
The virus hadn't taken away my faith—it had stripped away the performance of it, leaving something rawer but more real. Every day now felt like an active choice to believe, not just inherited doctrine. Mrs. Dawes had taught me that faith lived in small acts: delivering groceries, holding Ruth while she cried, choosing love over reputation.
My family relationships had transformed too. Okay, maybe not with Dad—but that had been surface-level before, built on his pride in a son who reflected his values. Now Mom and I actually talked, really talked, while cooking dinner or folding laundry. She'd started taking community college classes, inspired by something she couldn't quite name. And Lydia—God, I'd barely had a sister before, just a sarcastic presence at the dinner table. Now we fought like real siblings, laughed like real friends, stayed up too late discussing everything from theology to boys to whether Mom's casserole recipe could be saved.
And Anna. I'd had Anna before but hadn't known what I had—like owning a masterpiece painting but keeping it in storage. Now she was the light that made everything else make sense.
The virus, if it was anything, was a beautiful gift.
I'd submitted applications to various colleges around Boston, hoping at least one would accept me. If that didn't work out, I could always take a gap year—wait tables somewhere, maybe even try working at a daycare since I'd discovered how much I enjoyed being around young children. Holding Anna's hand, I did start to imagine having our own kids running around some day.
And in the meantime, I could be the stability while Anna navigated her first brutal year at Harvard. Make dinner when she forgot to eat, quiz her with flashcards, remind her that brilliance wasn't the only thing that mattered. It felt like a different kind of strength—choosing to be the foundation while someone else reached for the sky.  I'd learned something about myself these past months: I was good at supporting people. Not in the submissive, self-erasing way I'd been taught, but actively, purposefully. 
Beside me, Anna shifted closer, her thumb tracing circles on my palm. The gesture was small, private, but in this space, it didn't have to be hidden.
"Okay?" she whispered.
I squeezed back, feeling Mom's accepting glance, Lydia's satisfied smirk, Ruth's tentative smile,  Maya's grinning approval.
"Yeah," I whispered back. "I'm good."
I let the warmth of the fellowship all around us settle over me—quiet acceptance, offered hands, faces that saw me whole. Maybe this was what fellowship truly meant: gathering in shared uncertainty, trusting God's hand even when we couldn't yet see the path He was weaving.
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