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Close the door before you start.

Silence your notifications and your doubts.

Some experiences deserve your full attention.

— R. Vale
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Chapter One – Palm Sunday

The cassock felt heavier than Daniel remembered.

He stood before the bathroom mirror in the rectory guest room, adjusting the white collar at his throat for the third time in as many minutes. The fabric sat stiff against his skin, unfamiliar after months of civilian clothes during his final seminary term in Edinburgh. Three weeks. That was all that remained between him and ordination. Three weeks of assisting Pastor Hart through Holy Week, then the ceremony that would seal his vocation irrevocably.

His reflection stared back with an expression he didn’t quite recognise. Composed. Serene. The face of a man at peace with his calling.

The lie of mirrors.

beneath the surface, something coiled tight in his chest—a tension he had learned to name as testing. That was how his spiritual director framed these moments of doubt: not as weakness, but as refinement. Gold through fire. Faith forged in the crucible of uncertainty.

Daniel exhaled slowly and turned from the glass.

Through the window, he could see the church steeple rising against a grey Scottish sky. St. Margaret’s had been his home parish since childhood, its stone walls witness to his first communion, his confirmation, the funeral of his mother. He knew every crack in the plaster, every worn groove in the wooden pews. Returning should have felt like coming home.

Instead, it felt like stepping into a current he couldn’t quite name.

The Palm Sunday service began at ten.

Daniel processed down the centre aisle behind Pastor Hart, palms pressed together in front of his chest, eyes forward. The congregation rose around them, waving palm fronds in careful synchrony, their voices lifting the opening hymn toward the vaulted ceiling. He recognised faces he’d known his entire life. Mrs. Calloway in her usual pew, third row left, her silver hair pinned beneath a lace mantilla. The MacIntyre family with their four children arranged by age like nesting dolls. Elder Thompson standing at the back, arms crossed, watchdog as ever.

This was his community. His people.

So why did the air feel thick with something he couldn’t identify?

Pastor Hart reached the altar and turned to face the congregation, his baritone voice filling the space with practiced ease. At sixty-four, Michael Hart commanded a room through presence rather than volume. His silver hair swept back from a high forehead, his bearing straight despite the slight stoop that had crept into his shoulders over the past year. He had been pastor here for three decades, had baptised Daniel as an infant, had guided him through every spiritual crisis of his youth.

And now he would hand over this flock to Daniel’s care.

“We welcome with joy our brother Daniel,” Hart said, gesturing toward him with an open palm. “Some of you watched him grow within these walls. You witnessed his dedication, his study, his answered calling. In three weeks’ time, he will stand before God and the Church and commit his life to sacred service. Today, we are blessed to have him assist us through Holy Week.”

Murmurs of approval rippled through the pews. Daniel inclined his head, the gesture rehearsed, automatic. He had learned to receive praise without absorbing it, to let words wash over him like water over stone. Pride was the first trap. Attachment to reputation, the second.

The service continued with the blessing of the palms, the Gospel reading, the procession through the church. Daniel moved through each element with fluid precision, his body remembering rituals his mind had long since internalised. Incense curled upward in lazy spirals. Candlelight flickered against the stained glass. The familiar rhythm of liturgy settled around him like a second skin.

This was where he belonged. He was certain of it.

Almost certain.

He first saw her during the second hymn.

The doors at the back of the sanctuary opened with a creak that cut through the organ’s swell, and a figure slipped through with the practiced ease of someone who knew exactly how late was fashionable. Daniel’s gaze lifted from his hymnal without conscious thought, drawn by the shift in the congregation’s energy—a collective inhalation, a turning of heads, a stiffening of spines.

She wore red.

The dress was modest by any objective standard—three-quarter sleeves, a hem below the knee—but in a sanctuary filled with muted pastels and funeral blacks, it burned like a brand. Her dark hair fell loose around her shoulders, unusual in a church where most women covered or pinned their hair for services. Red lipstick. Dark glasses that she removed slowly, tucking them into a handbag that probably cost more than his monthly stipend.

Evelyn Hart.

The pastor’s daughter.

Daniel hadn’t seen her in six years, not since she’d left for university and never returned except for brief, explosive visits that lit the town’s gossip networks ablaze. He remembered her differently—gangly and sharp-tongued at sixteen, always at odds with her father, always on the verge of some small rebellion. The woman who now stood at the back of the church had refined that rebellion into something polished. Deliberate.

Dangerous.

Their eyes met across the sanctuary.

Daniel felt the contact like a physical touch, a line of heat connecting his chest to hers across forty feet of worn carpet and polished pews. She didn’t look away. Didn’t demure or drop her gaze as propriety demanded. Instead, she held him with an expression that might have been curiosity, might have been challenge, might have been something else entirely.

His voice caught on the third line of the hymn.

It was barely perceptible—a fractional hesitation, a note that didn’t quite sustain. But he felt it, felt the crack in the wall he’d spent years building around his composure. He recovered instantly, his voice finding purchase, the hymn continuing without disruption.

But she had noticed.

He saw it in the slight curve of her lips, the ghost of a smile that appeared and vanished like morning frost. She moved to the last pew, sliding in beside Mrs. Calloway, who stiffened visibly but didn’t move away. Throughout the remainder of the hymn, Daniel felt her attention like a spotlight, impossible to ignore, impossible to address.

He didn’t look at her again.

But he wanted to.

That wanting sat in his chest like a stone through the remainder of the service.

After the benediction, Daniel stood at the front of the church receiving well-wishers. The queue wound past the baptismal font and toward the nave, each member of the congregation eager to shake his hand, to ask about his studies, to comment on how tall he’d grown, how like his father he looked. He smiled and nodded and offered the responses he’d given a hundred times before, his mind only half-present.

The other half tracked her movement through the crowd.

She didn’t approach him. Instead, she drifted along the edges of the room, speaking briefly with a few younger members of the congregation, accepting a cup of tea from the volunteers in the church hall. She moved with a fluid grace that drew eyes without demanding them, aware of the space she occupied and how to make it hers.

Mrs. Calloway appeared at his elbow, her grip surprisingly firm on his forearm.

“A word of caution, Daniel.” Her voice dropped to a near-whisper. “She’s been back three days and already the talk has started again. Whatever you do, don’t let her corner you alone.”

He knew without asking who she meant. “I appreciate your concern, Mrs. Calloway.”

“Concern isn’t the word.” Her lips pursed. “That girl has been trouble since she was fourteen. You remember the incident with the youth group? The photographs?”

He didn’t, but he sensed the weight behind her words. “I was away at university by then.”

“Count yourself fortunate. The whole town saw what she’s capable of.” The older woman leaned closer. “Some people are simply broken, Daniel. No amount of prayer can fix what’s wrong inside them.”

He should have let the comment pass. Should have smiled and moved on. But something in her certainty needled at him.

“Perhaps,” he said carefully, “brokenness is exactly what prayer is for.”

Mrs. Calloway’s expression flickered with something that might have been disapproval, but she released his arm and moved away without further comment. Daniel watched her go, aware that he had just taken a side in a conflict he didn’t fully understand.

He found Pastor Hart in the sacristy after the congregation had dispersed, removing his vestments with the mechanical efficiency of three decades’ practice.

“A successful first service,” Hart said without turning. “You’ve grown comfortable in the role.”

“It feels like coming home, sir.”

“Home.” Hart hung the chasuble in the wardrobe, his movements slow, deliberate. “An interesting word. For some, home is comfort. For others, it is the place where they learned to hide.”

Daniel waited. He had learned that Pastor Hart often spoke in spirals, approaching difficult subjects through indirection.

“Did you see Evie this morning?”

The question landed with more weight than its casual tone suggested. “I did. She was difficult to miss.”

Hart turned then, his expression unreadable. “My daughter has… gifts. For provocation. For disruption. She spent the past four years in London, and I had hoped distance might mature her. Instead, she returns more determined to wound.”

“Wound whom?”

A long pause. “Everyone who cares for her. Herself most of all.”

Daniel had never heard Pastor Hart speak of his daughter with anything but carefully composed neutrality. This fracture in the facade felt significant, though he couldn’t say why.

“Is there something specific I should know, sir?”

Hart’s eyes met his, and for a moment, Daniel glimpsed something beneath the pastoral composure. Exhaustion, perhaps. Or something darker.

“Only this: she will try to unsteady you. It gives her satisfaction to prove that piety is performance, that faith is fragile. Do not engage with her provocations. Do not be alone with her. And whatever you do—” He broke off, looking away. “Forgive me. I speak as a father, not a pastor.”

“The two are not so easily separated, I imagine.”

“No.” Hart’s voice softened. “No, they are not.”

He left the sacristy without another word, and Daniel stood alone in the small room, surrounded by the scent of incense and old wood, trying to name the unsettled feeling that had taken root in his chest.

The church was empty when he finally emerged from the sacristy. Or nearly empty.

She sat in the last pew, alone, her red dress a slash of colour against the dark wood. Her head was bowed, her hands folded in her lap. The posture of prayer. Except that as Daniel approached, he realised her eyes were open, fixed on the altar ahead with an expression he couldn’t read.

“Miss Hart.”

She looked up slowly, and he felt the impact of her full attention like a wave breaking against rock. Up close, he could see details he’d missed from a distance. The fine lines at the corners of her eyes that suggested either laughter or exhaustion. A small scar at her hairline, half-hidden by dark hair. The slight asymmetry of her mouth, one corner naturally higher than the other.

“Miss Hart,” she repeated, her voice lower than he’d expected, with a roughness that suggested either recent sleep or recent cigarettes. “That’s formal, isn’t it? I remember when you were Danny Mercer, the boy who dropped his hymnal every Sunday without fail.”

“I was ten years old.”

“And now you’re Father Mercer. Or nearly.” Her gaze dropped deliberately to his collar. “Though that looks uncomfortable. Does it chafe?”

Daniel felt his jaw tighten and consciously relaxed it. “It serves its purpose.”

“Which is?”

“To remind me of what I’ve chosen.”

She considered this, her head tilting slightly. “And what have you chosen, Daniel? If you don’t mind my asking.”

The use of his first name felt like a transgression, though he couldn’t have said why. They had known each other as children, had attended the same Sunday school classes, had shared the same communion wine. The familiarity was earned.

But something in the way she said it—low, deliberate, with the ghost of a smile playing at her lips—made it feel like something else entirely.

“I’ve chosen to serve.”

“Serve.” She tested the word. “Serve God? Serve the Church? Serve my father’s ambitions for a worthy successor?”

“That’s a cynical reading.”

“I’m a cynical person.” She rose from the pew with a fluid motion, and he was suddenly aware of how close she stood, near enough that he could smell her perfume—something warm and dark, jasmine and sandalwood. “Tell me something, Daniel. In all those years of seminary, did you ever once doubt? Did you ever wake at three in the morning and wonder if you’d made the wrong choice?”

The question landed too close to truth. He held her gaze with effort. “Doubt is part of faith.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only answer I have.”

She smiled then, and it transformed her face. Without it, she was beautiful in the sharp, angular way of fashion plates and magazine covers. With it, she became something else—approachable, almost. Human.

“I like you, Daniel. I’d forgotten that.” She stepped past him toward the door, her shoulder brushing his arm. The contact was brief, accidental, and electric. “I’ll see you at choir rehearsal tomorrow evening. I’ve agreed to help with the Easter lilies.”

Before he could form a response, she was gone, the heavy church doors closing behind her with a muffled thud.

Daniel stood alone in the sanctuary, surrounded by stained glass saints and the lingering scent of her perfume, trying to understand why his hands were shaking.

He walked back to the rectory through the church garden, his cassock exchanged for plain clothes, his collar removed. The air was cool for late March, the sky threatening rain that wouldn’t arrive for hours. Daffodils pushed through the dark earth along the path, their yellow heads bowed against the wind.

His phone buzzed in his pocket. A message from his spiritual director at the seminary.

*How goes the return home? The testing will be subtle. Remember to watch for it.*

Daniel typed a response he didn’t entirely believe.

*All is well. The community is welcoming.*

He pocketed the phone and continued walking, his mind replaying the encounter in the church. There was something about Evelyn Hart that defied the narrative he’d heard from Mrs. Calloway and others. They described a predator, a home-wrecker, a woman who left destruction in her wake. But he had seen something else in her eyes—something raw and unguarded, if only for a moment.

Grief, perhaps. Or loneliness.

He recognised both.

The rectory was quiet when he returned. Pastor Hart had already left for afternoon visits, and the housekeeper had left a cold lunch on the kitchen table. Daniel ate without tasting, his mind still turning over the morning’s events.

After lunch, he retreated to the small bedroom that had been assigned to him, its walls bare except for a crucifix above the bed and a window overlooking the garden. He knelt on the floor, as was his habit, and began the examen—the daily review of conscience that structured his prayer life.

He moved through the framework with practiced ease. Gratitude for the day’s gifts. Review of the hours, looking for God’s presence. Reflection on failures and moments of grace. Resolution for tomorrow.

But when he reached the moment of the examen where he examined his emotional responses, he found himself stalled on one image: Evelyn Hart’s face when she had asked about doubt.

*Did you ever wake at three in the morning and wonder if you’d made the wrong choice?*

The question had been a provocation. He knew that. She had asked it to unsettle him, to find a crack in his composure and press against it. But what unsettled him more than the question was his answer.

Because he had.

More than once.

He had woken in the small hours during his final year of seminary, his body aching with dreams he couldn’t remember, his mind racing with questions he couldn’t silence. He had chosen this path at twenty-three, heartbroken and spiritually raw, convinced that love was a wound only God could heal. But five years of celibacy had not dimmed the wound. If anything, it had taught him how much of himself he had learned to hide.

He was twenty-eight years old. In three weeks, he would vow never to touch another woman, never to build a family, never to explore the parts of himself that woke at three in the morning hungry for something he couldn’t name.

He believed in his calling. He did.

But belief, he was learning, was not the same as certainty.

Choir rehearsal was scheduled for seven o’clock Monday evening.

Daniel arrived at six-thirty to prepare the rehearsal space, arranging chairs in the side chapel where the acoustics were best for the small ensemble. The choir director, a retired music teacher named Mrs. Fletcher, had been leading the Easter music for decades and required little assistance from him. But he wanted to be present, to demonstrate his investment in the community he would soon serve.

He was adjusting the height of a music stand when the chapel door opened.

Evelyn Hart entered carrying a box of lilies, their white blooms nodding against the cardboard sides. She wore jeans and a black turtleneck, her hair pulled back in a loose plait. Without the red dress and lipstick, she looked younger. Softer.

More dangerous, somehow.

“I was told to bring these,” she said, setting the box on a pew. “For the Easter arrangements. Mrs. Fletcher wants them along the altar rails.”

“I can take them from here.”

“I’m sure you can.” She didn’t leave. Instead, she moved to one of the chairs and sat, watching him with an expression he couldn’t read. “I meant what I said yesterday. About liking you.”

“I’m not sure that’s a compliment, given your reputation.”

“My reputation.” She tasted the word. “And what do you know of my reputation, Daniel? What has the good Mrs. Calloway told you?”

He said nothing.

“Let me guess.” She rose and began to pace, her footsteps light on the stone floor. “I’m the fallen woman. The cautionary tale. The pastor’s daughter who brought shame on her family and her faith. They’ve made me into a story, Daniel. A morality play about the dangers of female sexuality and the wages of sin.”

“The photographs,” he said carefully. “Mrs. Calloway mentioned—”

“Ah.” Her voice hardened. “The photographs. Yes, I suppose that would be the favoured version.”

“What happened?”

She stopped pacing and turned to face him, her expression unreadable. “I was nineteen. I’d been seeing someone—a man my father’s age, which was the first sin. The second was trusting him with private photographs. The third was being surprised when he shared them after I ended things.”

Daniel felt a weight settle in his chest. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I survived it. I learned from it.” She stepped closer, and he caught the same scent from yesterday—jasmine and sandalwood, warm and dark. “What I learned is that people will always believe the worst of a woman who refuses to be ashamed. So I decided to give them something to talk about.”

“Is that why you came back? To give them something to talk about?”

“I came back because my father asked me to. He wanted me home for Easter. For appearances.” Her smile was bitter. “Everything in this town is about appearances, Daniel. The pious pastor with the wayward daughter. The golden boy with the unshakeable faith. We all play our roles.”

“And what role do you see for me?”

She considered this, her gaze dropping to his collar again. “That depends. Do you want the role you’ve been assigned? Or do you want to find out who you actually are?”

Before he could answer, Mrs. Fletcher arrived with the rest of the choir, and the moment dissolved into greetings and music stands and the business of rehearsal. Daniel took his place at the front of the room, his attention ostensibly on the sheet music, his awareness entirely on the woman in the back row who watched him with eyes that saw too much.

Rehearsal ran until nine o’clock.

By the time the last choir member had departed, Daniel’s head ached from the effort of maintaining his composure. Evelyn had remained throughout, helping to arrange the lilies along the altar rails, occasionally offering comments that were helpful and technical rather than provocative. She knew flowers, it seemed. Had a feel for arrangement, for colour and line.

He was gathering his things when she appeared at his elbow.

“You’re staying at the rectory?”

He nodded.

“I’ll walk with you. My car is parked nearby.”

They left the church together, stepping into a night that had turned cold and sharp. Stars were visible between the clouds, unusual for this part of Scotland, where the sky was more often a blanket of grey. Their footsteps echoed on the pavement, the only sound in a sleeping town.

“Can I ask you something personal?” Daniel said, surprising himself.

“You can ask. I reserve the right not to answer.”

“Fair enough.” He paused, trying to frame the question. “Do you believe in God?”

She was quiet for a long moment. When she spoke, her voice was softer than he’d heard it before.

“I believe in something. I’m not sure it has a name, or a plan, or a preference for how we arrange our lives. But I’ve felt… something. In moments that matter.” She glanced at him. “Does that scandalise you?”

“No. It honests me.”

“Honests?” She laughed, the sound genuine. “That’s not a word.”

“It should be.”

They walked in silence for a time, the rectory lights visible at the end of the street. Daniel felt something shifting in his chest, a reorientation of understanding. She was not what he had expected. She was sharper, yes, and more wounded. But also more thoughtful. More willing to sit with questions that others in this town had long since answered for themselves.

“Evelyn,” he said, and felt her name sit differently in his mouth than Miss Hart. “Why did you agree to help with the lilies? You could have stayed away. Avoided the whispers and the judgement.”

She stopped walking, turning to face him. In the dim streetlight, her face was half in shadow, half in gold.

“Because I wanted to see you again. I wanted to understand what I saw in the church yesterday, when you looked at me across all those pews.” She stepped closer, near enough that he could see the rise and fall of her breath. “You didn’t look at me like a scandal, Daniel. You looked at me like a question.”

He should have stepped back. Should have ended the conversation and walked the remaining distance to the rectory alone. Should have remembered Pastor Hart’s warning and Mrs. Calloway’s certainty and every lesson his spiritual directors had taught him about near occasions of sin.

Instead, he held his ground.

“What kind of question?”

“I don’t know yet.” Her hand rose, slowly, and he saw her fingers approaching his collar. Felt them brush against the stiff white fabric at his throat. “But I think you might be the most interesting thing in this town. And I’ve been very, very bored.”

She turned and walked away before he could respond, her silhouette disappearing between streetlights until she was only a shadow, only a presence, only a weight in his chest that he couldn’t name.

Daniel knelt by his bed until past midnight.

He prayed for clarity. For strength. For the wisdom to recognise testing when it appeared and the courage to meet it with grace. He prayed for Evelyn Hart, though he wasn’t sure what he was asking God to do for her. He prayed for himself, for the part of him that had wanted her fingers to linger at his collar, for the part of him that had noticed the curve of her mouth and the warmth of her skin and the intelligence in her eyes.

When he finally slept, he dreamed of standing at the altar, his hands shaking as he tried to consecrate the bread and wine. But every time he spoke the words of institution, they came out wrong. Hollow. And when he looked up from the altar, the congregation was gone, and Evelyn stood alone in the sanctuary, watching him with an expression that asked the same question over and over.

*What have you chosen, Daniel?*

*What have you chosen?*

He woke at three in the morning, his body tense and aching, his mind racing with dreams he couldn’t remember.

And in the silence of the rectory, surrounded by the evidence of his vocation and the weight of his promise, he admitted to himself what he would never admit to anyone else.

He didn’t know.

He didn’t know if he had chosen correctly.

He didn’t know if the calling was his or if it was simply the shape his grief had taken after his heart broke at twenty-three and he couldn’t find another way to survive it.

He didn’t know if God wanted him here or if God existed at all.

He only knew that three weeks remained between him and irrevocable vows, and that Evelyn Hart had returned to town with questions in her eyes that he had spent five years learning not to ask himself.

Outside his window, the first light of dawn began to soften the darkness.

And Daniel knelt beside his bed, not praying, not thinking, only breathing, only waiting for whatever would come next.


Chapter Two – The Collar

He did not sleep again.

After the dream that dissolved like morning frost, Daniel lay in the narrow bed watching the light change through the window. First grey, then pale gold, then the flat white of Scottish overcast. His body felt heavy with exhaustion, but his mind churned with fragments he couldn’t assemble into coherence. Evelyn Hart’s voice. The ghost of her touch at his collar. The question she had asked in the church, and the question she had asked in the street, and the question underneath both that she hadn’t needed to speak aloud.

*What have you chosen?*

He had thought he knew. Had spent five years building the answer, brick by careful brick, through theological study and spiritual direction and the slow, deliberate construction of a self that could withstand the demands of the vocation. He had learned to name his desires as distractions, his doubts as temptations, his hunger for connection as a weakness to be overcome through prayer and discipline.

But she had seen through it. In a single afternoon, with a single question, she had found the crack in his foundation and pressed her finger against it.

He rose at six, earlier than necessary, and dressed in the dark. Black trousers, black shirt, the white collar that marked him as set apart. Each element a reminder. Each element a small surrender of the self he might have been.

The bathroom mirror showed him a face that looked older than it had twenty-four hours ago. Shadows beneath his eyes. A tightness around his mouth that hadn’t been there before. He splashed cold water on his skin and tried to pray, but the words felt hollow in his mouth, rote recitations without the animating force of belief.

This was the testing his director had warned him about.

He recognised it now.

What he didn’t know was whether the test came from God or from somewhere else entirely.

The rectory kitchen was empty when he descended the stairs, a note on the table in the housekeeper’s precise handwriting explaining that she wouldn’t be in until afternoon. There was bread and butter and a pot of tea that had gone cold. Daniel made toast and ate standing by the window, watching the church garden through a film of condensation on the glass.

The daffodils had opened fully overnight, their yellow heads bright against the dark earth. Beyond them, the church steeple rose into a sky that threatened rain. Palm Sunday was behind him now. Holy Monday stretched ahead, with its preparations for the week’s escalating ceremonies, its rehearsals and meetings and the endless small duties that would fill his days until Easter.

Sixteen days until his ordination.

He had thought of it as a finish line. Now it felt more like a point of no return.

The kitchen door opened behind him, and he turned to find Pastor Hart entering with a briefcase and a sombre expression.

“You’re awake early,” Hart said, setting down the case and moving to the electric kettle. “Trouble sleeping?”

“Some. The bed is less comfortable than I’m accustomed to.”

A small lie. The bed was fine. Hart nodded as though he believed it, filling the kettle with water and setting it to boil.

“I have visits this morning. Parishioners who can’t attend services. The elderly, the infirm.” He spoke with his back to Daniel, his voice carefully neutral. “I’d like you to join me for one of them. Mrs. Campbell. She was a friend of your mother’s.”

Daniel felt a weight settle in his chest at the mention of his mother. Even after eight years, the wound hadn’t fully healed. He wasn’t sure it ever would.

“Of course.”

“Good. We leave in thirty minutes.” Hart turned then, his gaze sharp despite his age. “You look tired, Daniel. Is something troubling you?”

The question was pastoral in form but something else in substance. Daniel felt the weight of his mentor’s attention like a hand pressing against his chest.

“The return home. Memories. Nothing more.”

Hart studied him for a long moment. Then he nodded, accepting the answer or setting it aside for later examination.

“Evie will be at the church this afternoon,” he said, reaching for a mug from the cabinet. “Helping with the floral arrangements. Mrs. Fletcher has asked if you would assist with the coordination.”

The statement landed with careful precision. Not a warning, exactly. But not a neutral piece of information either.

“I’ll be there.”

“See that you are.” Hart poured hot water over a tea bag, his movements slow and deliberate. “She has a way of finding people’s weaknesses. It’s not malicious, exactly. More like… curiosity. She wants to understand what makes people tick, what holds their facades together. And she’s very good at finding the cracks.”

“Mrs. Calloway said something similar.”

“Mrs. Calloway says many things. Not all of them are charitable.” Hart’s voice softened slightly. “Evie is my daughter. I love her despite everything, because of everything. But I also know her. She will test you, Daniel. Not because she wants you to fail, but because she wants to see what you’re made of. Whether your faith is genuine or merely performed.”

“And if she finds it wanting?”

Hart met his eyes over the rim of his mug. “Then I suppose we’ll both learn something.”

The morning visits were a blur of small rooms and larger sorrows.

Mrs. Campbell lived in a cottage at the edge of town, its windows looking out over fields that had once been farmland and were now slowly returning to scrub. She was eighty-three and confined to a wheelchair, her mind sharp but her body betraying her in increments. She had known Daniel’s mother in the years before the cancer, had attended the same women’s Bible study, had brought casseroles to the house during those final months.

“Daniel Mercer.” She reached for his hand with fingers that trembled with palsy. “Look at you. A priest. Your mother would be so proud.”

He accepted her touch, let her examine his face with eyes that had seen decades of births and deaths and marriages and funerals. “I’m not ordained yet. Three more weeks.”

“Close enough. Close enough.” She gestured toward the chair beside her bed. “Sit. Let me look at you properly.”

Pastor Hart retreated to the kitchen to give them privacy, and Daniel sat where Mrs. Campbell indicated, aware of her gaze moving across his face like a physical touch.

“You have her eyes,” she said. “Margaret. The same way of looking at things, like you’re seeing more than what’s in front of you. She was special, your mother. The way she believed.” Her voice caught slightly. “Not all of us have that gift. The ability to trust without reservation.”

Daniel thought of his mother in those final weeks, her body wasted but her faith unshaken. She had faced death with a peace that had terrified him. How could someone believe so completely in something they couldn’t see, couldn’t touch, couldn’t prove?

He had entered the seminary looking for that certainty. Five years later, he still hadn’t found it.

“Mrs. Campbell,” he said carefully, “do you ever doubt? Faith, I mean. God’s presence. The meaning of it all.”

She was quiet for a moment, her weathered hands still holding his. Then she smiled, a flash of warmth in a face lined with age.

“Every day, dear. Every single day.” She squeezed his fingers. “Doubt isn’t the opposite of faith. It’s the shadow faith casts. You can’t have one without the other.”

“But how do you know? How do you know you’re not just… telling yourself a story? Making up meaning because the alternative is too terrifying?”

The questions tumbled out before he could stop them, more honest than he’d been with anyone in months. Mrs. Campbell studied him with eyes that saw too much.

“Someone’s been asking you questions,” she said. Not an accusation. An observation.

“I’m asking myself questions. Have been for a while.”

“Good.” She released his hand and leaned back in her wheelchair. “A faith that can’t survive questions isn’t faith at all. It’s fear wearing a mask.” Her gaze drifted toward the window, where rain had begun to streak the glass. “Your mother used to tell me about your conversations. When you were young. The questions you asked in Sunday school, the way you’d argue with the lessons even then. She said you were too intelligent for easy answers. She hoped you’d find a faith that could hold your questions without breaking.”

“Did she find one?”

“She found something.” Mrs. Campbell’s voice was soft. “I don’t know if it had a name. But it held her. All the way to the end.”

Daniel sat with that, letting it settle alongside the other fragments he’d been gathering. His mother’s faith had been real. That much he knew. But it had also been hers—shaped by her life, her losses, her particular wounds. He couldn’t inherit it. He could only find his own.

“Thank you,” he said finally. “For telling me.”

“Thank you for asking.” She reached out and patted his hand once more. “Now go. I’m tired, and you have a week to prepare for. Don’t let an old woman’s ramblings slow you down.”

He left her cottage with more questions than he’d arrived with, but also something else—a small loosening of the knot that had been tightening in his chest since Evelyn Hart had looked at him across the sanctuary.

The church was quiet when he returned at two o’clock.

Rain had settled over the town, a steady drizzle that blurred the edges of buildings and turned the cobblestones slick. Daniel entered through the garden gate and paused on the threshold of the sanctuary, listening to the echo of his own footsteps against the stone floor.

She was there.

Evelyn knelt at the altar rail, arranging white lilies in a line along the polished wood. She had changed from the previous night’s casual clothes into a dark green dress that clung to her figure, her hair loose around her shoulders. Candles had been lit along the altar despite the hour, their flames steady in the still air.

She didn’t look up when he entered. But he knew she was aware of him—the slight tension in her shoulders, the fractional pause in her movements. She was listening.

“The lilies need to be taller on the ends,” he said, moving down the centre aisle toward her. “For visual balance.”

“I know.” She adjusted a stem without turning. “I’ve done this before. Easter, Christmas, harvest festival. The years I was still trying to be the good daughter.”

He stopped a few feet behind her, close enough to smell the lilies and beneath them the jasmine and sandalwood of her perfume. “And now?”

“Now I arrange flowers because I like flowers.” She rose and turned to face him, and he was struck again by the directness of her gaze. “Though the company is an added benefit.”

“I’m here to assist with the preparations. Nothing more.”

“Of course.” She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “Daniel Mercer, dedicated servant of the Church, impervious to distraction. Tell me, how did you sleep last night?”

The question was too pointed to be innocent. He felt his jaw tighten and consciously relaxed it.

“Poorly. The journey from Edinburgh tired me more than I expected.”

“Liar.” She stepped closer, and he caught the faint note of challenge in her voice. “You slept poorly because I asked you a question you couldn’t answer. Because for five years you’ve been telling yourself a story about faith and calling and sacrifice, and in five minutes I found the thread that unravels the whole thing.”

He should have stepped back. Should have ended the conversation, found Mrs. Fletcher, occupied himself with the endless small tasks of preparation. But something in her words needled at him, a truth he didn’t want to acknowledge.

“What do you want, Evelyn?”

“Evie.” She corrected him automatically. “And I want to understand something.”

“What?”

“Why you.” She gestured toward the altar behind her, the candles and lilies and polished wood. “You could have been anything. You were clever in school, remember? Top marks in everything. The teachers said you could have gone to Edinburgh, St Andrews, anywhere. You could have studied law, medicine, business. You could have had a life that looked like a life. Instead, you chose this.” She reached out and touched his collar, her fingers brushing the stiff white fabric at his throat. “Why?”

The touch was light, almost clinical. But Daniel felt it like a brand, a line of heat that travelled down his spine and settled somewhere in his chest.

“I told you. I chose to serve.”

“Serve.” She said the word like she was testing its weight. “That word again. It’s a good word for hiding behind. Service. Vocation. Calling. All those beautiful, noble terms that let you pretend you didn’t simply give up.”

“Gave up on what?”

“On wanting things for yourself.” Her fingers lingered at his collar, not pulling, not stroking, just resting. “On admitting that you’re a man with a man’s body and a man’s hunger and a man’s capacity for pleasure. On facing the possibility that you ran into a church because someone broke your heart and you couldn’t figure out how to survive it any other way.”

The words struck harder than they should have. He caught her wrist without thinking, his grip tighter than necessary, and felt her pulse jump beneath his fingers.

“You don’t know anything about me.”

“Don’t I?” She didn’t pull away. If anything, she leaned closer, her voice dropping. “I grew up in this church, Daniel. I know every shadow, every secret, every way that faith can be used as a weapon and a shield. I watched my father perform piety for thirty years while building a legacy he cared about more than any gospel. I saw how the congregation looked at me when I fell—the satisfaction beneath the pity, the way they used my shame to feel righteous about their own compromises.” Her free hand rose to his collar again, her touch more deliberate this time. “I know you because you’re exactly like everyone else in this town. You’ve just hidden it better.”

“Hidden what?”

“The part of you that wants.” Her fingers traced the edge of the collar, where the white fabric met the black shirt beneath. “The part that wakes at three in the morning hungry for something you can’t name. The part that noticed this morning when I reached for your collar and felt my fingers against your throat.”

He should have released her wrist. Should have stepped back, ended the contact, put distance between them. Instead, he held on, his pulse racing in a way that had nothing to do with anger.

“Is this a game to you?”

“Everything’s a game. The question is whether you’re playing or being played.”

“I’m not playing anything.”

“Then why haven’t you let go of my wrist?”

He looked down at his hand, at his fingers wrapped around her slender forearm, at the contrast of his grip against her skin. She was right. He should have released her the moment he’d caught her. Should have apologised for the contact and retreated to a safe distance.

But he hadn’t.

And she knew it.

“You’re testing me,” he said, his voice rough.

“I’m curious about you. There’s a difference.”

“Why? What is it about me that interests you?”

She considered the question, her head tilting slightly, her expression shifting into something more thoughtful.

“Because you’re not what I expected,” she said finally. “When my father told me you were returning, I thought I knew who you’d be. Danny Mercer, the golden boy. The one who never wavered, never doubted, never questioned. The perfect successor to my father’s carefully maintained throne.” She paused, and something flickered in her eyes—not challenge now, but something softer. “But that’s not who you are, is it? You’ve been pretending so long you’ve forgotten there’s anything underneath. I want to see what happens when the pretence breaks.”

“It won’t break.”

“Everything breaks, Daniel. Given enough pressure, everything breaks.”

He released her wrist then, stepping back, putting distance between them. His hand tingled where he’d held her, and he could still feel the ghost of her fingers at his collar.

“You’re wrong about me,” he said, his voice steadier than he felt. “And about the Church. And about faith.”

“Prove it.”

“How?”

“Stay.” She said the word simply, without challenge or manipulation. “Stay and help me with the lilies. Talk to me like a person instead of a problem. Let me see who you are when you’re not performing for the congregation.”

It was a terrible idea. Every instinct told him to leave, to find Mrs. Fletcher or one of the other volunteers, to put himself in a situation where the conversation couldn’t continue down this dangerous path.

But she was looking at him with something that wasn’t challenge now, something that might have been loneliness or curiosity or the same hunger he’d been trying to bury for five years.

“Fine,” he said. “I’ll help with the lilies. But the conversation is over.”

“For now.” She smiled, and the expression transformed her face again, softening the sharp edges. “I can be patient, Daniel. I’ve had years of practice.”

They worked in silence for the next hour.

Daniel moved along the altar rail, adjusting the height of lilies, securing stems in the wire frames Mrs. Fletcher had prepared. Evelyn worked from the other end, her movements efficient and unhurried, occasionally stepping back to assess the overall effect. They didn’t speak, but he was acutely aware of her presence—the sound of her breathing, the rustle of her dress when she shifted position, the faint scent of jasmine that reached him even across several feet of distance.

The work was meditative in its repetition. Cut stem. Insert. Adjust. Step back. Evaluate. Repeat. He had always found comfort in ritual, in the way that repeated actions could quiet the chatter of the mind and create space for something deeper. But today, the meditation was fractured. Every time he glanced up, he saw her. Every time he moved, he was aware of the distance between them, and how easily it could be closed.

She was beautiful. That was simply fact. The sharp angles of her face, the curve of her mouth, the way her dark hair fell across her shoulders. But there was something else beneath the beauty—a keenness, an alertness, as though she was perpetually watching, waiting, assessing. She saw too much. And she wasn’t afraid to say what she saw.

By four o’clock, the arrangement was complete. White lilies lined the altar rail in graduated heights, their blooms forming a wave of purity against the dark wood. Evelyn stood back to survey the work, her expression satisfied.

“Better than Christmas,” she said. “More elegant.”

“Mrs. Fletcher will be pleased.”

“Mrs. Fletcher will critique the height differential and adjust three stems before declaring it acceptable.” She turned to face him, and he saw that the challenging edge had returned to her expression. “But we have an hour before she arrives. And you’ve barely said a word since we started.”

“I said I would help. I didn’t agree to conversation.”

“And yet here we are. Alone. With an hour to fill.” She moved toward him, her footsteps light on the stone floor. “Tell me something, Daniel. Something real. Not the seminary version of yourself, not the dutiful assistant pastor, not the grieving son trying to honour his mother’s memory. Who are you?”

The question landed harder than it should have. He had spent five years constructing an answer to that question, building an identity around his vocation, his studies, his spiritual practices. But when he tried to access that identity now, it felt like grasping at smoke.

“I don’t know,” he said finally. “I thought I did. Now I’m not sure.”

“That’s the most honest thing you’ve said since you arrived.”

“Does it please you? To see me uncertain?”

“It doesn’t please or displease me. It interests me.” She stopped a few feet away, close enough that he could see the flecks of gold in her dark eyes. “I’ve spent my whole life surrounded by people who were certain. My father. The elders. The congregation. They know what they believe, what they want, what they are. And almost all of them are lying. The certainty is performance. The faith is habit. The morality is fear dressed up as virtue.”

“And you’re different? You don’t perform?”

“I perform constantly.” Her smile was wry. “But I know I’m doing it. I choose my masks deliberately. That’s the only difference between me and everyone else in this town. I’ve stopped pretending the masks are my face.”

He considered this, turning it over in his mind. There was truth in what she said, uncomfortable as it was. How much of his own faith was performance? How much of his certainty was simply the repetition of words and gestures he’d learned so well they felt natural?

“What do you want, Evelyn?” he asked again, and this time the question came from a different place—not challenge, but genuine curiosity.

She was quiet for a moment, her expression shifting into something more vulnerable.

“I want to stop being the town’s cautionary tale,” she said finally. “I want someone to see me without the filter of scandal and gossip. I want—” She broke off, looking away. “It doesn’t matter what I want.”

“It matters to me.”

She met his eyes again, and he saw something raw beneath the challenge and the wit. Loneliness. Wound. The same hunger he recognised in himself, the same ache for connection that he’d been trying to pray away for five years.

“Be careful, Daniel.” Her voice was softer now. “If you start seeing me as a person instead of a problem, you might find it harder to hold on to your certainty.”

“Maybe certainty isn’t what I need.”

The words surprised him as much as they seemed to surprise her. He hadn’t planned to say them, hadn’t even known he was thinking them. But there they were, hanging in the air between them, an admission he couldn’t take back.

“Then what do you need?” she asked.

He didn’t have an answer. Or rather, he had one, but it wasn’t an answer he could speak aloud. Not to her. Not to himself.

“I need to pray,” he said instead, and turned away before she could see whatever was showing in his face.

He found the confessional at the back of the church.

It was an older style, wooden with carved details, two booths separated by a screen. He had gone to confession here as a child, kneeling on the padded bench, whispering sins to a shadow on the other side of the lattice. The structure of it had always comforted him—the formality, the ritual, the knowledge that absolution was possible, that forgiveness could be spoken into existence through the right words.

Today, he entered the priest’s side and sat in the darkness, trying to quiet his mind.

But the silence was not peaceful. It was full of fragments—Evelyn’s voice, Evelyn’s touch, Evelyn’s question echoing through the empty spaces of his certainty. What do you need? He didn’t know. Had spent five years learning not to need anything, not to want anything, not to acknowledge the parts of himself that hungered for something beyond the walls he’d built.

The screen between the booths was empty, of course. No penitents on a Monday afternoon. But he found himself speaking anyway, his voice barely above a whisper.

“I don’t know if I believe anymore. I don’t know if I ever did, or if I just wanted to believe so badly that I convinced myself it was real. I chose this because I was broken and I needed somewhere to hide. I told myself it was calling, but maybe it was just fear. Maybe I’ve been lying to myself for five years, and now she’s here and she sees it and I don’t know how to pretend anymore.”

The words fell into silence. No absolution. No voice from the other side of the screen. Just his own heartbeat, loud in the darkness, and the lingering scent of lilies from the altar.

He stayed in the confessional until his knees ached, until the light through the stained glass shifted from afternoon gold to evening grey. He didn’t find answers. But he found, somehow, the smallest measure of honesty. The first truth he’d spoken in longer than he could remember.

When he finally emerged, the church was empty. Evelyn had gone. The lilies stood in their elegant arrangement along the altar rail, white against dark wood, their blooms already beginning to release their scent into the still air.

He walked back to the rectory through the garden, the rain now a fine mist that clung to his skin. In his room, he knelt by the bed as he had the night before, trying to pray, trying to find the words that would reconnect him to the faith that had sustained him through five years of formation.

But the words wouldn’t come. Or rather, they came, but they felt like what they were: words. Shapes without substance. Empty containers that no longer held what they once had held.

He thought of Evelyn’s fingers at his collar. The heat of her wrist in his grip. The question in her eyes that asked something he couldn’t name.

*What do you need?*

He didn’t know.

But he was beginning to suspect it wasn’t what he’d been telling himself.


Chapter Three – Lilies & Celibacy

Holy Monday arrived with a cold wind off the North Sea.

Daniel woke before dawn, his sleep fractured by dreams he couldn’t quite remember. Fragments lingered at the edges of consciousness—a touch, a whisper, the scent of jasmine and sandalwood—but when he reached for them, they dissolved. He lay in the narrow bed watching the grey light seep through the curtains, his body heavy with exhaustion, his mind already churning through the day’s obligations.

Pastor Hart had outlined the week’s schedule over breakfast the previous morning, each day building toward the escalating drama of Easter. Holy Monday and Tuesday were for preparation and teaching, the quiet before the intensity of Maundy Thursday and Good Friday. Daniel would assist with the daily offices, lead the evening prayer services, and continue his work with the choir and floral arrangements.

Ordinary tasks. The familiar rhythm of liturgical life.

But nothing felt ordinary anymore.

He rose and dressed by rote, the movements of his body proceeding without conscious direction. Black trousers. Black shirt. The white collar that marked him as belonging to something larger than himself. Each morning he performed this small ritual, and each morning he felt the weight of it settle more heavily across his shoulders.

Fifteen days until ordination.

The number sat in his chest like a stone, growing heavier with each passing hour.

The morning office passed without incident.

Daniel stood beside Pastor Hart at the altar, his voice joining the prayers and responses he had known since childhood. The congregation was small for the early service—a handful of elderly parishioners, a young mother with a fussy toddler, a man in work clothes who would slip out before the benediction to catch his shift at the docks. The familiar faces, the familiar words, the familiar rhythm of worship that had shaped his entire life.

But his attention kept drifting.

The doors at the back of the sanctuary remained closed. No late arrival in red, no sharp gaze tracking him across the pews. Evelyn Hart was not present. He told himself he felt relief at her absence, but the word didn’t quite fit what he actually felt.

Loss, perhaps. Or disappointment.

Or something closer to hunger.

He pushed the thought away and returned his focus to the prayers, forcing his mind to attend to the words he was speaking. But underneath the liturgy, a question kept turning: Where was she? Had she already grown bored with her game? Had she found another target for her attention, another crack in another foundation?

The jealousy that surfaced at that thought surprised him. He had no claim on her, no right to care where she directed her curiosity. She was a parishioner, a parishioner’s daughter, a complication he had been warned to avoid.

And yet.

After the service, Pastor Hart caught him at the door.

“Mrs. Fletcher has asked for assistance with the choir this afternoon,” he said, his voice carefully neutral. “Rehearsal begins at four. I trust you’ll be there.”

“Of course.”

“Good.” Hart’s gaze lingered on his face for a moment longer than comfortable. “You look tired, Daniel. Are you sleeping?”

“The adjustment to a new bed. Nothing more.”

“I see.” Hart nodded slowly, his expression unreadable. “Remember that rest is part of stewardship. The body is a temple, and temples require maintenance.”

It was a pastor’s platitude, the kind of gentle admonition that Hart dispensed automatically. But Daniel heard something else beneath the words—a warning, perhaps, or a reminder that he was being watched.

He escaped to his room before the conversation could continue, spending the morning hours in study and prayer. The spiritual disciplines that had sustained him through five years of seminary felt different now, more effortful, as though he were swimming against a current that grew stronger with each passing day.

He opened his Bible to the Psalms, searching for the comfort he usually found in the ancient prayers. But the words felt distant, abstract, disconnected from the turmoil in his chest. He read the same verse three times without absorbing its meaning, his mind continually returning to the conversation in the church, to Evelyn’s question that had cut through every defence he had built.

*What do you need?*

He still didn’t have an answer. Or rather, he had one, but acknowledging it would require dismantling everything he had spent five years constructing.

The afternoon passed slowly.

Daniel ate a light lunch in the rectory kitchen, alone with his thoughts, then walked to the church through the garden. The sky had cleared somewhat, pale blue showing between the clouds, and the daffodils along the path stood bright against the dark earth. Signs of spring. Signs of resurrection.

The irony was not lost on him.

Inside the church, Mrs. Fletcher was already setting up for rehearsal, her grey hair pulled back in a severe bun, her glasses perched on the end of her nose as she arranged sheet music on a folding table. She looked up when he entered, her expression hovering between welcome and assessment.

“Pastor Hart said you might assist,” she said, her voice brisk. “We’re short-handed this year. Several of our regulars have taken ill or moved away.”

“I’m happy to help however I can.”

“Good. The anthem for Easter Sunday needs work, particularly the soprano line. And we’ll be rehearsing the Maundy Thursday music as well, since that service is so central to the week.” She paused, her gaze sharpening. “You’ve sung before?”

“In the choir here, as a boy. And at seminary, occasionally.”

“Your voice?”

“Baritone.”

She nodded, filing this information away. “We could use you in the men’s section. Mr. Henderson has been carrying the low notes alone, and his voice isn’t what it was.” She gestured toward a chair. “Sit. We’ll begin when the others arrive.”

Daniel took his seat, grateful for the concrete task. Music had always been a refuge for him, a way to express what words couldn’t capture. The discipline of singing—breath, tone, timing—required a presence that pushed everything else from his mind. Perhaps the rehearsal would give him space to settle, to find his footing again.

But as the choir members began to arrive, filing in with murmured greetings and the rustle of sheet music, he found himself watching the door.

She came last.

Evelyn entered just as Mrs. Fletcher was about to begin, her cheeks flushed from the cold outside, her dark hair escaping from a loose plait. She wore jeans and a cream-coloured jumper, her appearance deliberately casual in contrast to the Sunday finery of the other choir members. But her gaze found Daniel immediately, and he saw the flicker of something in her expression—surprise, perhaps, or satisfaction—before she smoothed her features into neutrality.

“Sorry I’m late,” she said to Mrs. Fletcher. “I was detained.”

“See that it doesn’t happen again.” The older woman’s voice was clipped, but there was something beneath it—not disapproval, Daniel thought, but resignation. As though lateness from Evelyn Hart was simply expected. “Take your place. We’re beginning with the Easter anthem.”

Evelyn moved to the back row of the soprano section, her eyes meeting Daniel’s briefly as she passed. In that moment, he felt the connection like a physical touch, a thread of awareness that wound through the space between them.

Then Mrs. Fletcher lifted her baton, and the music began.

Rehearsal was both sanctuary and torture.

Daniel sang his part, the familiar harmonies settling into his body, the discipline of breath and tone occupying the parts of his mind that had been churning all day. The Easter anthem was a challenging piece, with intricate counterpoint and a soprano line that climbed into the stratosphere, and he found himself working to blend his voice with the other men, to support the harmony without overpowering it.

But even as he sang, he was aware of her.

Evelyn stood in the back row, her posture straight, her voice clear and surprisingly strong. She had clearly been trained at some point, her breath control and phrasing marking her as more than a casual singer. When the soprano line climbed into its highest passage, her voice soared above the choir with an ease that drew Mrs. Fletcher’s approving nod.

And throughout, her gaze kept returning to him.

Not constantly. Not obviously. But every few minutes, he would glance up from his music and find her eyes on him, watching with an expression he couldn’t quite read. Curiosity, perhaps. Or challenge. Or something deeper that he didn’t have a name for.

The music ended, and Mrs. Fletcher lowered her baton.

“Better,” she said. “But the tenor entrance in measure twenty-three is still ragged. And Mr. Henderson, you’re flat on the low F. Support from the diaphragm, please.”

The rehearsal continued, moving through the Maundy Thursday music and then back to the Easter anthem. Daniel focused on his part, on the technical demands of the singing, on the present moment that was all that music allowed. But underneath, the awareness of Evelyn hummed like a low note beneath the harmony.

After an hour, Mrs. Fletcher called a break.

“Ten minutes,” she announced. “Then we’ll run the full anthem from the beginning.”

The choir members dispersed, some moving toward the water cooler in the corner, others stepping outside for fresh air. Daniel remained in his seat, reviewing the difficult passages in his music, grateful for the moment of solitude.

But solitude was not what he found.

Evelyn appeared at his side, her expression neutral but her eyes sharp.

“You have a beautiful voice,” she said. “I’d forgotten that, from when we were children. You always sang in the boys’ choir, didn’t you? The solos at Christmas.”

“I did.”

“And then you grew up and chose silence instead.” She gestured toward his collar. “Or something like it.”

The comment landed harder than it should have. He felt the familiar tightening in his chest, the defensive response that rose automatically to any challenge to his vocation.

“The Church has a long tradition of music,” he said carefully. “Singing is part of worship, not separate from it.”

“I didn’t say it was separate. I said you chose a different kind of silence.” She pulled a chair from the stack against the wall and sat beside him, close enough that he caught the familiar scent of jasmine. “The silence of celibacy. The silence of confession. The silence of a life spent listening for a voice you can never quite hear.”

“You’re making assumptions about things you don’t understand.”

“Am I?” She tilted her head, studying him. “Then explain it to me. Explain why a man with your gifts—your intelligence, your voice, your capacity for connection—would choose to wall himself off from the most fundamental human experiences. Explain why you would give up sex, marriage, children, the thousand small intimacies that make a life. And don’t tell me it’s about service, because there are a thousand ways to serve that don’t require celibacy.”

The questions struck at the heart of everything he had been avoiding. He opened his mouth to give the prepared answer—the one about calling, about sacrifice, about the joy of total dedication to God—but the words felt hollow before he even spoke them.

“It’s not about giving things up,” he said finally. “It’s about making space for something larger.”

“Something larger than love? Than family? Than the physical expression of human connection?” Her voice was soft, but the challenge beneath it was unmistakable. “That sounds like a beautiful excuse for fear, Daniel. Fear of intimacy. Fear of rejection. Fear of wanting something and not getting it.”

“You’re reducing something sacred to psychology.”

“I’m describing what I see. A man who ran into a church because the world outside frightened him, and who’s been hiding there ever since.” She reached out and touched his hand, her fingers light against his skin. “You’re not called to celibacy. You’re trapped by it. And the worst part is, you’ve convinced yourself the trap is a throne.”

He pulled his hand away, the contact too charged to maintain.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Then tell me I’m wrong.” Her eyes held his, unwavering. “Tell me you’ve never questioned this. Tell me you’ve never woken in the night wanting something you’ve sworn to never have. Tell me you chose this freely, without fear, without grief, without running away from something that hurt you.”

He couldn’t.

They both knew he couldn’t.

The silence stretched between them, heavy with all the things he couldn’t say. Around them, the choir members were beginning to return from their break, their voices and footsteps filling the small chapel. In moments, Mrs. Fletcher would call them back to attention, and the music would begin again.

“Tell me something, Daniel,” Evelyn said, her voice barely above a whisper. “In five years of celibacy, in all those hours of prayer and discipline, has it ever stopped hurting? Has the wanting ever actually gone away?”

He looked at her—at her dark eyes, her sharp beauty, the intelligence and wound and hunger that showed through every careful mask she wore. He saw her, as she had asked to be seen. Not a scandal. Not a cautionary tale. A person, as lonely and lost as he was.

“No,” he said, the word torn from somewhere deep. “It hasn’t stopped.”

Her expression shifted, the challenge softening into something that might have been compassion.

“That sounds lonely,” she whispered.

And then Mrs. Fletcher was calling them back, lifting her baton, and the moment dissolved into the opening notes of the anthem.

The rest of the rehearsal passed in a blur.

Daniel sang on autopilot, his voice carrying the harmonies while his mind churned through the conversation. Her words had found their mark, every one. The questions she had asked were the same questions he had been running from for five years, the same questions that surfaced in the dark hours before dawn when he could no longer maintain the careful walls of his composure.

He had told himself that celibacy was a gift, a sacrifice freely offered. He had told himself that the discipline of desire was a form of sanctification, a refining fire that burned away everything that wasn’t essential. He had told himself that the ache in his chest was hunger for God, not hunger for something more earthly.

But what if he had been lying to himself?

What if the calling was simply the shape his grief had taken, a way to make meaning from a wound that wouldn’t heal?

When rehearsal ended, the choir members dispersed quickly, gathering their coats and music and disappearing into the cold evening. Daniel stayed behind to help Mrs. Fletcher straighten the chairs, grateful for the simple task, the concrete action that required nothing of him but presence.

He was stacking sheet music when Evelyn appeared at his elbow.

“Can we talk?” she asked. “Outside? There’s something I want to show you.”

It was a mistake to agree. He knew that. Every warning he had received, every instinct he had developed, screamed at him to decline, to return to the rectory, to pray until the turmoil in his chest settled into something manageable.

But she was looking at him with an openness he hadn’t seen before, the challenge replaced by something more vulnerable. And he found himself nodding before he could form the words of refusal.

They walked together through the church garden, the evening sky darkening toward dusk. The daffodils had closed for the night, their yellow heads bowed, and the air was cold enough to see their breath. Evelyn led him along a gravel path that wound between beds of early tulips, past the stone bench where he had sat as a child, waiting for his mother to finish her volunteer work.

She stopped at the far corner of the garden, where a low stone wall separated the church grounds from the neighbouring cemetery. Beyond the wall, headstones rose in uneven rows, their inscriptions weathered by decades of Scottish weather.

“My mother is buried there,” she said, gesturing toward the graves. “Fourth row, near the oak tree. She died when I was twelve.”

Daniel hadn’t known. In all the gossip about Evelyn Hart, all the stories about scandal and rebellion, no one had mentioned a mother. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realise.”

“Few people do. My father doesn’t like to talk about it. She died in a car accident, driving home from one of his speaking engagements. He was in another car, ahead of her on the road. He saw the crash in his rear-view mirror.” Her voice was flat, but he heard the wound beneath it. “He’s never forgiven himself. And he’s never forgiven me for surviving when she didn’t.”

“Evelyn—”

“Evie.” She corrected him automatically, then shook her head. “Sorry. I keep doing that. Forcing intimacy where it hasn’t been earned.”

“You’re not forcing anything.” He stepped closer, drawn by something he couldn’t name. “You’re sharing something true. That’s different.”

She looked at him, her expression unreadable in the fading light.

“You’re the first person in this town who’s looked at me without seeing the scandal,” she said quietly. “Everyone else, even the ones who are kind, they look at me and see the photographs, the whispers, the cautionary tale. But you look at me like I’m just… a person.”

“You are a person.”

“That’s not how it feels. In this town, I’m either a warning or a temptation. Never just a human being with a history and a wound and a reason for being the way I am.” She hugged her arms around herself, the cold seeping through her thin jumper. “My father built his ministry on the perfect family image. The devoted wife. The obedient daughter. And then Mum died, and I became a reminder of everything he lost. Every time he looks at me, he sees his failure. So I learned to become the failure he already saw.”

The confession hung in the cold air between them, more intimate than any touch. Daniel felt the weight of it, the years of pain compressed into a few spare sentences.

“That’s why you came back,” he said slowly. “Not to cause trouble. But to be seen.”

“I came back because I was tired of running. Tired of building a life in London that was just another performance, another way of being what people expected.” She met his eyes. “And maybe I came back because I wanted to see if there was anyone left in this town who could see past the story they’ve told about me.”

“Your father—”

“Loves me in his way. But his way is about control. About image. About making sure I don’t embarrass him any further.” Her voice hardened slightly. “He wants me to be the prodigal daughter who returns and repents and falls into line. He doesn’t want to know why I left in the first place.”

“And why did you leave?”

She was quiet for a moment, her gaze drifting toward the cemetery.

“Because I was drowning,” she said finally. “Because every Sunday I sat in that pew and listened to him preach about grace while watching him judge everyone who didn’t fit his template. Because I was fourteen when he started using me as an example in his sermons—the pastor’s daughter, the model of virtue, the proof that his parenting was righteous. And I was fifteen when I realised I couldn’t breathe under the weight of being a symbol instead of a person.”

The pieces were falling into place, a picture emerging from the fragments. Daniel saw it now—the girl who had been paraded as evidence of her father’s righteousness, the teenager who had discovered that rebellion was the only way to claim her own identity.

“The photographs,” he said carefully. “That wasn’t just about the man you were seeing. It was about destroying the image your father had built.”

“Partly.” Her smile was bitter. “Though I didn’t know that at the time. I thought I was just… acting out. Punishing myself for not being the daughter he wanted. Punishing him for wanting a daughter who didn’t exist.” She paused. “The man was older. Married. A member of the congregation. He pursued me for months before I said yes, and I said yes because I wanted to feel something other than watched.”

“And when the photographs came out?”

“I learned that the town would rather see me as a monster than as a victim. He told everyone I seduced him, that I was troubled, that he had tried to counsel me and I had taken advantage of his kindness.” Her voice was flat. “And my father stood beside him at the press conference and said he forgave me. As though I was the one who needed forgiveness.”

Daniel felt something shift in his chest—a loosening of the judgment he hadn’t even realised he was holding. He had heard the gossip, the fragments of story passed between congregation members, the warnings about Evelyn Hart and her destructive ways. But he hadn’t heard this. Hadn’t understood what lay beneath the scandal.

“I’m sorry,” he said, and the words felt inadequate for the weight they carried. “For what happened to you. And for assuming I knew who you were.”

“You couldn’t have known. The town has a story about me, and stories are easier than truth.” She stepped closer, and he caught the familiar scent of jasmine, warmer now in the cold air. “But you’re different, Daniel. You ask questions. You listen to the answers. You don’t treat me like a cautionary tale or a temptation to be resisted.”

“You are a temptation,” he said, the words slipping out before he could stop them.

Her expression shifted, something flickering in her eyes.

“I know,” she said softly. “And you’re a temptation too. A different kind.”

The air between them felt charged, heavy with all the things they weren’t saying. He was acutely aware of how close she stood, of the rise and fall of her breath, of the way the fading light caught the angles of her face.

“What kind of temptation?” he asked, his voice rough.

“Someone who might see me.” She reached out and touched his collar, her fingers light against the stiff white fabric. “Someone who might make me feel like a person instead of a story.”

He should have stepped back. Should have ended the contact that was sending sparks up his spine. But he stood frozen, caught between the wall he had built and the hunger that had been growing in his chest for five years.

“Evelyn—”

“Evie.” She corrected him again, her fingers still resting at his collar. “If you’re going to touch me, you should at least call me by my name.”

“I shouldn’t touch you at all.”

“Probably not.” Her smile was sad, understanding. “But you want to. I can see it in your face. You’ve been wanting to since you saw me in the church on Palm Sunday.”

The admission sat between them, undeniable now. He had wanted her. Had been wanting her, despite every prayer and discipline and wall he had constructed. And she had seen it, had known it, had been waiting for him to admit it to himself.

“What happens if I do?” he asked, his voice barely above a whisper.

“I don’t know.” Her fingers traced along the edge of his collar, where the white fabric met the black shirt beneath. “But I know what happens if you don’t. You go back to the rectory. You pray until the wanting subsides. And tomorrow, you’ll see me again and feel the same thing, and you’ll pray again, and eventually you’ll take your vows and spend the rest of your life pretending you never wanted anything more than what you chose.”

The picture she painted was unbearable because it was true. He had been living that cycle for five years—the wanting, the praying, the momentary relief, the return of the hunger. And he had told himself it was sanctification, that the cycle itself was proof of his dedication.

But what if it was just denial?

What if the hunger wasn’t meant to be starved?

“I made a promise,” he said, the words coming from somewhere deep. “To God. To the Church. To myself.”

“Promises made in fear aren’t binding.” Her hand moved from his collar to his face, her palm cool against his jaw. “You were twenty-three years old. You were broken. You made a promise to survive, not to live.”

“And you think breaking it would be living?”

“I think making a different choice consciously would be living. I think admitting what you actually want would be living.” Her thumb traced along his cheekbone, the touch impossibly gentle. “I think stopping the pretence would be living.”

He turned his face into her palm, the contact too sweet to resist. For a moment, he allowed himself to feel it—the warmth of her hand, the tenderness of the gesture, the intimacy of being seen so completely.

And then he stepped back.

“I can’t,” he said, his voice rough. “Not like this. Not without understanding what I would be giving up.”

She let her hand fall, but she didn’t look away.

“I’m not asking you to give anything up, Daniel. I’m asking you to consider whether you’ve already given up the wrong thing.” She pulled her cardigan tighter around herself, the cold finally penetrating. “Go back to the rectory. Pray if you need to. But ask yourself, in the honest moments, what you’re actually praying for. Forgiveness for wanting? Or permission to want?”

She turned and walked away before he could respond, her silhouette disappearing into the darkness between the streetlights. He watched her go, his body aching with the loss of contact, his mind churning through everything she had said.

What was he praying for?

He had never let himself ask the question honestly. Had always assumed that the wanting was the problem, the temptation to be overcome. But what if she was right? What if the wanting wasn’t the problem at all, but the sign of something he had been trying to bury?

He stood alone in the church garden as the last light faded from the sky, his collar tight against his throat, his heart racing with questions he had spent five years learning not to ask.

The rectory was dark when he returned.

Pastor Hart was out, a note on the kitchen table explaining that he had been called to visit a dying parishioner and wouldn’t return until late. Daniel stood in the empty kitchen, surrounded by the evidence of a life he had supposedly chosen—the religious art on the walls, the worn Bible by the armchair, the silence that pressed against him from every direction.

He should eat. Should rest. Should prepare for the next day’s obligations.

Instead, he climbed the stairs to his room and knelt by the bed.

But no words came.

He knelt in the darkness, his hands folded, his eyes closed, waiting for the familiar comfort of prayer. And instead, he found only questions—questions about calling and choice and desire, questions about the life he had built and the life he might have had, questions about Evelyn Hart and the wound she had exposed with her relentless honesty.

What do you need?

Her question echoed through the silence, unanswered. And in the darkness of his room, surrounded by the trappings of a vocation he was beginning to doubt, Daniel finally let himself ask it.

What did he need?

Not the easy answer, the spiritual answer, the answer he had been giving for five years. The real answer. The one he had been running from since he was twenty-three years old and his heart had broken and he had decided that love was too dangerous to risk again.

He needed to be seen.

He needed to be touched.

He needed to be wanted for exactly who he was, not for the role he played.

And Evelyn Hart—the woman he had been warned about, the scandal he had been told to avoid—was the only person who had ever offered him exactly that.

He knelt until his legs ached, until the cold seeped through his clothes, until the first grey light of dawn began to show at the window. And when he finally rose, he had no answers, no clarity, no resolution.

Only the growing certainty that the next two weeks would test him in ways he had never been tested before.

And the quiet, terrifying suspicion that he might not want to pass the test.


Chapter Four – First Confessional

Holy Tuesday arrived with a silence that felt held.

Daniel woke to the sound of rain against the window, a steady percussion that turned the world beyond the glass to watercolour. He lay in the narrow bed, his body heavy with the kind of exhaustion that sleep couldn’t cure, and stared at the ceiling while the grey light slowly strengthened.

He had not found rest the night before. Had knelt until his knees ached and his legs went numb, searching for the words that would reconnect him to the faith that had once been his anchor. But the words had refused to come, or rather, they had come and revealed themselves as empty, as shapes without substance, as the ghost of something that had perhaps never been real.

What did you pray for?

The question kept surfacing despite his attempts to push it down. Not just Evelyn’s question now, but his own, turned inward, demanding an answer he couldn’t give. Had he ever prayed for connection with God? Or had he simply prayed for relief from the ache of being human, the hunger for touch and warmth and the thousand small intimacies that made a life bearable?

He rose before he could sink further into the spiral, dressing by rote in the clothes that marked his role. Black trousers. Black shirt. The white collar that sat against his throat like a hand he couldn’t shake.

Fourteen days until ordination.

The number felt less like a countdown now and more like a sentence.

The morning office was sparsely attended.

Rain had kept the elderly parishioners home, and the small congregation that gathered was quiet, subdued, their voices barely rising above the sound of water against the ancient stone. Daniel stood beside Pastor Hart at the altar, his mouth forming the familiar prayers, his mind elsewhere entirely.

He kept seeing her face. The way she had looked at him in the church garden, her hand against his jaw, her eyes holding something that might have been compassion or might have been challenge. The way she had spoken about her mother, about her father, about the weight of being a symbol instead of a person. He had thought he understood her—the scandal, the rebellion, the cautionary tale that the town had made of her. But he had been seeing a story, not a woman.

And she had seen him with the same clarity.

*You’re not called to celibacy. You’re trapped by it.*

The words had lodged themselves somewhere beneath his ribs, a splinter he couldn’t extract. Every time he moved, every time he breathed, he felt them pressing against the walls he had built.

After the service, Pastor Hart caught his arm at the door.

“The confessional schedule has been extended for Holy Week,” he said, his voice pitched low. “We’ll be hearing confessions from two until six this afternoon. I’ve asked the other elders to assist, but I’ll need you to cover the main booth for at least two hours.”

The confessional.

Daniel felt his stomach tighten at the words. He had been hearing confessions since his diaconate year, had sat in the wooden booth and listened to the small sins and large griefs of parishioners seeking absolution. It was one of the privileges of his soon-to-be-ordained state, the chance to speak forgiveness into existence, to offer the grace that the Church claimed to dispense.

But today, the idea of sitting in that small dark space, of listening to voices through the screen, felt like stepping into a trap.

“Of course,” he said, the response automatic.

“Good.” Hart’s grip on his arm tightened briefly. “And Daniel? Remember what I said about certain… distractions. The confessional is a sacred space. Don’t let anything profane it.”

There was no mistaking his meaning. Hart knew, or at least suspected, that something had shifted. Daniel wondered how much of his turmoil showed on his face, whether the careful composure he had maintained was as solid as he’d believed.

“I understand, sir.”

Hart released him with a nod, and Daniel escaped into the rainy morning before the conversation could continue.

He spent the hours before confessional duty in the church library, a small room off the nave lined with theological texts and parish records. The space smelled of old paper and candle wax, a scent that had always comforted him, but today even this familiar environment felt foreign.

He pulled a book from the shelf at random—Augustine’s Confessions—and tried to lose himself in the dense prose. Augustine wrote of desire with an intimacy that had always unsettled Daniel, the way he named his hungers so plainly, refused to look away from the places where body and soul collided. “I was disturbed in spirit, angry, and indignant,” Augustine wrote of his struggles before conversion. “I was distressed that I was not so distressed.”

Daniel closed the book, unable to continue.

Distressed that he was not so distressed. That was it exactly. He was supposed to be tormented by doubt, wracked with guilt over the desires that surfaced in the dark hours. But the truth was stranger and more unsettling: he was tormented by how little torment he felt. The doubts didn’t bring the anguish he had been taught to expect. They brought something closer to relief.

As though he had been holding his breath for five years and was finally learning to exhale.

The clock on the library wall showed one-thirty. Confessions would begin in thirty minutes. Daniel replaced the book on the shelf and made his way toward the sacristy to prepare.

The confessional stood at the back of the sanctuary, a wooden structure carved with Gothic details that had been fashionable a century before. Two booths faced each other across a central partition, a screen of lattice work allowing voices to pass while preserving anonymity. Daniel had sat in the priest’s side countless times, had listened through that screen to the secret sorrows and petty sins of a congregation he had known his entire life.

But today, as he entered the booth and settled onto the narrow bench, the space felt different. Smaller. More intimate. The darkness that had always been a comfort now pressed against him like a weight.

He had been hearing confessions for perhaps forty minutes when the door to the penitent’s side opened.

He heard it creak, heard the whisper of fabric as someone settled onto the bench across from him. In the darkness, he could see nothing through the screen but the vague shape of a figure, head bowed in the traditional posture of contrition.

“Father, forgive me, for I have sinned.”

The voice was low, husky, almost a whisper. He recognised it instantly.

Evelyn.

His entire body went still. Through the screen, through the darkness, he felt her presence like a flame held too close to skin. She was supposed to be anonymous, was supposed to be just another penitent seeking absolution. But the confessional didn’t work that way in a small town where everyone knew everyone’s voice, everyone’s history, everyone’s wounds.

“It has been—” She paused, and he heard the smile in her voice. “—three weeks since my last confession. Or it would have been, if I had ever made one.”

He should have asked her to leave. Should have said that this wasn’t appropriate, that she couldn’t use the sacrament for whatever game she was playing. But his voice was trapped somewhere in his throat, and he found himself silent, waiting.

“I have committed sins of thought,” she continued, her voice dropping lower. “And sins of intention. Sins of wanting things I shouldn’t want. Sins of imagining things I shouldn’t imagine.”

The words hung in the darkness between them, charged with meaning that neither of them could pretend not to understand.

“What sins have you committed?” he heard himself ask, his voice rougher than it should have been.

“I have thought about someone I shouldn’t. Someone forbidden.” She shifted on the bench, and he heard the rustle of her clothing. “I have imagined what it would be like to touch him. To be touched by him. To show him what he’s been denying himself.”

“This isn’t a game, Evelyn.”

“I know it isn’t. That’s the point.” Her voice softened, lost some of its provocative edge. “I’m not here to mock the sacrament, Daniel. I’m here because I need to say these things somewhere. Because if I don’t speak them, they’ll eat me alive.”

He closed his eyes, trying to maintain the distance that the confessional required. But she was so close—just inches away, separated only by a wooden screen—and he could hear her breathing, could almost feel the warmth of her presence through the lattice.

“The confessional is for sins, not fantasies.”

“Are they different? Sins begin in thought. The Church teaches that much.” She paused, and when she spoke again, her voice had dropped to something barely above a whisper. “I think about you, Daniel. I think about your hands, and how they would feel on my skin. I think about your mouth, and what it would taste like if you kissed me instead of pulling away. I think about all the things you’ve denied yourself for five years, and I wonder what it would take to make you stop denying them.”

The words landed like blows, each one finding its mark. He felt his breath catch, felt his body respond despite every wall he had tried to build.

“You’re testing me,” he said, the words scraping his throat.

“Yes.” She didn’t deny it. “But I’m also telling you the truth. I want you. I’ve wanted you since I saw you in the church on Palm Sunday, standing at that altar like you belonged there, like you had never questioned anything. And I keep wanting you even though I know it’s wrong, even though I know what you’re risking, even though I know I should leave you alone.”

“Then why don’t you?”

“Because you don’t want me to.” Her voice was gentle now, lacking its usual edge. “Because every time I look at you, I see the same hunger I feel. Because you’re pretending to resist something you’ve already surrendered to.”

The darkness in the confessional felt thicker now, heavier. Daniel was acutely aware of every sound—her breath, his breath, the distant sound of rain against the church roof. The space between them seemed to shrink with each passing moment, until he could almost believe there was nothing separating them at all.

“I made vows,” he said, the words coming from somewhere deep. “I made a commitment.”

“You made a commitment to a calling you’re not sure you have. That’s not the same as a commitment to celibacy.” She shifted again, and he heard her lean closer to the screen. “Ask yourself what you’re actually afraid of, Daniel. Is it breaking your vows? Or is it admitting that the vows were a mistake?”

“I can’t have this conversation with you. Not here. Not like this.”

“Then where? When?” Her voice cracked slightly, revealing something beneath the challenge. “You’ve been avoiding me since the garden. You speak in generalities and religious phrases and hide behind that collar like it’s armour. But you can’t hide in here. In here, it’s just your voice and mine. Just the truth.”

The silence stretched between them, heavy with all the things he couldn’t say. She was right. He had been avoiding her, avoiding himself, avoiding the questions she had forced him to ask. And now she had found him in the one place he couldn’t escape—the dark intimacy of the confessional, where secrets were supposed to be safe and sinners were supposed to find absolution.

“What do you want from me?” he asked finally, and the question came out raw, stripped of the composure he usually maintained.

“I want you to stop pretending.” Her voice was barely audible now, just a breath through the screen. “I want you to admit that you feel this too. I want you to say my name like it means something, instead of like it’s a weapon you’re afraid to touch.”

“My name.” She corrected him, as she always did. “Say my name.”

He should have refused. Should have ended the confession, given her a penance, retreated to the safety of ritual and form. But the darkness pressed against him, and her voice was so close, and the hunger he had been denying for five years was rising through his chest like a tide.

“Evelyn,” he said, the word torn from somewhere deep.

She inhaled sharply, the sound audible through the screen.

“Again.”

“Evelyn.”

“Say what you want.”

The command was soft, almost gentle, but it hit him like a physical force. What did he want? He had spent so long not asking that the question felt foreign, dangerous.

“I want—” His voice broke, and he started again. “I want to stop being afraid.”

“Of what?”

“Of wanting. Of needing. Of admitting that I chose this because I was broken, and I’m not sure I’m whole enough to keep choosing it.”

The confession fell into the darkness between them, heavier than any sin he had ever heard. He had never spoken these words to anyone—not to his spiritual director, not to his fellow seminarians, not to the God he was supposed to trust with everything.

For a long moment, there was only silence. Then Evelyn spoke, her voice carrying a tenderness he hadn’t heard before.

“That’s the first honest thing you’ve said to me. Maybe the first honest thing you’ve said to anyone.”

“I shouldn’t have said it.”

“But you did. And I heard it.” Another shift, her body closer to the screen. “I’m not trying to destroy you, Daniel. I’m trying to help you see what’s already breaking.”

“What’s already breaking?”

“You. The faith you built on denial. The vocation you chose from fear.” Her breath was warm through the lattice. “You’re standing at the edge of something, and you’re trying to pretend there’s no cliff. But there is. And I think you’ve known it for a long time.”

He had no response. No defence. The walls he had built were dissolving in the darkness, and she was there, seeing through them as clearly as if they were made of glass.

“Do you ever think about me?” she asked, her voice dropping to something barely above a breath. “Not in confession. Not in some abstract theological sense. Do you think about me when you’re alone, in the dark, when you can’t pretend anymore?”

The question demanded an answer he couldn’t give. Or rather, an answer he couldn’t afford to give. Because the truth was, he had been thinking about her constantly—her face, her voice, the way she had touched his collar, the warmth of her palm against his jaw. He had been thinking about her in ways that violated every vow he had made, every discipline he had practised, every prayer he had offered.

“Yes,” he said, the word tearing itself from his throat.

Her breath caught again, and he heard her shift once more, as though she was trying to see him through the screen.

“Tell me.”

“Evelyn—”

“Tell me.” Not a command this time. A request. Almost a plea. “Please. I need to hear it.”

The darkness wrapped around them, heavy and intimate. He felt as though he were standing at the edge of something vast, a precipice that would either break him or remake him. And she was there, her hand extended, offering to catch him if he fell.

“I think about you constantly,” he said, the words coming slowly, each one a surrender. “I think about your face. Your voice. The way you look at me like you can see through everything I’m pretending. I think about the garden, and your hand against my jaw, and how much I wanted—” He broke off, unable to continue.

“Wanted what?”

“Wanted to let you touch me. Wanted to touch you back. Wanted to stop fighting something that feels more real than anything I’ve felt in five years.”

The confession hung in the air between them, more intimate than any touch. He had laid himself bare in a way he had never done with anyone, in a place where such honesty was supposed to be directed toward God, not toward the woman who had been testing him since she arrived.

For a long moment, there was only silence. Then he heard her exhale, a long, shaky breath that seemed to carry the weight of everything she had been holding.

“Daniel,” she whispered. “Do you know what it means to me, hearing you say that?”

“I shouldn’t have said anything. I should give you a penance and end this.”

“You could. You could retreat behind the collar and pretend this conversation never happened. You could go back to the rectory and pray until the wanting subsides, and tomorrow you could see me and feel the same thing, and you could keep doing that until you take your vows and spend the rest of your life wondering what would have happened if you’d let yourself fall.”

The picture she painted was unbearable because it was exactly what he had been planning to do. The path of resistance, the path of discipline, the path that would lead him to ordination and a lifetime of service and the quiet suppression of everything he actually wanted.

“Is there another option?” he asked, and the question came out raw, desperate.

“I don’t know. But I know there’s truth. And right now, in this moment, we’re closer to truth than either of us has been in a long time.” Her voice softened further, becoming something that was almost a caress. “I’m not asking you to abandon your faith. I’m not asking you to break your vows. I’m asking you to be honest with yourself about what you actually believe, what you actually want, and whether those two things can coexist.”

“They can’t.” The words came out certain, heavy. “That’s the problem. What I want and what I’ve chosen are incompatible.”

“Then maybe what you’ve chosen is the problem.”

The implication hung in the darkness, too large to ignore. If what he had chosen was the problem, then the solution was to choose differently. To walk away from the ordination that was supposed to be his destiny. To admit that five years of preparation had been a flight from grief rather than a genuine calling.

“I don’t know if I can,” he said, and the admission cost him more than any of the others. “I don’t know who I am without this.”

“You don’t know who you are with it.” Her voice was gentle, but the truth in it cut deep. “You’ve been playing a role so long you’ve forgotten there’s anyone underneath. I’m trying to help you remember.”

“How? By tempting me into sin?”

“By showing you that what you call sin might actually be life.” She shifted again, and he heard her lean back from the screen. “I’m not trying to corrupt you, Daniel. I’m trying to wake you up. And if that leads somewhere neither of us expects—well, maybe that’s not the worst thing that could happen.”

The confessional felt smaller now, the darkness pressing in from all sides. Daniel was acutely aware of every breath, every heartbeat, every small sound that passed between them. He had come into this space expecting to offer absolution, and instead he was receiving something that felt more like revelation.

“I need to think,” he said finally. “I need to pray.”

“Then pray. But pray honestly. Ask yourself the questions you’ve been avoiding. And when you’re ready—” She paused, and he heard the door to the penitent’s booth creak open. “—find me. I’ll be waiting.”

The door closed behind her, and Daniel was left alone in the darkness, his heart pounding, his hands shaking, his entire world tilted on its axis.

He stayed in the confessional for a long time after she left.

The darkness that had once been a comfort now felt like a mirror, reflecting back everything he had been trying not to see. He had admitted things in that booth that he had never admitted to anyone—his doubts about his vocation, his hunger for connection, his fear that he had chosen the wrong path and was now too far along to turn back.

Was that true? Had he been running toward God, or simply running away from a world that had wounded him?

He thought of his mother, the faith that had sustained her through her final illness. She had believed completely, without reservation, and that belief had given her peace. He had wanted that peace, had entered the seminary hoping to find it. But what he had found instead was a different kind of wound—the ache of denying parts of himself that refused to stay buried.

Evelyn had seen it. Had named it. Had offered him the terrifying possibility that the denial itself was the problem, not the desires he was trying to suppress.

The door to the confessional opened, and he heard another penitent enter—the shuffle of feet, the clearing of a throat, the familiar sounds of a congregation member settling in for the sacrament. Daniel straightened, trying to compose himself, trying to become again the priest he was supposed to be.

“Father, forgive me, for I have sinned.”

The voice was Mrs. Henderson’s, the elderly widow who sang in the choir. Her sins were the same as always—impatience with her neighbours, envy of those with healthy grandchildren, the small daily failures that accumulated like dust in a life.

Daniel listened, offered counsel, assigned penance. The ritual was familiar, automatic, and he performed it with the mechanical precision of long practice. But underneath, his mind was still churning, still turning over everything that had happened in this same space just minutes before.

Mrs. Henderson left, and another penitent entered, and then another. The afternoon wore on in a blur of small confessions and smaller absolutions, each one pulling him further from the intimacy of the conversation that had shaken him.

But through it all, he felt her presence still, a weight in his chest that wouldn’t lift.

She had asked him to find her. Had said she would be waiting. And despite every reason not to, despite every wall he had built and every vow he had made, he felt the pull of that invitation like a current drawing him toward something he couldn’t name.

Confessions ended at six.

Daniel emerged from the booth stiff and cold, his legs aching from hours of stillness. The church was empty, the rain had stopped, and pale evening light filtered through the stained glass, casting coloured shadows across the stone floor.

He stood for a moment, trying to orient himself, trying to remember who he was supposed to be. Then he saw her.

She sat in the last pew, exactly where she had been on Palm Sunday. Her dark hair was loose around her shoulders, her face half in shadow, her eyes fixed on him with an expression that was both tender and challenging.

She had waited.

He should have walked away. Should have retreated to the rectory, to the safety of his room, to the prayers that had always sustained him. But his feet were moving before he could stop them, carrying him down the centre aisle toward the woman who had seen through every wall he had built.

He stopped a few feet away from her pew, close enough to see the rise and fall of her breath, far enough to maintain the pretence of distance.

“You waited,” he said, the words coming out rough.

“I said I would.” She didn’t rise, didn’t move toward him. Just sat there, her eyes holding his with an intensity that made his chest ache. “I wasn’t sure you’d come.”

“I’m not sure I should have.”

“But you’re here.”

He was. And he couldn’t explain why, couldn’t name the force that had drawn him to her despite every reason to stay away. He only knew that something had shifted in the confessional, something that couldn’t be undone.

“What happens now?” he asked, and the question carried more weight than it should have.

“That’s not for me to decide.” Her voice was soft, lacking its usual provocative edge. “I’ve told you what I want. What I see. The rest is up to you.”

“And what do you see?”

“A man at a crossroads.” She rose finally, standing before him with a stillness that was almost spiritual. “A man who has been pretending so long he’s forgotten what’s real. A man who might, if he’s brave enough, find something true.”

“True?”

“Truth isn’t always comfortable, Daniel. Sometimes it tears everything down before it builds something new.” She stepped closer, and he caught the familiar scent of jasmine, warmer now in the evening air. “But it’s the only thing worth having. And right now, you’re standing in a church built on lies—lies you’ve told yourself, lies you’ve told others, lies the whole town tells to keep the story intact.”

“What lies?”

“That faith requires the suppression of desire. That calling means denying who you are. That holiness is about what you refuse, not what you embrace.” Her voice dropped lower. “That you don’t want me as much as I want you.”

The last statement hit him like a physical force, and he felt himself sway slightly, his body responding to her nearness despite every attempt at control.

“Evelyn—”

“Evie.” She corrected him, as always. “And don’t tell me I’m wrong. I heard what you said in the confessional. I heard what you admitted.”

“That was—”

“The truth. For once, the truth.” She reached out and touched his collar, her fingers light against the stiff fabric. “Don’t take it back now. Don’t retreat into the lie just because the truth is terrifying.”

He caught her wrist, as he had in the church on Monday, and felt her pulse jump beneath his fingers. The contact was electric, more charged than any touch had a right to be.

“I don’t know what to do,” he said, the admission torn from somewhere deep. “I’ve spent five years building this. I don’t know how to tear it down.”

“Then don’t tear it down. Not yet. Just—” She paused, her eyes searching his face. “Just stop pretending. Stop hiding behind the collar and the prayers and the careful words. Let yourself feel what you actually feel, and see where it leads.”

“And if it leads somewhere I can’t come back from?”

“Then it leads somewhere you can’t come back from.” Her voice was gentle, but certain. “But at least you’ll have chosen it. At least it will be real.”

He stood there in the empty church, holding her wrist, his heart pounding, his world tilting on its axis. He had come into this week expecting to move smoothly toward ordination, to complete the journey he had begun five years ago. Instead, he was standing at the edge of a cliff, looking down into the unknown.

And she was there, her hand extended, offering to catch him if he fell.

“I need time,” he said finally, the words coming slowly. “I can’t make this decision tonight. I need to think. To pray.”

“Then think. Pray.” She didn’t pull away, didn’t retreat. “But don’t use prayer as an escape. Don’t ask God for answers you’re too afraid to find yourself.”

“I won’t.”

“Good.” She stepped closer, and for a moment he thought she might kiss him. But she didn’t. She simply stood there, close enough to feel her breath, and let her fingers trail from his collar to his jaw.

“Goodnight, Daniel,” she whispered. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

And then she was gone, slipping out of the church before he could respond, leaving him alone with the coloured light and the silent stones and the echo of everything she had said.

He didn’t return to the rectory immediately.

Instead, he walked through the church garden, past the stone bench and the daffodils and the wall that overlooked the cemetery. The air was cool and smelled of rain, and the sky was darkening toward dusk.

He stopped at the wall where Evelyn had shown him her mother’s grave, and looked out across the headstones. She was buried there, she had said. Fourth row, near the oak tree. The woman who had died when Evelyn was twelve, leaving her alone with a father who saw her as a symbol rather than a daughter.

He thought of Evelyn as a child—twelve years old, grieving, watched by a town that measured her by her usefulness to her father’s image. He thought of the teenager who had discovered that rebellion was the only way to claim her own identity. He thought of the woman who had returned to a place that had wounded her, seeking something she couldn’t name.

And he thought of himself.

Twenty-three years old, heartbroken, spiritually raw. Running into a church because the world outside had hurt him too badly to face. Building a vocation on the foundation of that wound, telling himself it was calling, telling himself it was sacrifice, telling himself anything except the truth.

He had been lying to himself for five years.

And in the space of three days, Evelyn Hart had torn through every lie and shown him what lay beneath.

He didn’t know what to do with that knowledge. Didn’t know how to integrate it into the life he had built, the promises he had made, the identity he had constructed. But he knew, with a certainty that had been growing since Palm Sunday, that he couldn’t continue as he had been.

Something had to change.

Either he would find a way to reconcile his faith with the desires he had been suppressing, or he would have to admit that the faith itself was the problem. Either he would make peace with the vocation he had chosen, or he would have to find the courage to walk away.

The ordination was fourteen days away.

Fourteen days to figure out who he actually was, and whether that person could live with the choices he had made.

He stood at the wall until the last light faded from the sky, until the stars began to appear between the clouds, until the cold seeped through his clothes and into his bones. And then he turned and walked slowly back to the rectory, his mind churning, his heart heavy, his future more uncertain than it had ever been.

In his room, he knelt by the bed as he had every night for five years.

But this time, when he bowed his head, he didn’t ask God for strength to resist temptation.

He asked God to show him the truth.

And he prayed, more honestly than he had ever prayed before, for the courage to face it.


Chapter Five – Sleepless Night

The rectory was too quiet.

Daniel stood in the centre of his room, the door closed behind him, the familiar space suddenly foreign. He had lived in this building for weeks during his boyhood, when his mother volunteered for the altar guild and his father worked late at the docks. He had slept in this very room during summer visits from university, before the seminary, before everything changed. He knew every creak of the floorboards, every crack in the plaster, every shadow cast by the streetlight through the thin curtains.

But tonight, the silence pressed against him from all sides, heavy with accusation.

He had confessed. Not in the way the Church required, not to a spiritual director or a brother priest, but to her. To Evelyn Hart, the woman he had been warned about, the temptation he had been told to avoid. He had spoken words in that darkened confessional that stripped away every defence he had spent five years building, and she had received them with a tenderness that undid him more completely than any challenge could have.

What did you want?

The question kept echoing through his mind, rising unbidden at odd moments. He had answered honestly, and the honesty had cost him more than he could afford to lose. Because now he couldn’t pretend anymore. Couldn’t hide behind the comfortable fiction that his vocation was a gift freely given, a sacrifice willingly made. The truth was uglier and more complicated: he had chosen the seminary because he was broken, and he had stayed because he was afraid.

He moved to the window, pushing aside the thin curtain to look out at the church garden below. The daffodils were invisible in the darkness, but he could picture them—yellow heads bowed against the night, waiting for a sun that would return in a few hours. The image felt significant somehow, though he couldn’t have said why. Flowers that closed at night and opened with the light. A natural rhythm of concealing and revealing.

Was that what he had been doing? Closing against the darkness, waiting for some illumination that would make it safe to open again?

He let the curtain fall and turned back to the room.

He removed his collar first, the stiff white fabric sliding from his throat like a restraint being released. The sensation of cool air against his skin made him realise how tight the collar had felt all day, how constricted. He had worn it so long he had stopped noticing the pressure, stopped feeling the way it marked him as belonging to something other than himself.

He set it on the small desk by the window, its white gleam catching the streetlight. Then he unbuttoned his shirt with hands that weren’t quite steady, each button an undoing of the image he presented to the world. The black fabric fell away, and he stood in the dim light, exposed in a way that had nothing to do with the absence of clothing and everything to do with the absence of the identity he had been wearing.

What would it feel like to undress for someone else?

The thought came unbidden, and he felt his body respond before he could push it away. He had spent five years learning to ignore these moments, to redirect the energy into prayer or work or sleep. But tonight the redirection wouldn’t come. Tonight, every sensation was amplified, every thought charged with the memory of her voice in the darkness.

*Tell me what you want.*

He had told her. And she had heard. And now the wanting was loose in his body, a current he couldn’t shut off.

He moved to the small basin in the corner and splashed cold water on his face, trying to shock his system back into equilibrium. The water was icy, as the pipes in the rectory ran cold after midnight. He let it drip down his chin, his neck, his chest, not bothering to dry himself. The discomfort was a kind of penance, though he wasn’t sure what he was atoning for. The wanting? The honesty? The betrayal of everything he was supposed to believe?

He looked at himself in the small mirror above the basin. The face that stared back was gaunt, shadowed, the eyes dark with exhaustion and something else—something that looked almost like hunger. He had seen that look before, in the seminary, when brothers were struggling with their vows, fighting desires they couldn’t name aloud. The hunger for something beyond the walls they had built around themselves.

Was that all he was? A hungry man in a collar?

The question was too close to Evelyn’s accusation to be comfortable. She had seen through him so quickly, had found the fracture in his foundation with an ease that still terrified him. And she had pressed against it, not to break him, but to show him what was already cracked.

He knelt by the bed, as he had every night since seminary began.

The posture was automatic, ingrained by years of practice. Knees on the hard floor, hands folded, head bowed. The position of surrender, of humility, of openness to divine presence. He had spent countless hours in this posture, had found in it a peace that had carried him through the darkest periods of doubt.

But tonight, peace wouldn’t come.

He tried to begin with the familiar words—the Our Father, the Hail Mary, the prayers that had shaped his spiritual life since childhood. But the words felt hollow in his mouth, shapes without substance, recitation without connection. He was speaking into a void, and the void wasn’t answering.

He shifted to free-form prayer, the kind his spiritual director had encouraged during his formation years. Speak from the heart. Name what troubles you. Trust that God hears even when you can’t feel the presence.

“God,” he said, his voice rough in the silence. “I don’t know what You want from me. I thought I understood. I thought the path was clear. But now—” He broke off, struggling to find words that could contain the turmoil in his chest. “She sees me. Sees through me. And I can’t pretend anymore that what she sees isn’t true.”

The admission hung in the air, unanswered.

“I chose this because I was hurting. Because my heart was broken and I couldn’t find another way to survive. I told myself it was calling, but maybe it was just fear. Maybe I’ve been lying to myself for five years, and now I’m supposed to stand before You and Your Church and swear eternal devotion to something I’m not even sure I believe.”

Still silence. The darkness didn’t respond. The God he had trusted since childhood seemed distant, absent, as though He had retreated to someplace beyond Daniel’s reach.

“I want her. I’ve been trying not to want her, trying to pray it away, but the wanting doesn’t stop. It grows. Every time I see her, every time she speaks to me, every time she looks at me with those eyes that see too much—” His voice cracked. “What do You want? Do You want me to deny this forever? Do You want me to be honest? Is there a way to be faithful and still be true to myself?”

The questions dissolved into the darkness, and Daniel felt something shift in his chest—not an answer, but an admission. He wasn’t really asking God. He was asking himself. And he already knew the answer he was afraid to give.

He remained on his knees for longer than usual, the hard floor pressing into his joints, the discomfort grounding him in the present moment. He had been taught that physical discipline could aid spiritual clarity, that the mortification of the body could free the soul for higher pursuits. But tonight, the discipline felt like what it was: punishment for desires he couldn’t control.

Finally, when his knees began to ache in earnest, he rose and sat on the edge of the bed, his head in his hands.

The doubts weren’t new. They had been with him since the beginning, shadowing every moment of certainty, whispering at the edges of every prayer. But he had learned to live with them, had been taught that doubt was part of faith, that the questions could coexist with the commitment. His spiritual director had spoken of the “dark night of the soul,” the periods of dryness and uncertainty that were part of every serious spiritual journey.

But this wasn’t dryness. This wasn’t uncertainty.

This was something breaking.

And Evelyn Hart had found the fracture and pressed her fingers against it until he couldn’t pretend anymore that the wall was solid.

He thought about the first time he had been truly tempted.

It had been his second year at seminary, a cold night in November, when a woman had approached him after a vespers service open to the public. She was older, perhaps thirty-five, with kind eyes and a sorrow that clung to her like perfume. She had wanted to talk, she said. Wanted to understand why someone young and seemingly whole would choose to wall himself away from the world.

They had spoken for an hour in the church vestibule, their breath visible in the cold air. She had touched his arm once, a gesture of comfort, and he had felt the contact like an electric current. Nothing had happened. He had ended the conversation politely and returned to his cell, where he had knelt on the stone floor for three hours, praying for the desire to fade.

It had faded, eventually. But it had returned, again and again, in different forms, with different faces. The desire for connection, for touch, for intimacy that transcended the spiritual and entered the physical. He had learned to live with it as one lives with chronic pain—by building walls around it, by refusing to look directly at it, by filling his hours with prayer and study until there was no space left for the wanting.

But Evelyn had walked through those walls as though they were made of paper.

She hadn’t seduced him, not in the traditional sense. Hadn’t thrown herself at him or used her beauty as a weapon. She had simply seen him. Had looked at him with those sharp, perceptive eyes and recognised something he had been hiding from everyone, including himself.

The recognition had been terrifying. And intoxicating.

He lay back on the bed, his hands behind his head, staring at the ceiling. The sheets were cool against his bare skin, the pillow soft beneath his head. He was tired, deeply tired, the kind of exhaustion that comes from carrying too much for too long. But sleep wouldn’t come. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw her face. Heard her voice. Felt the ghost of her touch at his collar.

He thought about the confessional, about the darkness that had pressed against them both. About her voice through the screen, low and intimate, speaking words that should have been forbidden but instead had felt like revelation. She had described wanting him. Had described thinking about him, imagining him. And he had responded, had admitted his own wanting, had spoken truths he had never planned to say aloud.

*I think about you constantly.*

The words echoed through his memory, and he felt his body respond again, a warmth spreading through his chest and lower. He tried to redirect, to focus on something else—his mother’s face, the smell of the incense in the church, the texture of the worn pew under his hands. But the redirection wouldn’t hold. Every thought circled back to her.

He turned onto his side, pulling the blanket higher, trying to find a position that would allow him to rest. But his body was restless, his mind churning, and the silence of the rectory felt like a pressure rather than a comfort.

What would it feel like?

The question surfaced before he could stop it. What would it feel like to have her hands on him, not just at his collar but everywhere? What would it feel like to touch her, to discover the body he had only imagined? What would it feel like to give himself permission to want without shame, to desire without denial?

He had known once. Before the seminary, before the calling, before his heart had broken and sent him running toward God. He had been twenty-two years old, in love for the first time, and the physical intimacy had been awkward and fumbling but also real. He remembered the weight of another body against his, the warmth of skin, the way breath had mingled in the dark. The way it had felt to be wanted, to be touched, to be seen as a man rather than a symbol.

Her name had been Catherine. She had been two years older, studying literature at Edinburgh while he finished his theology degree at St Andrews. They had met at a inter-university event, and the connection had been immediate—intellectual, emotional, and eventually physical. He had loved her with the intensity of first love, the certainty that this was the person he would build a life with.

And then she had left.

Not for another man, not for any dramatic reason. She had simply outgrown him, she said. Had looked at him one evening over dinner and told him that she loved him but couldn’t imagine a future with someone who was so afraid of living. She had seen the fear in him—the hesitation, the overthinking, the way he held back from experience as though it might burn him. And she had refused to let that fear become her life.

He had been devastated. Had spent weeks unable to eat, unable to sleep, unable to understand how love could simply end without warning. His mother had been dying around the same time, and the double loss had cracked something open in him. He had found himself in a church one night, kneeling at an altar, asking God for meaning.

And the meaning had come. Or he had convinced himself it had. The call to the seminary had felt like an answer, a way to transform loss into purpose. If he couldn’t have love, he would have something higher. If he couldn’t have Catherine, he would have God.

But lying here in the darkness, his body aching with want he couldn’t suppress, the sacrifice felt like what it actually was: a wound that wouldn’t heal.

He must have dozed, because he woke to the sound of knocking.

For a moment, he didn’t know where he was—the ceiling unfamiliar, the room strange. Then memory returned, and he realised the knocking was coming from somewhere in the rectory. Not his door. The front door.

He glanced at the clock on his bedside table. Past eleven. Who would be calling at this hour?

Rising, he pulled on his discarded shirt and made his way downstairs. The rectory was dark, Pastor Hart’s door still closed, the hallway silent. The knocking came again, more insistent now, and Daniel felt a twist of something in his chest.

Could it be her?

The thought came unbidden, and with it a surge of something that was half hope and half terror. He had told her to find him, in the garden, before the confessional. And she had come, at the end, had waited for him in the church and spoken words that still echoed through his mind.

*I’ll see you tomorrow.*

But tomorrow had already begun. It was past midnight now, Holy Wednesday technically started, and she was here, at the rectory door, in the darkness.

He opened the door with his heart in his throat.

But it wasn’t Evelyn.

It was Mrs. Calloway, her face pale in the streetlight, her silver hair loose around her shoulders in a way he had never seen before. She looked smaller somehow, diminished, as though the night had stripped away the authority she usually carried.

“Mrs. Calloway? Is something wrong?”

“It’s my husband.” Her voice was thin, strained. “He’s collapsed. The ambulance is on its way, but Pastor Hart needs to come. He needs to come now.”

The emergency cut through the fog of Daniel’s exhaustion. He stepped back, his mind shifting automatically into crisis mode. “I’ll get him. Wait here.”

He climbed the stairs quickly, taking them two at a time, and knocked on Pastor Hart’s door with urgency. It took a moment, but then the older man’s voice came, muffled but alert.

“What is it?”

“Emergency. Mrs. Calloway. Her husband has collapsed. She needs you to go with her.”

A pause, then movement. The door opened, and Daniel found himself facing his mentor, who looked older somehow in the dim hallway light, more fragile than he had seemed at the altar that morning. His hair was dishevelled, his clothes rumpled, as though he hadn’t been sleeping either.

“I’ll go,” Hart said, reaching for the coat hanging by his door. “You stay here. Handle anything that comes up.”

“Of course.”

Hart paused at the top of the stairs, his gaze meeting Daniel’s. In that look, Daniel saw something he hadn’t expected—weariness, perhaps, or the weight of years that had accumulated faster than he’d realised. For a moment, the pastor seemed less like a spiritual authority and more like an old man carrying more than he could bear.

“Daniel,” Hart said quietly. “How are you? Truly?”

The question caught him off guard. “I’m fine, sir. The adjustment—”

“Not that.” Hart waved his hand dismissively. “I’ve been watching you. Since you arrived. You’re distracted. Something’s troubling you.” He stepped closer, his voice dropping. “Is it Evie?”

The name landed like a blow. Daniel felt his composure waver, then steady. He had been preparing for this question, in a way, had been rehearsing answers in his mind since Palm Sunday. But now, faced with his mentor’s direct gaze, the prepared responses felt hollow.

“She’s been present at the church activities,” he said carefully. “I’ve interacted with her as little as possible, as you instructed.”

“That’s not what I asked.” Hart’s eyes were sharp, missing nothing. “I asked if she was troubling you. If her presence was affecting you in ways that could be problematic.”

Daniel held his mentor’s gaze, aware that something significant hung in the balance. He could tell the truth, or close to it. Could admit that Evelyn’s presence had shaken him in ways he hadn’t expected. Could seek the guidance that Hart had offered him since he was a boy.

But the words wouldn’t come. Instead, he heard himself say, “She’s not affecting my duties. I’m fully prepared for Holy Week and the ordination that follows.”

Hart studied him for a long moment. The silence stretched between them, thick with everything that wasn’t being said. Daniel could feel his mentor’s gaze like a weight, pressing against the walls he had been trying to rebuild since the confessional.

“See that you remain so.” Hart started down the stairs, then paused. “And Daniel? Sometimes the greatest temptation comes disguised as understanding. Don’t mistake her curiosity for care. Don’t mistake her attention for anything except what it is.”

“What is it, sir?”

“A test.” Hart’s voice was firm. “Nothing more. And tests are meant to be passed.”

He disappeared down the stairs, and Daniel heard the front door open and close, then the sound of Mrs. Calloway’s car pulling away from the rectory.

He stood alone in the hallway, surrounded by darkness and the weight of everything that had been said and left unsaid.

The conversation had unsettled him more than he wanted to admit. Hart’s warning had been clear, but there had been something beneath it—something that sounded almost like fear. As though the pastor was afraid of what Evelyn might reveal, not just about Daniel, but about the foundations they both stood on.

What had Evelyn said about her father? That he performed piety while building a legacy he cared about more than any gospel. That he had never forgiven himself for her mother’s death, and never forgiven her for surviving. That his love was conditional on appearance.

Daniel had dismissed it as the anger of a wounded daughter. But now, standing in the dark hallway, he wondered if there was truth beneath the anger.

He couldn’t sleep after that.

The encounter with Mrs. Calloway had broken whatever fragile peace he had been building, and now his mind was churning again, cycling through the conversation with Hart, the confessional with Evelyn, the endless questions that had no answers.

He returned to his room and sat on the edge of the bed, his head in his hands. The collar lay on the desk where he had left it, its white gleam a reminder of everything he was supposed to be. In fourteen days, he would stand at the altar and vow to wear that collar for the rest of his life. He would promise obedience, celibacy, the surrender of every part of himself that wanted something different.

He had thought he was ready. Had convinced himself that the doubts were normal, the fears manageable, the desire something that would fade with time and prayer.

But it hadn’t faded. It had grown. And now it was threatening to consume him.

He thought about calling Father Marcus, his spiritual director at the seminary. The man had guided him through five years of formation, had listened to his struggles with patience and wisdom. But what would Daniel say? That he was being tempted by a woman he barely knew? That he was questioning his vocation days before it would become irrevocable? That he had confessed things in a confessional that should have been reserved for a spiritual director, and the confession had only made the wanting worse?

The questions felt too large for the middle of the night, too heavy for the darkness. He needed to talk to someone, but everyone he could talk to would tell him the same thing: resist the temptation, trust the process, have faith that the testing would pass.

But what if the testing wasn’t the problem? What if the problem was the thing being tested?

He reached for his phone, intending to check the time, and saw a notification he had missed earlier. A message from Father Marcus, the timing almost eerie.

*Brother Daniel. I hope this finds you well as you prepare for your final weeks. I wanted to check in—your last letter mentioned some uncertainty. These are normal at this stage, but I’d like to discuss before you make your final vows. Call when you can. Your brother in Christ, Father Marcus.*

The message was innocuous, pastoral. But the timing felt significant, as though the universe was conspiring to force him to confront what he had been avoiding.

He dialled the number before he could change his mind.

It rang three times before Father Marcus answered, his voice warm and familiar despite the late hour.

“Daniel. I’m glad you called.”

“I’m sorry it’s so late. I just saw your message.”

“No matter. I was awake.” A pause. “How are you? And I ask as your brother, not your director. Be honest.”

Daniel closed his eyes, letting the question settle. He was so tired of pretending. So tired of performing certainty he didn’t feel.

“I don’t know,” he said finally. “I thought I was ready. Now I’m not sure.”

“Tell me.”

The invitation was simple, but it opened a door Daniel had been trying to keep closed. He found himself speaking, the words tumbling out in a rush—the doubts that had been building for months, the questions that had surfaced since he returned home, the encounter with Evelyn Hart that had stripped away every defence he had constructed.

He didn’t tell Father Marcus everything. Didn’t describe the wanting that burned through his body at night, the fantasies that intruded despite every effort to redirect them, the specific words she had spoken in the confessional that still echoed through his mind. But he told him enough. The doubt about his vocation. The suspicion that he had chosen the seminary for the wrong reasons. The fear that he was about to make a mistake that couldn’t be undone.

When he finished, there was a long silence on the other end of the line. Daniel waited, his heart pounding, unsure what response he was hoping for. Part of him wanted to be told what to do, wanted the clarity of external authority. But another part, the part that had been growing stronger since Evelyn arrived, wanted to be heard. Wanted someone to acknowledge that his questions were real, that his doubts weren’t simply temptations to be overcome.

“The woman,” Father Marcus said finally. “Evelyn. You say she’s been questioning you. Pushing you to examine your motives.”

“Yes.”

“And what does she see, Daniel? When she looks at you?”

The question was unexpected. He had thought his director would ask about her character, her intentions, the danger she posed to his vocation. But instead, Father Marcus was asking what she saw.

“She sees—” He paused, trying to find the right words. “She sees someone who’s been pretending. Someone who chose this out of fear instead of faith.”

“Is she wrong?”

The directness of the question took his breath away. He had expected Father Marcus to reassure him, to remind him that doubt was normal, that the testing would pass, that the woman was a temptation to be resisted. Instead, his director was asking him to confront the very thing he had been avoiding.

“I don’t know,” Daniel admitted. “I don’t know if she’s wrong. I don’t know if I chose this for the right reasons. I don’t know if I can make the vows in good conscience.”

“Then you shouldn’t.”

The words hit him like a physical blow. “What?”

“If you can’t make the vows in good conscience, you shouldn’t make them. The Church doesn’t need priests who are uncertain about their calling. It needs priests who are certain, who have examined their motives and found them sound.” Father Marcus’s voice was gentle but firm. “I’ve known you for five years, Daniel. I’ve watched you struggle with this question more than once. And I’ve always told you the same thing: the answer has to come from you. Not from me, not from your bishop, not from your sense of obligation to your mother’s memory. From you.”

“But what if I don’t have an answer? What if I’m just—” He broke off, unable to name the fear.

“What if you’re just afraid?” Father Marcus finished for him. “That’s possible. Fear is part of any major commitment. But there’s a difference between fear of the commitment and fear that the commitment is wrong. You need to discern which one you’re experiencing.”

“How?”

“By being honest with yourself. By asking the questions you’ve been avoiding. By listening to what emerges when you stop performing the role of the dedicated seminarian and let yourself simply be Daniel.” A pause. “And perhaps by paying attention to what this woman sees when she looks at you. Not because she has all the answers, but because she might be seeing something you’ve been too close to recognise.”

The counsel was not what Daniel had expected, but it felt true. He had been so focused on passing the test, on proving himself worthy of the vocation, that he hadn’t stopped to ask whether the vocation itself was what he actually wanted.

“Thank you,” he said quietly. “For listening. For not telling me what I wanted to hear.”

“That’s what spiritual direction is for. Not to give you answers, but to help you find your own.” Father Marcus’s voice softened. “Take the time you need, Daniel. Holy Week is intense, but it’s also clarifying. By Easter, you’ll know. One way or another, you’ll know.”

The call ended, and Daniel sat alone in the darkness, the phone still warm in his hand.

He didn’t sleep that night.

Instead, he sat by the window, watching the sky change from black to grey to pale gold. He thought about Father Marcus’s counsel, about Evelyn’s questions, about Pastor Hart’s warning. He thought about his mother, about the faith that had carried her to her death, about the son who was supposed to honour that faith with his life.

He thought about Catherine, the love he had lost, the fear that had driven her away. The same fear that had driven him into the arms of the Church, seeking refuge from a world that seemed too dangerous to face.

And he thought about what he actually wanted.

Not the seminary’s answer. Not the Church’s answer. His answer.

What did he want?

He wanted to stop pretending. To stop hiding behind a collar and a role and a vocation that felt increasingly like a cage. He wanted to be seen as he actually was, not as the symbol everyone expected him to be.

He wanted to touch and be touched. To hold someone in the night and be held in return. To experience the physical intimacy he had denied himself for five years, not as a weakness but as a part of being human.

He wanted Evelyn Hart.

The admission came finally, in the grey light before dawn, and with it came a release he hadn’t expected. He wanted her. Not just physically, though the physical wanting was real and intense. He wanted her sharp gaze and her wounded tenderness. He wanted the way she saw through every pretence and demanded truth. He wanted the connection that had sparked between them from the first moment, the recognition of someone who was also lost, also searching, also hungry for something real.

He couldn’t have her and be a priest. The two were incompatible. If he chose her, he would have to walk away from everything he had built for five years. If he chose the priesthood, he would have to live with the knowledge that he had denied something essential about himself.

There was no path that didn’t involve loss.

But for the first time, he was beginning to suspect that the loss of the vocation might hurt less than the loss of himself.

The sky continued to lighten, pink and gold spreading across the horizon. A new day was beginning. Holy Wednesday. The mid-point of the week that would determine everything.

In the church below, he could see Mrs. Fletcher already moving about, preparing for the day’s services. In the cemetery beyond, the headstones caught the first light of morning, their inscriptions briefly illuminated before the sun rose higher.

Somewhere in this town, Evelyn Hart was sleeping. Or not sleeping. Wondering, perhaps, whether he would come to her as she had asked.

He had fourteen days until his ordination. Fourteen days to decide who he was and what he wanted and whether the two could be reconciled.

Fourteen days.

It felt like an instant. It felt like an eternity.

At six o’clock, he heard Pastor Hart return.

The front door opened and closed, footsteps in the hallway, the sound of water running in the bathroom. Daniel stayed in his room, not ready to face his mentor, not ready to pretend that everything was as it should be.

He heard Hart climb the stairs, pause briefly outside his door, then continue to his own room. The walls in the rectory were thin, and Daniel could hear the older man moving around, could hear the bed creak as he lay down.

The emergency must have resolved somehow. Or Hart had done what he could and returned to rest before the morning office. Either way, the household was stirring, and Daniel would have to join the rhythm of the day soon.

He showered and dressed by rote, putting on the uniform that had become second nature. Black trousers. Black shirt. The collar that marked him as set apart. But when he looked in the mirror, the face that stared back was different somehow. Older. More honest.

Or maybe just more willing to see what had always been there.

He was due at the church in an hour for the morning office. Another day of ritual and routine, another day of performing the role he had been assigned. But underneath the performance, something had shifted. Something had cracked open.

And he knew, with a certainty that had been building since Palm Sunday, that the crack would only widen.

The question was what he would do when the wall finally fell.


Chapter Six – Maundy Thursday Kiss

Holy Wednesday passed in a blur of preparation and avoidance.

Daniel moved through the day’s obligations like a man underwater, his senses muffled, his responses automatic. The morning office. The choir rehearsal. The meetings with Mrs. Fletcher about floral arrangements for the coming services. He spoke when spoken to, smiled when expected, and kept his eyes away from the back row where Evelyn Hart sat during the evening service.

She had come to the church as she said she would. Had taken her place in the soprano section with the other choir members, her voice rising in harmony with theirs, her gaze occasionally finding his across the sanctuary. Each time their eyes met, Daniel felt the contact like a physical touch, a thread of awareness that wound through the space between them.

But he didn’t approach her. Didn’t speak to her. Didn’t acknowledge the conversation they had shared in the confessional or the admission that had torn through every wall he had built.

He was afraid. Not of her, exactly. Not even of the wanting that burned beneath his ribs. He was afraid of what would happen if he stopped resisting. If he let himself feel what he actually felt, without the buffer of prayer and discipline and the careful performance of his role.

And so he avoided her, and she let him, and the space between them grew heavy with everything they weren’t saying.

By evening, he was exhausted in a way that had nothing to do with physical exertion.

He returned to the rectory after the service, intending to rest before the long day that Maundy Thursday would bring. But as he climbed the stairs, Pastor Hart’s voice followed him from the study.

“Daniel. A moment.”

He turned, finding his mentor seated at the heavy oak desk, papers spread before him, his face illuminated by the green-shaded lamp. Hart looked older than he had even the night before, the lines around his eyes deeper, his shoulders carrying a weight that seemed to increase by the hour.

“Of course.”

Hart gestured toward the chair opposite him, and Daniel sat, his body weary, his mind still churning through the day’s events.

“Mr. Calloway,” Hart said without preamble. “He passed this morning.”

Daniel felt a moment of genuine sorrow. He hadn’t known the man well, but he had seen him in the congregation for years, had watched him singing in the choir with his thin, reedy tenor. “I’m sorry. How is Mrs. Calloway?”

“As well as can be expected. She’s with her daughter in Edinburgh now.” Hart leaned back in his chair, his gaze settling on Daniel with an intensity that made him want to look away. “The funeral will be after Easter. I’ll need you to assist.”

“Of course.”

“You seem distracted.” The observation was pointed. “Since you arrived, really, but more so in the last few days. Is there something you need to discuss?”

The question was an opening, an invitation. Daniel recognised it as such, recognised also the pastoral instinct behind it. Hart was offering him a chance to unburden himself, to speak the doubts that had been growing since Palm Sunday.

But the moment he thought of speaking, he heard Evelyn’s voice in his memory: *My father built his ministry on the perfect family image. Every time he looks at me, he sees his failure.*

“I’m fine,” Daniel said, the lie coming easily. “The return home has been more difficult than I expected. Memories of my mother. But nothing that will affect my duties.”

Hart studied him for a long moment, his expression unreadable. Then he nodded, accepting the answer or setting it aside for later examination.

“Maundy Thursday will be demanding. The foot washing ceremony, the stripping of the altar, the vigil. You’ll need to be at your best.” He paused, his voice softening. “I’m proud of you, Daniel. I’ve watched you grow from a boy into a man of God. In fourteen days, you’ll stand at the altar and make vows that will shape the rest of your life. I want you to be certain when you make them.”

“I am certain.”

The words came automatically, but they felt hollow even as he spoke them. Hart seemed to hear the hollowness, because his gaze sharpened, his mouth tightening almost imperceptibly.

“See that you remain so.” He turned back to the papers on his desk, dismissing Daniel without another word.

Daniel climbed the stairs to his room, his heart heavy, his mind churning. Fourteen days. Hart had said it twice now, and each time the number had landed like a weight. Fourteen days until the vows that would seal his fate, one way or another.

He knelt by the bed as he had every night, but the prayers felt more distant than ever. He was going through the motions, performing the rituals that had once anchored him, but the anchor had come loose. He was drifting, and he didn’t know how to stop.

Maundy Thursday dawned grey and cold.

Daniel woke before the alarm, his body tense with anticipation of the day ahead. He had participated in Maundy Thursday services before, had understood the theological significance of the foot washing ceremony, the Last Supper commemoration, the stripping of the altar that symbolised Christ’s abandonment. But today, the symbolism felt heavier, more personal.

He showered and dressed, the familiar routine failing to calm the turmoil in his chest. The collar settled against his throat like a hand, and he thought of Evelyn’s fingers there, the way she had touched him so casually, so deliberately, on Palm Sunday.

He had to stop thinking about her. Had to focus on the duties ahead, the services that would demand his full attention. This was Maundy Thursday, the beginning of the sacred Triduum, the three days that culminated in Easter. He couldn’t afford to be distracted.

But when he descended the stairs, Pastor Hart was already gone—a note on the kitchen table explaining that he had been called to an early emergency at the hospital. Daniel ate breakfast alone, then walked to the church through the garden, the cold air sharp against his face.

The sanctuary was empty when he arrived, but he could hear voices from the parish hall—Mrs. Fletcher directing volunteers, the clatter of chairs being arranged, the murmur of preparations for the evening service. He made his way toward the sacristy, intending to vest for the morning office, when he saw her.

Evelyn stood at the back of the sanctuary, arranging candles on a table near the entrance. She wore a dark blue dress today, modest in cut but fitted in a way that drew his eye despite every effort to look away. Her dark hair was pulled back from her face, exposing the line of her jaw, the curve of her neck.

She looked up as he approached, and he saw the flash of something in her expression—surprise, perhaps, or anticipation—before she smoothed her features into neutrality.

“Daniel.” She used his first name, as she always did, stripping away the title that marked his authority. “I was hoping to see you.”

He should have kept walking. Should have nodded in acknowledgment and continued toward the sacristy, putting distance between them before the conversation could begin. But his feet had stopped, and he found himself standing before her, acutely aware of the space between them.

“I need to prepare for the morning office.”

“Of course. I wouldn’t want to interfere with your duties.” She set down the candle she had been holding, her movements deliberate. “I just wanted to make sure you were alright. You seemed—” She paused, choosing her words carefully. “—distracted yesterday.”

“I’m fine.”

“You don’t look fine. You look like a man who hasn’t slept in three days.” Her voice softened, losing some of its edge. “I know I pushed you in the confessional. I know I asked things I had no right to ask. But I also know you haven’t been avoiding me because you’re busy.”

“Evelyn—”

“Evie.” She corrected him automatically, then shook her head. “Sorry. I keep doing that. Forcing intimacy where it hasn’t been invited.”

“It’s not that.” He stepped closer, drawn by something he couldn’t name. “I’ve been thinking. About what you said. About what I said.”

“And?”

“And I don’t have answers yet. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do with everything you’ve made me feel.”

The admission cost him more than he expected. He had been trying to hold on to some semblance of professional distance, some remaining wall between them. But standing here, in the empty sanctuary, with her dark eyes watching him with a mixture of challenge and tenderness, he couldn’t maintain the pretence.

“Then stop trying to have answers,” she said quietly. “Just be honest. With me, and with yourself.”

“I don’t know how to be honest anymore. I’ve been performing for so long that I’ve forgotten what’s underneath.”

“Then let me help you remember.”

She reached out and touched his hand, her fingers light against his skin. The contact was innocent, barely a brush, but it sent a current through his body that he couldn’t control.

“I can’t do this,” he said, pulling back. “Not here. Not now.”

“Then when? After the service tonight? After the foot washing and the stripping of the altar and all the beautiful rituals that remind us of sacrifice?” Her voice dropped lower. “I’ll be here all day, Daniel. Helping with preparations. Singing in the choir. Watching you perform the role you’ve chosen. And every time I look at you, I’ll be wondering what’s underneath.”

She turned and walked away before he could respond, her heels clicking against the stone floor, her silhouette disappearing through the door to the parish hall.

Daniel stood alone in the sanctuary, his heart pounding, his body aching with wanting that he couldn’t suppress.

The morning office passed in a haze.

Daniel stood at the altar, his voice rising in the familiar prayers, his body moving through the ritual gestures that had become automatic. But his mind was elsewhere. Every time he looked up from the prayer book, he saw her face. Every time the congregation sang, he heard her voice from the evening before, asking questions he couldn’t answer.

What are you afraid of?

The question kept surfacing, rising unbidden at odd moments. What was he afraid of? Losing his vocation? Losing his identity? Or was he afraid of something else entirely—admitting that the vocation had been a flight from life rather than an embrace of something higher?

After the service, he retreated to the sacristy, needing space to collect himself. The small room smelled of candle wax and old wood, the vestments hanging in their proper places, the chalice polished and ready for the evening communion. He stood before the mirror, adjusting his collar, trying to find the composure that had always come so easily.

But the face that looked back at him was a stranger’s.

*Let me help you remember.*

Her words echoed through his mind, and he felt the pull of them like a current drawing him toward something he couldn’t name. She was offering him something—honesty, perhaps, or authenticity, or simply the chance to stop pretending. And despite every warning he had received, every wall he had built, he wanted to accept.

The afternoon was consumed by preparations for the evening service.

Maundy Thursday would include the foot washing ceremony, a ritual reenactment of Christ washing his disciples’ feet before the Last Supper. Pastor Hart had chosen twelve members of the congregation to participate—elders and volunteers, the faithful who had served the church for decades. Daniel would assist, bringing the basin and towel, kneeling beside his mentor as the ritual unfolded.

But first, the communion elements had to be prepared. The bread, baked fresh that morning by volunteers. The wine, a decent port that had been blessed the previous Sunday. Daniel found himself in the parish hall with Mrs. Fletcher and two other volunteers, arranging the elements on trays that would be carried to the altar.

Evelyn was there too.

She worked on the other side of the room, arranging flowers for the altar, her movements efficient and graceful. Daniel was acutely aware of her presence, the way she moved, the way her hands handled the lilies with unexpected tenderness. He tried to focus on his own tasks, tried to ignore the pull that drew his gaze toward her again and again.

But when she walked past him to retrieve additional flowers from the supply closet, her fingers brushed his palm.

The contact was brief, barely a second. But he felt it like a brand, a line of heat that travelled up his arm and settled in his chest. His breath caught, and he turned to find her watching him, her expression unreadable.

“Excuse me,” she said, her voice neutral. But there was something in her eyes—a flash of awareness, of understanding—that told him the touch had been deliberate.

He reached out without thinking, catching her wrist before she could move away.

Her pulse jumped beneath his fingers, rapid and strong. She didn’t pull away, didn’t break the contact. Just stood there, watching him with those dark eyes, waiting to see what he would do.

The room around them continued its bustle of activity—Mrs. Fletcher giving instructions, volunteers moving back and forth, the noise of preparation filling the air. But Daniel was barely aware of any of it. His entire world had narrowed to the point where his hand wrapped around her wrist, the warmth of her skin against his palm.

“Stop,” he said, the word coming rough. “Stop playing with me.”

“I’m not playing.” Her voice was barely above a whisper. “I haven’t been playing since Palm Sunday.”

“Then what are you doing?”

“Showing you something. Something you need to see.”

“What?”

“What it would feel like to stop pretending.”

He released her wrist, stepping back, trying to regain the distance that had been eroding since she arrived. His hand tingled where he had held her, the sensation spreading through his body like a drug.

“I can’t do this,” he said again. “Not today. Not before—” He broke off, unable to finish.

“Not before what? Not before you perform the rituals of sacrifice? Not before you kneel at the altar and pretend that denying yourself is the same as being holy?” Her voice was soft but cutting. “When are you going to admit that the performance is the problem?”

The words hit their mark, but before he could respond, Mrs. Fletcher’s voice cut through the tension.

“Daniel, we need you at the altar. The communion rails need to be polished before the evening service.”

He turned away from Evelyn, grateful for the interruption, and walked toward the sanctuary without looking back.

But he could feel her gaze on him the entire way.

The evening service began at seven.

The sanctuary was fuller than it had been all week, the congregation gathered for the beginning of the sacred Triduum. Daniel stood beside Pastor Hart at the altar, his vestments crisp, his composure restored. He had spent the afternoon in the church garden, walking the familiar paths, trying to calm the turmoil in his chest.

But nothing had calmed it. If anything, the anticipation had grown.

Evelyn sat in the third pew on the left, her dark blue dress standing out against the sombre colours of the congregation. She sang in the choir during the opening hymn, her voice rising clear and strong above the other sopranos. And when the foot washing ceremony began, she watched.

Pastor Hart knelt before the first of the twelve chosen congregants, his hands gentle as he poured water over the elderly man’s feet, drying them with the white towel draped over his arm. The ritual was intimate, humbling, a reminder that leadership meant service. Daniel followed behind, carrying the basin, kneeling to assist when needed.

He tried to focus on the ritual, on the theological significance of what they were enacting. But his mind kept drifting to Evelyn, to the way she had touched his hand, to the way his own hand had wrapped around her wrist without conscious thought.

What was happening to him?

He had spent five years building walls against exactly this kind of temptation. Had prayed and fasted and disciplined his body into submission. And yet, in three days, Evelyn Hart had walked through those walls as though they were made of smoke.

The ceremony continued, congregant after congregant receiving the ritual washing. And then it was over, and the communion service began, and Daniel was moving through the familiar motions—lifting the bread, pouring the wine, speaking the words of institution that transformed ordinary elements into something sacred.

But the sacred felt distant tonight. The words felt hollow.

And when he looked up from the altar, he found Evelyn’s eyes fixed on him with an intensity that made his chest ache.

After the service, the congregation dispersed slowly.

Many stayed for the vigil that would continue through the night, a small group of the most dedicated maintaining a prayerful presence before the stripped altar. Daniel helped with the cleanup, his body moving automatically while his mind churned.

He needed to leave. Needed to return to the rectory, to pray, to find the composure that had been slipping away since Palm Sunday. But something kept him in the church, some pull he couldn’t name.

He found himself in the side hallway, the narrow corridor that connected the sanctuary to the parish hall. The space was dim, lit only by a single bulb overhead, the walls lined with photographs of past confirmation classes and mission trips.

He heard her footsteps before he saw her.

Evelyn appeared at the end of the hallway, her expression determined. She walked toward him without hesitation, stopping only when she was close enough to touch.

“You’ve been avoiding me,” she said.

“I’ve been trying to focus on my duties.”

“Your duties.” She laughed softly, but there was no humour in it. “You hide behind that word like it’s a shield. Duties. Calling. Service. All the beautiful language that lets you pretend you’re not running away.”

“I’m not running away from anything.”

“Then stop running toward the wrong thing.” Her voice dropped, becoming something more intimate. “I saw your face during the service tonight. I saw the way you looked at the altar, at the bread and wine, at all the symbols of sacrifice. You don’t believe in them anymore, do you? Not really. You’re just going through the motions, performing the ritual because you don’t know how to stop.”

The words cut too close to truth. Daniel felt his composure cracking, the walls he had been rebuilding all afternoon crumbling under her direct gaze.

“You don’t know anything about my faith.”

“I know that faith shouldn’t feel like a prison. I know that calling shouldn’t feel like an escape. And I know that you’ve been looking at me like you’re starving, and every time I get close, you push me away because you’re terrified of what happens if you stop.”

“Stop—” He started to say “stop playing with me” again, but the words caught in his throat. Because she wasn’t playing. He could see it now, in her face, in the way she held herself. She wasn’t teasing him or testing him or using him as a game. She was offering him something real, and the reality of it was more terrifying than any temptation.

“Tell me to leave,” she said softly. “Tell me you don’t want this, and I’ll walk away. I won’t bother you again. I’ll let you take your vows and live your life and pretend this never happened.” She stepped closer, close enough that he could feel her warmth, smell the jasmine of her perfume. “But if you can’t say it—if some part of you knows that walking away would be the biggest mistake of your life—then stop pretending. Stop hiding. Let yourself feel what you actually feel.”

He stood frozen, caught between the life he had chosen and the life he was beginning to want. The collar pressed against his throat. Her breath was warm against his cheek. The wall behind him was solid, but it felt like it was crumbling.

“I can’t,” he whispered. “I made a commitment.”

“A commitment you’re not sure you believe in. A commitment you made when you were broken and desperate and looking for somewhere to hide.” Her hand rose to his collar, her fingers brushing the stiff white fabric. “This isn’t a collar, Daniel. It’s a wall. And walls don’t keep you holy. They just keep you alone.”

The touch was his undoing.

He caught her wrist, as he had in the parish hall, but this time he didn’t let go. Instead, he pulled her toward him, closing the distance between them, and pressed his mouth against hers.

The kiss was not gentle.

It was desperation given form, five years of wanting breaking through the walls he had built. His free hand found the small of her back, pulling her against him, and he felt her body yield against his. She tasted like wine and something sweeter, and the taste of her flooded through him like a drug.

For a moment, he was lost in it. Lost in the warmth of her mouth, the pressure of her body, the sensation of finally, finally touching what he had been denying himself. His hand slid up her back, tangled in her dark hair, and he heard her make a sound against his mouth—surprise, or pleasure, or both.

But then reality crashed back.

He broke away, stepping back so quickly that he nearly stumbled against the wall. His breath was ragged, his body aching with wanting that hadn’t been satisfied. The taste of her still lingered on his lips.

“This was a mistake,” he said, the words coming hoarse. “This shouldn’t have happened.”

Evelyn stood where he had left her, her hand rising to touch her lips. Her expression was unreadable, but he saw something flash in her eyes—something that might have been hurt, or might have been understanding.

“A mistake,” she repeated. “Is that what you’re going to tell yourself? That this didn’t mean anything?”

“It can’t mean anything. I’m three weeks from ordination. I made vows—”

“You made vows to a calling you don’t believe in. You’re three weeks from making a commitment that will seal you into a life you don’t want.” Her voice was steady, but there was a tremor beneath it. “I felt what that kiss was, Daniel. You can’t tell me it didn’t mean anything.”

“It doesn’t matter what it meant. It can’t happen again.”

He turned away from her, walking toward the sanctuary without looking back. His heart was pounding, his body still humming with the contact, his mind screaming at him to turn around, to take her in his arms, to let himself fall.

But he didn’t.

He walked through the empty church, past the stripped altar, through the garden to the rectory. He climbed the stairs to his room without meeting anyone, without speaking to anyone. And when he was finally alone, he sank onto the bed and put his head in his hands.

The kiss still burned on his lips.

And he knew, with a certainty that terrified him, that he would never be able to forget it.


Chapter Seven – Withdrawal

The night after the kiss, Daniel did not sleep.

He lay in the narrow bed, the sheets twisted around his legs, and stared at the ceiling while the darkness pressed against him from all sides. The rectory was silent around him, that particular quality of silence that churches and their attendant buildings seemed to possess—not merely the absence of sound, but something heavier, something that pressed against the ears and filled the chest with a weight that had nothing to do with physical pressure.

He had grown up in this town, had spent his childhood in and out of this very building, and he had never felt the silence as acutely as he did tonight. It felt watchful somehow. Expectant. As though the walls themselves were waiting to see what he would do next.

Every time he closed his eyes, he felt her mouth against his.

The memory was relentless, returning again and again in vivid detail no matter how hard he tried to redirect his thoughts. The softness of her lips. The taste of wine that lingered from the communion service. The small sound she had made against his mouth—surprise, or pleasure, or something in between. The way her body had yielded when he pulled her close, her chest pressed against his, her hands rising to grip the fabric of his shirt.

He had kissed her.

Not accidentally, not in a moment of weakness that could be explained away. He had grabbed her wrist and pulled her toward him with an urgency that shamed him now in the darkness. He had pressed his mouth against hers with five years of accumulated hunger, and for one terrible, glorious moment, he had let himself have what he wanted without counting the cost.

And then he had walked away.

The memory of her face as he retreated—her fingers rising to touch her lips, her expression caught between confusion and something that looked almost like devastation—haunted him. She had offered him something real, had stood in that darkened hallway and asked him to stop pretending, and he had thrown it back at her with two words that now felt like weapons.

*A mistake.*

That was what he had called it. That was what he had told himself in the moment, the label he had applied to something that had felt more honest than anything he had experienced in years. But lying here in the darkness, with the silence pressing against him and the taste of her still ghosting across his lips, the word felt hollow. A mistake was something you regretted. Something you wished you could undo. And the truth—the terrible, undeniable truth—was that he didn’t regret the kiss itself.

He regretted walking away.

He regretted the words he had used to push her back. He regretted the fear that had driven him to retreat into the safety of his collar and his calling and all the comfortable structures he had built around himself. But the kiss itself? That moment when he had finally stopped thinking and simply felt? That moment when her body had been warm against his and her breath had mingled with his breath and the world had narrowed to the single point of contact between their mouths?

He would carry that moment with him forever. And he knew, with a certainty that settled into his bones, that it was no mistake.

He turned onto his side for the hundredth time, punching the pillow into a shape that might offer some comfort, but comfort was impossible. His body was tense with unfulfilled want, every nerve ending still humming with the contact he had broken off too soon. His mind churned with questions that had no easy answers, cycling through the same tortured loop that had plagued him since Palm Sunday.

What did he feel?

He felt hungry. That was the simplest word for it, though it hardly captured the depth of the ache that had settled into his chest. He felt hollowed out, as though something essential had been scooped from inside him and he was now stumbling through the world with an emptiness where his centre should have been. He had felt this hunger before, in the early days of the seminary, when the discipline had been new and the sacrifice had felt raw. But he had thought he had conquered it. Had thought that five years of prayer and structure and careful redirection had trained his body to accept the boundaries he had drawn around it.

But Evelyn had walked through those boundaries as though they were made of smoke.

She had seen through him from the first moment. Had recognised something in him that he had been desperately trying to hide—not just from others, but from himself. The doubt. The fear. The suspicion that he had chosen this path for all the wrong reasons and was now trapped in a commitment he couldn’t honour.

*You’re standing at the edge of something, and you’re trying to pretend there’s no cliff.*

Her words echoed through his mind, and he felt again the vertigo of that recognition. She was right. He was standing at the edge. And the cliff was real, and the fall would be devastating, and every day he spent pretending otherwise was a day he moved closer to a drop he couldn’t see.

He sat up in bed, his head in his hands, and tried to breathe through the panic that was rising in his chest. This was not supposed to be happening. He was supposed to be preparing for ordination, settling into the final days of waiting, moving smoothly toward the moment when he would kneel at the altar and make vows that would shape the rest of his life. He was not supposed to be lying awake at night, tormented by the memory of a woman’s mouth, questioning everything he had built.

But here he was. And the questions wouldn’t stop.

What if he had made the wrong choice? What if the seminary had been a flight from grief rather than a genuine calling? What if the faith he had constructed on the foundation of his mother’s death was built on sand, and the first real test had revealed its instability?

He thought about his mother often during these sleepless hours. She had believed so completely, with a certainty that had never wavered even as her body failed her. She had died peacefully, held in the arms of a faith that promised something beyond the suffering of this world. And he had wanted that peace, had entered the seminary hoping to find it, had built his entire identity around the pursuit of the certainty she had possessed.

But the certainty had never come. The peace had never settled. Instead, there had been discipline and structure and the careful performance of belief. There had been prayers that felt like talking to silence and rituals that felt like going through the motions. There had been moments of genuine connection, of course—moments when the words of the liturgy had seemed to reach something beyond himself, moments when serving the congregation had felt like genuine service rather than performance. But underneath those moments, the doubt had always lurked, waiting for the quiet hours when the performance ended and he was left alone with himself.

Evelyn had seen the doubt. Had named it. Had forced him to look at it directly for the first time.

And now he couldn’t look away.

He must have dozed at some point, because he woke to the sound of birds.

The first grey light of dawn was seeping through the thin curtains, and the world outside was stirring into life. He lay still for a moment, disoriented, his body heavy with the kind of exhaustion that came from not enough sleep and too much turmoil. Then memory returned—the kiss, the retreat, the endless hours of tortured thinking—and he sat up with a groan.

The clock on his bedside table read five-forty-five. He had slept perhaps two hours, if that. His mouth tasted sour, his eyes gritty, his body aching as though he had run a marathon rather than spent a night in bed.

He swung his legs over the side of the mattress and sat with his head in his hands, trying to summon the energy to begin the day. Friday. Good Friday. The most solemn day of the liturgical year, the commemoration of Christ’s death, and he was supposed to stand beside Pastor Hart at the altar and help lead the congregation through the ritual of mourning.

How was he supposed to lead anyone when he couldn’t even find his own way?

He rose and moved to the window, pushing aside the curtain to look out at the church garden below. The daffodils were just visible in the early light, their yellow heads bowed as though in prayer. The stone bench where Evelyn had sat on Monday afternoon was empty, a sheen of dew glistening on its surface. Beyond the garden wall, the cemetery stretched toward the oak tree where Evelyn’s mother was buried.

He thought about her then—not Evelyn, but her mother. The woman who had died when Evelyn was twelve, leaving her alone with a father who measured her worth by her usefulness to his ministry. What had that been like? To lose a mother so young, and to be left in the care of a man who saw you as a symbol rather than a person?

It explained so much about Evelyn. The fierce independence. The weaponised sexuality. The determination to prove that the town’s moral certainty was a sham. She had been wounded deeply, and the wound had shaped her into someone who struck first rather than waiting to be struck.

And he had just added another wound.

He had kissed her with desperation, had shown her exactly how much he wanted her, and then he had pushed her away and called it a mistake. He had given her hope and then snatched it back, had demonstrated that she was right to distrust anyone who claimed to care, had confirmed every fear she probably carried about her own worth.

What had he been thinking?

He hadn’t been thinking. That was the problem. He had stopped thinking the moment she touched his collar, and he had operated on pure instinct, pure hunger, for the space of that kiss. And then his brain had come back online, and with it all the fears and obligations and structures that had kept him trapped for five years, and he had retreated into the safety of denial.

But there was no safety anymore. He had crossed a line, and even walking away hadn’t erased the crossing. He knew now what it felt like to hold her in his arms. Knew what it felt like to want without shame, to touch without restraint. And he couldn’t go back to pretending that such feelings didn’t exist.

He showered quickly, letting the cold water shock his system into some semblance of alertness, and dressed by rote. The familiar ritual of putting on the uniform—black trousers, black shirt, the white collar that marked him as set apart—usually provided some comfort, a sense of stepping into a role that had been carefully constructed over years of formation. But today the clothes felt like a costume. The collar pressed against his throat like a hand, and he thought of Evelyn’s fingers there, the way she had touched him so casually, so deliberately, and his body responded despite the exhaustion.

He had to stop thinking about her. Had to focus on the day ahead, the Good Friday service that would demand his full attention and presence. This was not a day for distraction. This was a day for solemnity, for grief, for confronting the darkness that existed at the heart of the Christian story.

He made his way downstairs, his footsteps heavy on the old wooden stairs, and found the kitchen empty. Mrs. Hughes hadn’t arrived yet with breakfast, and Pastor Hart was apparently still in his room. Daniel stood in the centre of the small room, surrounded by the evidence of a life lived in service—the worn Bible on the shelf, the photographs of mission trips on the wall, the chipped mug that Hart had used every morning for thirty years—and felt the weight of expectation pressing down on him from all sides.

This was what he had signed up for. This life of quiet dedication, of early mornings and late nights, of putting others’ needs before his own desires. This was the path he had chosen when he entered the seminary, the path he had walked for five years with only occasional moments of doubt. This was supposed to be his future.

So why did it feel like a prison?

He was still standing there, lost in thought, when he heard footsteps on the stairs. He turned to find Pastor Hart entering the kitchen, the older man’s face grave with something that went beyond the solemnity of the day.

“Daniel,” he said without preamble. “We need to talk.”

The words landed like a weight in the centre of Daniel’s chest, and he felt his stomach tighten with premonition. “Of course.”

Hart moved to the table and sat down heavily, gesturing for Daniel to take the chair opposite. For a long moment, the older man simply looked at him, his eyes sharp with something that might have been concern or might have been accusation.

“I received a call last night,” Hart said finally. “From Mrs. Fletcher. She was helping with the cleanup after the Maundy Thursday service, and she saw you. In the hallway near the parish hall.”

Daniel’s heart stopped. He kept his face carefully neutral, but he could feel the blood draining from it.

“She didn’t see anything inappropriate,” Hart continued, his voice carefully measured. “But she noticed the intensity of the interaction. The way you were standing with Evelyn. The way you were speaking to each other.” He paused, his gaze sharpening. “She was concerned.”

“I was counselling her,” Daniel said, the words coming automatically. “She’s been struggling. With her faith, with her place in the community. I was trying to offer guidance.”

“Guidance.” Hart’s voice was flat, unconvincing. “That’s what you were doing in a darkened hallway after the most sacred service of Holy Week? Offering guidance?”

The lie was obvious, and Daniel felt shame burn through him. He had never been good at deception—had never needed to be, had always prided himself on honesty and transparency. But now he was lying to his mentor, his spiritual father, the man who had guided him through five years of formation and was supposed to ordain him in less than two weeks.

“Pastor Hart, I—”

“I told Mrs. Fletcher she was mistaken,” Hart interrupted, his voice hardening. “I told her that you are a dedicated seminarian on the verge of ordination, and that you would never jeopardise that with a woman like Evelyn Hart.”

*A woman like Evelyn Hart.*

The phrase landed with the weight of a judgment, and Daniel felt something rise in him—a protectiveness, a defensiveness, that surprised him with its intensity.

“What do you mean by that?” he asked. “A woman like Evelyn?”

Hart’s expression flickered, something moving behind his eyes that Daniel couldn’t quite read. “You know what I mean. Her reputation. Her history. The choices she’s made.”

“Her reputation was built by this town. By people who decided she was a cautionary tale before she was old enough to understand what that meant.”

“You’re defending her.” Hart’s voice was sharp now. “That’s interesting. That tells me something.”

“It tells you that I’ve actually spoken to her. That I’ve listened to her side of the story rather than accepting the narrative that everyone in this town has been repeating for years.”

“The narrative is based on facts, Daniel. The leaked photographs. The affair with a married man. The public intoxication and the arrest. These aren’t inventions. They’re documented history.”

“She leaked her own photographs. After a boyfriend threatened to do it first. She took control of the narrative the only way she could.” Daniel heard his own voice rising, felt the protectiveness surging through him. “And the affair—she was twenty-two years old, and he was a man in his forties who pursued her. Who told her his marriage was over. Who used her and then let her take the blame when everything came out.”

Hart went very still. “She told you this?”

“She told me. And I believe her.”

The silence that followed was heavy with implications that Daniel didn’t fully understand. Hart’s face had gone pale, his eyes fixed on Daniel with an intensity that was almost frightening.

“You’ve gotten very close to her,” Hart said quietly. “Haven’t you?”

The question demanded an honest answer, and Daniel found that he couldn’t provide one. Because the honest answer was complicated—was still being worked out in the depths of his confused heart—and he wasn’t ready to speak it aloud.

“I’ve been trying to help her,” he said finally. “That’s all.”

“Daniel.” Hart leaned forward, his voice dropping to something that was almost a whisper. “I need to tell you something. Something I probably should have told you days ago, but I was hoping it wouldn’t be necessary.”

“What?”

“Evelyn is my daughter.”

The words hung in the air between them, and Daniel felt the world tilt sideways. He had known this, of course—had known since Palm Sunday that Evelyn was the pastor’s daughter. But hearing Hart claim the relationship now, in this context, felt different. More significant. More complicated.

“I know,” Daniel said slowly. “I’ve known since I arrived.”

“Then you know that I speak from experience when I tell you who she is. What she’s capable of.” Hart’s voice was heavy with something that sounded like grief. “I love my daughter. I’ve tried to help her, to guide her, to protect her from herself. But she has made choices that have caused damage—to herself, to this congregation, to me. And when I see her turning her attention to you—”

“She’s not trying to damage me.”

“She may not intend to. But that doesn’t mean the outcome won’t be the same.” Hart reached across the table, his hand closing over Daniel’s wrist with surprising strength. “You are three weeks from ordination. Thirteen days. You’ve spent five years preparing for this moment, and I have spent those same five years watching you grow into the man I always knew you could be. I believe in you, Daniel. I believe you have a genuine calling, a genuine gift for ministry. But that calling is being tested right now, and I need you to be strong enough to pass the test.”

The pressure on his wrist was almost painful, and Daniel felt the weight of his mentor’s expectation pressing down on him from all sides. Hart believed in him. Had invested years in his formation. Was counting on him to carry forward the legacy of ministry that had defined this congregation for generations.

How could he disappoint that belief? How could he throw away everything he had built for a woman he barely knew?

But even as the questions surfaced, another voice rose inside him—Evelyn’s voice, asking the question that had haunted him since Monday.

*What do you actually want?*

“I need to think,” Daniel said, the words coming slowly. “About everything. About what you’ve said. About what I want.”

“What you want is not the only consideration.” Hart’s voice was gentle now, but the hardness remained beneath it. “You made a commitment when you entered the seminary. You’ve been preparing for ordination for five years. This is bigger than momentary desire. Bigger than attraction. This is about your soul, Daniel. Your eternal soul.”

The words should have landed with the weight of theological truth. Should have reminded him of everything he had been taught about sacrifice and dedication and the higher calling of ordained ministry. But instead, they felt like a manipulation. Like a weapon being used to force him back into line.

He pulled his wrist from Hart’s grip and stood, needing suddenly to be away from this kitchen, this conversation, this man who claimed to care about him while painting his daughter as a danger to be avoided.

“I need to prepare for the service,” he said, his voice distant. “I’ll see you at the church.”

He walked out of the kitchen before Hart could respond, his heart pounding, his mind churning with everything that had just been revealed.

The Good Friday service began at noon.

Daniel stood at the altar in his simple vestments, the black of the stole draped around his neck, and watched the congregation file in in silence. Good Friday was observed differently in this tradition than in some others—no organ music, no processional hymn, just the quiet shuffling of feet as people found their seats in a sanctuary stripped of ornamentation.

The altar was bare. The candles were unlit. The cross that usually stood at the centre of the chancel had been draped in black fabric, a stark reminder of the death they had gathered to commemorate. The heavy scent of lilies filled the space, their sweetness almost cloying in the stillness.

Daniel had always found Good Friday moving. The starkness of the ritual, the raw emotion of the Passion narrative, the silence that followed the communion service. It was a day for confronting mortality, for sitting with grief, for acknowledging the darkness that existed within every human heart. The theological poetry of it had always resonated with him—the idea that God Himself had entered into human suffering, had experienced the worst that the world could offer, and had somehow transformed it into hope.

But today, the darkness felt personal.

He stood beside Pastor Hart at the chancel steps as the service began, his face composed into the appropriate expression of solemnity, his body moving through the familiar rituals with mechanical precision. The scripture readings. The solemn collects. The gradual dimming of the lights as the narrative of Christ’s death progressed toward its conclusion.

But his mind was elsewhere.

He kept scanning the congregation, searching for a face he knew he wouldn’t find. Evelyn wasn’t here. The pew where she had sat on Palm Sunday was occupied by the Henderson family, their three children squirming through the long service. The place in the choir where she had sung on Wednesday evening was empty, a gap in the soprano section that the other voices filled without comment.

She was staying away. And he knew, with a certainty that settled into his bones, that it was because of him.

He had pushed her away. Had called their kiss a mistake. Had retreated into his collar and his calling and the comfortable structures of his life while she was left to bear the weight of what had passed between them. And now she was absent from the most solemn service of the year, staying away from her father’s church, hiding from a town that had already judged her and found her wanting.

The guilt of it pressed against his chest, making it hard to breathe.

Pastor Hart was speaking now, his voice rising and falling with the practiced rhythms of the Passion narrative. The crowd’s shouts of “Crucify him!” The soldiers’ mockery. Christ’s final words from the cross. Daniel knew the text so well he could have recited it from memory, but today the words washed over him without registering.

He was thinking about Evelyn’s mother.

She was buried in the cemetery behind the church, Evelyn had told him. Fourth row, near the oak tree. She had died when Evelyn was twelve, and in the fourteen years since, her daughter had been drowning in the expectations of a town that wanted her to be a symbol rather than a person.

What would her mother think, if she could see what had become of her daughter? Would she recognise the fierce, wounded woman who used her sexuality as a weapon and pushed away anyone who tried to get close? Or would she see the twelve-year-old girl she had left behind, still grieving, still searching for someone who would see her as she truly was?

Daniel had seen her. Had recognised something in her that mirrored his own confusion, his own hunger for something real. And he had reached for her, had crossed the line that was supposed to separate them, had felt the electric connection of two lost souls finding each other in the darkness.

And then he had run away.

The service continued, the congregation moving through the stations of the cross with the sombre reverence appropriate to the day. Daniel followed the cues, spoke the responses, performed the ritual gestures that had been drilled into him through years of liturgical practice. But inside, something was breaking.

He couldn’t keep doing this. Couldn’t keep performing the role while his heart screamed that he was in the wrong place, living the wrong life, moving toward a commitment he didn’t believe in. The collar around his neck felt like a lie. The vestments on his shoulders felt like someone else’s clothes. And the congregation that looked to him for spiritual guidance was looking at a man who was drowning in doubt.

The service ended with the congregation departing in silence, no closing hymn, no words of dismissal. Daniel stood at the chancel steps as the people filed out, their faces marked by the solemnity of the day, and accepted their quiet nods of acknowledgment without really seeing them.

And through it all, the absence of Evelyn burned like a wound.

He retreated to the church garden after the service.

The rain that had threatened all morning had finally arrived, a gentle drizzle that misted against his face and soaked through the shoulders of his cassock. He didn’t care. He needed the cold, needed the discomfort, needed something physical to ground him in a world that had become untethered.

He walked the familiar paths, past the stone bench where Evelyn had sat on Monday, past the daffodils that bowed under the weight of the rain, past the wall that overlooked the cemetery with its rows of headstones stretching toward the oak tree. He found the grave she had shown him—her mother’s grave—and stood before it in the rain, reading the inscription that had been worn smooth by years of weather.

*Margaret Anne Hart. Beloved wife and mother. 1965–2010.*

Fourteen years. Evelyn had been visiting this grave for fourteen years, bringing flowers that she laid down when no one was watching, mourning a mother who had left her too soon and a father who couldn’t see past his own grief to recognise his daughter’s pain.

What must it have been like? To lose your mother at twelve and be left with a man who was so consumed by his own ministry that he couldn’t see what his daughter needed? To grow up in a house that was always full of parishioners and prayers and the endless performance of faith, and to feel utterly alone?

He understood loneliness. Had felt it acutely in the years since his own mother’s death, even surrounded by the community of the seminary. But his loneliness was different—he had chosen it, had entered into it willingly as part of his vocation. Evelyn’s loneliness had been thrust upon her, an inheritance of loss that she had never asked for and couldn’t escape.

And he had made it worse.

The weight of that realisation pressed down on him, and he sank onto the wet grass beside the grave, heedless of the rain soaking through his clothes. He had kissed her. Had given her hope that someone might actually see her, might actually care about her as a person rather than a symbol. And then he had taken it away, had called it a mistake, had retreated into the safety of his collar while she was left to pick up the pieces.

What kind of man did that?

What kind of priest did that?

The question haunted him, because the answer was simple: the kind of priest he was becoming. A man so committed to his own performance of holiness that he couldn’t recognise genuine human connection when it was offered. A man so afraid of his own desires that he would wound someone else rather than confront the truth of what he wanted.

Was this what he was supposed to be? Was this what his five years of formation had been building toward—a man who could stand at the altar and speak words of comfort and grace while his own heart was full of lies?

He stayed by the grave until the rain stopped, until his clothes were soaked through and his hands were numb with cold. Then he rose, brushed the wet grass from his cassock, and made his way back to the rectory.

The whispers began that evening.

He was in the sacristy, putting away the vestments from the morning service, when he heard voices in the hallway outside. Mrs. Fletcher was speaking with one of the altar guild members, their tones hushed but not quite low enough to escape the excellent acoustics of the church building.

“—saw them after the service on Thursday. In the hallway near the parish hall. Very close together.”

“I heard she’s been following him around all week. Practically throwing herself at him.”

“Well, what do you expect? That’s what she does. Sees a good man and tries to ruin him.”

“Poor Pastor Hart. To have a daughter like that. After everything he’s done for this congregation.”

“I heard she’s been in trouble again. Someone said they saw her crying in the garden after the Good Friday service. Making a scene.”

“She loves the drama. Always has. Remember when she leaked those photographs? Claimed it was revenge, but I think she just wanted the attention.”

Daniel’s hands froze on the folded chasuble he had been arranging. The voices moved away, fading into the general murmur of activity in the church, but the words lingered in the air like smoke.

They were talking about Evelyn. About her. Painting her as the predator, the seductress, the one who threw herself at good men and tried to ruin them. They couldn’t imagine that Daniel might have been a willing participant. Couldn’t imagine that he might have initiated the kiss, might have wanted it as much as she did. The narrative was too familiar, too comfortable: Evelyn Hart was the problem, and whatever had happened was her fault.

He felt sick.

He had done this to her. Had pulled her into that hallway, had kissed her with five years of accumulated hunger, had given her hope that something might change. And then he had pushed her away, had left her to face the whispers alone, had retreated into his collar while she bore the weight of the town’s judgment.

The unfairness of it burned through him. If anyone should be the target of gossip, it was him. He was the one who had made vows of celibacy. He was the one who was supposed to be above temptation. He was the one who had broken the boundaries of his calling.

But no one would see it that way. Because Evelyn Hart was the town’s designated sinner, the cautionary tale they trotted out whenever they needed to feel superior. And he was the golden boy, the almost-priest, the one who could do no wrong.

He wanted to scream. Wanted to march out into the sanctuary and tell everyone the truth—that he was the one who had kissed her, that he was the one who had been unable to control himself, that she had done nothing wrong except exist in a town that had already decided she was guilty.

But what would that accomplish? He would destroy his own reputation while doing nothing to change theirs. They would simply add “fallen woman” to the list of Evelyn’s crimes and find a way to blame her for corrupting him.

There was no winning in this town. Not for her. And maybe not for him either.

He did not sleep that night either.

Instead, he lay in the darkness and thought about what Father Marcus had said during their phone call. *The answer has to come from you. Not from me, not from your bishop, not from your sense of obligation to your mother’s memory. From you.*

What was the answer? What was he actually supposed to do?

The question felt enormous, too large to be contained in the quiet hours before dawn. He had thirteen days until his ordination. Thirteen days to decide whether he could stand before God and the Church and make vows that would bind him to this life forever. Thirteen days to figure out who he actually was and whether that person could exist within the structures he had built.

And underneath it all, one question burned brighter than the others:

What did he actually want?

Not the seminary’s answer. Not Pastor Hart’s answer. Not his mother’s answer, carried to the grave and imposed on him through years of grief. His answer.

He wanted to stop pretending.

The admission surfaced slowly, rising through the layers of denial he had constructed. He wanted to stop hiding behind a collar and a role and a vocation that felt increasingly like a cage. He wanted to be seen as he actually was, not as the symbol everyone expected him to be. He wanted to touch and be touched. To hold someone in the night and be held in return. To experience the physical intimacy he had denied himself for five years, not as a weakness but as a part of being human.

He wanted Evelyn Hart.

The admission came finally, in the grey light before dawn, and with it came a release he hadn’t expected. He wanted her. Not just physically, though the physical wanting was real and intense and had been tormenting him for days. He wanted her sharp gaze and her wounded tenderness. He wanted the way she saw through every pretence and demanded truth. He wanted the connection that had sparked between them from the first moment, the recognition of someone who was also lost, also searching, also hungry for something real.

He couldn’t have her and be a priest. The two were incompatible. If he chose her, he would have to walk away from everything he had built for five years. If he chose the priesthood, he would have to live with the knowledge that he had denied something essential about himself.

There was no path that didn’t involve loss.

But for the first time, lying in the darkness with the truth finally acknowledged, he was beginning to suspect that the loss of the vocation might hurt less than the loss of himself.


Chapter Eight – Confessional Reversal

Holy Saturday arrived with a silence that felt almost violent.

Daniel woke before dawn, his body heavy with exhaustion from two nights of barely sleeping, his mind already churning through the implications of everything he had acknowledged in the dark hours before morning. He wanted Evelyn Hart. The admission had surfaced at last, breaking through the denial he had been hiding behind for days, and now it sat in the centre of his chest like a stone—heavy, undeniable, impossible to ignore.

He lay in bed for a long moment, staring at the ceiling, watching the first grey light of morning seep through the thin curtains. The rectory was quiet around him, the particular silence of a building that held too many prayers, too many confessions, too many moments of human brokenness brought before God. He had always found comfort in that silence before. Had always felt that it contained something holy, something that spoke of a presence larger than himself.

But today, the silence felt empty.

He had been speaking into that emptiness for five years. Had been filling it with prayers and rituals and the careful performance of faith, hoping that the performance would eventually become genuine. Had been telling himself that the doubt was normal, that the dryness would pass, that if he just kept going through the motions, the motions would eventually become meaning.

But the meaning had never come. And now he couldn’t pretend anymore.

He rose from the bed and moved to the window, looking out at the church garden below. The rain had stopped sometime during the night, leaving the world washed and clean, the daffodils glistening with moisture in the early light. The stone bench where Evelyn had sat was visible from this angle, and he found himself searching for her figure even though he knew she wouldn’t be there.

She was staying away. Avoiding the church, avoiding her father’s congregation, avoiding him. After what he had done—the kiss and the rejection and the retreat into the safety of his collar—he couldn’t blame her. He had wounded her, and she was protecting herself the only way she knew how.

But the distance felt intolerable.

He needed to see her. Needed to apologise. Needed to tell her that he had been wrong, that the kiss had not been a mistake, that he felt something for her he couldn’t name but couldn’t deny. The admission he had finally made in the darkness demanded action, demanded movement, demanded that he stop hiding behind the structures that had been constraining him for five years.

But what could he say? What words could possibly undo the damage he had caused?

*I’m sorry I kissed you and then called it a mistake. I’m sorry I let the town blame you for something we both wanted. I’m sorry I’ve been too much of a coward to admit what I actually feel.*

The words felt inadequate. But they were all he had.

He dressed quickly, forgoing the collar that had become a symbol of everything he was questioning. A black shirt without the white band, simple and unadorned. It felt strange not to have the strip of fabric pressing against his throat, strange to feel the air against his skin where the collar usually rested. But it also felt like relief. Like the first breath after too long underwater.

The rectory was still quiet when he descended the stairs. Pastor Hart’s door was closed, and Daniel moved softly, not wanting to wake his mentor, not wanting to face another conversation about duty and calling and the dangers of temptation. He needed to get out of this building, needed space to think, needed to find Evelyn before his courage failed him.

He slipped out the back door and into the garden, the wet grass soaking through his shoes as he made his way toward the church. The building was dark, the doors locked against the early morning, but he had a key. Had been entrusted with access to the sanctuary since he was a teenager, back when he was the golden boy who would one day follow in Pastor Hart’s footsteps.

The key turned in the lock with a soft click, and he pushed the heavy door open, slipping inside.

The sanctuary was darker than he had expected, the stained glass windows grey and lifeless without the sun to illuminate them. The air was cold and still, carrying the lingering scent of lilies from yesterday’s service. The stripped altar stood at the front of the church, bare and stark, a reminder of the death they had commemorated and the resurrection they would celebrate tomorrow.

Daniel walked slowly down the centre aisle, his footsteps echoing in the empty space. He had spent countless hours in this sanctuary over the years—in services and rehearsals, in quiet moments of prayer and reflection. He knew every curve of the woodwork, every shadow cast by the stations of the cross, every groove worn into the stone floor by generations of worshippers.

But today, the familiar space felt foreign.

He stopped at the front pew and sat down heavily, his hands folded in his lap, his eyes fixed on the bare altar. Tomorrow, this space would be transformed. The altar would be dressed in white, the candles lit, the flowers arranged in elaborate displays. The congregation would gather in their finest clothes, their voices raised in triumphant hymns celebrating the risen Christ. And he would stand beside Pastor Hart at the chancel, performing his role one more time, speaking words of hope and resurrection while his own heart remained in darkness.

How much longer could he keep doing this?

The question surfaced unbidden, and he let it hang in the air without trying to answer it. He had been asking variations of it for days, for weeks, for months. The answer kept shifting, changing shape depending on the hour and the amount of sleep he had managed and the proximity of Evelyn Hart.

But this morning, in the grey stillness of the empty church, the answer felt simpler than it ever had before.

Not much longer. Maybe not at all.

He must have sat there for longer than he realised, because when he looked up again, the light had changed. The grey had softened into something warmer, the first hints of gold appearing at the edges of the stained glass windows. Morning was arriving, and with it the demands of the day.

Holy Saturday. The day between death and resurrection. The day of waiting, of uncertainty, of the silence that stretched between the cross and the empty tomb.

He had always been struck by the theological significance of this day. The idea that hope existed in suspension, that the promise of resurrection had been made but not yet fulfilled. It was a day for sitting with uncertainty, for acknowledging that the answers hadn’t all been worked out, for accepting that sometimes the space between what was and what would be was the only place where faith could grow.

Perhaps that was where he was now. In the space between. Between the life he had chosen and the life he was beginning to want. Between the identity he had constructed and the truth he was slowly discovering.

The sound of movement in the narthex drew his attention, and he turned to see Mrs. Fletcher entering through the front doors. She was carrying a large arrangement of lilies, the white flowers brilliant against the darkness of her coat.

“Oh!” She startled when she saw him. “I didn’t expect anyone to be here so early.”

“I couldn’t sleep,” Daniel said, rising from the pew. “I thought I’d spend some time in the sanctuary before the preparations began.”

A look crossed her face—something like concern, or perhaps suspicion—that he couldn’t quite read. “That’s lovely, dear. We’re lucky to have you here for Holy Week. Pastor Hart speaks so highly of you.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Fletcher.”

She hesitated, the lilies clutched to her chest. “I wanted to apologise. For calling Pastor Hart on Thursday evening. I didn’t mean to cause any trouble.”

Daniel felt his chest tighten. “You didn’t cause any trouble.”

“I know how things can look. And Evelyn—” She broke off, her expression shifting into something uncomfortable. “She has a way of drawing attention. I’m sure whatever I saw was perfectly innocent.”

The lie hung between them, and Daniel felt the weight of it. Mrs. Fletcher was giving him an out, a chance to confirm the innocence of the interaction she had witnessed. But the words caught in his throat.

“I appreciate your concern,” he said finally, the non-answer feeling like cowardice. “Is there anything I can do to help with the preparations?”

“We’re setting up for the Easter Vigil tonight. The floral arrangements, the candle preparations, the rehearsal with the choir.” She paused, something flickering in her eyes. “Evelyn usually helps with the flowers. But I haven’t heard from her since Thursday.”

The mention of Evelyn’s name sent a jolt through Daniel’s chest. “She won’t be here tonight?”

“I don’t think so. She sent word that she’s indisposed.” Mrs. Fletcher’s tone was carefully neutral, but Daniel could hear the judgment beneath it. “She’s been under a lot of stress lately. I’m sure she just needs some rest.”

Indisposed. The word felt inadequate for whatever was keeping Evelyn away. Indisposed suggested a minor illness, a temporary inconvenience. But Daniel suspected something deeper—a wound that he had inflicted, a withdrawal that was as much about self-protection as about physical health.

“Perhaps I could check on her,” he said, the words coming before he could think them through. “Make sure she’s alright. Since I’m already dressed and have some time before the preparations begin.”

Mrs. Fletcher’s expression sharpened. “I’m not sure that would be appropriate, dear. Given the circumstances.”

“Of course. You’re right.” He felt the rebuke like a slap, but he kept his face neutral. “I’ll just help with the setup here, then.”

She nodded, but the look she gave him was heavy with implication. “That would be best. We wouldn’t want anyone getting the wrong idea.”

She moved past him into the sanctuary, her heels clicking against the stone floor, and began arranging the lilies on the altar. Daniel stood frozen for a moment, his heart pounding, his mind racing with everything that had just been implied.

*We wouldn’t want anyone getting the wrong idea.*

But the wrong idea was already circulating. He could feel it in the way Mrs. Fletcher had looked at him, the careful way she had mentioned Evelyn’s absence, the subtle warning beneath her offer to let him help. The town was watching. The congregation was talking. And Evelyn was bearing the weight of their judgment while he remained safely cloaked in the assumption of his own innocence.

He couldn’t let that stand.

He left the church twenty minutes later, claiming a need to return to the rectory for breakfast. Mrs. Fletcher had accepted the excuse with a nod, her attention already focused on the floral arrangements that would transform the stark sanctuary into something triumphant.

But instead of returning to the rectory, Daniel walked toward the edge of town.

He knew where Evelyn lived. Had known since he was a child, had passed her house a thousand times on his way to and from school, the small cottage on the edge of the village that served as the pastor’s residence. But he had never been inside, had never had reason to approach the door and knock.

Today, that would change.

The walk took fifteen minutes, his shoes still damp from the morning grass, his breath fogging in the cool air. The town was waking up around him—curtains twitching, dogs barking in back gardens, the occasional car passing on the main road. He felt exposed, visible, aware that his presence on the street was being noted and probably already being interpreted.

But he kept walking.

The cottage appeared around a bend in the road, smaller than he remembered from his childhood. The garden was overgrown, the flower beds choked with weeds, the paint on the shutters peeling in places. It looked like a house that had been neglected, that had been allowed to fall into disrepair while the people inside focused on other things.

He stood at the gate for a long moment, his hand raised to knock, before he realised what he was doing.

What was he supposed to say? What could he possibly offer her?

*I’m sorry I kissed you and then rejected you. I’m sorry I’ve been avoiding you while the town gossiped about your character. I’m sorry I’m too much of a coward to admit that I want you, that I’ve been wanting you since Palm Sunday, that the life I’m supposed to want feels like a prison and you’re the only door.*

The words caught in his throat, too heavy to speak.

But before he could turn away, the front door opened.

Evelyn stood in the doorway, her dark hair loose around her shoulders, her feet bare on the cold stone of the step. She was wearing a oversized jumper and leggings, her face free of makeup, and she looked younger somehow, more vulnerable, than she had at any point during their previous encounters.

“Daniel.” His name was not a question, not a greeting. Just a statement of fact, flat and unsurprised.

“I was— I wanted to—” He stopped, the words tangling in his mouth. “May I come in?”

She studied him for a long moment, her dark eyes searching his face for something he couldn’t identify. Then she stepped back, pulling the door open wider.

“Five minutes,” she said. “That’s all you get.”

The interior of the cottage was dim and cold.

The curtains were drawn against the morning light, and the air held the stale quality of a space that hadn’t been aired in days. Daniel followed Evelyn through a narrow hallway into a small sitting room, where an empty fireplace and worn furniture suggested years of use without much attention to comfort.

She gestured toward a threadbare sofa, but he remained standing, his hands clasped behind his back.

“You’ve been avoiding me,” she said, settling into an armchair across from him. Her tone was matter-of-fact, without accusation. “I assumed you’d continue.”

“I haven’t been avoiding you. I’ve been—” He stopped, the lie too obvious to speak. “Yes. I’ve been avoiding you.”

“Why are you here, then?”

“Because I need to apologise. For Thursday. For what I said after—” He broke off, unable to finish the sentence.

“After you kissed me?” Her voice was steady, her expression unreadable. “After you put your hands on me and pulled me close and then told me it was a mistake?”

The words landed like blows, and Daniel felt himself flinch. “Yes. That.”

“What exactly are you apologising for? The kiss? Or the part where you threw it back in my face?”

“Both. Either. I don’t know.” He ran a hand through his hair, frustrated with his own inability to articulate what he was feeling. “I’ve spent the last two days thinking about nothing else. About what happened. About what it meant.”

“And what did it mean, Daniel? What conclusion have you reached?”

He looked at her then, really looked, for the first time since entering the room. She was sitting very still in the armchair, her hands folded in her lap, her face composed into an expression of careful neutrality. But there was something in her eyes—a flicker of vulnerability, of hope—that she couldn’t quite hide.

“It meant something,” he said slowly. “It wasn’t a mistake. I shouldn’t have said that.”

“But?”

“But I don’t know what else to say. I don’t know what comes next. I’ve spent five years building toward a life that suddenly feels like a lie, and you—you’re the first thing that’s felt real in longer than I can remember.”

She was quiet for a long moment, her gaze fixed on his face. Then she rose from the armchair and moved toward the window, pulling back the curtain to look out at the overgrown garden.

“Do you want to know something?” she asked, her voice soft. “When I decided to target you—I thought it would be easy. I thought I’d flirt with you, make you uncomfortable, prove that the town’s golden boy was just as weak as everyone else. I thought it would be a game.”

“And now?”

“Now I don’t know what it is.” She turned to face him, and he saw that her eyes were bright with unshed tears. “You were supposed to be like all the others. Supposed to want me secretly and judge me publicly. Supposed to prove that everyone in this town is a hypocrite.”

“I’m not—”

“But you’re not.” She laughed, a short, bitter sound. “You’re not like the others. You actually see me. And I don’t know what to do with that.”

The admission hung between them, and Daniel felt something shift in his chest. She had been playing a game, yes. Had been using him to prove a point about the town’s hypocrisy. But somewhere along the way, the game had become real. She had started to care about him, just as he had started to care about her.

“I see you,” he said quietly. “I see you, Evelyn. And I’m terrified of what that means.”

“Evie.” The correction came automatically, but this time there was warmth beneath it. “If we’re going to have this conversation, at least call me by my name.”

“Evie.” He let the name settle on his tongue, feeling the intimacy of it. “I don’t know what I’m doing. I don’t know what I want. But I know that I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you since Palm Sunday, and I know that the thought of never seeing you again is unbearable.”

She moved toward him then, stopping just short of touching. “That’s not an answer. That’s just more confusion.”

“I know. I’m sorry. I wish I had something clearer to offer you.”

“You could offer me honesty.” Her voice dropped lower. “Real honesty. The kind you gave me in the confessional, before you started hiding again.”

The confessional. He had almost forgotten about Monday, about the darkness and her voice through the screen and the words that had torn through every wall he had built. She had asked him what he wanted, and for a moment, he had told her the truth.

“I’m scared,” he said, the admission coming easier than he expected. “I’ve spent five years pretending I’m not. Pretending that the doubt is normal, that the emptiness will pass, that if I just keep performing the role, the performance will become real. But it hasn’t. And now I’m three weeks from making vows I’m not sure I believe in, and you’re the only person who’s ever made me feel like those doubts might be valid.”

“They’re valid,” she said softly. “Whatever you’re feeling—it’s valid. You’re allowed to question. You’re allowed to change your mind.”

“Am I? Everyone is counting on me. Pastor Hart. The congregation. The bishop who approved my ordination date. They’ve all invested time and resources in my formation, and now I’m supposed to tell them that I might have made a mistake?”

“You’re supposed to be honest. With them, and with yourself.” She reached out, her fingers brushing his sleeve. “What would happen if you told them the truth? If you said you needed more time, more discernment? Would the church collapse? Would your life end?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never let myself consider it.”

“Maybe you should.”

The words settled into the space between them, and Daniel felt their weight. She was right. He had never let himself consider the possibility of walking away. Had never allowed himself to imagine a future outside the structures he had built. But the structures were crumbling, and the future was coming whether he was ready for it or not.

“Will you come to the Easter Vigil tonight?” he asked. “The service won’t be the same without you.”

She laughed, the sound bitter again. “The service would be exactly the same without me. That’s the point, isn’t it? I’m not necessary. I’m just the cautionary tale everyone whispers about.”

“You’re not a cautionary tale. You’re a person. And I—” He stopped, the words catching in his throat. “I want you there. Whatever happens between us, whatever I decide about the ordination, I want you there.”

She studied him for a long moment, her expression unreadable. Then she nodded, a single, sharp movement.

“I’ll think about it. No promises.”

“That’s all I can ask.”

He turned to leave, his hand already on the doorknob, when her voice stopped him.

“Daniel.”

He turned back.

“If I come tonight—if I walk into that church and face all those people who’ve been talking about me—will you look at me? Will you see me, even when everyone else is watching?”

“Yes,” he said, the word coming without hesitation. “I’ll see you.”

He returned to the church an hour later, his mind churning with everything that had passed between them.

The conversation had been nothing like he expected. He had gone to apologise, to offer some form of amends for the damage he had caused, and instead he had found himself admitting things he hadn’t planned to say. That he was scared. That the doubts were real. That she was the only person who made him feel like those doubts might be valid.

And she had listened. Had heard him. Had offered him something that felt almost like forgiveness.

*Maybe you should.*

Her words echoed through his mind as he walked back through the town. Maybe he should consider walking away. Maybe he should be honest with himself, with Pastor Hart, with everyone who was counting on him to follow through on the commitment he had made.

But what would that look like? How would he even begin to have that conversation?

He pushed the thoughts aside as he approached the church, focusing instead on the practical demands of the day ahead. The Easter Vigil was the longest and most elaborate service of the liturgical year, requiring extensive preparation and coordination. He needed to focus, needed to be present, needed to put aside his personal turmoil and attend to the work that had been entrusted to him.

But as he entered the sanctuary and saw Mrs. Fletcher directing volunteers, as he heard the choir beginning to rehearse in the loft, as he took in the transformed space with its flowers and candles and the careful arrangements that would mark tonight’s celebration, he couldn’t help but scan the room for a familiar dark head.

She wasn’t there yet. But she had said she would think about it. And that was enough to keep a small flame of hope burning in his chest.

The afternoon passed in a blur of activity.

Daniel helped with the preparations, his body moving automatically while his mind remained elsewhere. He polished candlesticks and arranged prayer books and assisted with the setup of the baptismal font that would be used for the evening’s sacraments. He spoke when spoken to, smiled when expected, and kept his answers brief and neutral whenever the conversation turned to topics that might reveal the turmoil beneath his surface.

Pastor Hart arrived mid-afternoon, freshly shaved and dressed in the white vestments that marked the Easter celebration. He moved through the sanctuary with practiced ease, greeting volunteers, offering last-minute instructions, projecting the calm authority that had defined his ministry for decades.

Daniel watched him from across the room, studying the older man’s face for signs of the conflict that had been revealed in their last conversation. Hart looked tired, the lines around his eyes deeper than they had been a week ago. But his manner was composed, professional, giving nothing away.

When their eyes finally met across the crowded sanctuary, Daniel felt the weight of his mentor’s gaze. There was something in it—expectation, perhaps, or warning—that he couldn’t quite read. Then Hart turned away, continuing his rounds, and the moment passed.

But the weight remained.

By five o’clock, the preparations were complete. The sanctuary glowed with candlelight, the flowers arranged in elaborate displays, the baptismal font filled and ready. The choir had finished their rehearsal and dispersed to rest before the evening service. The volunteers had gone home to change into their finest clothes.

And Daniel found himself standing alone at the front of the church, looking out at the empty pews that would soon be filled with worshippers.

The Easter Vigil would begin in three hours. The service would start in darkness, with the lighting of the new fire and the chanting of the Exsultet. It would move through the readings that traced salvation history, the baptismal liturgy, and finally the first Eucharist of Easter. It would be long and beautiful and meaningful, exactly the kind of liturgical experience that was supposed to sustain faith.

But as Daniel stood in the empty church, the silence pressing against him from all sides, he felt nothing but emptiness.

Where was God in all of this? Where was the presence he was supposed to feel when he stood at the altar, when he spoke the words of the liturgy, when he offered the bread and wine that were supposed to become something sacred? He had been asking the question for years, and the silence had only grown deeper.

And now, with Evelyn’s words echoing in his mind, he was beginning to suspect that the silence would never be filled.

He was still standing there when the first worshippers began to arrive.

The sun had set, and the church was dark, lit only by the candles that had been prepared for the service. Daniel moved to his position near the narthex, ready to greet the congregation as they gathered for the lighting of the new fire.

The faces that passed him were familiar—elders and volunteers, families with young children, the faithful who attended every service and the marginal who appeared only on high holy days. He smiled and nodded, offering quiet greetings, playing the role that was expected of him.

And then he saw her.

Evelyn had entered through the side door, avoiding the main entrance where Daniel stood. She was wearing a simple black dress, her dark hair pulled back from her face, her expression composed into careful neutrality. She moved to the back pew—the same place she had sat on Palm Sunday—and sat down without looking in his direction.

But she had come. Despite everything, she had come.

The realisation sent a jolt through Daniel’s chest, and he felt his composure waver. She was here, in this church, facing the people who had been gossiping about her for days. Because he had asked her to come. Because he had promised to see her.

The service began with the lighting of the new fire in the churchyard, the congregation gathering in the darkness while Pastor Hart struck the flint and kindled the flame that would light the Paschal candle. Daniel stood beside him, assisting with the preparations, his body moving through the familiar motions while his mind raced.

He needed to get through this service. Needed to perform his role, to maintain the composure that everyone expected. And then, after, he needed to find Evelyn and tell her the truth—the whole truth, not just the fragments he had offered that morning.

He was falling for her. Had been falling since Palm Sunday. And the fall was terrifying, but it was also the most honest thing he had felt in five years.

The service stretched on, hour after hour, the readings and prayers and rituals unfolding in the familiar pattern that Daniel had known since childhood. He stood at the altar, spoke the responses, held the candles and books that were required for each moment. But his attention kept drifting to the back pew, where Evelyn sat alone, her face half-hidden in the candlelit darkness.

She was watching him. He could feel her gaze even when he wasn’t looking, could sense the weight of her attention following him through the space. And every time he glanced in her direction, he found her eyes fixed on him with an intensity that made his chest ache.

The moment came during the renewal of baptismal vows.

Pastor Hart had invited the congregation to stand, to reaffirm the promises that had been made at their own baptisms. The familiar questions were intoned, the familiar responses given, and Daniel stood beside his mentor, watching the faces of the people as they spoke the words that bound them to the faith.

And then Hart’s voice changed, taking on a personal quality that Daniel recognised from other moments of pastoral emphasis.

“As we renew these vows,” Hart said, his gaze sweeping the congregation, “I’m reminded of the many faces that have passed through this church over the years. Those who have remained steadfast in the faith. Those who have wandered and returned. And those who—” He paused, his gaze landing on the back pew. “—those who have struggled, for whatever reason, to find their place among us.”

Daniel followed his mentor’s gaze and found Evelyn’s face in the candlelit darkness. She was staring straight ahead, her expression frozen, her hands clenched in her lap.

“To those who struggle,” Hart continued, his voice softening, “the church says: you are welcome here. You are loved here. Whatever burdens you carry, whatever sins you have committed, whatever distance you have travelled from God’s grace—the door is always open. The welcome is always extended. You have only to accept it.”

The words were meant to be pastoral, meant to be inclusive. But Daniel saw Evelyn’s face harden, saw the flash of something—anger, or hurt, or both—cross her features before she smoothed her expression into neutrality.

She knew, as Daniel knew, that the welcome being extended was conditional. That the door was open only to those who were willing to conform, to perform the role that the church required. That the sins being referenced were not abstract, but specific—the sins that she had been accused of, the reputation she had been unable to escape.

And she was being asked, in front of the entire congregation, to accept a grace that came with judgment already attached.

Daniel felt something rise in him—protectiveness, or anger, or a combination of both. He wanted to interrupt, to challenge, to point out that the welcome being offered was not as unconditional as Hart claimed. But the moment passed, the service continued, and Evelyn remained silent in her pew, her eyes fixed on the altar with an expression that Daniel couldn’t read.

The service ended near midnight.

The congregation dispersed slowly, some lingering to greet Pastor Hart, others heading directly for the doors. Daniel stood at the chancel steps, accepting congratulations and well-wishes, his mind only half-present.

He needed to find Evelyn. Needed to speak to her before she disappeared into the night. But the crowd was thick, and he couldn’t see her face among the departing worshippers.

When the sanctuary finally emptied, he hurried toward the back pew, hoping to catch her before she left.

But she was already gone.

The pew where she had sat was empty, a hymnal slightly askew the only evidence that anyone had been there at all. Daniel stood in the silence of the empty church, his heart pounding, his mind racing.

She had come. She had stayed through the entire service. And then she had left without speaking to him.

What did it mean? Was she angry? Had Hart’s words pushed her away? Or had she simply decided that there was nothing left to say?

He moved toward the side door, intending to search for her in the churchyard, when a flash of white caught his eye. An envelope, tucked into the hymnal she had left behind, her name written on the front in elegant script.

He pulled it out and opened it, his hands shaking.

*Daniel,*

*I came tonight because you asked me to. Because you promised to see me. And you did—I felt your eyes on me throughout the entire service, and it was both the most comforting and the most painful thing I’ve experienced in a long time.*

*I’ve been thinking about what you said this morning. About being scared. About not knowing what you want. And I realised that I’m in the same position. I started this as a game, and somewhere along the way, it became real. I don’t know what I want from you. I don’t know what I’m allowed to want.*

*But I know that I don’t want to be the reason you lose everything. If you decide to walk away from ordination, I want it to be because you couldn’t stay—not because I pulled you away.*

*I’ll be at the confessional tomorrow morning. Early, before anyone else arrives. If you want to talk—if you want to tell me the truth, whatever that truth is—I’ll be there.*

*E.*

He read the note three times, the words sinking into him like water into dry ground. She would be at the confessional tomorrow morning. Waiting for him. Ready to hear whatever truth he could offer.

He folded the note carefully and slipped it into his pocket, his heart already racing toward tomorrow.


Chapter Nine – Confessional Reversal

Daniel did not sleep.

He lay in the narrow bed in the rectory, the sheets twisted around his legs, Evelyn’s note pressed against his chest like a talisman. The words were memorised now, each phrase etched into his mind with the clarity of something that would shape whatever came next.

*I’ll be at the confessional tomorrow morning. Early, before anyone else arrives. If you want to talk—if you want to tell me the truth, whatever that truth is—I’ll be there.*

The confessional.

The irony was not lost on him. The first time she had entered that booth, it had been a provocation—a deliberate infiltration of sacred space, her voice through the screen dripping with implications she knew would unsettle him. She had used the sacrament as a weapon, turning confession into seduction, and he had been powerless to stop his response.

But tomorrow—today, really, since the clock had long since passed midnight—would be different. She had asked him to meet her there. Had offered him the space to speak truth, whatever that truth might be. And the weight of that offer pressed against him with an intensity that made rest impossible.

What would he say? What truth could he possibly offer her that wouldn’t sound like the same confused rambling he had been producing for days?

*I’m falling for you. I’ve been falling since Palm Sunday. And the fall is terrifying, but it’s also the most honest thing I’ve felt in five years.*

The admission surfaced easily now, no longer fighting against the walls he had constructed. He wanted her. Had wanted her since the first moment she walked into the sanctuary late on Palm Sunday, red lipstick and sunglasses and an attitude of defiance that had challenged everything he thought he knew about himself. The wanting had grown over the past week, fed by every encounter, every touch, every word she had spoken that stripped away another layer of his carefully constructed identity.

But wanting was not the same as choosing. And he still hadn’t chosen. Still hadn’t made the decision that would define the rest of his life—whether to walk away from the ordination, from the five years of preparation, from the identity he had been building since his mother’s death, or to walk away from Evelyn, from the connection that had sparked between them, from the first thing that had felt real in longer than he could remember.

He stared at the ceiling, watching the shadows shift as the night progressed, and let the questions circle through his mind without trying to answer them. Tomorrow, he would see her. Would speak to her in the same confessional where she had first unsettled him. And perhaps, in that intimate darkness, some clarity would emerge.

Or perhaps he would simply fall deeper into the confusion that had been consuming him since Palm Sunday.

Either way, he would be there. He had already decided that much.

He rose before dawn.

The sky was still dark when he dressed, the first hints of grey just beginning to appear at the edges of the horizon. He didn’t bother with the collar—had stopped wearing it except when absolutely necessary, the white strip of fabric feeling increasingly like a lie. A simple black shirt, dark trousers, the uniform of a man who was no longer certain what role he was playing.

The rectory was silent as he made his way downstairs. Pastor Hart’s door was closed, no sound emerging from behind it, and Daniel moved softly through the hallway, not wanting to wake his mentor. The older man had been distant since their conversation on Friday, watching Daniel with an expression that mixed concern with something harder to define—disappointment, perhaps, or the beginning of understanding.

Daniel didn’t want to face that expression. Didn’t want to explain where he was going at this hour, or why. He simply wanted to reach the church, to enter the confessional, to wait for Evelyn in the darkness where truth might come easier than it did in the light.

The walk through the garden was cold, the spring air sharp against his face. The daffodils were beginning to droop, their yellow heads bowed as though in prayer, and the stone bench where Evelyn had sat on Monday was covered with dew. He passed it without stopping, his eyes fixed on the church door ahead.

The building was dark and silent when he entered, the candles from last night’s vigil long since extinguished, the sanctuary stripped once more in preparation for the Easter morning service. But he wasn’t heading for the sanctuary. He made his way toward the side chapel where the confessional stood, its wooden frame a familiar presence in the corner of the small space.

He paused at the entrance to the chapel, his heart suddenly pounding.

What if she didn’t come? What if the note had been a test, a way of seeing whether he would take the bait? What if she had decided that whatever existed between them wasn’t worth the damage it might cause?

The doubts spiralled through his mind, but he pushed them aside and stepped into the darkness of the confessional booth.

The space was cramped and familiar, the wooden walls pressing against him from all sides. He had sat in this booth hundreds of times over the years—first as a child, making his first confession to Father Morrison, the old priest who had served this congregation before Hart’s arrival. Then as a teenager, struggling with the usual sins of adolescence, the minor transgressions that seemed enormous at the time. And later, as a seminarian, using the confessional as a space for spiritual direction, working through the doubts and fears that accompanied his formation.

But he had never entered the booth as a penitent with something like this on his conscience.

He sat in the darkness, his hands folded in his lap, his breath slow and deliberate. The screen that separated the priest’s side from the penitent’s was a dark mesh, allowing voices to pass while preserving anonymity. He had always found the design appropriate—a physical representation of the theological principle that confession was about the soul, not the person.

But today, anonymity was not what he sought.

He waited.

The minutes stretched into what felt like hours, though his watch told him it had only been twenty minutes since he entered. The darkness pressed against him, thick and heavy, and he felt the familiar weight of the sacred space settling around him. Whatever happened next, this was still a place where truth was supposed to be spoken. Where sins were supposed to be named and released.

He hoped he could find the courage to do both.

The sound of footsteps in the chapel brought him to attention.

His heart rate spiked, his hands tightening in his lap. He heard the soft creak of the outer door, the rustle of fabric, the slight intake of breath that indicated someone entering the confined space.

Then her voice, low and familiar, coming through the screen.

“Daniel?”

“I’m here.”

A pause. Then, quietly: “I wasn’t sure you’d come.”

“I wasn’t sure either.”

The silence that followed was different from the charged tension of their first confessional encounter. That had been a game, a performance, her voice dripping with provocative implications designed to unsettle. This was something else. Something rawer. More honest.

“Have you slept at all?” she asked, her voice carrying a note of concern.

“No. You?”

“Some. Not much.”

He heard her shift on the other side of the screen, the wooden bench creaking beneath her weight. He wished he could see her face, could read her expression, could understand what she was feeling through something other than the sound of her voice.

“Thank you for coming,” he said. “I wasn’t sure you would, after last night.”

“After Pastor Hart decided to make me the subject of his pastoral outreach?” Her voice was dry, but there was an edge beneath it. “That was predictable. He can’t resist a public display of concern. It makes him look benevolent.”

“It hurt you.”

“It was designed to hurt. Under the guise of welcome, he was reminding everyone why I don’t belong here. Why I never will.” She paused. “But I didn’t come here to talk about my father.”

“Then why did you come?”

The question hung in the darkness between them, and Daniel heard her breath catch before she responded.

“Because I needed to tell you something. Something I’ve never told anyone. And because—” She broke off, her voice unsteady. “Because you’re the first person in a long time who might actually understand.”

“Tell me.”

The word was simple, but it carried the weight of everything that had passed between them. He wasn’t asking as a priest, wasn’t offering absolution or counsel. He was asking as a man who wanted to know her, who wanted to understand the woman behind the reputation that the town had constructed.

“The photographs,” she said slowly. “The ones that got leaked. Everyone thinks they know what happened. Everyone thinks I sent them to some married man, tried to blackmail him, made a spectacle of myself for attention.”

“That’s not what happened?”

“No.” The word was barely a whisper. “I sent them to my boyfriend. We’d been together for six months, and I trusted him. I thought—” Her voice cracked. “I thought he loved me. I thought we had something real.”

Daniel felt his chest tighten. He knew the story, or at least the version of it that circulated through the town. Evelyn Hart, the pastor’s daughter, sending explicit photographs to a married man, destroying his marriage, ruining her own reputation. It was the scandal that had cemented her status as the town’s cautionary tale.

But the version she was telling was different.

“He wasn’t married,” he said, not a question.

“No. He was twenty-three, same as me. Just a boy I thought I was going to marry.” A bitter laugh. “We broke up, and he threatened to post the photos online. To send them to my father. To the church council. To everyone who had ever judged me for being the rebellious pastor’s daughter.”

“So you leaked them yourself.”

“Two days before he planned to do it. I posted them on a forum, anonymously, then sent links to the local gossip sites. Made it look like a hack, a revenge porn situation. At least that way, I controlled the narrative. At least that way, I could claim victimhood instead of waiting to be shamed.”

The confession hung in the air, and Daniel felt the weight of it settling into the space between them. It was not the story the town told. It was messier, more complicated, more human.

“What happened to him?” he asked quietly.

“Nothing. He denied everything, claimed I was making up the threats. And everyone believed him, because why would the pastor’s daughter tell the truth about something like that?” Her voice had hardened, the vulnerability replaced by something sharper. “By that point, my reputation was already shot. I was already the cautionary tale. So I leaned into it. Started dressing the way people expected. Acting the way they expected. If everyone was going to assume the worst about me anyway, I might as well give them something to talk about.”

Daniel heard the pain beneath the words, the years of judgment and assumption that had shaped her into the woman she had become. She had been protecting herself the only way she knew how—by becoming what people expected, by refusing to let their assumptions wound her because she had already accepted them as truth.

“That’s why you targeted me,” he said slowly. “Why you decided to prove that the town’s morality was a sham. Because you’d already been convicted of crimes you didn’t commit.”

“Partly. And partly because—” She stopped, her breath catching. “Partly because I was tired of being the only one suffering. Everyone in this town performs piety while hiding their own sins. My father included. I wanted to prove that no one is as righteous as they pretend.”

“And what did you find?”

“Disappointment, mostly. The men I targeted were exactly as weak as I expected. They wanted me secretly and judged me publicly, just like everyone else.” A pause. “And then there was you.”

The words landed with the weight of an admission, and Daniel felt something shift in his chest.

“What was different about me?”

“You didn’t judge me. You listened. You looked at me like I was a person instead of a scandal. And when I pushed you, when I tried to provoke you into showing your true colours—” Her voice softened. “You showed me something true instead.”

“I showed you that I’m confused. That I’ve been living a lie. That I’m not nearly as righteous as everyone thinks.”

“You showed me that you’re human. And that you’re struggling. And that—” She broke off, and he heard her breath shudder on the other side of the screen. “That maybe I’m not the only one who’s been hurt by the expectations of this town.”

The silence that followed was thick with everything that wasn’t being said. Daniel felt the distance between them as a physical ache, the screen that separated them suddenly unbearable. He wanted to reach through the mesh, to touch her hand, to offer some form of comfort that went beyond words.

“Evelyn,” he said, her full name feeling important suddenly, weighted. “You’re not what this town says you are. You’re not a scandal. You’re not a cautionary tale. You’re a person who was hurt and tried to protect herself the only way she knew how.”

“That doesn’t make what I did right.”

“No. But it makes it understandable. And it means you don’t have to keep punishing yourself for choices that were forced on you.”

Her breath caught audibly, and when she spoke again, her voice was thick with unshed tears. “You don’t know what you’re saying. You don’t know what I’ve done. The choices I’ve made since then, the ways I’ve hurt people—”

“I know that you leaked photographs to control a narrative that was being weaponised against you. I know that you’ve been judged by a town that loves nothing more than feeling superior to someone. I know that you came to this confessional not to provoke me, but to tell me the truth.” He leaned forward, his face close to the screen. “And I know that whatever you’ve done, you are not something to repent for. You’re someone who deserves to be seen.”

The words hung in the darkness, and Daniel felt them settle into his own heart as much as he hoped they were settling into hers. He had been telling himself for days that his feelings for Evelyn were a temptation, a test to be overcome. But the truth was simpler and more terrifying: she was a mirror. Someone who reflected his own doubts, his own struggles, his own hunger for something real.

She had been wounded by the church, by the town, by the father who was supposed to love her unconditionally. And she had built walls around herself to prevent further injury. But beneath those walls was a person who wanted what everyone wanted—to be known, to be accepted, to be loved.

He saw her. And for the first time since entering the seminary, he felt something that might be called grace.

The silence stretched on, but it was no longer uncomfortable.

Daniel sat in the darkness of the confessional, his hands folded loosely in his lap, his heart rate slowly returning to normal. On the other side of the screen, he could hear Evelyn’s breath, the slight hitch that indicated she was fighting tears, the soft exhalations that suggested she was winning.

“Daniel.” Her voice was rough when she finally spoke. “I need to ask you something. And I need you to be honest.”

“Anything.”

“Why are you here? Not in this confessional—though that’s part of it—but here, in this town, in this life? Why did you become a seminarian? Why are you three weeks from ordination?”

The questions were direct, cutting through the careful distance they had been maintaining. They demanded an answer that went beyond the rehearsed responses he had been giving for five years.

“I entered the seminary when I was twenty-three,” he said slowly, the words coming easier than he expected. “My mother had just died. I was grieving. And I had been through a breakup that—” He paused, the memory still painful after all these years. “That broke something in me. I thought the church would fix it. Thought that if I dedicated myself to something higher, the pain would stop.”

“Did it?”

“No. It just went underground. Became something I could manage instead of something I had to feel.” He leaned his head back against the wooden wall of the confessional. “I’ve been going through the motions for five years. Praying prayers I don’t feel. Speaking words I don’t believe. Building a life that looks righteous from the outside but feels hollow from the inside.”

“And now?”

“Now I’m three weeks from making vows that will seal me into that hollowness forever. And I can’t—” His voice cracked. “I can’t make myself want it. No matter how hard I try.”

“Then why haven’t you walked away?”

The question cut to the heart of everything he had been avoiding, and Daniel felt the truth surge up before he could stop it.

“Because I don’t know who I am without it. Because my mother believed so completely, and her faith was the last thing I had of her. Because Pastor Hart invested five years in my formation, and I don’t know how to disappoint him. Because the alternative—” He stopped, the admission catching in his throat.

“The alternative being what?”

“Being honest. About what I want. About who I want.” He leaned forward, his face close to the screen again. “About you.”

The confession hung in the darkness, and Daniel felt the weight of it settle around him like a mantle. He had said it. Finally, honestly, with no qualifications or retractions. He wanted her. And he was terrified of what that meant.

Evelyn was quiet for a long moment. When she spoke, her voice was soft, almost tentative.

“You barely know me. You’ve known me for a week.”

“I know. That’s part of what terrifies me. How can I feel this much for someone I barely know? How can you have become so important in such a short time?”

“Maybe because you needed someone to see you. And I did.” A pause. “And maybe because I needed someone to see me. And you did.”

The simplicity of it struck him. They had found each other in the midst of their respective struggles—two people who had been hiding from the world, who had been performing roles that didn’t fit, who had been starving for connection in a town that demanded conformity. And in the space of a week, they had stripped away each other’s pretences and discovered something real underneath.

“What do we do now?” he asked, the question carrying the weight of everything that remained undecided.

“I don’t know.” Her voice was honest, unguarded. “I came here to tell you my truth, and to hear yours. I didn’t come with a plan.”

“Neither did I.”

“Then maybe that’s the answer. We don’t need a plan yet. We just need to keep being honest. With each other, and with ourselves.”

It wasn’t a resolution. It wasn’t a promise. But it was something—a thread of connection that they could follow, one step at a time, into whatever came next.

“Evelyn.” He used her full name again, feeling the weight of it. “Will you stay? After Easter, after the services are done, after everyone has gone home—will you stay so we can talk? Really talk, without the confessional between us?”

“I’ll stay,” she said quietly. “I’m not going anywhere.”

They stayed in the confessional for another hour.

The conversation shifted after the admissions, becoming something lighter, more exploratory. Evelyn told him about her mother—the woman who had died when she was twelve, who had been the only person in her life who had seen her as something other than an extension of her father’s ministry. She described a childhood of being paraded before the congregation, held up as an example of the pastor’s righteous family, expected to perform piety she didn’t feel.

“They wanted me to be perfect,” she said. “And I tried, for a while. But perfection is exhausting. And eventually, I realised that no matter how hard I tried, they would always find something to judge.”

“What did your mother think? About the expectations, the performance?”

“She hated it. She used to tell me, in private, that I didn’t have to be what everyone expected. That I could be myself, even if that self disappointed people.” A pause. “She died before I was brave enough to try.”

Daniel heard the grief beneath the words, the loss that still echoed through her life fourteen years later. He thought about his own mother, about the faith she had carried to her death, the peace she had found in the certainty of something beyond this world. He had tried to inherit that faith, had entered the seminary hoping to find what she had found. But the certainty had never come.

“My mother believed completely,” he said, the words coming slowly. “Until the very end, she believed that God was good, that heaven was waiting, that everything would make sense in the end. And I wanted that. I wanted to feel what she felt. But I never have.”

“Maybe faith isn’t something you can inherit. Maybe it has to be found on its own terms, or not at all.”

“Or maybe some people aren’t meant to have it. Maybe some of us are built differently, wired for doubt instead of certainty.”

“Is that such a bad thing?” Evelyn’s voice was soft. “To be wired for doubt? To question, to probe, to refuse to accept easy answers?”

“It is when you’ve built your entire life around pretending otherwise.”

“Then stop pretending.”

The words were simple, but they carried the weight of everything he had been avoiding. Stop pretending. As though it were that easy. As though he could simply shed the identity he had constructed and walk into a new life without consequences.

But maybe it was that simple. Or if not simple, at least possible.

“Come to the rectory tonight,” he said, the words surprising him as much as they seemed to surprise her. “After the Easter services are done. We can talk properly, without screens between us.”

“That’s dangerous. Your mentor is there. The town is watching.”

“I know. But I’m tired of hiding. I’m tired of caring more about appearances than about what’s real.” He took a breath. “And I want to see you. Really see you, without the darkness and the distance.”

The silence that followed was thick with the weight of the invitation. He was asking her to enter his space, to risk exposure, to meet him in the light where everything was visible. It was a risk for both of them.

“I’ll come,” she said finally. “After the morning service, when everyone is distracted with family gatherings and Easter celebrations. I’ll find a way.”

“Thank you.”

“Daniel?” Her voice was soft, almost vulnerable. “Whatever happens—whatever you decide about the ordination—I want you to know that I see you. I see the struggle. I see the fear. And I don’t think you’re weak for feeling them. I think you’re brave for finally admitting they exist.”

The words settled into his heart like a benediction, and he felt something loosen in his chest that had been tight for years. She saw him. Not the almost-priest, not the golden boy, not the symbol of righteousness. Just him. Daniel. A man who was lost and scared and desperately searching for something real.

“Thank you,” he said again, the words inadequate but sincere. “For seeing me. For telling me the truth. For—” He paused, trying to find the right words. “For being the first thing that’s felt honest in longer than I can remember.”

The sound of movement came from the other side of the screen—Evelyn shifting, preparing to leave. He heard her hand rest against the wooden partition, the slight creak of pressure.

“I’ll see you tonight,” she said. “In the light.”

“Tonight.”

He heard the door of the confessional open, her footsteps retreating through the chapel, the soft click of the outer door closing behind her. And then he was alone in the darkness, the silence pressing against him from all sides.

But for the first time in days, the silence didn’t feel empty.

He stayed in the confessional for a long time after she left.

The darkness was familiar now, comfortable in a way it hadn’t been when he first entered. He had come here seeking clarity, seeking truth, seeking some resolution to the turmoil that had been consuming him since Palm Sunday. And he had found it—or at least, he had found the beginning of it.

He wanted Evelyn. That much was clear now, impossible to deny. The wanting was tangled up with something else, something that felt almost like hope—the possibility of a life that was honest, that was chosen rather than inherited, that was built on connection rather than isolation.

But wanting was not the same as choosing. And the choosing was what terrified him.

He thought about his mother, about the faith she had carried so easily. He thought about Pastor Hart, about the expectations that had been placed on him since he was a boy. He thought about the congregation that had watched him grow up, that was counting on him to carry forward the tradition they held sacred.

And he thought about Evelyn, about the confessional they had just shared, about the truth she had spoken into the darkness.

*You’re not something to repent for. You’re someone who deserves to be seen.*

The words echoed through his mind, and he felt them settle into his heart. She had been judged and condemned by a town that claimed to follow a God of grace. She had been wounded by the very people who were supposed to love her unconditionally. And she had survived, had built walls around herself, had transformed her pain into a weapon she used to prove that everyone else was just as broken as she was.

But she had let him in. Had trusted him with her truth, with her vulnerability, with the parts of herself she usually kept hidden. And in doing so, she had shown him something about his own struggle.

Maybe he wasn’t meant for the priesthood. Maybe the doubt he had been fighting for five years wasn’t a test to be overcome, but a sign that he was on the wrong path. Maybe the hollowness he felt when he stood at the altar wasn’t a spiritual dryness to be endured, but an indication that his soul was calling him somewhere else.

The questions were terrifying. But for the first time, he felt ready to face them.

He rose from the confessional bench, his body stiff from the long hours of sitting, and pushed open the door. The chapel was still dark, the early morning light just beginning to filter through the stained glass windows. He made his way toward the sanctuary, toward the altar that had been stripped and prepared for the Easter service, and stood at the chancel steps looking out at the empty pews.

Tomorrow—or rather, in a few hours—the church would be full. The congregation would gather in their finest clothes, their voices raised in triumph, celebrating the resurrection of a God who had conquered death. And Daniel would stand beside Pastor Hart, playing his role, speaking his lines, performing the ritual one more time.

But after that—after the service, after the celebrations, after everyone had gone home—Evelyn would come to the rectory. And they would face whatever came next together.

The thought was terrifying. But it was also, for the first time in longer than he could remember, something that felt like hope.


Chapter Ten – Sermon Breakdown

Easter Sunday arrived with the kind of brilliant sunshine that seemed designed to mock the darkness in Daniel’s heart.

He woke to the sound of bells—the church’s ancient carillon ringing out across the town, announcing the resurrection to anyone who cared to listen. The sound had always filled him with a sense of hope and triumph in years past, the musical embodiment of the theological promise that death had been conquered and new life was possible. His mother had loved the Easter bells, had always said they sounded like heaven itself rejoicing, and every year without fail, she had dragged him to the window to listen, her face lit with a joy that seemed to come from somewhere beyond the ordinary.

But this morning, the bells felt like an accusation.

He lay in bed for a long moment, his body heavy with exhaustion despite the few hours of sleep he had managed to snatch after returning from the confessional. The sheets were tangled around his legs, damp with the night sweat that had plagued him despite the cool spring air coming through the partially open window. His conversation with Evelyn echoed through his mind, her words and his mingling in the darkness, the truth finally spoken aloud after days of silence and denial.

*You’re not something to repent for. You’re someone who deserves to be seen.*

*I want you. And I’m terrified of what that means.*

*We don’t need a plan yet. We just need to keep being honest.*

The honesty had felt like relief in the darkness of the confessional, a release of pressure that had been building since Palm Sunday. The booth had been cramped and close, the wooden walls pressing against him from all sides, but the intimacy of the space had made the confessions easier somehow. As though the darkness itself was a form of permission, an invitation to speak things that couldn’t be said in the light.

But now, in the clear brightness of Easter morning, the honesty felt more like a weight. He had admitted things to her—and to himself—that couldn’t be taken back. Had spoken desires that couldn’t be unsaid. Had opened a door that couldn’t be closed, no matter how much he might want to retreat to the safety of the life he had been living.

And in a few hours, he would stand at the altar and pretend that none of it had happened.

The thought made him feel sick.

He rose from the bed and moved to the window, looking out at the church garden below. The view from this room had been his for the past week—the small patch of green with its stone bench and its daffodils, the cemetery beyond the wall with its rows of headstones stretching toward the oak tree where Evelyn’s mother was buried. He had stared at this view countless times over the past days, searching for something he couldn’t name, hoping that the garden might offer some clarity that his prayers had failed to provide.

The daffodils had begun to recover from the week’s rain, their yellow heads lifting toward the sun, and the stone bench where Evelyn had sat was visible through the new growth of spring. He found himself searching for her figure even though he knew she wouldn’t be there this early. It was barely six o’clock, and the town was still quiet, the Easter preparations not yet begun in earnest.

She would come to the service. She had promised, in her note and in the confessional, that she would be there. And after the service, after the celebrations and the family gatherings and the ritual performances were complete, she would come to the rectory, and they would face whatever came next together.

But between now and then lay the longest morning of his life.

He turned from the window and caught sight of himself in the small mirror on the back of the door. The face that looked back at him was haggard—the dark hair dishevelled from a night of tossing, the pale skin almost grey with exhaustion, the shadows beneath his eyes so deep they looked like bruises. He looked like a man who had been fighting a war, and perhaps he had been. A war with himself. A war with the expectations that pressed against him from all sides. A war with the truth that was finally demanding to be acknowledged.

The collar was still hanging on the hook by the door, the white strip of fabric that had defined his identity for five years. He had stopped wearing it except when absolutely necessary, the familiar weight now feeling like a lie rather than a symbol. How quickly things changed. A week ago, the collar had been a source of comfort, a reminder of the vocation he was pursuing, the commitment he was about to make. Now it felt like a costume, something he put on to play a part he no longer knew how to perform.

He turned away from the mirror and began the familiar ritual of preparing for the day.

He dressed with mechanical precision.

The vestments for Easter Sunday were white and gold, the colours of celebration, and they felt like a costume he was putting on for a part he no longer knew how to play. He adjusted the alb, settled the stole around his neck, and stood before the small mirror, trying to recognise the man who looked back at him.

The vestments transformed him. Underneath, he was Daniel Mercer—twenty-eight years old, exhausted, terrified, lost. But with the white alb and the gold stole, he became something else. A symbol. A representative of something greater than himself. The almost-priest who would stand at the altar and lead the congregation through the most important service of the year.

The transformation had always felt meaningful before. Had felt like putting on a mantle, stepping into a role that was greater than his individual struggles. But today, the mantle felt heavy with expectation, and he wasn’t sure he could carry it.

He thought about his mother as he fastened the cincture around his waist. She had loved Easter, had always said it was her favourite service of the year. The triumph of it, the promise of new life, the affirmation that darkness never had the final word. She had taught him the hymns when he was a child, had held his hand during the processional, had whispered the words of the creed in his ear when he was too young to read them himself. Her faith had been simple and complete, a source of comfort and strength that never wavered, even when her body began to fail.

*He is risen. He is risen indeed.*

The words had been simple truth to her. An affirmation of everything she believed about God and the world and the meaning of human existence. She had died with those words on her lips, had slipped from this world to the next with a peace that Daniel had witnessed and envied and never been able to replicate.

He had entered the seminary hoping to find what she had found. Had spent five years pursuing a faith that seemed to come so easily to her. But the certainty had never arrived. The peace had never settled. Instead, there had been doubt and dryness and the growing sense that he was performing a role rather than living a truth.

Was he risen? Was there new life possible, for someone who had spent five years building toward a commitment he didn’t want? Could the darkness of doubt and denial ever give way to something that felt like resurrection?

He didn’t know. But he was beginning to suspect that the answer wouldn’t be found in the rituals he had been performing. That the new life he sought might look nothing like the life he had planned.

He finished vesting and stood for a moment in the centre of the small room, surrounded by the trappings of a calling he was no longer sure he possessed. The white fabric seemed to glow in the morning light, pristine and beautiful, and he felt the weight of expectation pressing down on him from all sides.

Twelve days until ordination. Twelve days until he would kneel at the altar and make vows that would define the rest of his life. Twelve days to decide whether he could live with the choice he was about to make.

The clock on the wall told him it was nearly eight. He needed to move, to eat, to make his way to the church. But his feet seemed rooted to the floor, and his heart was pounding with a mixture of fear and exhaustion.

The rectory was quiet when he descended the stairs.

Pastor Hart had already left for the church, a note on the kitchen table indicating that he had gone early to prepare for the service. Daniel was grateful for the absence—he wasn’t ready to face his mentor’s scrutiny, the searching gaze that seemed to see through every pretence. He needed time to compose himself, to build the walls he would need to get through the morning.

The kitchen was sunlit and warm, the windows looking out onto the small back garden where Mrs. Hughes grew herbs in terracotta pots. Breakfast had been laid out—fresh bread, butter, jam, a pot of coffee still warm on the stove. Mrs. Hughes had been the rectory housekeeper for thirty years, and she knew better than anyone what Easter morning required.

Daniel ate a sparse breakfast, though his stomach churned with too much anxiety to properly digest anything. The coffee was bitter and strong, and he drank it mechanically, needing the caffeine to compensate for the sleep he hadn’t had. The bread was fresh and warm, but it tasted like cardboard in his mouth, and he forced himself to swallow each bite through sheer will.

At eight-thirty, he made his way through the garden to the church.

The walk was familiar, the stone path worn smooth by years of footsteps. He had walked this path as a child, attending Sunday school in the parish hall. He had walked it as a teenager, serving as an acolyte and later as a lay reader. He had walked it countless times during his seminary breaks, visiting home, participating in services, building the relationships that would eventually lead to his ordination in this very church.

But today, each step felt like walking toward something he couldn’t face.

The building was already transformed when he entered. The sanctuary that had been stripped bare for Good Friday now blazed with flowers—lilies and tulips and daffodils arranged in elaborate displays, their heavy scent filling the space. The altar was dressed in white and gold, the candles lit and glowing, the cross that had been draped in black now bare and triumphant. The stained glass windows caught the morning sun and threw coloured light across the pews, painting the empty church in shades of red and blue and green.

Daniel stood at the back of the sanctuary for a long moment, taking in the transformation. The beauty of it struck him, as it always did—the care and attention that went into creating a space that felt set apart, sacred, worthy of the worship that would soon fill it. The flower arrangements alone had taken a dozen volunteers most of yesterday to complete. The candles had been polished, the brass gleaming, the linens freshly pressed and perfectly arranged.

This was the church at its best, presenting the most beautiful version of itself for the most important day of the year. And in a little over an hour, the pews would be filled with people dressed in their finest clothes, their voices raised in triumphant hymns, their hearts open to the message of resurrection and hope.

And Daniel would stand at the altar, pretending to be someone he wasn’t, speaking words he didn’t believe.

He made his way to the sacristy, where Pastor Hart was already vested and preparing.

“Daniel.” The older man’s voice was warm, but there was something searching beneath the surface. “You look terrible. Did you sleep at all?”

“Some.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“No. It’s not.” Daniel moved to the counter where his own vestments waited, though he had already dressed at the rectory. He busied himself with unnecessary adjustments—the fold of the stole, the drape of the alb—anything to avoid meeting Hart’s gaze. “I’ll be fine for the service.”

“I’m not worried about the service. I’m worried about you.” Hart crossed the sacristy and placed a hand on Daniel’s shoulder, the gesture paternal and weighty with implication. “You’ve been struggling this week. I’ve seen it. Anyone who’s been paying attention has seen it.”

The observation cut close to the bone, and Daniel felt his defences rising automatically. “It’s been a difficult Holy Week. The intensity of the services, the spiritual weight of it all—”

“Daniel.” Hart’s voice was gentle but direct. “I’ve been a pastor for thirty years. I’ve seen seminarians go through discernment struggles before. This is not that.”

The words hung in the air between them, and Daniel felt the truth pressing against his lips, demanding to be spoken.

“What is it, then?”

“I don’t know yet. But I know it’s more than the usual pre-ordination jitters.” Hart’s grip tightened slightly on his shoulder. “I received another call yesterday. From Mrs. Henderson. She saw you leaving the church early yesterday morning. Going toward the edge of town.”

The blood drained from Daniel’s face. He had been so careful—or thought he had. Had left before dawn, had taken the back paths, had assumed no one would notice a seminarian taking an early morning walk.

“I was—” He stopped, the lie catching in his throat.

“You were going to see my daughter.”

It wasn’t a question. Hart’s voice was flat, unsurprised, and Daniel felt the trap closing around him.

“Pastor Hart, I can explain—”

“You don’t need to explain. I know Evelyn. I know what she does. And I know that you’re not the first young man she’s set her sights on.” Hart released his shoulder and stepped back, his expression unreadable. “I warned you, Daniel. I told you she would try to pull you in. And now, three weeks before your ordination, you’re sneaking off to see her before dawn.”

“It wasn’t like that. I needed to talk to her. To explain—”

“To explain what? That you’ve been struggling? That you’re having doubts? She doesn’t care about your doubts, Daniel. She cares about proving that everyone in this town is a hypocrite. And right now, you’re her proof.”

The characterisation of Evelyn was so at odds with the woman Daniel had come to know that he felt a flash of anger. “You don’t understand her. You don’t know what she’s been through.”

“I know her better than you think. I know she’s my daughter, and I love her. But I also know what she’s capable of. The damage she’s caused. The way she uses people to prove her point.” Hart’s voice hardened. “I’m telling you this as your mentor and as someone who cares about you: stay away from her. At least until after the ordination. If you need to work through your doubts, there are appropriate channels. Spiritual directors. Counsellors. Not a woman who has made it her mission to expose everyone’s moral failings.”

The church bells began to ring, announcing the approach of the service hour. The moment for honest conversation was passing, swallowed by the demands of the morning.

“We should go,” Daniel said quietly, the words feeling like capitulation. “The congregation is gathering.”

Hart studied him for a long moment, his expression a mixture of concern and something harder. “Promise me you’ll think about what I’ve said. Promise me you’ll focus on the ordination, on the commitment you’ve made. The next three weeks are crucial. Don’t let yourself be distracted by something that can only end badly.”

Daniel couldn’t make that promise. Couldn’t lie again, not directly. So he simply nodded and moved toward the sacristy door, his heart pounding with everything that remained unsaid.

The processional hymn began at nine o’clock.

Daniel stood at the back of the church, his hands folded around the processional cross he would carry down the centre aisle. The weight of it was familiar, comforting in a way—something solid and real to hold onto while everything else felt like it was slipping through his fingers.

The congregation was larger than any other Sunday of the year. Families who hadn’t darkened the church door since Christmas, visitors from neighbouring towns, the full choir arrayed in their white robes, children fidgeting in new clothes that would be stained by chocolate before the day was over. The sanctuary was packed, every pew filled, extra chairs arranged in the narthex to accommodate the overflow. The ushers were still directing latecomers to standing room at the back, the crowd stretching beyond the door into the parish hall.

He should have been focused on the service, on the ritual he had performed countless times before. But his eyes were scanning the congregation, searching for a familiar dark head among the crowded pews.

He found her in the third row on the left.

Evelyn sat alone, as she always did, her posture straight and her expression composed. She was wearing a dark green dress today, modest in cut but elegant, the colour bringing out the depth of her dark eyes. Her hair was pulled back from her face in a simple arrangement, and she looked like any other member of the congregation—dressed appropriately, sitting quietly, waiting for the service to begin.

But her eyes were fixed on him.

The moment their gazes connected, Daniel felt the air leave his lungs. Her expression was neutral, controlled, giving nothing away to anyone who might be watching. But in her eyes, he saw something that made his heart pound—the echo of everything they had shared in the darkness of the confessional, the promise of the conversation that would come later.

*I see you. And I’m not going anywhere.*

He forced himself to look away, to focus on the processional hymn that was building toward its crescendo. The organ swelled through the ancient pipes, the choir’s voices rose in triumph, and Daniel began to walk down the centre aisle, the processional cross raised high.

The congregation stood as he passed, their faces turned toward the symbol he carried, their voices joining the hymn. He moved through them without seeing them, his body performing the familiar motions while his mind raced. Faces passed in a blur—the Hendersons and Mrs. Calloway and the elderly widows who had watched him grow up, Mrs. Fletcher and her sharp eyes, the children who whispered to each other as he passed.

And Evelyn, her gaze following him down the aisle, tracking his progress toward the altar.

He reached the chancel steps and placed the processional cross in its stand, then moved to his position beside the altar. Pastor Hart was already there, his white vestments gleaming, his face composed into an expression of pastoral warmth. The congregation settled into their seats, the hymn concluded, and the service began.

The opening rites passed in a blur of familiar words and gestures.

Daniel stood beside Pastor Hart at the altar, speaking his parts with mechanical precision, his body moving through the choreography he had learned years ago. The acclamation—“Alleluia! Christ is risen!”—the collect for purity, the Gloria restored in triumphant celebration after its Lenten absence. The congregation responded at the appropriate moments, their voices filling the sanctuary with sound.

But his attention kept drifting to the third pew on the left.

Evelyn sat quietly throughout the opening rites, her face composed, her hands folded in her lap. She didn’t sing during the hymns, but she stood and sat at the appropriate moments, performing the ritual gestures that were expected. To anyone watching, she was simply another congregant, present for the Easter celebration, perhaps a bit more solemn than the festive mood warranted but not remarkable enough to draw attention.

But Daniel could feel her presence like a physical weight.

Every time he looked in her direction, her eyes were on him. Not provocative, not challenging—simply present. Watching. Waiting. The gaze that had seemed like a provocation on Palm Sunday now felt like something else entirely. A promise. A reminder. An anchor in the midst of everything that felt uncertain.

*I see you.*

The words she had spoken in the confessional echoed through his mind, and he felt the truth of them settle into his bones. She did see him. Not the almost-priest, not the golden boy, not the symbol of righteousness. Just Daniel. A man who was lost and scared and searching for something real.

And she was waiting for him to find it.

The scripture readings were proclaimed—the Acts of the Apostles, the Psalm, the letter to the Colossians—each one building toward the Gospel reading that would announce the resurrection. Daniel listened without hearing, his mind elsewhere, his body present but his spirit drifting.

Then came the Gospel, and with it, the sermon.

Pastor Hart ascended the pulpit with practiced ease.

The wooden structure was elevated on the left side of the sanctuary, its carved panels depicting the four evangelists in aged relief. Hart’s white vestments gleamed in the candlelight as he arranged his notes, adjusted the microphone, and looked out over the congregation with the warmth that had defined his ministry for three decades.

“Friends,” he began, his voice warm and resonant, “we gather today to celebrate the most important event in human history. The resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ from the dead. The victory over sin and death that changes everything.”

Daniel stood at his customary position beside the altar, his hands folded, his face composed into an expression of appropriate attentiveness. He had heard this sermon—or variations of it—every Easter for as long as he could remember. The themes were familiar, the exegesis predictable, the application gentle but insistent. Hart was not an innovative preacher, but he was reliable, and the congregation found comfort in his steady presence.

But today, the familiar words landed differently.

“We live in a world of darkness,” Hart continued. “A world of doubt and fear and uncertainty. A world that tells us there is no meaning, no purpose, no hope beyond what we can see and touch and control. We turn on the news and see violence and suffering. We look at our own lives and see struggle and pain. We wonder if there’s anything to believe in anymore.”

The congregation murmured in agreement, the familiar acknowledgement of the world’s brokenness that prefaced every Easter sermon. Daniel had made similar points himself during his homilies in seminary, drawing the contrast between the darkness of human experience and the light of divine promise.

“But the resurrection declares otherwise,” Hart said, his voice rising with the cadence of proclamation. “It declares that God has the final word. That death is not the end. That new life is possible for everyone who believes. The empty tomb is not just a historical event—it’s a present reality. The same power that raised Jesus from the dead is available to us today, in our own lives, in our own struggles, in our own moments of darkness.”

New life. The phrase caught in Daniel’s chest, bringing with it the questions he had been trying to suppress since his conversation with Hart in the sacristy. Was new life possible for him? Not the spiritual rebirth that Hart was describing, but something more fundamental—a life that was honest, chosen, authentic?

“Many of us struggle with doubt,” Hart said, his voice softening into the pastoral tone that characterised the middle section of his sermons. “We wonder if the promises are true. We wonder if God is real. We wonder if we’re worthy of the love that Scripture declares. And on this day of all days, I want to speak directly to those who struggle.”

Daniel felt his mentor’s gaze land on him, and he looked up to find Hart watching him with an expression that was impossible to read. The moment stretched, and Daniel felt the congregation’s attention shift toward him, following Hart’s gaze.

“Doubt is not the opposite of faith,” Hart continued. “Doubt is often the crucible in which faith is refined. The disciples themselves doubted—even after seeing the empty tomb, even after hearing the reports of the resurrection, they struggled to believe. Thomas demanded proof. Peter returned to fishing. The others hid behind locked doors, afraid that the same fate that befell their master would befall them.”

The exegesis was solid, the application comforting. Daniel had heard it before, had preached variations of it himself. But the framing still assumed that doubt was a problem to be solved rather than an honest response to an experience of absence.

“And Jesus met them in their doubt,” Hart said. “He didn’t condemn them. He showed them his hands and his side. He ate with them. He gave them the evidence they needed. He was patient with their questions, their fears, their uncertainty. And he’s patient with ours as well.”

The congregation nodded, the familiar assurance washing over them. But Daniel felt nothing except the emptiness that had been growing for five years. Jesus might be patient with doubt, but what if the doubt never resolved? What if the absence was permanent?

“For those of you who are struggling today,” Hart said, his voice dropping to an intimate register, “I want to offer this assurance: God sees you. God knows your doubts, your fears, your questions. And God is not afraid of them. Bring your doubts to him. Be honest about your struggles. And trust that the same God who raised Jesus from the dead can raise your faith from whatever tomb it has been buried in.”

The words should have been comforting. Should have offered hope. But instead, they felt like a judgment, an assumption that faith was available to anyone who truly sought it.

What if it wasn’t? What if some people were simply built differently, wired for doubt instead of certainty? What if the emptiness wasn’t a tomb that faith could rise from, but a void that faith could never fill?

“I want to speak particularly to those who are facing major decisions,” Hart continued, and Daniel felt the words land like a physical blow. “Those who are standing at a crossroads, uncertain which path to take. Those who have made commitments and are now wondering if they can keep them.”

Hart’s gaze found Daniel again, and this time it held—steady, searching, heavy with implication.

“To those people, I say this: the Christian life is not about feelings. It’s not about certainty. It’s about faithfulness. It’s about making a commitment and keeping it, even when the feelings fade, even when the certainty wavers. God honours those who honour their commitments. God strengthens those who remain faithful. And the rewards of faithfulness—while they may not be visible now—will be revealed in time.”

The message was clear. Daniel was standing at a crossroads. Had made a commitment. Was wondering if he could keep it. And the answer, according to Hart, was to remain faithful—to the commitment, to the calling, to the vocation he had been pursuing for five years.

But what if the commitment had been wrong from the beginning? What if faithfulness to a wrong choice was just stubbornness, not virtue?

The sermon continued, building toward its conclusion, but Daniel had stopped listening. The words were washing over him, familiar and expected, but they weren’t reaching him. They couldn’t reach him, because they assumed a framework that he no longer inhabited.

He was a fraud. Had been a fraud for five years. And no amount of exhortation to faithfulness could change that fundamental fact.

The sermon ended, and the service moved into the Eucharistic prayer.

This was the heart of the service, the moment when the ordinary elements of bread and wine would be transformed into something sacred. The congregation would come forward to receive, would hold out their hands for the body of Christ, would drink from the cup of salvation. And Daniel would stand at the altar, assisting with the distribution, speaking the words of administration with the same mechanical precision he had employed throughout the morning.

But as he stood at the altar, his hands resting on the bread and wine that would soon be consecrated, he felt the weight of what he was about to do.

He would participate in a ritual that he didn’t believe in. Would handle elements that were supposed to become the body and blood of Christ. Would speak words—“The body of Christ, given for you”—that were supposed to carry spiritual power.

And he didn’t believe any of it.

The realisation hit him with the force of a physical blow. He didn’t believe. Hadn’t believed, perhaps, for years. Had been performing the motions, speaking the words, going through the rituals, hoping that the performance would eventually become genuine. But it hadn’t. The emptiness had only grown, until now it threatened to consume him entirely.

He looked out at the congregation—faces turned toward the altar, expressions of devotion and reverence and genuine faith. These people believed. They found comfort in these rituals, meaning in these words, hope in these promises. They came forward with open hands and open hearts, expecting to receive something sacred.

And he was supposed to be their spiritual leader, their guide through the mysteries of faith.

But he was a fraud.

The thought surfaced without warning, and Daniel felt his hands begin to tremble. He pressed them flat against the altar, trying to steady himself, trying to maintain the composure that everyone expected. The cold stone beneath his palms was solid, real, and he focused on that sensation, trying to anchor himself in the present moment.

But the trembling wouldn’t stop.

The Eucharistic prayer was beginning, Hart’s voice rising and falling with the familiar cadence. “The Lord be with you. And also with you. Lift up your hearts. We lift them to the Lord. Let us give thanks to the Lord our God. It is right to give him thanks and praise.”

Daniel knew his cues, knew when to speak, knew when to move. But his body felt disconnected from his mind, and the trembling was spreading from his hands to his arms to his chest. His heart was pounding with an intensity that frightened him, each beat seeming to echo through his whole body.

He looked up from the altar and found Evelyn’s gaze in the congregation. She was watching him with an expression of quiet concern, her dark eyes seeing everything he was trying to hide. The connection between them felt like a lifeline, and he clung to it desperately, trying to steady himself through the simple fact of her presence.

*She sees you. And she’s not going anywhere.*

But even her presence couldn’t stop the spiral that was building inside him.

The prayer continued: “Holy and gracious Father, in your infinite love you made us for yourself; and when we had fallen into sin and become subject to evil and death, you, in your mercy, sent Jesus Christ, your only and eternal Son, to share our human nature, to live and die as one of us, to reconcile us to you, the God and Father of all.”

The words were beautiful. Had always been beautiful. Daniel had loved the Eucharistic prayer since he was a child, had found in its cadences a poetry that spoke to something deep within him. But now the beauty felt hollow, the poetry empty, and the trembling was getting worse.

He gripped the edge of the altar, trying to anchor himself, trying to stay present. But the walls were closing in, and the darkness was rising, and the pretence was crumbling. He could feel it happening—the careful construction he had built over five years beginning to crack, the façade of the faithful seminarian giving way to the terrified man underneath.

“Take, eat, this is my body, which is given for you—”

Hart’s voice broke through the spiral, and Daniel realised that the consecration had occurred, that the bread and wine were now supposed to be the body and blood of Christ, that it was time for the distribution to begin.

And his hands were still trembling, and his heart was still pounding, and Evelyn was still watching, and he couldn’t breathe—

“Daniel?”

Pastor Hart’s voice cut through the chaos, quiet and concerned. Daniel realised that the congregation was watching. That he was standing at the altar with white-knuckled hands and laboured breathing, and that everyone could see that something was wrong.

The silence stretched, broken only by the distant sound of a child crying in the narthex.

“I’m fine,” Daniel said, the words barely audible. “Please continue.”

Hart studied him for a long moment, his expression unreadable. Daniel could see the calculation behind his mentor’s eyes—the concern, the frustration, the awareness of what this moment would look like to the congregation. Then Hart turned back to the altar, continuing the liturgy as though nothing had happened.

But something had happened. Daniel could feel it in the tension that now filled the sanctuary, in the whispers that were beginning to ripple through the congregation, in the weight of Evelyn’s gaze that was still fixed on him with uncomfortable intensity.

He had nearly broken. In front of everyone. At the most sacred moment of the most important service of the year.

And the worst part was that he wasn’t sure he could prevent it from happening again.

He managed to complete the Eucharistic distribution without further incident.

His hands had stopped trembling, his breathing had steadied, and he distributed communion to the congregation with mechanical precision. The familiar words—“The body of Christ, given for you”—fell from his lips with practiced ease, though they felt hollow in his mouth. The congregation came forward in orderly lines, hands extended, faces lifted in devotion, and Daniel moved through the ritual as though nothing had happened.

But he could feel the congregation’s eyes on him now, could sense the whispered questions that were passing from pew to pew. Something had happened at the altar. The seminarian, the golden boy, Pastor Hart’s protégé, had nearly broken down during the consecration. What did it mean? Was he ill? Was something wrong? Had he received bad news?

The speculation was building, spreading through the sanctuary like a physical wave, and Daniel felt its weight pressing against him from all sides.

Evelyn came forward with the rest of the congregation to receive communion. Daniel saw her approaching, her expression carefully neutral, and felt his heart rate spike. She was just another communicant, just another face in the line, but her eyes held something that no one else’s did—recognition, understanding, the echo of everything they had shared in the darkness of the confessional.

She stopped before him, her hands extended to receive the bread.

“The body of Christ,” he said, the words catching in his throat, “given for you.”

She held his gaze as she received the element, her dark eyes seeing everything—the fear, the doubt, the desperate need for something real. And in that moment of contact, Daniel felt something pass between them. Not a provocation. Not a challenge. Just acknowledgment. Presence. The simple truth that she was here, that she saw him, that she wasn’t going anywhere.

“The blood of Christ,” he said when she came forward for the wine, “shed for you.”

She drank from the cup, her eyes never leaving his face, and Daniel felt the connection between them intensify. It was inappropriate—he knew that, could hear Hart’s voice in his head warning him about temptation, about the danger she represented. But in this moment, surrounded by people who expected him to be something he wasn’t, she was the only thing that felt real.

She moved on, and the next congregant approached, and Daniel continued the ritual as though his world wasn’t crumbling around him.

The service ended with the triumphant final hymn.

“Jesus Christ is risen today, alleluia!”

The congregation sang with particular enthusiasm, their voices raised in celebration of the resurrection. The organ swelled through the pipes, the choir’s harmonies rising above the congregational singing, and the sanctuary filled with the kind of joyful noise that Easter demanded. Daniel stood at the chancel steps, his face composed, his body still, trying to project the calm assurance that was expected of him.

But inside, he was falling.

He had nearly broken during the Eucharistic prayer. Had gripped the altar with white-knuckled hands while the congregation watched. Had felt the pretence crumbling around him like walls giving way to flood. The moment had passed, the crisis had been averted, but the underlying truth remained: he couldn’t keep doing this. Couldn’t keep pretending to believe things he didn’t believe, to feel things he didn’t feel, to be someone he wasn’t.

How much longer could he sustain the performance? How much longer before the cracks became visible to everyone?

The hymn ended, the final amen was spoken, and Daniel moved to his customary position at the door to greet the congregation as they departed. The expressions of those who passed him were a mixture of the usual Easter pleasantries and something else. Something searching.

“Lovely service, Daniel.”

“You did wonderfully.”

“We’re so glad to have you home for Holy Week.”

But beneath the pleasantries, the questions. The looks that lingered a moment too long. The whispered conversations that stopped when he approached. The scrutiny that seemed to follow him through the crowded narthex.

*What happened at the altar? Is he okay? What’s wrong with him?*

The Hendersons stopped to chat, proud of their grandchildren’s behaviour during the long service. Mrs. Calloway, still grieving her husband, offered a brave smile and thanked him for his part in the ministry. The elderly widows who had watched him grow up beamed with pride at the man he had become.

And through it all, Daniel smiled and nodded and offered the expected responses, while his mind raced toward what would come next.

Evelyn.

She would be waiting. Would come to the rectory after the crowds had dispersed. And they would have the conversation they had promised each other in the darkness of the confessional—the conversation that would determine everything that came next.

What would he say? What could he possibly offer her except more confusion, more uncertainty, more fear?

He didn’t know. But he knew that he needed to see her. Needed to feel the connection that had been sustaining him through this impossible morning. Needed to be seen by the only person who seemed capable of seeing him at all.

The sanctuary finally emptied.

Pastor Hart had been detained by a small group of parishioners with concerns about the upcoming funeral for Mr. Calloway. Daniel used the distraction to slip away, escaping through the side door into the church garden. The sun was bright and warm, the afternoon stretching ahead with the particular stillness that followed major services, and Daniel needed a moment to collect himself before facing whatever came next.

He walked the familiar path through the daffodils, past the stone bench where Evelyn had sat on Monday afternoon, to the small alcove near the cemetery wall. The headstones were visible through the spring greenery, white marble against green grass, and Daniel found himself searching for Margaret Anne Hart’s grave.

He found it—fourth row, near the oak tree, exactly where Evelyn had said it would be. The inscription was worn but still legible: *Beloved wife and mother. 1965–2010.*

Fourteen years since Evelyn had lost her mother. Fourteen years of living with a father who couldn’t see her, in a town that had already decided what she was. Daniel thought about Evelyn as a twelve-year-old, losing the only person who had truly known her, and felt his heart break a little for the girl she had been.

“You’re thinking about her.”

The voice came from behind him, and Daniel turned to find Evelyn standing at the edge of the garden. She was still wearing the dark green dress from the service, her dark hair still arranged simply, her expression open and concerned.

“I was thinking about you,” he corrected. “About what you lost. About what this town has done to you.”

“This town has done nothing to me that I haven’t allowed.” She moved toward him, stopping just short of touching. “I made choices. I could have handled things differently.”

“You were twelve years old when your mother died. You were twenty-two when that man used you and let you take the blame. The choices weren’t really choices at all.”

The defence came automatically, and Daniel heard the protectiveness in his own voice. He had spent a week getting to know Evelyn Hart, and in that time, he had come to see her as something other than the cautionary tale the town had constructed. She was wounded, yes. Had made mistakes, certainly. But she was also strong, and honest, and capable of a kind of courage that Daniel admired.

“Maybe not.” Her voice was soft. “But what matters now is what I do going forward. And what you do.”

“What happened in there?” he asked, though he knew she would understand what he meant. “During the service?”

“You nearly collapsed at the altar. You gripped the edge like you were falling. I saw your hands shaking, your face going pale.” She paused. “I saw someone who was cracking.”

The accuracy of her observation cut deep, and Daniel felt the defences he had been building all morning begin to crumble.

“I don’t know how much longer I can do this,” he admitted, the words coming rough. “The pretending. The performance. Standing at that altar and speaking words I don’t believe, to people who deserve better than a fraud.”

“You’re not a fraud, Daniel. You’re someone who’s been honest about his doubts. That’s not the same thing.”

“It feels the same. It feels like I’ve been lying to everyone—to Pastor Hart, to the congregation, to myself—for five years.” He ran a hand through his hair, frustrated. “I’ve been pretending that if I just kept going through the motions, the motions would eventually become meaningful. But they haven’t. If anything, they’ve become more hollow. And now I’m three weeks from making vows that will seal me into that hollowness forever.”

“Then don’t make them.”

The simplicity of the statement struck him. “Just like that? Walk away from five years of preparation? From everyone who’s invested in my formation? From my mother’s faith, the last thing I have of her?”

“Not just like that. With thought, with honesty, with courage.” She stepped closer, her dark eyes fixed on his face. “Daniel, I’ve been watching you for a week. I’ve seen the way you look at the altar—not with devotion, but with dread. I’ve seen the way you perform the rituals, not with meaning, but with mechanical precision. I’ve seen someone who’s been trying to talk himself into a life he doesn’t want.”

The accuracy of her observations cut deep, and Daniel felt the last of his defences crumble.

“What if you’re wrong?” he asked quietly. “What if the doubts are just a test, and I’m failing it? What if I walk away and realise too late that this was exactly what I was supposed to do?”

“Then you’ll have learned something important about yourself. But if you stay, if you make vows you don’t believe, if you commit to a life you don’t want—you’ll spend the rest of your life wondering what else you could have been.”

The words hung in the air between them, and Daniel felt their weight settle into his heart.

She was right. Of course she was right. She had been right since Palm Sunday, had seen through him from the first moment, had recognised the struggle that he had been trying to hide even from himself.

He didn’t want this life. Had never truly wanted it. Had chosen it because he was grieving and broken and looking for somewhere to hide from the world. And now the hiding place was becoming a prison.

“I’m scared,” he admitted, the words barely above a whisper.

“I know.” Her voice was soft, almost tender. “I’m scared too. But I’d rather be scared with you than safe alone.”

The admission was an offering, and Daniel felt it land in his heart like a promise. She was scared too. Was risking something by being here, by admitting what she felt. And she was willing to face that fear with him.

“Come to the rectory tonight,” he said again, the words from the confessional returning. “After everyone has gone. We’ll talk properly. And I’ll tell you what I’ve decided.”

“Decided about what?”

“About everything. About the ordination. About my life. About—” He met her gaze, letting himself be seen. “About us.”

The word hung between them, heavy with possibility. *Us.* As though there could be an us. As though the two of them, broken and lost and searching, could somehow become something together.

“I’ll come,” she said softly. “After sunset. When no one will see.”

“I’ll be waiting.”

She lingered for a moment, her dark eyes searching his face for something he couldn’t name. Then she turned and walked back through the garden, disappearing around the corner of the church.

Daniel stood alone by the graves of the dead, the spring sun warm on his face, and felt the weight of the decision settling onto his shoulders.

Twelve days until ordination.

Twelve days to find the courage to choose.


Chapter Eleven – Rectory Night

The hours after the Easter service stretched like a held breath.

Daniel returned to the rectory through the back garden, avoiding the parish hall where the congregation was gathering for coffee and cakes, the elaborate Easter reception that Mrs. Hughes and her team of volunteers had been preparing for days. He could hear the murmur of voices through the open windows, the clink of china cups, the laughter of children high on chocolate and the promise of egg hunts to come. The sounds of a community celebrating together, finding comfort in each other’s presence, in the rituals they shared.

But he couldn’t join them. Couldn’t pretend any longer that he belonged.

He slipped through the rectory door and into the silence of the empty house, his body still vibrating with the aftermath of the morning’s near-collapse. The vestments felt heavy on his shoulders, the white fabric that had seemed pristine in the morning light now feeling like a shroud. He wanted to tear them off, to shed the costume and stand in his own skin for the first time in days.

Instead, he made his way upstairs to his room, moving with the deliberate care of someone who feared that any sudden motion might shatter something fragile. The hallway was quiet, Pastor Hart still at the church, attending to his pastoral duties, and Daniel was grateful for the solitude.

He closed the door behind him and leaned against it, his eyes closed, his breathing shallow.

*What are you doing?*

The question circled through his mind, relentless and unanswered. He had invited Evelyn to the rectory. Had asked her to come after sunset, when the darkness would shield them from prying eyes. Had promised to tell her what he’d decided about the ordination, about his life, about them.

But he hadn’t decided anything. Was still caught between the life he had planned and the life he was beginning to want, between the expectations that pressed against him from all sides and the truth that was finally demanding to be acknowledged.

He pushed away from the door and began to unvest, the movements mechanical and familiar. The stole came first, the white fabric that symbolised the yoke of Christ, laid carefully across the back of the chair. Then the alb, pulled over his head, folded and placed in the drawer that held his vestments. The cincture, the rope belt that represented chastity and self-discipline, coiled and stored.

Underneath, he was simply Daniel. Dressed in black trousers and a white shirt, his feet bare on the cold floor, his hair dishevelled from the hours of ritual performance. He looked at himself in the small mirror and saw a stranger—someone he barely recognised, someone who had been hiding for so long that he had forgotten what it felt like to be seen.

Tonight, he would be seen. Would face Evelyn without the shield of vestments or ritual or the carefully constructed identity he had been presenting to the world. Would have to speak honestly about what he wanted, what he feared, what he was willing to risk.

The thought was terrifying. But it was also, he realised, the first thing in days that had felt like hope.

The afternoon passed in a haze of restless activity.

Daniel couldn’t sit still, couldn’t focus on anything for more than a few minutes at a time. He tried to pray, but the words wouldn’t come—or rather, they came too easily, the familiar phrases rolling off his tongue without meaning, without connection. He tried to read, but the text blurred before his eyes, his mind refusing to engage with anything that required sustained attention.

He paced the small room, his bare feet wearing a path in the worn carpet, his thoughts churning through the same questions that had been plaguing him for days. The ordination. The vows. Evelyn. The truth he had been avoiding for five years.

At four o’clock, the sound of the front door opening and closing announced Pastor Hart’s return. Daniel heard his mentor’s footsteps in the hallway, the creak of the stairs, and then a knock on his door.

“Daniel? Are you in there?”

He considered not answering. Considered pretending to be asleep, or ill, or simply absent. But the cowardice of that option repelled him, and he crossed to the door and opened it.

Pastor Hart stood in the hallway, still wearing his vestments, his face drawn with exhaustion. The Easter services always took a toll—the early morning preparations, the multiple liturgies, the pastoral conversations that inevitably followed major celebrations. But today, there was something else in Hart’s expression. Something searching.

“I wanted to check on you,” Hart said. “After this morning.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re not fine. I’ve been doing this long enough to know the difference.” Hart’s gaze was steady, penetrating. “What happened at the altar, Daniel? And don’t tell me it was nothing. I saw your hands. I saw your face. You were on the verge of collapse.”

Daniel felt the words pressing against his chest, demanding release. Five years of doubt. Five years of pretending. Five years of hoping that the performance would eventually become genuine. And now, standing in the doorway of his room in the rectory, facing the mentor who had invested so much in his formation, he felt the truth surging up like water against a dam.

“I’ve been struggling,” he said slowly. “With the ordination. With the vocation.”

“What kind of struggle?”

“The kind where I’m not sure I believe any of it anymore.”

The confession hung in the air between them, and Daniel watched Hart’s face for a reaction. The older man’s expression didn’t change, but something shifted behind his eyes—a flicker of something that might have been recognition, or disappointment, or resignation.

“How long?” Hart asked quietly.

“Years. On and off. But more intensely since—” He stopped, unwilling to name Evelyn, unwilling to give Hart more ammunition for his earlier warnings.

“Since Palm Sunday. Since my daughter decided to make you her next project.”

The bitterness in Hart’s voice was palpable, and Daniel felt a flash of anger on Evelyn’s behalf.

“It’s not like that. She’s not—”

“She’s exactly what I told you she was. A woman who uses seduction as a weapon, who targets men she perceives as righteous in order to prove that righteousness is a sham.” Hart’s voice hardened. “And you’re letting her do it. You’re letting her undermine everything you’ve built, everything I’ve invested in you, because you’re too spiritually weak to resist temptation.”

The words landed like blows, each one sharper than the last. Daniel felt his hands curl into fists at his sides.

“That’s not fair. You don’t know her. You don’t know what she’s been through, how this town has treated her—”

“I know she’s my daughter. I know what she’s capable of. And I know that every time she’s been given the chance to choose between redemption and destruction, she’s chosen destruction.” Hart stepped closer, his voice dropping. “Daniel, you have twelve days until your ordination. Twelve days until you make vows that will define the rest of your life. Don’t throw that away because of a woman who sees you as nothing more than a prize to be won.”

“What if she sees me as something more than that? What if she’s the only person who’s actually seen me in years?”

The question came out before Daniel could stop it, and he watched Hart’s face shift into something like pain.

“Is that how you feel? That no one sees you? After everything I’ve done, everything the congregation has invested—”

“I didn’t say that. I said—” Daniel broke off, frustrated. “I’m confused. I’ve been confused for a long time. And Evelyn—Evie—she’s the first person who’s actually listened to that confusion instead of trying to talk me out of it.”

“There’s a reason people try to talk you out of it. Because the confusion is dangerous. Because it can lead you away from God’s calling.” Hart reached out and gripped Daniel’s shoulder, the gesture both paternal and desperate. “Daniel, please. Let me help you. Let me connect you with a spiritual director, someone who can work through these doubts with you. Don’t make any decisions in the midst of spiritual turmoil.”

The offer was sincere, Daniel knew. Hart genuinely believed that Daniel’s doubts were a spiritual trial to be overcome, that the right guidance could lead him back to the path of faith. But the framework was wrong. Had been wrong for years. And Daniel was tired of pretending otherwise.

“I need time,” he said finally. “Time to think. Time to pray.”

“Of course. Take the rest of the day. Rest. Recover from the morning.” Hart released his shoulder and stepped back. “But Daniel—if you’re considering walking away, please talk to me first. Give me a chance to help you. Don’t let one week of temptation undo five years of formation.”

The words followed Daniel as Hart descended the stairs, leaving him alone in the doorway with the weight of everything that remained unsaid.

The sun set at seven-fifteen.

Daniel watched it through his window, the orange and pink light bleeding across the horizon, the church spire silhouetted against the darkening sky. The bells had rung for evening prayer, a small service that Hart had led without him, the congregation’s voices drifting through the open windows of the church.

He had not attended. Had claimed illness, exhaustion, the aftermath of the morning’s incident. Hart had accepted the excuse with visible reluctance, his expression suggesting that he knew Daniel was avoiding something more than physical fatigue.

But now the service was over, the last of the Easter crowds had dispersed, and the town was settling into the quiet of Sunday evening. Families gathered for dinner, children counted their chocolate eggs, the elderly watched television in their sitting rooms. The celebration of resurrection continued in private while the church stood empty and dark.

And Daniel waited.

The room was too small for pacing, but he did it anyway, his feet tracing the same path they had worn all afternoon. The bed was unmade, the sheets still tangled from his attempt at rest. The small desk held his Bible and breviary, untouched since this morning. Everything in the room felt oppressive, charged with the weight of expectation and the fear of what was coming.

What would he say to her? What could he offer?

*I don’t know what I want. I don’t know who I am. But when I’m with you, I feel like I might be able to figure it out.*

The words seemed inadequate. Too vague, too dependent, too much like asking her to solve problems that were his alone to face. But they were the only words he had.

At eight o’clock, he heard the sound he had been waiting for.

A soft knock at the back door of the rectory. The one that opened onto the garden, away from the street, hidden from the view of anyone who might be watching. The door that Evelyn had used, he suspected, on other occasions when she had needed to see her father without being seen approaching.

He descended the stairs slowly, his heart pounding with each step. The hallway was dark, the house quiet, Hart having gone to his study after evening prayer to prepare for the week ahead. Daniel could hear the low murmur of the radio through the closed door, the sound of his mentor’s voice humming along to a hymn.

The back door was in the kitchen, and Daniel pushed through the swinging door to find Evelyn standing in the small rectangle of light that spilled from the hallway. She was still wearing the dark green dress from the morning, but she had let her hair down, the dark waves falling around her shoulders, and her face was pale in the dim light.

“You came,” he said, the words carrying more relief than he had intended.

“I said I would.” Her voice was soft, guarded. “Is this okay? Are we alone?”

“Pastor Hart is in his study. He won’t come out until late.” Daniel reached past her and closed the door, plunging them into near-darkness. “Come upstairs. My room is private.”

She hesitated for a moment, her eyes searching his face in the darkness. Then she nodded and followed him through the hallway and up the narrow staircase, her footsteps silent on the worn carpet.

The room felt different with her in it.

Smaller, somehow. More intimate. The space that had seemed oppressive when Daniel was alone now seemed charged with possibility, the air thick with everything that remained unsaid.

Evelyn stood near the window, her silhouette outlined against the fading light, her expression unreadable. Daniel stood by the door, suddenly unsure of himself, suddenly aware of how much he had invested in this moment.

“I wasn’t sure you would come,” he admitted. “After this morning, after what happened at the service—”

“I told you I would be here.” Her voice was soft, but there was an edge to it. “I keep my promises, Daniel. Even when it would be easier not to.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means I’ve spent the last eight hours thinking about what I’m doing here. What we’re doing. What happens if this goes any further.” She turned to face him, and he saw that her eyes were bright with something that might have been fear. “I came here to seduce you. To prove a point. And now I’m standing in your bedroom, three weeks before your ordination, and all I can think about is how much I don’t want to be the reason you lose everything.”

The confession hung in the air between them, and Daniel felt something shift in his chest.

“You won’t be,” he said. “The reason I lose everything. If I lose anything, it will be because I’ve been pretending for five years. Because I entered the seminary for the wrong reasons and stayed for the wrong reasons and now I can’t pretend anymore.”

“What are the right reasons?”

“I don’t know. Maybe there aren’t any. Maybe faith is just something some people have and some people don’t, and I’ve spent five years trying to conjure something that was never there.” He took a step toward her, his hands trembling at his sides. “But I know that when I’m with you, I feel something real. Something that isn’t performance or pretence or desperate hope. Just real.”

“What do you feel?”

The question was simple, but it carried the weight of everything that hung between them. Daniel considered his answer, wanting to be honest, wanting to give her the truth she deserved.

“I feel seen,” he said slowly. “I feel like you look at me and see something other than what everyone expects. I feel like I can be honest with you in a way I can’t be with anyone else.” He paused, his voice dropping. “And I feel desire. Physical desire. For you.”

The word hung between them, charged and intimate. *Desire.* He had spoken it aloud, had named the thing that had been building between them since Palm Sunday, and now it existed in the space between them, demanding a response.

Evelyn was quiet for a long moment. When she spoke, her voice was barely above a whisper.

“I feel it too. The desire. I’ve been feeling it since you looked at me across the sanctuary on Palm Sunday and didn’t look away.”

The admission sent a jolt through Daniel’s chest, and he felt his breath catch.

“I thought you were playing a game,” he said. “I thought I was just a target, a way to prove something to yourself.”

“You were. At first.” She took a step toward him, her eyes fixed on his face. “But somewhere along the way, the game changed. You looked at me like I was a person instead of a scandal. You listened to me like my words mattered. You touched me like—” She broke off, her voice catching. “Like you actually wanted to.”

“I did want to. I still do.”

“Then what’s stopping you?”

The question hung in the air, and Daniel felt the weight of it pressing against his chest. What was stopping him? The ordination? His vows? The expectations of everyone who had invested in his formation? Or just fear—plain, simple, paralyzing fear?

“Everything,” he said quietly. “Nothing. I don’t know anymore.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“I know.” He ran a hand through his hair, frustrated with his own inability to articulate what he was feeling. “I’ve spent five years building toward a life that suddenly feels like a lie. I’ve spent the last week realising that I want something—someone—that I’m not supposed to want. And now I’m standing here with you, and all I can think about is how much I want to touch you, and how terrified I am of what that means.”

“What does it mean?”

“It means I’m not who I thought I was. It means all the certainty I’ve been performing was just a performance. It means—” He broke off, the words catching in his throat. “It means I’m falling for you. And I don’t know how to stop.”

The confession landed between them, and Daniel watched Evelyn’s face shift through a series of emotions he couldn’t quite read. Surprise, maybe. Vulnerability. Something that might have been hope.

“You’re falling for me,” she repeated, her voice soft. “Or you’re falling for what I represent? The rebellion, the forbidden, the proof that you’re not as righteous as everyone thinks?”

“Both. Neither. I don’t know.” He stepped closer, close enough to see the rise and fall of her breath, the flutter of pulse at her throat. “But I know that when I look at you, I don’t see a symbol or a scandal. I see you. Evelyn. A woman who’s been hurt and lonely and desperate for someone to see past the reputation.”

“Evie,” she corrected, her voice barely audible. “If you’re going to fall for me, at least use my name.”

“Evie.”

The name felt intimate on his tongue, a word that carried more weight than it should. He was close enough to touch her now, close enough to see the details of her face—the dark eyes, the slight curve of her lips, the faint freckles that crossed the bridge of her nose. She was beautiful in a way that had nothing to do with the reputation that preceded her, and Daniel felt the pull of her like gravity.

“I don’t know what’s going to happen,” he said quietly. “I don’t know what I’m going to decide about the ordination, or about my life, or about any of it. But I know that right now, in this moment, I want—”

He stopped, the sentence unfinished, and Evelyn reached out to touch his face. Her fingers were cool against his skin, gentle, questioning.

“What do you want, Daniel?”

The question was an invitation, and Daniel felt something break inside him at the sound of it.

*What do you want?*

No one had ever asked him that. Not his mother, who had assumed his faith would mirror hers. Not Pastor Hart, who had assumed his vocation was genuine. Not the congregation, who assumed he would be the priest they needed. No one had ever simply asked what he wanted, without expectation, without agenda.

“I want to stop pretending,” he said, the words coming rough. “I want to be honest about who I am and what I feel. I want—” He turned his face into her palm, his eyes closing. “I want you.”

The admission hung between them, and then Evelyn rose onto her toes and pressed her lips to his.

The kiss was different from the one in the hallway on Maundy Thursday.

That kiss had been desperate, angry, a collision of forces that neither of them had been able to control. This one was slow, deliberate, intentional. A choice rather than an accident.

Daniel felt her lips against his, soft and warm, and something inside him responded with an intensity that surprised him. His hands came up to cup her face, his thumbs tracing the line of her jaw, and he deepened the kiss with a hunger he hadn’t known he possessed.

She tasted like mint and something sweeter beneath, and the combination was intoxicating. He felt her hands slide up his chest, her fingers curling into the fabric of his shirt, pulling him closer. The distance between them dissolved, their bodies pressing together, and Daniel felt the heat of her through the thin fabric of her dress.

“Daniel,” she breathed against his mouth, and the sound of his name on her lips sent a jolt through his whole body.

He walked her backward, his hands still cradling her face, until her shoulders met the wall beside the window. The fading light from outside painted her features in gold and shadow, and Daniel pulled back just enough to look at her.

Her eyes were dark, her lips swollen from the kiss, her breath coming in short gasps. She looked beautiful and terrified and hungry, and Daniel felt a corresponding hunger rise in his chest.

“I’ve been thinking about this for days,” he admitted, his voice rough. “About you. About what it would feel like to touch you without stopping.”

“What does it feel like?”

“Like falling. Like flying. Like something I’ve been starving for without knowing it.”

He kissed her again, deeper this time, his tongue tracing the seam of her lips until she opened for him. She tasted even better like this, her mouth warm and yielding, and he felt her fingers tangle in his hair as she pulled him closer.

The intensity was building between them, a fire that had been smouldering since Palm Sunday finally catching flame. Daniel’s hands slid from her face to her shoulders, down her arms, finding the curve of her waist and pulling her against him. He felt her body press into his, soft where he was hard, warm where he was cold, and the sensation was overwhelming.

“Tell me to stop,” he murmured against her lips. “Tell me this is wrong, that I shouldn’t—”

“It’s not wrong.” Her voice was breathless, her hands working at the buttons of his shirt. “It’s the first honest thing either of us has done in years.”

He should have stopped.

Some part of him knew that—some part that was still connected to the identity he had been constructing for five years, the almost-priest who was supposed to be above temptation. That part whispered that this was wrong, that he was crossing a line that couldn’t be uncrossed, that the consequences would be severe.

But another part—the part that had been starving for connection, for honesty, for something real—was drowning out the whispers. That part was focused entirely on Evelyn, on the feel of her beneath his hands, on the sound of her breath in his ears, on the way she looked at him like he was something worth wanting.

Her fingers found the last button of his shirt and pushed the fabric aside, her palms sliding across his chest. The touch was electric, and Daniel felt his whole body respond, his control fraying at the edges.

“Evie—” His voice was ragged, barely recognisable. “I don’t know if I can—”

“Then don’t.” She pulled him closer, her lips finding his jaw, his throat, the sensitive spot just below his ear. “Stop thinking. Stop analysing. Just feel.”

He let his head fall back, giving her access to his throat, and felt her teeth graze the sensitive skin. The sensation was overwhelming, and he gripped her waist hard enough to bruise.

“This is— I shouldn’t—”

“Shouldn’t what?” Her voice was soft against his skin, her hands sliding around to his back. “Shouldn’t want me? Shouldn’t touch me? Shouldn’t admit that you’re human?”

The words cut through the haze of desire, landing somewhere tender and bruised. Daniel pulled back to look at her, his chest heaving, his shirt hanging open.

“Is that what this is? Admitting I’m human?”

“Isn’t it?” Her eyes were dark, challenging. “You’ve spent five years pretending you don’t have desires, that you don’t have doubts, that you’re somehow above the mess of being human. And now you’re standing here with me, your shirt unbuttoned, your hands on my body, and you’re still trying to convince yourself that wanting is wrong.”

“I never said wanting was wrong—”

“You didn’t have to. It’s written all over your face every time you touch me and then pull away. The guilt. The shame. The certainty that you’re failing some test you never signed up for.”

The accuracy of her observation cut deep, and Daniel felt something crack in his chest.

“What if I am failing? What if this is exactly what everyone warned me about—temptation leading me away from my calling?”

“What if your calling was never what you thought it was? What if God—or whatever force governs the universe—put you on a path that would lead you here, to this moment, to me?” Her voice softened, losing its edge. “What if this isn’t a test to be passed or failed, but a choice to be made?”

The question hung in the air between them, and Daniel felt its weight settle into his heart.

A choice. Not a test. Not a temptation to be overcome, but a genuine decision to be made, with consequences that would shape the rest of his life.

He could choose her. Could let go of the pretence, the performance, the desperate hope that faith would eventually come. Could build a life that was honest, even if it meant disappointing everyone who had invested in the life he had planned.

Or he could choose the ordination. Could push her away, rededicate himself to the vocation he had pursued for five years, hope that the doubt would eventually resolve into certainty.

Both choices carried weight. Both choices carried loss. And standing in his room with Evelyn’s body pressed against his, her breath warm on his skin, Daniel realised that the choice was already made. Had been made, perhaps, the moment he first looked across the sanctuary on Palm Sunday and saw her watching him.

“I choose you,” he said, the words coming rough and ragged. “I don’t know what that means yet. I don’t know how to walk away from everything I’ve built. But I know that when I imagine my future, you’re in it. And the ordination isn’t.”

The confession hung between them, and Daniel watched Evelyn’s face shift—surprise, vulnerability, something that looked almost like hope.

“You’re sure?”

“No. I’m not sure of anything. But I’m tired of pretending I’m something I’m not. And I want—” He reached out, his hand finding the curve of her waist, pulling her against him. “I want this. Whatever this is.”

She sank to her knees before him.

The movement was deliberate, weighted with symbolism that Daniel felt in his chest. This was the posture of prayer, of penitence, of submission before the divine. And here was Evelyn, kneeling before him like he was something sacred.

The sight undid him.

“Evie—” His voice cracked on her name. “You don’t have to—”

“I want to.” She looked up at him, her dark eyes luminous in the fading light. “I want to show you what it feels like to be chosen. To be wanted. To be worshipped.”

The word sent a jolt through his body, and Daniel felt his control slip another notch.

“I don’t deserve to be worshipped.”

“Neither do I. But here I am, on my knees for you, offering whatever you want to take.” Her hands found his thighs, her fingers tracing the line of muscle through the fabric of his trousers. “I’ve spent my whole life being the town’s cautionary tale. The scandal. The sinner. For once, I want to be someone’s choice.”

“You are. You have been since Palm Sunday.”

“Then take what I’m offering.”

The words were an invitation, and Daniel felt something break inside him at the sound of them. His hand came up to cup her face, his thumb tracing the line of her jaw, and he looked down at her with an intensity that surprised him.

“I don’t want to take,” he said quietly. “I want to give. I want to show you what it feels like to be loved instead of used.”

Her breath caught at the word—*loved*—and Daniel saw something flicker in her eyes. Fear, maybe. Or hope. Or a combination of both.

“You love me?”

“I don’t know. I’ve known you for a week. But I know that I feel something for you that’s bigger than desire, bigger than the game we started playing. Something that makes me want to protect you, to know you, to be the person who sees you for who you really are.”

“That’s not love. That’s—”

“That’s what love feels like to me. Or at least, what I imagine love should feel like. Something honest. Something chosen. Something real.”

He pulled her to her feet, his hands firm on her arms, and looked into her eyes.

“I don’t want to use you, Evie. I don’t want to take what you’re offering and then retreat into guilt and shame. If we do this—if we cross this line—it means something. It changes things.”

“It already means something. It already changed things the moment you looked at me on Palm Sunday and didn’t look away.”

“Then let me do this right.” His hand came up to cup her face, his thumb tracing the curve of her cheek. “Let me love you the way you deserve to be loved. Not desperate, not guilty, not hidden in the dark. Honest. Open. Real.”

Her eyes filled with something that might have been tears, and Daniel felt his own chest tighten in response.

“That’s not what I came here for,” she whispered. “I came here for sex. For connection. For something that would make me feel less alone for a few hours.”

“And now?”

“Now I don’t know what I want. Except—” She pressed her face into his palm, her eyes closing. “Except that you’re the first person who’s ever offered me something more.”

He kissed her again, but this time it was different.

Slower. Gentler. Less like hunger and more like reverence. His hands moved over her body with care, tracing the curves he had been imagining for days, learning the landscape of her with the attention she deserved.

The dress was simple, the fabric thin enough that he could feel the heat of her skin beneath. His hands found the zipper at her back, his fingers tracing the line of it before slowly pulling it down. The sound was audible in the quiet room, a whisper of possibility.

“May I?” he asked, his voice rough.

She nodded, her eyes never leaving his face.

The dress pooled at her feet, leaving her in simple underwear—black cotton, practical, nothing like the seductive lingerie he might have expected. And somehow, that made it more real. More intimate. She wasn’t performing for him, wasn’t trying to be the seductress the town believed her to be. She was just Evelyn, standing before him in the fading light, offering herself without pretence.

“You’re beautiful,” he said, the words coming rough and sincere.

“I’m not. I’m—”

“You are. Not because of how you look, though you’re lovely. Because of who you are. Because of what you’ve survived. Because you’re standing here, offering yourself to someone who’s given you every reason to run.”

Her breath caught, and Daniel saw the armour she wore begin to crack.

“I don’t know how to do this,” she admitted. “I know how to seduce. I know how to perform. I don’t know how to just… be. With someone.”

“Then let me teach you. Let me show you what it feels like to be touched by someone who sees you.”

His hands traced her sides, feather-light, and he felt her shiver beneath his touch.

“I want to see all of you,” he murmured. “Not just your body. Everything. The scars, the fears, the parts you hide from the world.”

“That’s terrifying.”

“I know. It’s terrifying for me too.” He pulled back slightly, his eyes meeting hers. “But I’d rather be terrified with you than safe alone.”

The words echoed what she had said earlier, and Daniel saw the recognition flicker across her face.

“Okay,” she whispered. “Show me.”

He laid her on the bed.

The small single mattress was hardly big enough for two, but Daniel made it work, positioning himself beside her, his body curved around hers, his hands never stopping their gentle exploration.

He took his time. Hours, maybe, though time seemed to lose meaning in the darkness of the room. His hands traced every inch of her skin, learning her responses, discovering the places that made her gasp and the places that made her relax. He kissed her throat, her collarbone, the curve of her breast through the thin cotton of her bra. He listened to her breath, felt the rhythm of her heart, watched her face for signs of pleasure or discomfort.

And when he finally removed the last barriers between them, he did it slowly, with reverence, treating every revelation like the gift it was.

“You’re beautiful,” he said again, the words coming easier this time. “Every part of you.”

“I don’t feel beautiful. I feel—”

“How do you feel?”

“Terrified. Exposed. Like you’re seeing something I’ve spent years hiding.”

“I am. And I’m telling you that what I see is beautiful. Not despite what you’ve hidden, but because of it.” He pressed a kiss to her shoulder, her collarbone, the curve of her jaw. “You’ve survived things that would have broken most people. You’ve built walls to protect yourself, and you’re letting me inside them. That’s not weakness, Evie. That’s courage.”

She turned her face toward him, her dark eyes bright with unshed tears.

“I don’t want to feel this much. It’s easier when it’s just sex.”

“I know. Feeling is terrifying. But the alternative—closing yourself off, performing instead of being—that’s not living. That’s just surviving.”

“Is that what you’ve been doing? Surviving instead of living?”

The question cut close to the bone, and Daniel felt the truth of it settle into his chest.

“Yes. For five years. Going through the motions, hoping the motions would become meaning.” He pressed his forehead to hers, his breath mingling with hers. “And then you walked into the sanctuary on Palm Sunday, and for the first time in years, I felt something real.”

“What did you feel?”

“Desire. Confusion. Fear.” He smiled slightly. “Hope. Like maybe there was something on the other side of all the pretending.”

“Is this the other side?”

“I don’t know. But it feels closer than anything has in years.”

He touched her with intention.

His hands learned the landscape of her body—the softness of her stomach, the curve of her hips, the sensitive skin of her inner thighs. He watched her face as he moved, reading her responses, adjusting his touch based on what he saw.

When his fingers finally found the heat between her legs, she gasped, her body arching off the bed.

“Daniel—”

“Shh. Let me.” He pressed a kiss to her hip, her thigh, the soft skin just above where his fingers worked. “Let me show you what it feels like to be worshipped.”

His mouth followed his hands, and she made a sound that was somewhere between a gasp and a sob. The taste of her was overwhelming, and Daniel felt his own desire surge in response. But he held back, focused on her, determined to give her what he had promised.

It took time. Longer than he expected, her body fighting the release it craved, her mind apparently unable to let go of the control she had maintained for so long. But Daniel was patient, his touch consistent, his attention unwavering.

And when she finally broke, when the tension snapped and her body convulsed around his fingers, he held her through it, his mouth still on her, his name on her lips like a prayer.

The aftermath was quiet.

They lay tangled together on the narrow bed, the darkness complete now, the only light coming from the faint glow of the moon through the window. Daniel held Evelyn against his chest, his fingers tracing absent patterns on her shoulder, while her breath slowly returned to normal.

“You didn’t—” she started, her voice rough.

“I wanted to focus on you. Show you that this isn’t just about my pleasure.”

“It could be. I wouldn’t mind.”

“I know. But I wanted tonight to be about you. About showing you that you deserve to be touched with care.”

She was quiet for a long moment. Then, softly: “No one’s ever done that before. Taken care of me, I mean. It’s always been transactional. Quasi transactional. Even the relationships that felt real turned out to be about what I could give, not what I needed.”

“Then I’m glad I could be the first.”

She turned her face into his chest, her breath warm against his skin.

“What happens now?”

The question carried the weight of everything that remained undecided. Daniel stared at the ceiling, feeling the pressure of it pressing against his chest.

“I don’t know. I need to talk to Pastor Hart. Need to figure out how to tell him I’m walking away from the ordination.”

“Are you sure that’s what you’re doing?”

“Yes.” The word came easier than he expected, the certainty settling into his bones. “I’ve been sure since this morning, maybe since the confessional yesterday. I can’t keep pretending. I can’t keep standing at the altar speaking words I don’t believe. Whatever comes next, it won’t include the priesthood. That much I know.”

Evelyn was quiet against his chest, her fingers tracing idle patterns across his skin. The darkness was complete now, the moon having slipped behind a cloud, and the room was illuminated only by the faint glow of the streetlamp through the thin curtains.

“You’re giving up a lot,” she said finally. “Five years. Your mother’s faith. Your mentor’s investment. The respect of everyone in this town.”

“I know.”

“Are you doing it for me? Because if you are—”

“I’m doing it for myself.” He pressed a kiss to the top of her head, his arms tightening around her. “You were the catalyst. The mirror that showed me what I’d been refusing to see. But the decision isn’t about you. It’s about honesty. About finally admitting that I’ve been living someone else’s life.”

She was quiet for a long moment, and Daniel felt the weight of her silence.

“I don’t want to be the reason you lose everything,” she said softly. “I couldn’t bear that.”

“You’re not. You’re the reason I finally found the courage to admit what I already knew.” He shifted, turning to face her in the darkness, his hand finding her cheek. “Evie, I’ve been unhappy for years. Going through the motions, hoping the motions would become meaning. You didn’t create that emptiness. You just made it impossible to ignore.”

“And now? Are you still empty?”

“No.” The word came easily, honestly. “For the first time in longer than I can remember, I feel something real. Something that isn’t performance or pretence or desperate hope. Just… real.”

“What does it feel like?”

“Terrifying. Uncertain. But also like relief. Like setting down a weight I’ve been carrying for so long I forgot it was there.”

She turned her face into his palm, her breath warm against his skin. “I’m scared,” she admitted. “That I’ll disappoint you. That I’m not who you think I am. That once the novelty wears off, you’ll realise you gave up everything for a woman who can’t give you what you need.”

“What do you think I need?”

“Certainty. Stability. Someone who knows who she is and what she wants. I’ve spent my whole life performing, pretending, being what people expect. I don’t know how to just… be.”

“Neither do I.” He smiled in the darkness, though she couldn’t see it. “Maybe that’s the point. Maybe we figure it out together.”

They talked for hours.

The conversation ranged across their lives, their fears, their hopes for a future that suddenly seemed possible. Daniel told her about his mother’s death, about the grief that had driven him to the seminary, about the years of doubt he had been afraid to name. Evelyn told him about her mother’s illness, about the year she spent watching the only person who truly knew her fade away, about the loneliness that had shaped her into the woman she had become.

“I was twelve when she died,” Evelyn said, her voice soft. “Twelve when my father stopped seeing me as a daughter and started seeing me as a project. A soul to be saved. A reputation to be managed.”

“That must have been incredibly lonely.”

“It was. But I got used to it. Learned to build walls, to protect myself, to be the person everyone expected even when it felt like suffocating.” She paused. “The photographs were the first time I tried to take control. To decide for myself what my body meant, what my sexuality was for. And it blew up in my face.”

“You leaked them yourself. To control the narrative.”

“It sounds calculated when you say it like that. But at the time, it felt like survival. Like the only way to keep from being completely destroyed.” She shifted against him, her voice dropping. “I’ve been paying for that choice ever since. Letting it define me, letting the town’s judgment become my identity. I told myself I didn’t care what anyone thought, but the truth is, I cared too much. I just couldn’t admit it.”

“And now?”

“Now I don’t know. For the first time in years, someone is looking at me like I’m worth something beyond the scandal. And I don’t know how to trust it.”

Daniel turned toward her in the darkness, his hand finding her face.

“You can trust it,” he said quietly. “I’m not going anywhere. Whatever happens with the ordination, with the town, with your father—I’m here. For as long as you’ll have me.”

“That’s a dangerous promise to make. You don’t know what you’re signing up for.”

“I know you. Not the reputation, not the scandal—just you. The woman who knelt in a confessional and told me the truth about her life. The woman who showed up at my door in the rain because she couldn’t stay away. The woman who’s been hurt and lonely and desperate for connection, and who chose me to be that connection.” He pressed his forehead to hers. “That’s who I’m promising to stay for. Not the town’s version of you. The real one.”

She made a sound that was half-laugh, half-sob, and Daniel felt tears against his cheek.

“You’re too good for me,” she whispered.

“I’m not. I’m just as broken as you are, just as lost, just as desperate for something real.” He kissed her forehead, her nose, the corner of her mouth. “We’re both damaged. But maybe that’s okay. Maybe damaged people are the only ones who can truly see each other.”

Later, she reached for him.

The movement was tentative, questioning, her hand sliding across his chest with an uncertainty that surprised him. He had expected her to be bold, confident, the seductress she had pretended to be for so long. But this was different. This was Evelyn—the real Evelyn—asking for something she wasn’t sure she deserved.

“Will you let me?” she asked, her voice soft in the darkness. “I want to make you feel what you made me feel.”

He turned toward her, his hand finding her hip.

“You don’t have to—”

“I want to. I’ve been wanting to since Palm Sunday. Every time you looked at me like I was something worth wanting, I imagined what it would feel like to touch you properly. Not as a game. Not as seduction. Just… this.”

Her hand slid lower, finding him through the fabric of his trousers, and Daniel felt his breath catch.

“Evie—”

“Let me.” She pressed a kiss to his jaw, his throat, the hollow of his collarbone. “Let me show you what it feels like to be wanted.”

He couldn’t have stopped her if he’d wanted to. The touch of her hand, the warmth of her breath, the closeness of her body—it was overwhelming, consuming, everything he had been fighting for days finally breaking through his defences.

She moved slowly, her hands learning his body the way he had learned hers. When she finally freed him from the last barriers of clothing, she touched him with a reverence that made his chest ache.

“Tell me what you like,” she murmured, her lips against his throat. “Tell me how to touch you.”

“Like that,” he managed, his voice rough. “Just… like that.”

Her hand moved, and Daniel felt the world narrow to the point of contact. The pleasure was intense, but it was the intimacy that undid him—the fact that she was here, touching him with care, wanting to give him what he had given her.

“Evie—” His hand found her face, tilting it toward his. “I want—I want to be inside you. Is that—”

“Yes.” The word was immediate, certain. “Yes. Please.”

He reached for the small drawer beside the bed, his hand finding what he needed. Evelyn watched him in the darkness, her eyes luminous, her body open and waiting.

“I haven’t— It’s been a long time,” he admitted. “Since I’ve been with anyone.”

“Me too. Not since—” She broke off, shaking her head. “It doesn’t matter. What matters is this. Right now. Us.”

He positioned himself above her, his weight on his elbows, his eyes never leaving her face.

“I want to see you,” he said quietly. “All of you. Not just your body—everything.”

“Then look.” Her hands came up to frame his face. “I’m here. I’m not hiding anymore.”

He entered her slowly, deliberately, watching her face for any sign of discomfort. Her breath caught, her body tensed, and then she relaxed, her hips rising to meet his.

The feeling was overwhelming—the tight heat of her, the way her body yielded to his, the intimacy of being inside someone for the first time in years. But more than the physical sensation was the emotional weight of it. She was trusting him. Letting him in. Choosing him.

He moved slowly, his strokes measured, his attention focused entirely on her. This wasn’t about his pleasure—though the pleasure was intense, almost unbearably so. This was about showing her what it felt like to be loved. To be chosen. To be wanted.

Her hands roamed his back, his shoulders, his face. Her eyes never left his, even when the pleasure built to a point where keeping them open seemed impossible. She was present, fully present, giving him everything she had.

“Daniel,” she breathed, his name a prayer on her lips. “I feel—I can’t—”

“I know.” He pressed his forehead to hers, his hips still moving. “I feel it too.”

The tension built between them, shared and mutual, and Daniel felt the world narrow to the space between their bodies. Her breath came faster, her grip tightened, and he felt her body begin to tremble around his.

“Let go,” he murmured against her ear. “I’ve got you. Let go.”

She broke with a cry that he swallowed with his mouth, her body convulsing around his in waves. The sensation was too much, and he followed her over the edge, his own release crashing through him with an intensity that left him shattered.

They lay tangled in the aftermath.

The darkness was complete, the silence broken only by the sound of their breathing. Daniel held Evelyn against his chest, his fingers tracing absent patterns on her shoulder, while her breath slowly returned to normal.

“That was—” she started, her voice rough.

“Intense.”

“I was going to say terrifying. But yes. Intense too.”

He smiled against her hair, pressing a kiss to the top of her head.

“Terrifying because it felt real?”

“Terrifying because I’ve never felt anything like that before. Like you were actually seeing me. Actually wanting me. Not the performance, not the scandal—just me.”

“That’s all I’ve ever wanted. From the beginning. Just you.”

She was quiet for a long moment, her fingers tracing patterns on his chest.

“What time is it?”

“I don’t know. Late. Past midnight, probably.”

“I should go. Before your mentor wakes up and finds me here.”

The practical words landed like a splash of cold water, and Daniel felt the weight of reality settling back over them. They were in the rectory. In his room. In his bed. And somewhere in the house, Pastor Hart was sleeping, unaware that his daughter was naked in the arms of the man he was mentoring for the priesthood.

“He already knows,” Daniel said quietly. “Not about this—not yet. But he knows I’ve been seeing you. He warned me against you.”

“Of course he did.” Her voice was bitter. “What did he say? That I’m a temptress? A scandal? A test from God?”

“Something like that. He thinks you targeted me, that I’m just another project to prove that righteousness is a sham.”

“And what did you tell him?”

“The truth. That you see me. That I’ve been struggling for years. That you’re not what he thinks you are.”

She was quiet for a moment, her body tense against his.

“That must have been hard. Telling him that.”

“It was. But I’m done lying. To him, to myself, to everyone.” He pulled back slightly, his hand finding her chin, tilting her face toward his. “I’m going to tell him tomorrow. That I’m walking away from the ordination. That I’ve made a choice.”

“What choice?”

“You. Whatever this is between us. Whatever it becomes.” He pressed a kiss to her forehead. “I don’t have it all figured out. I don’t know what comes next, where I’ll go, what I’ll do. But I know I want you in my future. And that’s enough for now.”

Her eyes searched his face in the darkness, looking for something—doubt, hesitation, the shadow of regret. Whatever she found must have satisfied her, because she relaxed against him with a sigh.

“I should still go. Not because I want to, but because the longer I stay, the more risk we’re taking.”

“I know.” He didn’t want to let her go, but he knew she was right. The morning would come, and with it the consequences of everything they had chosen. “Tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow. After you talk to him.” She pressed a kiss to his chest, his throat, the corner of his mouth. “I’ll be at my apartment. Waiting.”

“I’ll come as soon as I can.”

She rose from the bed, her body pale in the darkness, and began to gather her clothes. Daniel watched her dress, feeling the ache of separation already beginning.

“Evie.”

She paused, her shirt half-buttoned, her face turned toward him.

“Thank you. For trusting me. For being honest. For—everything.”

“Thank you for seeing me. For wanting me anyway.” She finished dressing and moved toward the door, then paused with her hand on the frame. “Daniel? Whatever happens tomorrow—whatever your mentor says, whatever the town thinks—don’t let them convince you that this was wrong. What happened between us tonight—that was the most honest thing I’ve ever done. And I don’t regret it.”

“I won’t. I promise.”

She lingered for a moment, her dark eyes luminous in the shadows. Then she was gone, her footsteps silent on the stairs, the back door opening and closing with barely a sound.

Daniel lay in the darkness, alone in the bed that still held her warmth, and felt the weight of what he had to do.

Tomorrow, he would face Pastor Hart. Would tell him the truth about the ordination, about Evelyn, about everything. Would walk away from five years of preparation, from his mentor’s investment, from the identity he had been building since his mother died.

And then he would go to Evelyn. Would begin whatever came next.

The thought was terrifying. But beneath the terror was something else—a flicker of hope, fragile but real.

For the first time in five years, Daniel felt like he was choosing his own life.

And the choice, he realised, was worth everything it cost.


Chapter Twelve – The Breaking Point

Daniel woke to the sound of birdsong and the weight of what he had to do.

The morning light filtered through the thin curtains, casting pale rectangles across the bed where Evelyn had lain just hours before. The sheets were still tangled, the pillow beside his still bearing the impression of her head, and for a moment, Daniel allowed himself to linger in the memory of her presence.

The warmth of her body. The sound of her breath. The way she had looked at him in the darkness, her eyes luminous with something that might have been love.

*I don’t want to be the reason you lose everything.*

Her words echoed through his mind, and Daniel felt the familiar tightening in his chest. She was terrified of being responsible for his choices, of carrying the weight of his decision. But she wasn’t responsible. The choice had been his—had been building for years before she walked into the sanctuary on Palm Sunday and looked at him with those knowing eyes.

He rose from the bed and moved to the window, looking out at the church garden below. The daffodils were swaying gently in the morning breeze, their yellow heads bright against the green of new growth. The stone bench where Evelyn had sat on Monday afternoon was visible through the foliage, and Daniel felt a pang of longing at the sight of it.

Today, he would face Pastor Hart. Would tell him the truth about the ordination, about Evelyn, about everything. Would walk away from five years of preparation, from his mentor’s investment, from the identity he had been building since his mother died.

The thought was terrifying. But beneath the terror was something else—a flicker of hope, fragile but real.

For the first time in five years, Daniel felt like he was choosing his own life.

He dressed with deliberate care.

Not the clerical collar—he had stopped wearing it except when absolutely necessary—but simple clothes that felt more authentic. A white shirt, dark trousers, his feet bare on the cold floor of his room. He wanted to face Hart as himself, not as the almost-priest he had been pretending to be.

The house was quiet when he descended the stairs. It was still early, barely past seven, and Pastor Hart wouldn’t rise for another hour at least. Mrs. Hughes wouldn’t arrive until eight to prepare breakfast, and the church would be empty on the Monday after Easter, the celebration complete, the routine of ordinary time restored.

Daniel made his way to the kitchen and started the coffee, needing something to occupy his hands while his mind raced. The familiar ritual was grounding—the measuring of grounds, the filling of the kettle, the click of the stove as the flame caught. He had made coffee in this kitchen countless times over the past week, had moved through these motions automatically while his thoughts churned through the weight of Holy Week.

But today was different. Today, he would stop pretending.

The coffee brewed, filling the kitchen with its rich aroma, and Daniel leaned against the counter to wait. The silence of the house pressed against him, broken only by the distant sound of a car passing on the road outside, the chirping of birds in the garden. The ordinariness of the morning felt strange after the intensity of the night before, as though the world should have shifted to reflect the magnitude of what had changed.

But the world hadn’t shifted. The sun still rose, the birds still sang, and the rectory still stood in the shadow of the church that had been the centre of Daniel’s life for as long as he could remember.

He poured himself a cup of coffee and sat at the kitchen table, staring at the wood grain without seeing it.

The conversation with Hart would be difficult. Daniel knew that. His mentor had invested five years in his formation, had believed in him when he wasn’t sure he believed in himself, had planned for Daniel to become his successor at St. Jude’s. The news that Daniel was walking away would be devastating—not just professionally, but personally. Hart had been more than a mentor; he had been a father figure, a guide, the closest thing to family that Daniel had since his mother’s death.

But that closeness was also what made the deception so unbearable. Hart deserved the truth. Deserved to know that the man he had been training for the priesthood was a fraud, had been a fraud for years, had entered the seminary for all the wrong reasons and stayed for even worse ones.

Daniel heard the creak of the stairs and looked up to find Pastor Hart descending, still in his dressing gown, his face drawn with the exhaustion that always followed Easter Sunday.

“You’re up early,” Hart said, moving to the counter to pour himself a cup of coffee. “I expected you to sleep in after yesterday.”

“I couldn’t sleep.”

Hart turned to face him, his expression shifting from casual concern to something sharper as he took in Daniel’s appearance—the bare feet, the open collar, the tension in his shoulders.

“What’s wrong?”

“We need to talk.”

The words landed with the weight of a pronouncement, and Daniel watched Hart’s face tighten with something that might have been fear.

“About yesterday? About what happened at the altar?”

“About everything. About the ordination. About—” Daniel took a breath, steadying himself. “About my vocation.”

Hart set his coffee cup on the counter and moved to sit across from Daniel at the table. His dressing gown was rumpled, his hair dishevelled, but his eyes were sharp and alert.

“All right. I’m listening.”

The silence stretched between them.

Daniel had practiced this conversation in his mind, had rehearsed the words he would say, had imagined Hart’s reactions and prepared his responses. But now that the moment was here, he found himself struggling to begin.

“Pastor Hart,” he started, then stopped, the words catching in his throat. “Michael. I owe you an explanation. Several explanations, actually. And I’m not sure how to give them without hurting you.”

“Then just tell me the truth. Whatever it is, I’d rather hear it straight than dressed up in pretty language.”

The permission was a relief, and Daniel felt some of the tension ease from his shoulders.

“The truth is that I’ve been lying to you. To myself. To everyone. For five years.”

“Lying about what?”

“About my vocation. About my faith. About why I entered the seminary in the first place.” Daniel met Hart’s gaze, forcing himself to hold the eye contact even though every instinct screamed at him to look away. “I didn’t join because I felt called to the priesthood. I joined because I was running away.”

“Running away from what?”

“From my mother’s death. From the grief I couldn’t process. From a life I didn’t know how to live without her.” The words came faster now, tumbling over each other in their rush to escape. “She was the one with faith—the real kind, the kind that sustains you through anything. I thought if I entered the seminary, if I committed myself to the church, I could somehow inherit what she had. Learn to believe the way she believed.”

“And you couldn’t.”

“No. I couldn’t. I tried—for five years, I tried. I prayed, I studied, I performed the rituals, I said the words. I kept hoping that eventually the performance would become genuine, that the doubt would resolve into faith, that I would wake up one day and feel what my mother felt.”

“But you never did.”

“Not once. If anything, the doubt got worse. The emptiness grew deeper. Every service, every sacrament, every moment at the altar—I felt like a fraud. Like I was pretending to something I had no right to claim.”

Hart was quiet for a long moment, his face unreadable. When he spoke, his voice was careful, measured.

“Why didn’t you tell me? At any point in the last five years, you could have come to me. I would have helped you work through this.”

“Because I didn’t want to disappoint you. Because you’d invested so much in my formation, because you believed in me, because I was afraid of what it would mean to admit the truth.” Daniel’s voice cracked. “And because I didn’t want to admit it to myself. As long as I kept going through the motions, I could pretend there was still hope. That I might still become the person everyone expected me to be.”

“But now you’ve decided you can’t.”

“Now I’ve decided I won’t. I can’t keep living a lie, Michael. I can’t stand at the altar and speak words I don’t believe, distribute sacraments I don’t think are real, lead a congregation when I have no faith to offer them. It’s not just intellectually dishonest—it’s spiritually destructive. To me, and to everyone who looks to me for guidance.”

The words hung in the air, and Daniel watched Hart’s face for a reaction. The older man’s expression had gone carefully blank, the kind of neutrality that Daniel recognised from his own practice of hiding difficult emotions.

“You’ve made your decision, then. About the ordination.”

“Yes. I’m not going through with it. I’m sorry—I know how much you’ve invested in this, how much you were counting on me to take over the parish. But I can’t do it. I can’t become something I’m not.”

“And when did you make this decision?”

“Yesterday. The morning of Easter Sunday. When I nearly collapsed at the altar during the consecration.” Daniel’s voice dropped. “That wasn’t exhaustion, Michael. That was the weight of five years of pretence finally becoming too much to bear.”

Hart absorbed this in silence, his hands wrapped around his coffee cup, his gaze fixed on the tabletop. When he finally looked up, his eyes were bright with something that might have been tears.

“I’m not going to try to change your mind,” he said quietly. “You’ve clearly thought about this extensively. And if your discernment has led you to this conclusion, then I have to respect that.”

The response was unexpected, and Daniel felt a flash of relief mixed with guilt.

“But I have questions,” Hart continued. “About what comes next. About what this means for your life, for the church, for—” He stopped, his expression tightening. “For my daughter.”

The name landed like a physical blow.

Daniel had known this was coming, had rehearsed his response, had prepared himself for the inevitable confrontation. But hearing Evelyn’s name on Hart’s lips still sent a jolt through his chest.

“Your daughter,” he repeated, his voice steady despite the turmoil beneath.

“I warned you about her. I told you what she was, what she does. And now, three weeks before your ordination, you’re telling me you’ve lost your faith and decided to walk away.” Hart’s voice hardened. “Am I supposed to believe that’s a coincidence?”

“It’s not a coincidence. But it’s also not what you think.”

“Then tell me what I should think. Tell me why my daughter suddenly started appearing at every Holy Week service after years of refusing to set foot in the church. Tell me why you’ve been meeting her privately, early in the morning, when you thought no one was watching. Tell me why, after a single week in her company, you’ve decided to abandon everything you’ve worked toward for five years.”

“Because she sees me. She sees past the performance, past the pretence, past the desperate hope that’s been sustaining me. She looks at me and sees someone who’s been lying to himself for years, and she doesn’t judge him for it. She just… accepts him.”

“Accepts him.” Hart’s voice was bitter. “Is that what you call it? She targeted you, Daniel. The same way she targets every man she perceives as righteous. She saw a challenge, and she rose to it. And now you’re the prize she’s won.”

“That’s not what happened.”

“Then tell me what did happen. Tell me how an innocent relationship with my daughter led to you abandoning your ordination, your faith, your entire future.”

Daniel took a breath, forcing himself to remain calm despite the accusations.

“I told you—my doubts about the vocation existed long before Evelyn. What she gave me was the courage to face them honestly. She didn’t seduce me into leaving the church. She held up a mirror and made me see what I’d been refusing to look at for five years.”

“And what is that?”

“That I don’t believe. That I never believed. That I’ve been performing a role because I was too afraid to admit the truth.” Daniel met Hart’s gaze, his voice firm. “Evelyn didn’t create the emptiness. She just made it impossible to ignore.”

Hart rose from the table and moved to the window, his back to Daniel. The morning light caught the grey in his hair, the slump of his shoulders, the tension in his spine.

“Are you in love with her?”

The question was quiet, almost gentle, and Daniel felt the weight of it settle into his chest.

“I don’t know. I’ve known her for a week. But I know that I feel something for her that’s bigger than desire, bigger than the game we started playing. Something that makes me want to protect her, to know her, to be the person who sees her for who she really is.”

“She’s my daughter, Daniel. I’ve known her for her entire life. And I’m telling you—whatever you think you feel for her, it’s not worth destroying your future over.”

“My future was already destroyed. I was just too afraid to admit it.” Daniel rose from the table, his hands curling into fists at his sides. “I’m sorry, Michael. I know this isn’t what you wanted to hear. I know I’ve let you down. But I can’t keep living a lie just because the truth is painful.”

Hart turned from the window, his face worn and old in the morning light.

“You say you’ve let me down. But that’s not what this is about.” He moved back to the table, lowering himself into the chair with a heaviness that seemed to come from somewhere deeper than physical exhaustion. “I’ve been a pastor for thirty years. I’ve watched seminarians struggle with doubt, with vocation, with the weight of the commitment they were preparing to make. And I’ve learned that the ones who force themselves through the process despite their doubts are the ones who end up the most damaged.”

“Then you understand why I can’t continue.”

“I understand. But understanding doesn’t make this easier.” Hart’s voice cracked slightly. “I invested five years in you, Daniel. Not just professionally—personally. I believed in you. I saw potential in you. I imagined handing this parish over to you and watching you grow into the kind of priest who could make a real difference in people’s lives.”

“And instead, I’m telling you I can’t do it. I’m sorry.”

“I don’t want your apology. I want you to understand what you’re giving up. The priesthood isn’t just a job—it’s a calling, a vocation, a commitment that shapes every aspect of your life. If you walk away now, you’re not just leaving a position. You’re leaving an identity, a community, a sense of purpose.”

“I know. And I’ve spent five years trying to convince myself that those things were enough—that the identity, the community, the purpose could substitute for genuine faith. But they can’t. Not for me.”

Hart was quiet for a long moment, his fingers tracing the rim of his coffee cup. When he spoke again, his voice was softer, more personal.

“What happened to you, Daniel? When your mother died, I mean. You were so certain of your faith then. So grounded in what you believed. What changed?”

The question cut close to the bone, and Daniel felt the familiar ache of grief rise in his chest.

“Nothing changed. That’s the problem. I was never as certain as I seemed. I learned to perform certainty because that’s what people expected, what my mother needed to see. But the doubt was always there, underneath. I just got better at hiding it.”

“And Evelyn? She saw through the performance?”

“She saw through it the moment she looked at me. Across the sanctuary on Palm Sunday, she caught my eye, and I felt—exposed. Like she knew something I’d been hiding from everyone, including myself.”

“That’s a dangerous quality in a person. The ability to see through pretence.”

“It’s also what makes her remarkable. Most people don’t want to see the truth. They prefer the performance, the comfortable illusion. Evelyn refuses to accept the illusion. She demands honesty, even when it’s painful.”

“She also uses that ability to manipulate people. To expose their weaknesses and exploit them.”

“Is that what you think she did to me? Exploited my weakness?”

“I think she saw an opportunity and took it. Whether that was conscious or not, I can’t say. But the result is the same—you’re walking away from everything you’ve built, and she’s—” Hart broke off, his expression twisting with something that might have been pain.

“She’s what?”

“She’s not what you think she is, Daniel. She’s damaged, yes. Lonely, yes. But she’s also manipulative, self-destructive, and incapable of sustaining real connection. I’ve watched her destroy every relationship she’s ever had, including her relationship with me. If you’re hoping to save her, to be the one who finally breaks through her walls—you’re setting yourself up for disappointment.”

“I’m not trying to save her. I’m trying to be honest with her. That’s all I’ve ever wanted—for someone to be honest with me, and for me to be honest with them.”

“Then you’re asking for something she can’t give. Evelyn doesn’t know how to be honest. She knows how to perform, how to manipulate, how to survive. But real intimacy? Real connection? That’s beyond her.”

The words were harsh, and Daniel felt a flash of anger on Evelyn’s behalf.

“You don’t know her. You haven’t even tried to know her since her mother died. You’ve treated her like a project to be managed, a scandal to be contained. You’ve never seen her as a person.”

“I see her as my daughter. I love her despite everything she’s done, everything she’s become. But loving someone doesn’t mean being blind to their flaws.” Hart’s voice dropped. “I’ve made mistakes with her. I know that. I was too focused on the church, on my calling, on being the pastor this town needed. I didn’t see how much she was struggling until it was too late.”

“Then maybe it’s time to start seeing her. To stop treating her like a cautionary tale and start treating her like a person.”

“Is that what you’re doing? Seeing her as a person?”

“I’m trying. I’m trying to see her clearly, without the filter of expectation or judgment. And I’m trying to let her see me the same way.”

The conversation shifted, becoming less confrontational and more personal.

Hart asked about Daniel’s plans—where he would go, what he would do, how he would support himself. The questions were practical, but they carried an undertone of genuine concern. Whatever disappointment Hart felt, he still cared about Daniel’s wellbeing.

“I don’t know yet,” Daniel admitted. “I have some savings from my seminary years. Enough to get by for a few months while I figure things out. I thought I might look for work in the city—teaching, maybe, or something in publishing. I have a degree in literature that I never used.”

“You’d leave the town entirely?”

“I don’t see how I can stay. Everyone knows me as the almost-priest, the golden boy who was supposed to take over the parish. If I stay, I’ll be constantly reminded of what I’ve given up, constantly questioned about why I walked away.”

“And Evelyn? Would she go with you?”

The question caught Daniel off guard, and he felt his chest tighten.

“I haven’t thought that far ahead. We’ve known each other for a week. I can’t ask her to uproot her life for me.”

“But you want her to.”

“I want—” Daniel stopped, trying to articulate something he hadn’t fully admitted to himself. “I want to see what this could become. Whatever this is between us. I want to explore it without the weight of expectation, without the shadow of the ordination hanging over us. And I can’t do that here.”

“Because of me.”

“Because of everyone. The town, the congregation, the church—this whole place is saturated with the identity I’m trying to leave behind. I can’t become someone new while I’m surrounded by people who only know the old version of me.”

Hart nodded slowly, his expression thoughtful.

“I understand. And I won’t stand in your way.” He rose from the table, his movements slow and deliberate. “But I need time to process this. To figure out what it means for the parish, for the transition, for—” He stopped, his voice catching. “For my relationship with my daughter.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that Evelyn and I have been estranged for years, and I’ve been telling myself it was her fault. That she was too difficult, too damaged, too committed to her own destruction. But if what you’re saying is true—if she’s capable of real connection, to real honesty—then maybe I’ve been wrong about her. Maybe I’ve been seeing what I expected to see instead of what was actually there.”

The admission seemed to cost Hart something, and Daniel watched the older man’s face shift through a complex series of emotions—regret, confusion, something that might have been hope.

“She’s been angry at me for years,” Hart continued, his voice rough. “Since her mother died, really. I thought it was teenage rebellion that had simply never resolved, that she was lashing out because she couldn’t process her grief. But maybe—” He stopped, his jaw tightening. “Maybe I was the one who couldn’t process it. Who couldn’t face the reality of what we’d lost, and so I threw myself into the church even more deeply and left her to grieve alone.”

“Have you ever talked to her about it? About her mother, about what happened after?”

“She won’t talk to me. Every conversation turns into an argument, a confrontation, a reminder of everything I’ve done wrong. I’ve tried to reach her, Daniel. Over and over, I’ve tried. But she’s built walls that I can’t penetrate.”

“Maybe you’ve been trying to penetrate them instead of waiting for her to open them.”

The observation came from somewhere Daniel hadn’t expected—some combination of his own experience with Evelyn and the insight he’d gained from their conversations over the past week. Hart looked at him sharply, and Daniel saw something flicker in his mentor’s eyes.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that Evelyn has spent years protecting herself from people who wanted to use her, judge her, fix her. She’s learned to recognise when someone is trying to break through her defences, and she responds by building them higher.” Daniel paused, choosing his words carefully. “You’ve been trying to fix her. To save her soul, to manage her reputation, to make her into the daughter you think she should be. But she doesn’t need fixing. She needs acceptance.”

“Acceptance of what? Her self-destruction? Her refusal to take responsibility for her choices?”

“Acceptance of who she is. Not the scandal, not the reputation—who she actually is underneath all of that. The woman who lost her mother at twelve and has been trying to survive ever since.”

Hart was quiet for a long moment, his gaze fixed on the tabletop. When he looked up, his eyes were bright with unshed tears.

“I loved her mother very much. More than I’ve ever loved anyone. When she died, I thought I would collapse from the weight of it. But I couldn’t collapse—I had a congregation to serve, a daughter to raise, a life to keep together. So I pushed the grief down and kept moving. And somewhere along the way, I forgot to come back to it.”

“And Evelyn?”

“She reminded me of what I’d lost. Every time I looked at her, I saw Margaret—her eyes, her laugh, her stubbornness. And instead of holding onto that connection, I pushed it away. It was too painful to be reminded of what I couldn’t have anymore.”

Daniel felt the weight of Hart’s confession, the rawness of the admission. This was a side of his mentor he had never seen—the man beneath the pastor, the father beneath the public figure, the human being who had been carrying his own grief for fourteen years.

“Evelyn loved her too,” Daniel said quietly. “She talks about her sometimes—late at night, when the walls come down. She told me that her mother was the only person who ever really saw her. And when she died, Evelyn felt like she lost the only person who knew who she actually was.”

“I didn’t know that. She never talks about her mother with me.”

“Maybe she doesn’t know how. Maybe every time she tries, she sees you retreat into yourself, and she learns that the grief is something she has to carry alone.”

The observation seemed to strike Hart like a physical blow, and Daniel watched his mentor’s face crumple with something that looked like despair.

“I didn’t know,” Hart repeated, his voice barely above a whisper. “I thought I was protecting her. I thought if I could just guide her, manage her, keep her from making the same mistakes I’d seen other young women make— But I was just controlling her. Trying to shape her into something that wouldn’t remind me of what I’d lost.”

The confession hung in the air between them, and Daniel felt the complexity of the moment—his own grief over what he was leaving behind, Hart’s grief over what he had already lost, the shared understanding that both of them had been pretending for far too long.

“I’m not trying to take her from you,” Daniel said softly. “Whatever happens between Evelyn and me, whatever this becomes—I’m not trying to come between you and your daughter.”

“Then what are you trying to do?”

“Be honest with her. Give her what she’s been starving for—someone who sees her without expectation, without judgment, without an agenda. And hope that maybe, in time, she can learn to trust that not everyone wants something from her.”

“And if she can’t? If the damage is too deep, the walls too high?”

“Then at least I’ll have tried. At least I’ll have been honest about what I wanted and what I was willing to give. Whatever happens after that is beyond my control.”

The conversation shifted to practical matters.

Hart asked about the timeline for Daniel’s departure, about who would take over his responsibilities at the church, about what to tell the congregation. The questions were mundane, but they carried an undertone of genuine concern, and Daniel answered them as honestly as he could.

“I’ll stay through the week,” Daniel said. “Help with the transition, finish whatever needs to be finished. But I need to go soon. The longer I stay, the harder it will be to leave.”

“And Evelyn?”

“I’m going to see her today. Tell her what’s happened, what I’ve decided. She doesn’t know yet—not for certain. I need to tell her in person.”

Hart nodded slowly, his expression unreadable.

“Daniel, whatever I think about my daughter, whatever I believe about her capacity for real connection—I can see that you care for her. And I can see that she’s been different this week. More present, less guarded. If that’s your influence, then—” He stopped, his jaw tightening. “Then I’m grateful. Even if it means losing you as a successor.”

“I’m not trying to influence her. I’m just trying to be honest with her.”

“Sometimes that’s the most influential thing you can do.”

The conversation wound down, and Daniel rose to leave.

He needed time to process what had happened, to integrate Hart’s revelations with everything else he was carrying. The interview had been more difficult than he’d expected—not because of confrontation or anger, but because of the rawness, the vulnerability, the sense that both of them were finally speaking truths that had been buried for years.

“Daniel.” Hart’s voice stopped him at the kitchen door. “Whatever happens between you and Evelyn—whatever you decide about your life—I want you to know that I’m grateful for these past five years. Even if they didn’t end the way I expected. You’ve taught me things about faith and doubt and honesty that I needed to learn.”

“I’ve learned from you too, Michael. About service, about commitment, about what it means to care for a community. I may not have the faith you wanted me to have, but I have a deep respect for what you do. And I’ll carry that with me wherever I go.”

Hart nodded, his eyes bright with something that might have been tears.

“Go to her. Tell her what you’ve decided. And—” He paused, his voice cracking. “Tell her I’d like to talk. Not about her choices, not about the church, not about what she should do with her life. Just—talk. Like we used to. Before everything changed.”

“I’ll tell her.”

Daniel turned and made his way up the stairs to his room, his heart heavy with everything that had passed between them. The interview had been harder than he’d expected, more emotional, more raw. But it had also been cleansing—a necessary confrontation that had cleared the air and opened the possibility for something new.

He gathered what he would need for the day—a change of clothes, his wallet, his phone. The small bag he’d brought with him from the seminary still sat in the corner of the room, half-packed from his arrival a week ago. It seemed fitting that he would leave with the same small collection of belongings, having gained nothing and lost everything.

Except that wasn’t true. He had gained something—something he was only beginning to understand. The courage to be honest. The possibility of real connection. A glimpse of who he might become if he stopped pretending and started living.

The walk to Evelyn’s apartment took twenty minutes.

Daniel went on foot, needing the time to process everything that had happened, to prepare himself for the conversation ahead. The morning was cool and bright, the spring sun warming his shoulders as he made his way through the quiet streets of the town he had called home for most of his life.

The houses were familiar—the same architecture, the same gardens, the same cars in the driveways. The same people going about their morning routines, walking dogs, fetching newspapers, chatting with neighbours. Nothing had changed in the week since Daniel had returned as the almost-priest, the golden boy, the future of St. Jude’s.

But everything had changed for him.

He passed the church, its spire rising against the blue sky, and felt the familiar pang of loss. For five years, this building had been his destination, his purpose, his identity. He had imagined himself standing at its altar for decades to come, leading its congregation through the seasons of their lives.

Now he was walking away. Not because he had been rejected, not because he had failed some test of worthiness, but because he had finally admitted the truth—he didn’t want to be there. Had never wanted it, not really. Had pursued it because it was what was expected, what was safe, what would fill the emptiness left by his mother’s death.

The emptiness was still there. But now, at least, he was honest about its existence.

Evelyn’s apartment was in a converted Victorian house on the edge of town.

The building had been divided into four units, each with its own entrance, its own small garden patch. Evelyn’s was on the ground floor, the windows facing the street, the door painted a cheerful yellow that seemed at odds with its occupant’s reputation.

Daniel stood at the door for a moment, gathering his courage. The conversation with Hart had drained him more than he’d realised, and he felt the weight of exhaustion pressing against his shoulders. But he needed to see her—needed to tell her what had happened, needed to feel the connection that had sustained him through the most difficult week of his life.

He knocked, and the sound seemed to echo in the quiet morning.

Footsteps approached from inside, and then the door opened, and Evelyn was standing before him, her dark hair loose around her shoulders, her face still soft with sleep.

“Daniel.” Her voice was cautious, questioning. “What happened? Did you talk to my father?”

“I did.” He stepped inside, the door closing behind him, and suddenly she was in his arms, her body pressing against his, her face buried in his chest.

“Tell me. Please. I’ve been going out of my mind waiting.”

“I told him everything. About my doubts, about the ordination, about why I entered the seminary in the first place.” He held her tightly, feeling the tremor in her shoulders. “I’m walking away, Evie. The priesthood, the church, all of it. I’m done pretending.”

She pulled back to look at him, her dark eyes searching his face.

“What did he say?”

“He was disappointed. Hurt. But he understood. He—” Daniel paused, trying to find the right words. “He said some things about you. About how he’s treated you since your mother died. About the mistakes he’s made.”

“What kind of things?”

“That he pushed you away because you reminded him of what he’d lost. That he tried to control you instead of seeing you. That he wants to talk—not about your choices or the church, just—talk. Like you used to.”

Evelyn’s expression shifted, her eyes widening with something that might have been hope, or fear, or a combination of both.

“He said that?”

“He did. And he meant it—I could see it in his face. He’s been carrying his own grief for fourteen years, and he finally admitted that he doesn’t know how to process it. That he threw himself into the church to avoid facing what he’d lost, and in doing so, he lost you too.”

“I don’t—” Her voice cracked, and Daniel saw tears fill her eyes. “I don’t know what to do with that. I’ve spent so long being angry at him. Assuming he didn’t care, that I was just a burden, a problem to be solved.”

“Maybe you were both protecting yourselves. Each in your own way.”

She nodded slowly, her hands still gripping his shirt.

“What happens now? With us, I mean.”

“I don’t know. I told Hart I was leaving town—that I couldn’t stay here, couldn’t be constantly reminded of what I’d given up. But I didn’t tell him where I was going, or who I was going with.”

“Are you asking me to come with you?”

“I’m asking if you want to. I’m asking if this—” He gestured between them, at the space that held everything they had shared. “If this is real enough to build something on. I can’t promise you certainty, Evie. I can’t promise you stability or a plan or any of the things you’re supposed to have when you start a life with someone. But I can promise you honesty. And I can promise that I’ll see you—really see you—for as long as you’ll let me.”

She was quiet for a long moment, her eyes never leaving his face.

“I’ve never had anyone offer me that before,” she said softly. “Honesty. Being seen. It sounds terrifying.”

“It is terrifying. For both of us.”

“But it also sounds—” She stopped, her voice catching. “It sounds like what I’ve been looking for. Without even knowing I was looking.”

“Then come with me. Not because you need saving, not because you’re running away from anything. Come because you want to see what this could become. What we could become.”

She answered by pressing her lips to his, and Daniel felt the familiar rush of connection, the sense of coming home to something he hadn’t known he was missing.

When they finally broke apart, her eyes were bright with tears.

“Yes,” she whispered. “I’ll come with you. Wherever you’re going.”

They spent the afternoon together.

Evelyn made tea, and they sat in her small kitchen, talking about everything that had happened—the conversation with Hart, the revelations about her father, the future that suddenly seemed possible. The apartment was modest but comfortable, filled with books and plants and the small accumulations of a life lived alone. Daniel looked around at the space and felt a pang of sadness for the years Evelyn had spent isolated, misunderstood, desperate for connection.

“I’m going to have to tell him,” Evelyn said, her voice soft. “About us. About my choice.”

“You don’t have to do that alone. I’ll be there with you.”

“No. This is something I need to do myself.” She met his gaze, her expression serious. “He’s been controlling my life for fourteen years. If I’m going to break free from that, I need to do it on my own terms. In my own voice.”

“And after?”

“After, I’ll come find you. And we’ll figure out what comes next—together.”

The afternoon faded into evening, and Daniel knew he needed to return to the rectory.

There were still things to gather, conversations to finish, a departure to plan. The next few days would be complicated, filled with practical matters and emotional confrontations. But for the first time since Palm Sunday, Daniel felt a sense of peace settling into his chest.

He was leaving. Not in defeat, not in shame, but in honesty. And he was taking with him the one thing he had never expected to find—a connection that felt real, that demanded nothing and offered everything.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” he said, standing at the door of Evelyn’s apartment. “After you’ve talked to Hart.”

“I’ll come to the rectory. In the morning.” She reached up to touch his face, her fingers cool against his skin. “Daniel? Thank you. For seeing me. For choosing me.”

“I didn’t choose you, Evie. I just finally admitted what was already true.”

She smiled, and the expression transformed her face, softening the edges he had grown accustomed to.

“Then I’m glad you admitted it. Because I’ve been falling for you since Palm Sunday, and I was starting to think I was the only one.”

“You’re not the only one.”

He kissed her once more, soft and slow, savouring the taste of her, the warmth of her, the promise of everything that was still to come. Then he turned and walked back into the evening light, his heart full of something that felt like hope.

The rectory was quiet when he returned.

Pastor Hart’s study door was closed, the light off, and Daniel assumed his mentor had retired early, exhausted by the emotional weight of the morning. The kitchen was dark, Mrs. Hughes long since gone, and Daniel made his way upstairs in silence, his footsteps muffled on the worn carpet.

His room was just as he had left it—the bed still unmade, the sheets still holding the memory of Evelyn’s presence. He stood in the doorway for a moment, taking in the small space that had been his for one week, and felt the weight of everything that had changed.

Tomorrow, Evelyn would confront her father. Would tell him about her choice, about Daniel, about the future she wanted to build. And Daniel would wait, would prepare for his departure, would begin the slow process of dismantling the life he had constructed for five years.

It would be difficult. Painful, in ways he couldn’t yet anticipate. But it would also be honest. Real. His.

He crossed to the window and looked out at the church garden, the daffodils now golden in the fading light. Somewhere beyond his view, Evelyn was preparing for her own confrontation, her own moment of truth. And tomorrow, they would face whatever came next—together.

Daniel felt a peace settle into his bones.

It was almost over now—the lying, the pretending, the desperate hope that faith would somehow materialise if he just performed the motions well enough. In a few days, he would walk away from this town, this church, this life. And he would begin again.

Not because he was certain of what came next. But because he was finally certain of what he was leaving behind.


Chapter Thirteen – The Confrontation

Evelyn woke to the weight of what she had to do.

The morning light filtered through the thin curtains of her apartment, casting pale shadows across the ceiling, and for a long moment, she lay still, staring at the patterns the light made and trying to summon the courage to rise. Today, she would face her father. Not as the rebellious daughter, not as the town scandal, not as the cautionary tale he had been telling himself for fourteen years—but as a woman who had finally found her own voice.

The thought was terrifying.

She had spent years building walls against him, learning to expect nothing from their interactions except disappointment and judgment. Every conversation had become a battlefield, every encounter a reinforcement of the distance between them. She had told herself she didn’t care—had cultivated an armour of indifference that protected her from the pain of his rejection.

But the armour had always been a lie. She cared deeply. Had always cared. Had spent her adolescence and early adulthood desperately hoping that somehow, someday, he would see her the way her mother had—as a person worthy of love without condition.

Daniel’s words from the night before echoed through her mind: *He wants to talk. Not about your choices or the church, just—talk. Like you used to.*

Like you used to.

Before her mother died. Before everything changed. Before the pastor’s grief had swallowed the father whole, leaving behind only a man who viewed his daughter as a problem to be solved.

She rose from the bed and moved to the window, looking out at the quiet street below. The morning was still young, the town just beginning to stir, and she felt a strange calm settling over her despite the fear. Today would be difficult—perhaps the most difficult conversation of her life. But it was also necessary. She couldn’t leave this town, couldn’t build a new life with Daniel, without first facing what she was leaving behind.

She dressed carefully—a simple blouse and skirt, nothing provocative, nothing that could be interpreted as a statement. She wanted to face her father as herself, stripped of the performances and personas she had constructed over the years.

The photographs she had leaked at twenty-two had been a performance—the desperate act of a young woman trying to control her own narrative, trying to claim ownership of a body that everyone else seemed determined to judge. The reputation she had built since then had been another performance—the seductress, the scandal, the woman who didn’t care what anyone thought because she had already been condemned.

But none of it had been real. Underneath all the performances was simply Evelyn—a woman who had lost her mother at twelve, who had been abandoned by her father in all the ways that mattered, and who had spent fourteen years trying to survive the loneliness that had hollowed her out.

Today, she would face him as that woman. Nothing more, nothing less.

The rectory was a ten-minute walk from her apartment.

Evelyn had made this walk countless times over the years—sometimes to see her father, more often to avoid him. The route was familiar, each landmark weighted with memory. The corner where she had fallen from her bicycle at nine, her mother rushing to her side. The garden where she had sat with Daniel a lifetime ago, on Monday of Holy Week, beginning the game that had changed everything. The church spire rising against the sky, its presence both comforting and oppressive.

She had grown up in this town, had been shaped by its expectations and its judgments. Every street corner held a memory, every building a reminder of who she had been and who she had become. Leaving would mean walking away from all of it—the pain and the comfort, the rejection and the belonging.

But staying would mean staying in the cage the town had built for her.

The rectory came into view, its stone façade warm in the morning light. The building had been her home for the first eighteen years of her life, the place where she had learned to walk and talk and dream. She remembered the kitchen where her mother had taught her to bake, the sitting room where they had gathered for evening prayers, the small bedroom at the top of the stairs that had been her sanctuary.

She also remembered the years after—the silence that had filled the house, the door to her father’s study that never opened, the meals eaten in isolation, each of them lost in their own private grief.

The memories pressed against her as she approached the door, and she felt her chest tighten with something that might have been grief or anger or a combination of both.

*You can do this*, she told herself. *You’ve faced worse.*

But the lie was unconvincing. She had never faced anything quite like this—never willingly walked toward a conversation that required her to be vulnerable, to lower her defences, to risk the kind of rejection that would shatter what little hope remained.

She knocked before she could talk herself out of it.

The door opened, and her father stood before her.

Pastor Michael Hart looked older than she remembered—greyer, more worn, the lines around his eyes deeper than they had been even a few months ago. He was dressed in civilian clothes, no clerical collar, and the absence of that familiar symbol made him seem somehow smaller, more human.

“Evelyn.” Her name was quiet on his lips, almost reverent.

“Father.”

The formal address hung between them, a reminder of the distance that had grown over the years. She had called him “Daddy” once, had run to him with scraped knees and bad dreams, had trusted him to make everything better. But that had been before. Before her mother’s death, before his withdrawal, before she had learned that the only person she could rely on was herself.

“Please.” He stepped back, gesturing for her to enter. “Come in.”

The hallway was exactly as she remembered it—the faded wallpaper, the worn carpet, the photographs on the wall that documented a family that no longer existed. She passed them without looking, knowing what they contained: her parents on their wedding day, a younger version of herself with gap-toothed smiles, the three of them together at Christmas, on holiday, at her baptism.

The evidence of a happiness that had died fourteen years ago.

“Mrs. Hughes has made tea,” her father said, leading her toward the kitchen. “I thought—we could sit. Talk.”

“Tea would be fine.”

The kitchen was sunlit and warm, the windows looking out onto the small back garden where her mother had grown herbs in terracotta pots. The same pots were still there, she noticed, though the plants had changed. Her father had kept the garden, had tended it in his own way, and the sight of it sent a pang through her chest.

They sat at the table, the china cups between them, and for a long moment, neither spoke.

The silence stretched, heavy with everything that remained unsaid.

Evelyn studied her father across the table, taking in the details she had avoided for years. The grey at his temples, the slump of his shoulders, the way his hands trembled slightly as he lifted his cup. He looked like a man who had been carrying a weight for too long, and she felt a flicker of something that might have been compassion.

But compassion was dangerous. Compassion meant lowering her guard, meant risking the kind of vulnerability that had hurt her so many times before.

“Daniel tells me you want to talk,” she said finally, her voice carefully neutral.

“I do. I—” He stopped, his jaw tightening. “I don’t know where to begin. There’s so much I need to say, and I’m not sure I have the words.”

“Try.”

The single word was harder than she had intended, but she couldn’t bring herself to soften it. Fourteen years of anger and hurt didn’t dissolve easily, and she wasn’t going to pretend otherwise.

Her father nodded slowly, his gaze dropping to the tabletop.

“After your mother died,” he began, his voice rough, “I thought I would collapse. The grief was—it was like nothing I’d ever experienced. Like the ground had opened beneath me and swallowed everything I had been.”

Evelyn felt her chest tighten at the words, the memory of her own grief rising unbidden.

“I knew I couldn’t collapse,” he continued. “I had a congregation to serve, a daughter to raise, a life that needed to keep moving. So I did what I’d always done—I threw myself into the work. The services, the counselling sessions, the hospital visits, the committee meetings. Anything to keep from having to sit still and feel what I had lost.”

“And me?”

“You were—” He stopped, his voice cracking. “You were the hardest part. Every time I looked at you, I saw her. Your eyes, your laugh, your stubbornness. You were so much like Margaret that it hurt to be near you. And instead of holding onto that connection, I pushed it away. I told myself I was giving you space, letting you grieve in your own way. But really, I was protecting myself. From the pain of being reminded of what I had lost.”

The confession hung in the air between them, and Evelyn felt something crack in the wall she had built around her heart.

“I needed you,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “Mum had just died, and I was drowning, and you—you weren’t there. You were busy with the church, with the congregation, with everyone except me.”

“I know. I know I wasn’t there. And I can’t tell you how much I regret that.” His eyes were bright with tears now, and Evelyn felt her own threatening to spill. “I told myself I was doing the right thing—providing for you, making sure you had everything you needed. But you didn’t need things. You needed a father. And I couldn’t—I couldn’t be that for you. Not when being near you felt like being torn apart.”

“So you sent me away. To boarding school, to summer camps, to anywhere that meant you didn’t have to look at me.”

“I thought it would help. Thought that distance would make things easier, for both of us.” He shook his head. “I was wrong. The distance just made the gap wider. By the time I realised what I had done, you had already built your walls. And I didn’t know how to reach you.”

The tears were falling now, tracking down her cheeks despite her determination to remain composed.

Evelyn wiped at them angrily, hating the vulnerability they represented. She had spent fourteen years learning not to cry in front of her father, not to show him any weakness he could use against her.

But this wasn’t weakness, she realised. This was grief. Grief for the father she had lost, the mother who had died, the family that had shattered and never been put back together.

“I hated you,” she said, the words coming rough and raw. “For years, I hated you. For abandoning me when I needed you most. For treating me like a problem to be solved instead of a daughter who was grieving. For choosing the church over me, every single time.”

“I know. And I deserved your hate. I failed you, Evelyn. In every way a father can fail a child. I was so consumed by my own grief that I couldn’t see yours. So determined to protect myself from pain that I caused you more.”

“Then why? Why didn’t you ever try to fix it? Why did you let it go on for so long?”

“Because I didn’t know how. And because I was afraid.” He met her gaze, his expression raw. “Every time I tried to reach you, you pushed me away. Every conversation turned into an argument, a confrontation, a reminder of everything I had done wrong. And instead of pushing through, instead of trying harder, I retreated. Told myself you were too difficult, too damaged, too angry to be reached. But really, I was just a coward.”

The word—*coward*—landed like a blow, and Evelyn felt her breath catch.

Her father had always seemed so strong, so certain, so unwavering in his faith and his purpose. The pastor who never flinched, who had answers for everything, who stood at the altar and spoke with absolute conviction about God’s love and grace.

But here, in this kitchen, he was none of those things. He was just a man—broken, grieving, lost—and the realisation sent her reeling.

“What about the photographs?” she asked, her voice hardening. “When I leaked those photos at twenty-two, when the whole town was talking about me, calling me a whore and a disgrace—where were you then?”

Her father flinched at the question, his face twisting with something that might have been shame.

“I didn’t know what to do. I was angry—angry that you had done something so destructive, so public, so contrary to everything I had tried to teach you. I thought if I showed my anger, if I condemned what you had done, it would somehow—”

“Make me stop? Make me come back to the church? Make me into the daughter you wanted instead of the one you had?”

“I don’t know what I thought. I was reacting, not thinking. And by the time I realised that my anger was only pushing you further away, it was too late. You had already decided that I was your enemy.”

“You weren’t my enemy. You were just—absent. When I needed you most, you weren’t there. And when I finally did something that got your attention, you used it as proof that I was broken, that I needed to be fixed, that I was a disappointment to everything you stood for.”

The words tumbled out, fourteen years of hurt and anger finally finding voice. Evelyn felt them leave her body like poison from a wound, painful but necessary.

“I never wanted to fix you,” her father said quietly. “I wanted to save you. From the town’s judgment, from your own destructive impulses, from the loneliness that I could see was eating you alive. But I went about it the wrong way. I tried to control you instead of listening to you. Tried to shape you instead of understanding you.”

“I didn’t need saving. I needed a father.”

“I know. And I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, Evelyn.”

The apology hung in the air between them.

Evelyn had waited fourteen years to hear those words. Had imagined this moment countless times—the confession, the regret, the acknowledgment of everything he had done wrong. But now that it was happening, she found herself uncertain of how to respond.

The anger was still there—that much was clear. Fourteen years of neglect and judgment couldn’t be erased by a single conversation, no matter how honest. But beneath the anger was something else. Something softer. Something that felt almost like hope.

“I don’t know if I can forgive you,” she said slowly, testing the words as she spoke them. “Not yet. The hurt is too deep, the distance too wide. But—” She paused, her throat tight. “I think I want to try. I think I want to see if there’s anything left to build on.”

Her father’s face crumpled with relief, and he reached across the table to take her hand. The touch was tentative, questioning, and Evelyn felt the unfamiliar warmth of his fingers against hers.

“I would like that,” he said, his voice rough with emotion. “More than I can say.”

“But I need you to understand something.” She pulled her hand back, needing to make this clear. “I’m leaving. With Daniel. I’m going to build a life somewhere else, with someone who sees me for who I am. And I need you to let me go—not because you don’t care, but because you do. Because you recognise that I need to find my own way, make my own mistakes, become whoever I’m going to be without your shadow hanging over me.”

“Daniel told me. About his decision, about—” He stopped, his expression tightening. “About the two of you.”

“Are you going to tell me I’m making a mistake? That I’m throwing my life away on a man I’ve known for a week?”

“I was going to. Yesterday, I would have. But Daniel said some things that made me reconsider.” Her father met her gaze, his expression serious. “He told me that you see him. That you’ve been honest with him in a way that no one else has. That whatever exists between you, it’s real.”

“It is real. I don’t know if it’s love yet—we’ve known each other for a week, and that’s not enough time to know anything for certain. But it’s honest. And honest is more than I’ve ever had with anyone.”

“Then I won’t stand in your way. I won’t try to control you or judge you or tell you what you should do.” His voice cracked. “I’ve lost too many years doing that already. If you want to leave, to build a life with Daniel, then I want you to be happy. Even if it means you’re far away. Even if it means I don’t get to see you as often as I’d like.”

The words were an offering—a relinquishment of the control he had tried to maintain for fourteen years. Evelyn felt the weight of them settle into her chest, and she found herself blinking back tears.

“I’ll come back,” she said. “To visit. To see you. But on my terms. As an adult, not a child. As someone who has chosen her own life, not someone who is running away from yours.”

“I would like that. Very much.”

The conversation shifted, becoming less confrontational and more personal.

Her father asked about her life—her apartment, her work, her plans for the future. The questions were tentative at first, as though he was afraid of saying the wrong thing, but gradually the tension eased, and they began to talk like two people who were genuinely interested in each other’s lives.

Evelyn told him about the photography business she had been building quietly for the past two years, the one no one in town knew about because she used a pseudonym. She told him about the books she had been reading, the films she had been watching, the thoughts she had been thinking in the solitude of her apartment.

And her father told her about the church—not the pastoral duties or the administrative burdens, but the parts he truly loved. The moments of connection with parishioners, the quiet joy of celebrating the sacraments, the sense of purpose that had sustained him through the years of loneliness.

“I’ve been thinking about what Daniel said,” her father admitted, his voice soft. “About faith. About doubt. About the difference between performing belief and actually believing.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that I’ve been doing this for thirty years, and sometimes I wonder if I’ve been performing too. Going through the motions, saying the words, hoping that the performance would become genuine.” He shook his head. “Maybe that’s why I couldn’t reach you. Maybe I was so busy trying to convince myself of my own faith that I had nothing left to offer you.”

“That’s a strange thing for a pastor to admit.”

“It’s a strange thing for a father to admit. But I’m trying to be honest. With you, with myself, with—” He paused. “With God, if he’s listening.”

The admission was startling in its vulnerability, and Evelyn felt something shift in her understanding of the man across from her. He wasn’t just a pastor or a father or a symbol of everything she had rebelled against. He was a human being—flawed, uncertain, struggling to make sense of a life that hadn’t turned out the way he had planned.

Just like her.

The morning stretched into afternoon.

Mrs. Hughes brought lunch—soup and bread, simple and warming—and they ate together at the kitchen table, the conversation continuing in fits and starts. There were silences, uncomfortable moments when the weight of everything that remained unsaid pressed against them. But there were also moments of genuine connection—shared memories of her mother, tentative expressions of hope for the future, the fragile beginning of something that might one day become a relationship.

At two o’clock, Evelyn rose to leave.

“I should go,” she said, her voice soft. “Daniel is waiting.”

Her father nodded, his expression a mixture of sadness and acceptance.

“Evelyn, before you go—” He reached into his pocket and withdrew a small velvet box. “This was your mother’s. She wanted you to have it when you got married, but—” He stopped, his voice catching. “I think she would want you to have it now. Whatever happens with Daniel, wherever your life takes you.”

Evelyn took the box with trembling hands and opened it. Inside was a delicate gold pendant, a small cross inlaid with tiny seed pearls. She remembered it from her childhood—her mother wearing it to church on Sundays, the way it caught the light, the way she would touch it when she was thinking or worried.

“I can’t take this.”

“You can. And you should. It’s yours. It’s always been yours.”

The pendant seemed to glow in the afternoon light, and Evelyn felt the weight of it in her hand—the weight of her mother’s love, her mother’s faith, her mother’s hope for the daughter she would never see grow up.

“Thank you,” she whispered, her voice thick with tears.

“Thank you for coming. For listening. For—” Her father reached out and took her hand, his grip firm and warm. “For giving me another chance. I don’t deserve it, but I’m grateful.”

“You’re right. You don’t deserve it.” She met his gaze, her expression serious. “But neither do I. None of us deserve second chances. We just have to decide whether to take them.”

She slipped the pendant into her pocket and turned toward the door.

The walk back to the rectory seemed shorter than the walk to her father’s house.

Evelyn moved through the familiar streets, her mind churning with everything that had passed. The conversation had been harder than she’d expected—more emotional, more raw, more revealing. She had gone in prepared for battle, armed with fourteen years of anger and hurt, and had left with something she hadn’t anticipated: the fragile, tentative beginning of forgiveness.

It wasn’t complete. Might never be complete. But it was a start.

The rectory came into view, and she saw Daniel waiting for her in the garden. He was sitting on the stone bench where she had sat on Monday afternoon, the daffodils swaying gently around him, and the sight of him sent a warm pulse through her chest.

He rose as she approached, his expression anxious.

“How did it go?”

“It was—” She stopped, trying to find the right words. “It was hard. Harder than I expected. But also—good. In a way I didn’t anticipate.”

He reached for her, pulling her into his arms, and she let herself lean against him, drawing strength from the solid warmth of his body.

“He wants to try,” she said against his chest. “He admitted his mistakes. Said he was sorry. It doesn’t fix everything—fourteen years can’t be erased in a single conversation—but it’s a start.”

“That’s more than I hoped for.”

“Me too.” She pulled back to look at him, her dark eyes meeting his. “He gave me something. My mother’s pendant. He said she would have wanted me to have it.”

“That’s a significant gesture.”

“I know. I didn’t expect—” She broke off, shaking her head. “I went in there expecting to fight. To finally say all the things I’ve been holding in for years. And I did say them. But he didn’t fight back. He just listened, and apologised, and asked for another chance.”

“Are you going to give it to him?”

“I already have. Not completely—not yet. But enough to start.” She took a breath, steadying herself. “I told him I’m leaving. With you. He said he wouldn’t stand in our way.”

“That must have been difficult for him.”

“It was. I could see how much it cost him to let me go. But he did it. And that means—” She paused, her voice soft. “That means he’s trying. Really trying, for the first time in fourteen years.”

They sat together on the stone bench, the afternoon sun warm on their faces.

The church garden was quiet, the daffodils golden in the fading light, and Evelyn felt a strange peace settling over her. The conversation with her father had drained her, had left her raw and exhausted, but it had also lifted something—a weight she hadn’t realised she was carrying.

“What happens now?” she asked, her voice soft.

“We leave. Tomorrow, or the day after, as soon as we can manage it. There’s nothing left to keep us here.”

“And my father?”

“You’ll visit him. Keep in touch. Build something new, slowly, on your own terms.” Daniel took her hand, his fingers intertwining with hers. “But your life isn’t here anymore, Evie. It’s wherever we decide to make it.”

“I’ve never had that before. The freedom to decide. To choose my own life instead of reacting to everyone else’s expectations.”

“Then let’s choose. Together.”

She leaned against him, her head resting on his shoulder, her eyes closed against the afternoon light.

“I don’t know how to do this,” she admitted. “I’ve never been free before. Never had the space to figure out who I am without everyone watching, waiting for me to fail.”

“Then we’ll figure it out together. That’s what this is, isn’t it? Two people who don’t know what they’re doing, trying to find their way forward.”

“I suppose that’s as good a definition of love as any.”

The word hung between them—*love*—and Evelyn felt the weight of it settle into her chest. She hadn’t meant to say it, hadn’t even been certain she felt it until this moment. But sitting here in the garden, with Daniel’s warmth beside her and the memory of her father’s confession still fresh in her mind, she realised that the word was true.

She was falling in love with him. Maybe had been falling since Palm Sunday, since the moment he looked at her across the sanctuary and didn’t look away.

“Evie—” Daniel’s voice was soft, almost reverent.

“I know. It’s too soon. We’ve known each other for a week, and that’s not enough time to know anything for certain. But I wanted you to know that I feel it. Whatever this is between us, it’s real. And I’m not running from it anymore.”

“Neither am I.”

He turned to face her, his hand coming up to cup her cheek, and she saw the emotion in his eyes—the same mixture of hope and fear and wonder that she felt in her own heart.

“I don’t have much to offer you,” he said quietly. “No career, no savings worth mentioning, no plan for what comes next. Just a determination to be honest, and a hope that we can build something together.”

“That’s more than anyone has ever offered me before. Honesty. The chance to build something real.” She leaned into his touch, her eyes never leaving his face. “I’ve spent my whole life being what other people expected— the rebellious daughter, the town scandal, the seductress. No one ever asked me what I wanted to build. They just told me what I was destroying.”

“What do you want to build?”

“Something that’s mine. Ours. A life that isn’t defined by other people’s judgments or expectations or fears.” She paused, her voice dropping. “A home. I’ve never had a home—not really. Just places to stay, spaces to occupy. I want somewhere that feels like belonging.”

“Then we’ll find it. Together.”

He kissed her, soft and slow, and Evelyn felt the promise in it—the beginning of something that had no name yet, but that felt more certain than anything she had ever known.

The afternoon faded into evening.

They sat in the garden until the sun began to dip below the horizon, the daffodils casting long shadows across the grass, the church spire silhouetted against the darkening sky. The conversation wandered—from practical matters to dreams to the simple pleasure of being together without urgency or expectation.

At six o’clock, Mrs. Hughes emerged from the rectory with a tray of tea and sandwiches, her expression carefully neutral despite the curiosity that clearly burned beneath the surface.

“I thought you might like some refreshment,” she said, setting the tray on the bench beside them. “Pastor Hart has gone to evening prayer. He asked me to tell you—he’ll be at the church until eight, if you need anything.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Hughes.” Daniel’s voice was polite, formal, the voice of the almost-priest he was preparing to leave behind.

The housekeeper lingered for a moment, her gaze moving between them, taking in the proximity, the intimacy, the way Evelyn’s hand rested on Daniel’s arm. Then she nodded, her expression unreadable, and retreated back into the rectory.

“She knows,” Evelyn said quietly. “Or she suspects.”

“Everyone will know soon enough. We can’t keep this a secret—not in a town like this.”

“I know. But I wanted—” She stopped, frustrated. “I wanted just a little more time. Before the judgment starts. Before everyone has an opinion about what we’re doing and why it’s wrong.”

“We’ll have time. Once we leave. Time to build something without everyone watching, waiting for us to fail.”

“And my father? He’ll be alone here. After we go.”

“He’ll have the church. The congregation. And perhaps, in time, he’ll learn to reach out to people instead of hiding behind his duties.” Daniel paused. “That’s not our responsibility, Evie. We can’t stay to save him from his loneliness. He has to find his own way, just as we’re finding ours.”

The words were hard, but true, and Evelyn felt them settle into her chest.

For fourteen years, she had felt responsible for her father’s unhappiness—had believed, on some level, that if she could just be different, better, more obedient, he would finally love her the way she needed. But that belief had been a lie, a child’s desperate hope for control in a world that had taken everything from her.

Her father’s happiness was not her responsibility. His healing was not her burden. She could love him, could try to build something with him, but she couldn’t save him from himself.

No one could do that.

They moved inside as the evening chill set in.

The rectory was quiet, Mrs. Hughes having retreated to her own quarters, the study dark and empty where Pastor Hart usually worked. Evelyn stood in the hallway, looking at the closed doors, the familiar shadows, and felt the weight of all the years she had spent in this house.

“I should pack,” she said. “If we’re leaving tomorrow, there are things I need to gather from my apartment.”

“I’ll help you. We can go now, before it gets too late.”

They walked together through the darkening streets, the town quiet around them, the streetlamps flickering to life one by one. Evelyn’s apartment was a ten-minute walk from the rectory, and they made the journey in comfortable silence, their hands intertwined, their breath visible in the cool spring air.

The apartment was small but comfortable—the space Evelyn had made for herself over the past three years, since she had finally moved out of her father’s house for good. The walls were lined with books and photographs, the small kitchen neat and well-used, the windows looking out onto the street below.

Daniel stood in the doorway, taking in the space, and Evelyn watched his face for any sign of judgment or surprise.

“It’s smaller than I expected,” he said finally. “But it feels like you.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means it’s honest. Unpretentious. Filled with things that matter to you, not things you think should matter.” He moved into the room, his fingers trailing across the spines of the books on the nearest shelf. “You’ve built something here. Something real.”

“It’s the only place that’s ever felt like mine. Not my father’s, not the town’s—just mine.” She moved to the window, looking out at the street below. “I’m going to miss it.”

“You can build something new. Something even more yours.”

“I know. But it’s strange—leaving the only home I’ve ever chosen for myself.”

She turned to find him watching her, his expression soft in the lamplight.

“You’re not losing a home,” he said quietly. “You’re choosing one. With me. That’s different.”

“I know.” She crossed to him, reaching up to touch his face. “I’m scared, Daniel. Of what comes next, of whether we can actually build something lasting. But I’m more scared of staying. Of becoming the person this town has always told me I am.”

“Then let’s go. Tomorrow. First thing in the morning, before anyone can stop us.”

“Together?”

“Together.”

The packing took longer than expected.

Evelyn had accumulated more in three years than she had realised—books, photographs, small mementos of a life lived in solitude. Daniel helped her sort through it all, asking gentle questions about the things she chose to keep, listening as she told him the stories behind each object.

The silver frame that held her mother’s photograph. The worn copy of *Jane Eyre* she had read so many times the spine was cracked. The small ceramic bird her mother had given her when she was eight, the last birthday gift before the illness began.

“These are the things that matter,” Daniel said, setting the items carefully into a box. “The rest is just—stuff. You can replace stuff.”

“I know. But it’s strange, deciding what to take and what to leave. It feels like deciding who I want to be, going forward.”

“Maybe it is. Maybe that’s what packing always is—a curation of the self, a choice about which parts of your past you want to carry into your future.”

“That’s very philosophical for a seminary dropout.”

He laughed, the sound warm and genuine, and Evelyn felt a spark of joy amid the melancholy.

“I spent five years studying philosophy and theology. Some of it must have stuck.”

They worked until midnight, filling two boxes and a small suitcase with the things Evelyn couldn’t bear to leave behind. The rest would stay—the furniture, the kitchenware, the accumulated detritus of a life that was ending. She would ask her father to store what mattered, donate what didn’t.

The apartment looked strange when they were finished, emptied of the personal touches that had made it hers. The walls seemed bare without the photographs, the shelves empty without the books, the whole space echoing with absence.

“Are you ready?” Daniel asked, his voice soft in the quiet.

“Almost.” She moved to the window one last time, looking out at the familiar view. “I never thought I would leave this town. Not really. I always imagined I would die here, become another cautionary tale, another scandal for people to whisper about.”

“And now?”

“Now I don’t know what I’ll become. And that’s terrifying. But it’s also—” She turned to face him, her eyes bright in the darkness. “Exciting. For the first time in my life, I’m excited about the future. Not scared of it.”

“That’s progress.”

“That’s you. You gave me something to look forward to.”

He crossed to her, pulling her into his arms, and she let herself sink into the embrace, drawing strength from his presence.

“We should sleep,” he murmured against her hair. “Tomorrow will be a long day.”

“I don’t want to sleep. I want to stay awake, memorise this feeling, hold onto it before everything changes.”

“Everything is already changing, Evie. Sleep won’t stop it. But it will help you face what comes.”

She nodded against his chest, knowing he was right.

They left the apartment together, carrying the boxes down to Daniel’s car, loading them into the boot for the journey ahead. Then they drove back to the rectory in silence, the streets dark and empty, the town sleeping around them.

The rectory was quiet when they returned.

Pastor Hart’s study was still dark, the house still and silent, and they made their way upstairs without speaking, their footsteps muffled on the worn carpet. Daniel’s room was at the end of the hall, and Evelyn followed him inside, closing the door softly behind them.

“Stay with me tonight,” he said, his voice rough in the darkness. “I don’t want to be alone. Not before tomorrow.”

“I wasn’t planning to leave.”

They undressed in silence, the familiar intimacy of the night before mingling with the weight of everything that had changed. Evelyn slid beneath the covers beside him, her body finding his in the darkness, and she felt his arms wrap around her, pulling her close.

“Thank you,” she whispered against his chest. “For today. For being there when I got back from my father’s. For—everything.”

“There’s no place I’d rather be.”

She traced patterns on his skin, her fingers light and deliberate, and felt his breath catch in response.

“I keep thinking about what you said. About building something real. About choosing instead of reacting.” She pressed a kiss to his collarbone. “I’ve never chosen before. Not really. Every decision I’ve made has been a response to something—a reaction to my father’s neglect, to the town’s judgment, to the loneliness that felt like it would swallow me whole. But this—us—feels different. Like I’m finally moving toward something instead of away.”

“What are you moving toward?”

“I don’t know yet. A home. A life. Something that’s mine.” She tilted her face up to look at him, her eyes adjusting to the darkness. “Someone who sees me. Who chooses me.”

“I see you, Evie. And I choose you. Every day, for as long as you’ll let me.”

The words were a promise, and Evelyn felt them settle into her heart like seeds taking root.

She kissed him then, slow and deep, and felt the familiar heat rise between them. But this time, there was no desperation, no urgency—just the quiet intimacy of two people who had chosen each other, who were learning to trust in something real.

When they finally came together, it was gentle and unhurried, a conversation in the language of touch that said more than words ever could. And afterward, as they lay tangled in each other’s arms, Evelyn felt a peace she had never known possible.

Tomorrow would bring challenges—confrontations, judgments, the difficult work of walking away from everything they had known. But tonight, there was only this: the warmth of another body, the steady rhythm of breath, the fragile, precious certainty that she was not alone.

She fell asleep with her head on Daniel’s chest, her hand over his heart, and for the first time in fourteen years, she dreamed of her mother without waking in tears.


Chapter Fourteen – The Storm Breaks

The storm began before dawn.

Evelyn woke to the sound of voices below—hushed but urgent, carrying through the floorboards with the particular weight of bad news travelling fast. The light filtering through the curtains was grey and thin, the sun not yet risen, and for a moment, she lay still in Daniel’s arms, trying to make sense of the disturbance.

Then the words resolved themselves, and she felt her chest tighten with dread.

“—cannot believe he would do this. After everything the church has given him, everything Pastor Hart has invested—”

Mrs. Hughes. The housekeeper’s voice was sharp with indignation, each syllable carrying the moral certainty of a woman who had spent her life in service to the institution Daniel was abandoning.

And then another voice—older, higher, trembling with something that might have been outrage or triumph.

“I knew something was wrong the moment I saw him at the Easter service. The way he looked during the consecration, like he was about to collapse. And then Sunday evening, I saw her—”

Mrs. Henderson. Of course. The church’s self-appointed guardian of moral propriety, the woman who had made it her mission to document and decry every perceived failing in the congregation. Evelyn had been the subject of her scrutiny more times than she could count, had learned to recognise the particular venom in her voice when she spoke about the town’s sinners.

“—sneaking out of the rectory garden after dark. And now this. Walking away from his ordination, throwing away everything he’s worked for, and for what? For *her*?”

Daniel stirred beside her, his body tensing as the voices penetrated his awareness. Evelyn felt him go rigid, his breath catching, and she reached out to touch his arm.

“They know,” she whispered. “Mrs. Henderson. She’s telling Mrs. Hughes.”

“I can hear.” His voice was flat, resigned. “It was bound to happen. The question is how far it’s already spread.”

They lay in silence for a moment, listening to the conversation below. The words came faster now, building on each other, constructing a narrative out of fragments and assumptions. The seductress and the seminarian. The scandal that had destroyed a promising vocation. The daughter who had corrupted her own father’s protégé.

“We should get dressed,” Evelyn said finally. “Face them.”

“Facing them won’t change what they believe.”

“No. But hiding will only confirm it.”

The kitchen fell silent when they descended the stairs.

Mrs. Hughes stood at the counter, her hands wrapped around a cup of tea, her expression tight with barely contained judgment. Mrs. Henderson sat at the table, her purse clutched in her lap, her eyes sharp with the particular gleam of someone who has discovered a truth that confirms everything she already believed.

“Mr. Lang.” Mrs. Hughes’s voice was cold. “I didn’t expect to see you up this early.”

“I could say the same about you.” Daniel moved to the counter to pour himself a cup of coffee, his movements calm despite the tension in his shoulders. “Mrs. Henderson. What brings you to the rectory before dawn?”

“I came to check on Pastor Hart. After yesterday’s news, I thought he might need support.” Mrs. Henderson’s gaze moved to Evelyn, and the contempt in her eyes was palpable. “I didn’t realise he had… company.”

“Evelyn is here with me. We’re leaving this morning.”

“So I’ve heard. The whole town has heard, apparently.” Mrs. Henderson’s voice hardened. “Though the details of your departure are somewhat… inconsistent. Perhaps you could clarify for us exactly what happened.”

“I’ve decided not to pursue ordination. My reasons are my own, and they have nothing to do with anyone else.”

“That’s not what I heard. I heard that a certain young woman has been pursuing you since Palm Sunday. That you’ve been meeting in secret, carrying on a relationship that directly contradicts the vows you were preparing to take. That this—this *woman* has seduced you away from your calling.”

Evelyn felt the words land like blows, each one reinforcing the narrative she had been fighting her entire life. The seductress. The corrupter. The woman who destroyed good men.

“My relationship with Evelyn is none of your concern, Mrs. Henderson. And my decision about the ordination was made long before I met her.”

“Then why did you wait until now to announce it? Why did you wait until after a week of secret meetings with the pastor’s daughter, a woman with a reputation that—”

“My reputation.” Evelyn’s voice cut through the air, sharp and clear. “You want to talk about my reputation, Mrs. Henderson? Let’s talk about yours.”

The older woman’s face flushed with indignation. “I beg your pardon?”

“I said, let’s talk about your reputation. The way you’ve spent twenty years documenting other people’s sins while ignoring your own. The way you targeted my mother when she was dying, told everyone her illness was punishment for her daughter’s behaviour. The way you’ve made it your life’s mission to tear down anyone who doesn’t conform to your narrow definition of righteousness.”

“I never—”

“You did. And everyone in this town knows it. But no one says anything, because they’re afraid of becoming your next target.” Evelyn stepped forward, her voice steady despite the tremor in her hands. “You can call me whatever you want. Seductress, scandal, sinner. I’ve heard it all before. But don’t pretend you have any moral authority to judge Daniel’s choices. You gave up that right a long time ago.”

The silence that followed was absolute.

Mrs. Henderson’s face had gone pale, her lips pressed into a thin line, her eyes bright with fury. Mrs. Hughes stood frozen at the counter, her cup forgotten, her expression a mixture of shock and something that might have been grudging respect.

And Daniel stood beside Evelyn, his hand finding hers, his presence a steady anchor in the storm.

“I think you should leave,” Evelyn said quietly. “Both of you. We have packing to finish, and I don’t have the patience for more of this.”

Mrs. Henderson rose from the table, her purse clutched against her chest like armour.

“This isn’t over,” she hissed. “The whole town will know what you’ve done. What you’ve cost us. You can run away, Evelyn Hart, but you can’t escape what you are.”

“I know what I am. And I know what you are. That’s the difference between us—I’ve stopped pretending.”

Mrs. Henderson swept out of the kitchen, her heels clicking against the floor, her indignation radiating from every line of her body. Mrs. Hughes lingered for a moment, her expression unreadable.

“Pastor Hart will be devastated,” she said finally. “Whatever you think you’re doing, whatever you believe about your choices—remember that he has given everything to this church. To this town. And now he’s losing the one person he thought would carry on his legacy.”

“He’s not losing anything,” Daniel said quietly. “I was never the person he thought I was. None of us are.”

Mrs. Hughes nodded slowly, something shifting in her expression—understanding, perhaps, or simply resignation. Then she turned and followed Mrs. Henderson out of the rectory, leaving Daniel and Evelyn alone in the silent kitchen.

The storm spread faster than Evelyn had anticipated.

By eight o’clock, the phone in the rectory was ringing incessantly—parishioners calling to confirm the rumours, to express their shock and disappointment, to demand explanations that Daniel wasn’t prepared to give. He let each call go to the answering machine, the messages accumulating like evidence of a crime.

“*Daniel, this is Margaret Collins. I just heard the most distressing news from Mrs. Henderson, and I simply cannot believe—*”

“*Mr. Lang, this is Thomas Wright from the church council. We need to discuss your departure. There are procedures that need to be followed—*”

“*Daniel, it’s Sarah. Please call me. I’m worried about you. This doesn’t sound like you at all—*”

The voices blended together, a chorus of concern and condemnation that filled the small space of the kitchen with its weight. Evelyn listened from the doorway, her chest tight with the familiar sensation of being watched, judged, found wanting.

“We should go,” she said. “Before it gets worse.”

“It’s going to get worse regardless. Leaving won’t stop the rumours.”

“No. But staying will give them more time to confront us. To say things we can’t take back.” She moved to stand beside him, her hand on his arm. “We said we were leaving this morning. Let’s stick to that. My boxes are in your car. We can be on the road within the hour.”

Daniel turned to look at her, his expression torn.

“I need to say goodbye to Hart. Properly. Not just—disappear.”

“Then let’s go find him. But quickly.”

The church was empty when they arrived.

The heavy wooden doors stood open, the morning light streaming through the stained glass windows, casting coloured shadows across the stone floor. The sanctuary was quiet, the candles extinguished, the altar stripped of its Easter finery, returned to the simplicity of ordinary time.

But the silence was deceptive. Evelyn could feel the weight of judgment in the space—the accumulated pressure of centuries of worship, of faith, of certainty that she had never shared. This building had been her father’s home for thirty years, the centre of a community that had never accepted her.

“Pastor Hart?” Daniel’s voice echoed through the nave, falling flat against the stone walls.

There was no response.

They moved through the church, checking the sacristy, the choir stalls, the small chapel where Evelyn had sat on Monday afternoon, beginning the game that had changed everything. The building was empty, abandoned, as though the congregation had fled in the wake of the scandal.

“He’s probably in his study,” Evelyn said. “Avoiding the phone calls, the visitors. He’s always retreated to his study when things got difficult.”

“He shouldn’t be alone right now.”

“He’s been alone for fourteen years. A few more hours won’t make a difference.”

The words came out bitter, and Evelyn felt a flash of guilt. She had made progress with her father yesterday—had opened a door that might lead to something real. But the old resentments still lingered, rising unbidden in moments of stress.

They left the church and made their way back to the rectory, the morning sun now bright overhead, the town beginning to stir around them. Cars passed on the road, their drivers turning to stare as Daniel and Evelyn walked together, side by side, their hands intertwined.

The judgment was palpable—a physical weight that pressed against Evelyn’s skin, filling her with the familiar sensation of being observed, assessed, condemned.

Pastor Hart was in his study, just as Evelyn had predicted.

The door was closed, but light showed through the gap at the bottom, and when Daniel knocked, a voice called out from within—rough, tired, but still steady.

“Come in.”

The study was small and cluttered, filled with books and papers, the accumulated evidence of thirty years of ministry. Hart sat behind his desk, his head in his hands, his shoulders slumped with exhaustion. He looked up as they entered, his eyes red-rimmed, his expression a mixture of pain and resignation.

“I’ve been expecting you,” he said quietly. “The phone has been ringing since six o’clock. Mrs. Henderson has been… thorough.”

“I’m sorry.” Daniel moved to stand before the desk, his posture formal despite the intimacy of their relationship. “I didn’t want you to find out this way. I was going to tell everyone myself, on my own terms.”

“There are no terms for something like this. No controlled way to manage the fallout.” Hart gestured to the papers scattered across his desk. “I’ve spent the morning fielding calls from the bishop, the church council, half the congregation. They want answers. Explanations. Someone to blame.”

“And they’re blaming Evelyn.”

“They’re blaming both of you. And me, for bringing you here in the first place, for allowing—” He stopped, his jaw tightening. “For allowing things to go as far as they did.”

Evelyn felt the familiar surge of defensiveness rise in her chest, but she pushed it down. This wasn’t the time for arguments, for recriminations. This was the time for goodbyes.

“We’re leaving this morning,” she said, her voice steady. “Daniel and I. We’re going to build a life somewhere else, away from—” She gestured vaguely. “All of this.”

“I know. You told me yesterday.” Hart rose from his chair and moved to the window, his back to them. “I told you I wouldn’t stand in your way. I meant it. But I want you to understand what you’re walking into. The town will not let this go quietly. Mrs. Henderson will make sure of that.”

“We can handle Mrs. Henderson.”

“Can you? Can you handle the whispers, the stares, the constant judgment that follows you everywhere you go in this town?” He turned to face her, his expression serious. “I’ve watched you handle it for fourteen years, Evelyn. I’ve watched you grow harder, colder, more determined to prove that you don’t care what anyone thinks. And I’ve watched it destroy every chance you’ve had at real connection.”

“That wasn’t the town’s doing. That was yours.”

The words landed like a slap, and Evelyn saw her father flinch. But she didn’t regret them. The truth was the truth, and they had agreed—at least implicitly—to be honest with each other.

“I know,” he said quietly. “I told you yesterday—I failed you. In more ways than I can count. But the town played its part too. The judgment, the gossip, the constant surveillance of your life—they reinforced what I started. Made you believe that you were only what they saw. Only the scandal, only the sinner.”

“And you think leaving will make that worse?”

“I think leaving will give you a chance to become something else. Somewhere else.” He moved to stand before her, his expression gentle despite the tension in his frame. “That’s what I wanted to tell you. What I should have told you years ago. You don’t have to be what this town made you, Evelyn. You never did. You just couldn’t see any other option.”

“I’m beginning to see one now.”

“Good.” He reached out and touched her shoulder, the gesture tentative, questioning. “Be careful. Both of you. The world outside this town isn’t necessarily kinder or more accepting. But at least it won’t have the weight of history behind it. You’ll have a chance to start fresh.”

“That’s what we’re hoping for.”

The goodbye was difficult.

Daniel shook Hart’s hand, the formal gesture inadequate to the weight of five years of mentorship. There were words exchanged—gratitude, regret, hope for the future—but they felt hollow in the face of everything that had changed. Daniel was walking away from the man who had shaped his adult life, and neither of them could pretend it was anything other than what it was.

Evelyn’s goodbye was even more complicated. She and her father stood in the doorway of the study, the morning light falling between them, and for a long moment, neither spoke.

“I’ll visit,” she said finally. “Once we’re settled. I’ll come back.”

“I’d like that.” His voice was rough with emotion. “Evelyn—whatever happens, wherever you go—know that I love you. I’ve always loved you. Even when I couldn’t show it. Even when I was too consumed by my own grief to see what you needed.”

“I know.” She felt the tears threatening, and she blinked them back. “I love you too. Even when I wished I didn’t.”

He pulled her into a hug, the gesture clumsy and unfamiliar, and she let herself lean into it for a moment. The embrace was nothing like her mother’s had been—too stiff, too tentative, too weighted with everything that remained unsaid. But it was something. A beginning, perhaps, after fourteen years of endings.

“Go,” he said, pulling back. “Before I embarrass myself further.”

She nodded and turned away, following Daniel through the rectory hallway, out the door, into the bright morning light.

The streets of the town were busier now.

Sunday morning services were over, the Easter celebration fading into ordinary time, and people were going about their daily routines. But something had shifted—Evelyn could feel it in the way heads turned as she and Daniel walked toward his car, in the way conversations stopped when they passed, in the weight of eyes on her back.

The rumours had spread. The whole town knew.

Mrs. Henderson had done her work well.

Daniel’s car was parked behind the church, in the small lot reserved for clergy. The boxes they had loaded the night before were still in the boot, the meagre possessions of a life being dismantled. Evelyn looked at the vehicle and felt the reality of leaving settle into her chest.

This was it. The end of everything she had known.

“Ready?” Daniel asked, his hand on the door.

“Almost.” She looked back at the church, the rectory, the buildings that had shaped her life. “I never thought I would feel sad about leaving this place. I’ve spent fourteen years hating it.”

“And now?”

“Now I feel—” She paused, searching for the right word. “Complicated. It’s not home. It never was. But it’s familiar. And familiar is hard to walk away from, even when it’s poisonous.”

“You don’t have to be happy about leaving. You just have to do it.”

She nodded, swallowing the tightness in her throat.

They got into the car, Daniel behind the wheel, Evelyn in the passenger seat. The engine started with a quiet hum, the sound of departure, and Evelyn felt the familiar flutter of anxiety in her stomach.

Daniel pulled out of the lot and onto the main road, the church receding in the rearview mirror. The town stretched before them—Main Street with its shops and cafés, the small park where children played, the houses with their neat gardens and carefully maintained appearances.

And then the voices began.

They were walking down Main Street when the first person stopped them.

Daniel had needed to stop at the pharmacy, to pick up a prescription he had been meaning to fill for days, and Evelyn had waited in the car. But when he emerged from the shop, Mrs. Collins was beside him, her face twisted with concern.

“Daniel, please, we need to talk about this.”

“There’s nothing to talk about, Mrs. Collins. My decision is made.”

“But this woman—she’s not right for you. She’s never been right for anyone. Surely you can see that? Surely you can see what she’s done to you, what she’s cost you?”

Evelyn couldn’t hear Daniel’s response, but she saw his jaw tighten, saw the tension in his shoulders as he tried to extricate himself from the conversation. Mrs. Collins followed him to the car, her voice rising with urgency.

“You’re making a mistake. A terrible mistake. And you’ll regret it for the rest of your life.”

Daniel got into the car without responding, his face pale, his hands trembling slightly as he turned the key in the ignition.

“That’s the fourth person this morning,” he said quietly. “The fourth person who felt entitled to comment on my choices.”

“It won’t be the last.”

“No. But I don’t know how much more I can take.” He pulled away from the pharmacy, the car gathering speed as they headed toward the edge of town. “I spent five years cultivating relationships in this community. Five years building trust, earning respect, becoming someone they believed in. And now—”

“Now they think you’ve been corrupted.”

“Corrupted. Led astray. Deceived by a seductress.” His voice was bitter. “They can’t imagine that I might have made this choice myself. That I might have wanted something different than what they planned for me.”

“They need someone to blame. And I’m the easiest target.”

“You’re not to blame for any of this. You were the catalyst, maybe, but the decision was mine. The doubts were mine. The years of pretending were mine.”

“Try telling that to Mrs. Henderson.”

The road stretched before them, the familiar landscape of the town giving way to the countryside beyond. Evelyn watched the scenery pass, the fields and hedgerows that marked the boundary between the world she had known and the world she was about to enter.

They were almost to the town line when the second confrontation occurred.

A car pulled out of a side road, cutting them off, forcing Daniel to brake hard. The vehicle was familiar—a dark blue sedan that Evelyn had seen in the church car park countless times—and when the driver emerged, she recognised him immediately.

Thomas Wright. Chairman of the church council. A man who had always looked at her with barely concealed disdain.

“Lang.” Wright’s voice was sharp, authoritative. “I need a word.”

“We’ve already had words, Mr. Wright. Several of them, on the answering machine this morning.”

“This can’t wait. The council is meeting this afternoon to discuss your departure. There are financial considerations, pastoral considerations—”

“Then discuss them without me. I’ve resigned my position. Whatever the council decides is no longer my concern.”

“You can’t just walk away. There are obligations, commitments—”

“I’ve fulfilled my commitments. I’ve served this church for five years, without pay, without complaint, without asking for anything in return. Now I’m asking for the freedom to make my own choices.” Daniel’s voice had hardened, the patience of the almost-priest giving way to something rawer. “Let us pass, Mr. Wright. I don’t have anything else to say to you.”

Wright’s face darkened with anger, his eyes moving from Daniel to Evelyn and back again.

“This isn’t over,” he said, the words echoing Mrs. Henderson’s earlier threat. “You may think you can run away from your responsibilities, but the consequences will follow you. Both of you.”

“Then let them follow.” Daniel accelerated past him, the car gathering speed, the road opening up before them. “I’m done being afraid of consequences.”

The town line appeared in the rearview mirror.

Evelyn watched it recede, the familiar sign marking the boundary of the place that had defined her for twenty-six years. She had passed this sign countless times—on trips with her mother, on the bus to boarding school, on the rare occasions when she had left the town for any reason. But it had never felt like this.

Like crossing a threshold. Like ending a chapter. Like becoming someone new.

“Are you okay?” Daniel asked, his voice soft.

“I don’t know.” She turned to look at him, at the profile she had come to know so well over the past week. “I feel like I should be happy. Relieved. But all I feel is—”

“Empty?”

“No. Not empty.” She paused, searching for the right words. “Unfinished. Like there’s something I was supposed to do before I left, something I’ve forgotten.”

“Maybe that’s what leaving always feels like. The sense that there’s more to say, more to do, but not enough time to do it.”

“Or maybe I’m just afraid of what comes next.”

“That too.” He reached over and took her hand, his fingers intertwining with hers. “I’m afraid too, Evie. I’ve never done anything like this before. Never walked away from everything I knew and started over. But I’d rather be afraid with you than safe alone.”

She squeezed his hand, drawing strength from the contact.

The road stretched before them, winding through the countryside, leading away from the town and toward a future that was still undefined. The morning sun was bright overhead, the sky clear and blue, the world opening up in every direction.

Behind them, the town was already receding into memory. The church, the rectory, the garden where they had sat together, the streets that had witnessed every moment of Evelyn’s life—all of it fading into the distance, becoming part of a past that was no longer hers.

Ahead of them was uncertainty. Fear. The possibility of failure.

But also hope. The fragile, precious hope of something real.

They drove in silence for a long time.

The landscape shifted gradually, the familiar fields giving way to new terrain, the road markers counting down the miles to destinations Evelyn had never visited. She watched the world pass, feeling the strange lightness of being untethered, of having no destination except forward.

“What are you thinking?” Daniel asked eventually.

“I’m thinking about my mother. About how much she would have hated this—all the gossip, the judgment, the way the town turns on people who don’t conform.” Evelyn’s voice was soft. “She used to tell me that small towns are like small minds. They can’t see beyond their own boundaries.”

“She sounds like she was wise.”

“She was. But she was also trapped. By her marriage to my father, by her role as the pastor’s wife, by the expectations that came with living in a place like this.” Evelyn paused. “I always wondered if she was happy. Truly happy. Or if she just made the best of the life she had chosen.”

“Maybe it’s not about being happy. Maybe it’s about being honest. Even when honesty is painful.”

“That’s a very theological thing to say for someone who’s leaving the church.”

Daniel laughed, the sound unexpected and warm.

“Old habits die hard. I spent five years thinking in terms of virtue and sin, redemption and grace. Some of that will probably stay with me, no matter where I go.”

“Is that a problem? For you, I mean.”

“I don’t know. Maybe it’s just part of who I am now. The boy who entered the seminary to escape his grief, the man who left because he finally found something worth staying for.” He glanced at her, his eyes soft. “You didn’t corrupt me, Evie. You just gave me permission to be honest about what I already knew.”

“And what did you know?”

“That I was pretending. That I had been pretending for years. That the emptiness I felt at the altar wasn’t doubt—it was absence. The absence of something I had never truly had.” He paused, his voice dropping. “Faith. Calling. Certainty. I wanted them so badly that I convinced myself I had them. But wanting isn’t the same as having.”

“And now? Do you feel like you have something?”

“I feel like I have the beginning of something. Something real, something honest, something chosen instead of inherited.” He lifted her hand to his lips and pressed a kiss to her knuckles. “That’s more than I’ve ever had before.”

The hours passed, the miles accumulated, and the town receded further into memory.

Evelyn watched the landscape shift through the window, feeling the strange combination of loss and possibility that came with every departure. She was leaving behind everything she had ever known—her father, her history, the identity the town had forced upon her. But she was also moving toward something. A future that was still undefined, but that belonged to her in a way that nothing had before.

It was terrifying. It was liberating. It was the most honest thing she had ever done.

And she wasn’t doing it alone.


Chapter Fifteen – Saints and Sinners

They had been driving for forty minutes when Daniel turned the car around.

The road stretched behind them, leading away from the town, away from everything they had known, and for nearly an hour, they had followed it in silence. Evelyn had watched the landscape shift through the window, feeling the strange lightness of departure, the mingled fear and hope of a future that was still unwritten.

But something had been nagging at her—a persistent sense of unfinished business, of a door left open that should have been closed. And apparently, Daniel felt it too.

“I can’t leave like this,” he said, his voice rough as he pulled the car onto the shoulder of the road. “I’ve been thinking about it for the past twenty miles, and I can’t do it.”

“Can’t do what?”

“Run away. Let them believe whatever they want to believe.” He turned to face her, his expression troubled. “Mrs. Henderson is already telling everyone that you seduced me, that I was led astray, that I had no agency in my own decision. If we just disappear, that becomes the official story. The truth gets buried under whatever narrative they want to construct.”

“Does it matter what they think? We’re leaving. We won’t have to see any of them again.”

“It matters to me.” Daniel’s voice was steady, certain. “I spent five years lying to everyone about who I was and what I believed. I’m not going to let that lie become the final word. I want them to know the truth—that my doubts existed long before I met you, that my decision was my own, that you didn’t corrupt me. You saved me.”

Evelyn felt the weight of his words settle into her chest.

“Going back means facing them. All of them. Mrs. Henderson, the church council, everyone who has already decided what to think.”

“I know. But I’d rather face them than spend the rest of my life wondering if I should have.” He reached for her hand, his fingers intertwining with hers. “Will you come with me? I understand if you don’t want to—I know what this town has cost you. But I don’t want to face them alone.”

“You won’t have to.” The words came without hesitation. “I’ve spent fourteen years letting this town define me. If we’re going back, I want to look them in the eye and tell them who I really am. Not the scandal. Not the seductress. Just—me.”

Daniel lifted her hand to his lips, pressing a kiss to her knuckles.

“Then let’s go back. Together.”

The return journey felt different than the departure.

Evelyn watched the familiar landscape reappear through the window, the fields and hedgerows that marked the approach to the town. The sun was higher now, the morning burning away into afternoon, and she felt a growing sense of anticipation mingled with dread.

They were going back to face the consequences. To speak the truth. To close the door properly instead of leaving it to swing in the wind.

The town appeared on the horizon—the church spire rising above the trees, the cluster of buildings that had been her entire world for twenty-six years. Evelyn felt her chest tighten at the sight of it, the familiar weight of judgment pressing against her even from a distance.

“Thomas Wright mentioned a council meeting,” Daniel said, his eyes on the road. “This afternoon, to discuss my departure. That’s probably where everyone will be.”

“Then that’s where we go.”

The streets were quieter than they had been that morning, the town seemingly emptied of its usual bustle. Evelyn knew where everyone would be—the church hall, adjacent to the sanctuary, where the council held its meetings and the congregation gathered for coffee after Sunday services. The building would be full, packed with people who had come to witness the fallout from the scandal.

Daniel parked the car in the small lot behind the church, the same spot they had left not two hours before. The boxes were still in the boot, the physical evidence of a departure that had been postponed.

“Ready?” he asked, turning to face her.

“No.” She took a breath, steadying herself. “But let’s do it anyway.”

The church hall was fuller than Evelyn had ever seen it.

Rows of folding chairs had been arranged in a semi-circle facing a small platform at the front, where Thomas Wright sat at a table with several other council members. The rest of the space was packed with parishioners—men in their Sunday suits, women in their best dresses, children fidgeting in the back rows. The murmur of conversation died as Evelyn and Daniel entered, the silence spreading outward from the door like ripples in still water.

Mrs. Henderson sat near the front, her face twisted into an expression of righteous indignation. Mrs. Collins was beside her, her expression more sorrowful than angry. And scattered throughout the crowd were faces Evelyn recognised—people who had watched her grow up, who had whispered about her behind their hands, who had condemned her without ever knowing who she really was.

Pastor Hart was not present. Evelyn felt a flash of relief at that—this confrontation would be difficult enough without having to face her father as well.

“Mr. Lang.” Thomas Wright’s voice cut through the silence, sharp and authoritative. “We weren’t expecting you. I thought you had left town.”

“I did. And then I came back.” Daniel moved through the crowd, Evelyn at his side, until they stood at the back of the room. “I heard there was a meeting to discuss my departure. I thought I should be present for that discussion.”

“This is a council meeting. Not a public hearing.”

“Then consider this my formal resignation. From my position, my responsibilities, and my intention to seek ordination.” Daniel’s voice was steady, carrying clearly through the room. “I understand there are questions about my decision. I’m here to answer them.”

Wright’s expression tightened, his authority challenged by Daniel’s calm.

“Very well. If you insist on being present, you may speak. But I warn you—the council has already heard testimony about your relationship with Pastor Hart’s daughter. Your conduct has been the subject of considerable concern.”

“Then let me address that concern directly.” Daniel stepped forward, moving toward the platform, and Evelyn followed. “My relationship with Evelyn is not the reason for my departure. It was a catalyst, perhaps, for a decision I should have made years ago. But it did not cause my doubts about the vocation. Those doubts existed long before I met her.”

“Liar.”

The voice came from the front row—Mrs. Henderson, rising from her seat, her face flushed with indignation.

“You expect us to believe that? A man who has spent five years preparing for the priesthood, who has shown every sign of genuine faith and commitment—suddenly decides to walk away, and it has nothing to do with the woman who has been pursuing him since Palm Sunday?”

“I expect you to believe the truth.” Daniel’s voice remained calm, but Evelyn could see the tension in his shoulders. “My faith—or lack of it—has been a struggle for my entire time in the seminary. I entered after my mother’s death, hoping to find something I had lost. I never found it. I’ve been pretending to believe for five years, and I can’t pretend anymore.”

“And we’re supposed to take your word for that? When the evidence of your”—Mrs. Henderson’s lip curled with disdain—“involvement with this woman is plain for everyone to see?”

“Yes. You’re supposed to take my word for it. Because I’m the only one who knows what’s in my own heart.”

The room erupted into noise—gasps, murmurs, the scraping of chairs as people shifted in their seats. Wright banged his gavel on the table, calling for order, but the chaos continued for several moments before subsiding.

Evelyn stood beside Daniel, feeling the weight of every eye in the room. The judgment was palpable, a physical pressure against her skin. But she didn’t look away. Didn’t cower. She had spent fourteen years hiding from these people, letting them define her, letting their condemnation shape her identity.

Not anymore.

“May I speak?”

The voice was Evelyn’s, clear and steady, cutting through the murmuring that had followed Mrs. Henderson’s accusation. The room fell silent again, all eyes turning to her.

Thomas Wright looked like he wanted to refuse, but something in Evelyn’s expression stopped him. He nodded curtly, gesturing for her to proceed.

“Mrs. Henderson has called me a seductress. A corrupter. A woman who destroys good men.” Evelyn moved forward, stepping past Daniel to stand alone before the crowd. “She’s been saying those things about me for years, ever since I was twenty-two years old and made a choice about my own body that she didn’t approve of.”

“That choice was a disgrace,” Mrs. Henderson spat. “You brought shame on this church, on your father, on the entire community—”

“I brought shame?” Evelyn’s voice hardened. “I was a twenty-two-year-old woman who had spent a decade being ignored by her father, judged by her community, and treated like a problem to be solved. I made a decision to control my own narrative, to take ownership of a body that everyone else seemed determined to legislate. And yes, I made that decision publicly, because I was tired of pretending that the town’s judgment mattered to me. I was tired of hiding.”

“You leaked those photographs deliberately. To embarrass your father. To spite the church.”

“I leaked those photographs because I was drowning. Because I had spent ten years watching my father retreat further into his work, watching him treat me like a reminder of something he had lost, watching him choose the church over me every single time. I was angry, and hurt, and desperate for someone—anyone—to see me. To acknowledge that I existed.”

The room was silent now, the weight of Evelyn’s confession pressing against them. She could see the shock on some faces, the sympathy on others, the stubborn condemnation on Mrs. Henderson’s.

“None of that excuses what I did,” Evelyn continued. “I was young and damaged and I made a choice that hurt people. I’ve spent four years paying for that choice—being treated like a pariah, being called names, being defined by the worst thing I’ve ever done. And I accept that. I’ve learned from it.”

She turned to face Mrs. Henderson directly.

“But I will not accept being blamed for Daniel’s choices. He is not a child. He is not a victim. He made a decision about his own life, based on his own understanding of what he needs. And if you can’t respect that—if you can’t accept that a man might leave the priesthood because he doesn’t believe, rather than because a woman tempted him—then that says more about your understanding of faith than it does about either of us.”

The silence that followed was deafening.

Evelyn stood before the crowd, her heart pounding, her hands trembling slightly at her sides. She had never spoken to these people like this—had never stood in front of them and demanded to be seen as a person rather than a scandal.

The faces in the crowd shifted, some hardening with condemnation, others softening with something that might have been understanding. Mrs. Henderson’s expression had gone rigid, her lips pressed into a thin line, her eyes bright with fury.

“How convenient,” Mrs. Henderson said finally, her voice dripping with contempt. “To stand there and claim victimhood while refusing to take responsibility for the damage you’ve caused. You’ve destroyed a promising vocation, embarrassed your father, and brought scandal on this church. And now you want us to believe it’s not your fault?”

“I want you to believe the truth. That Daniel’s vocation was his to pursue or abandon. That my father’s embarrassment comes from years of failing to understand his own daughter. That this church’s scandal is manufactured by people who prefer judgment to compassion.”

“Compassion?” Mrs. Henderson rose from her seat, her voice rising. “You know nothing of compassion. You’ve spent years thumbing your nose at everything this community stands for, and now you want us to feel sorry for you?”

“I don’t want you to feel sorry for me. I want you to see me. To recognise that I’m a person, not a cautionary tale. That I’ve spent my entire life being judged by people who never took the time to know me—and that I’m done apologising for it.”

Mrs. Henderson opened her mouth to respond, but another voice cut through the room.

“Enough.”

The voice was quiet, but it carried clearly through the hall. Evelyn turned to find an older woman rising from her seat near the back—Mrs. Patricia Dalton, a widow who had attended St. Jude’s for as long as Evelyn could remember. She had always seemed kind, though Evelyn had never spoken to her directly.

“I’ve listened to Mrs. Henderson condemn this young woman for the better part of twenty minutes,” Mrs. Dalton said, moving through the crowd toward the front. “And I’ve listened to Evelyn stand there and tell us about her life, her pain, her struggles. And I have to wonder—when was the last time any of us asked Evelyn how she was doing? When was the last time we offered her compassion instead of judgment?”

Mrs. Henderson’s face flushed. “Patricia, you can’t possibly be defending—”

“I’m not defending anything. I’m asking a question.” Mrs. Dalton turned to face the crowd, her expression grave. “This community claims to follow Christ. Claims to love our neighbours, to bear one another’s burdens, to extend grace to the sinful. And yet, for fourteen years, we have watched a young woman grieve the loss of her mother, struggle with the absence of her father, and make choices that were clearly cries for help. And what did we do? We condemned her. We gossiped about her. We treated her like a scandal instead of a soul.”

The room was silent, the weight of Mrs. Dalton’s words settling over the crowd.

“I’m not saying Evelyn’s choices were right. I’m not saying Daniel’s decision to abandon his vocation was justified. I’m saying that we have failed—collectively, as a community—to respond to either of them with anything resembling Christian love. And I, for one, am tired of watching Mrs. Henderson claim moral authority while spewing nothing but judgment and contempt.”

The mood in the room shifted.

Evelyn could feel it—the subtle change in the atmosphere, the way some faces softened while others hardened. Mrs. Dalton’s intervention had cracked something open, had given voice to doubts that others might have been feeling but were afraid to express.

Mrs. Henderson looked around the room, as if searching for support, and seemed to find less than she expected. A few people nodded in agreement with her, their expressions stubborn, but others looked away, suddenly uncomfortable.

“This is absurd,” Mrs. Henderson said, her voice sharp. “We’re here to discuss Daniel Lang’s departure, not to listen to revisionist history about Evelyn Hart’s victimhood—”

“No.” The voice came from somewhere in the middle of the crowd—a man’s voice, unfamiliar. Evelyn turned to find a younger man standing, his expression troubled. “She’s right. We’ve treated Evelyn badly for years. I’ve done it myself—made jokes, spread rumours, pretended like she deserved it because of the photographs. But I never stopped to ask why a twenty-two-year-old woman would do something like that. I never thought about what might have driven her to it.”

“David, you can’t be serious—”

“I’m serious.” The man—David—turned to face Mrs. Henderson. “I’ve been sitting here for twenty minutes, listening to you attack Evelyn like she’s the devil incarnate, and I’ve started to wonder—when was the last time you showed compassion to anyone? You spend all your time judging, condemning, tearing people down. Is that what Jesus would do?”

More voices joined in now—a quiet murmur of agreement that rippled through the crowd. Evelyn watched, stunned, as the community she had feared and resented for so long began to turn on itself, began to question the certainties that had defined her existence.

“This isn’t about me,” Daniel said, stepping forward. “And it isn’t about Evelyn. It’s about the truth. The truth that I entered the seminary for the wrong reasons, that I’ve been pretending to have faith I don’t possess, and that I’m leaving because I can’t continue the deception. Evelyn didn’t cause that. She just made it impossible for me to ignore.”

“And my relationship with Daniel is not your concern,” Evelyn added, her voice stronger now. “It’s not the church’s concern, it’s not the council’s concern, and it’s certainly not Mrs. Henderson’s concern. What we choose to build together—whatever that becomes—is between us and God, if he’s listening. It’s not between us and this community.”

Thomas Wright, who had been watching the exchange with increasing discomfort, finally spoke.

“I think—perhaps—we should take a step back. Emotions are running high, and this meeting was intended to address practical matters, not—” He gestured vaguely. “Personal grievances.”

“Everything about this is personal,” Evelyn said quietly. “That’s what you’ve never understood. Every judgment, every whisper, every condemnation—it’s personal. It has always been personal.”

The meeting continued, but the energy had shifted.

Thomas Wright moved through the agenda items—the financial implications of Daniel’s departure, the need to find a replacement for his duties, the practical matters of transitioning responsibility. But even as the discussion turned to logistics, Evelyn could feel the undercurrent of unease running through the room.

Mrs. Henderson sat in stony silence, her arms crossed over her chest, her expression rigid with fury. Mrs. Collins watched Evelyn with something that might have been pity or understanding—it was hard to tell. And scattered throughout the crowd, people whispered to each other, their voices too low to hear but their expressions ranging from uncomfortable to thoughtful.

Daniel handled the practical questions with grace, answering each one clearly and honestly, offering to help with the transition in whatever way he could. He was professional, competent, a model of the kind of clergyman he might have become if he had stayed.

But he wasn’t staying. And everyone in the room knew it.

When the business was concluded, Thomas Wright called for a motion to adjourn. The vote was unanimous, though few people seemed invested in the proceedings. The crowd began to disperse, voices rising in murmured conversation, the weight of what had happened settling over the room like a fog.

Evelyn stood to the side, watching the community she had known her entire life file past her. Some people looked away, unable or unwilling to meet her eyes. Others nodded, a grudging acknowledgement of her presence. And a few—a very few—stopped to speak.

“I’m sorry,” Mrs. Dalton said, pausing beside Evelyn. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry we failed you.”

Evelyn felt a lump form in her throat. “Thank you. That means more than I can say.”

“You’re a strong young woman. Stronger than I ever gave you credit for.” Mrs. Dalton reached out and squeezed Evelyn’s hand. “Whatever you decide to do with your life, I hope you find happiness. You deserve it.”

She moved on, disappearing into the crowd, and Evelyn felt the weight of the moment settle into her chest.

Mrs. Henderson was the last to leave.

She stopped in front of Evelyn, her expression hard, her eyes bright with something that might have been fury or triumph.

“You may have turned some of them today,” she said, her voice low. “But you haven’t changed anything. You’re still what you’ve always been—a scandal, a disgrace, a blight on this community. And no amount of pretty speeches will change that.”

Evelyn met her gaze, unflinching.

“Maybe not. But at least I know who I am now. Do you?”

Mrs. Henderson’s face twisted, and for a moment, Evelyn thought she would respond. But then she turned on her heel and walked out of the hall, the door banging shut behind her.

Daniel appeared at Evelyn’s side, his hand finding hers.

“That was remarkable,” he said quietly. “What you did up there.”

“It was the truth. That’s all.”

“The truth is remarkable. Especially in a room full of people who prefer lies.”

She turned to face him, feeling the exhaustion of the confrontation settling into her bones.

“Is it over? Did we do what we came to do?”

“I think so. We told the truth. We faced them. Whatever they choose to believe now—at least they can’t say we ran away.”

Evelyn nodded, looking around the empty hall. The chairs were still arranged in their semi-circle, the platform still holding the table where Thomas Wright had presided. But the room felt different now—lighter somehow, as though the weight of years had been lifted.

“Can we go now?” she asked. “I think I’ve had enough of this town for one lifetime.”

“We can go.” Daniel squeezed her hand. “Wherever you want.”

“Then let’s go somewhere far away. Somewhere no one knows us, no one judges us, no one expects us to be anything except who we are.”

“Sounds like heaven.”

“Or at least something close to it.”

They walked out of the church hall together, hand in hand, the afternoon sun warm on their faces.

The town spread out before them—the familiar streets, the familiar buildings, the familiar weight of history. But something had shifted. Evelyn didn’t feel the same crushing pressure that had always pressed against her when she walked these streets. She felt lighter, freer, as though speaking her truth had broken something that had been holding her in place.

They climbed into Daniel’s car, the boxes still packed in the boot, and pulled out of the lot. The church spire receded in the rearview mirror, and Evelyn watched it go without regret.

“Where should we go?” Daniel asked, merging onto the main road.

“I don’t know. Somewhere with trees. And a bookshop. And people who don’t care who I am or what I’ve done.”

“That’s a lot of requirements.”

“I’m allowed to have standards.”

He laughed, the sound warm and genuine, and Evelyn felt a spark of hope ignite in her chest.

They were leaving. Really leaving this time. Not running away, not hiding, but walking toward something new. A future that was still undefined, but that belonged to them in a way that nothing had before.

The town line appeared ahead, the familiar sign marking the boundary between the world she had known and the world she was about to enter.

Evelyn watched it approach, feeling the tightness in her chest that had been her constant companion for fourteen years finally begin to loosen.

“Goodbye,” she whispered, though no one could hear.

And then they were past it, the town falling away behind them, the road stretching out ahead, and the future opening up like a promise.


Chapter Sixteen – Reckoning

They drove for thirty miles before Evelyn asked Daniel to stop.

The countryside had given way to small villages, the roads winding through farmland and forest, the afternoon sun slanting through the trees in golden shafts. They had passed through two towns already, neither of them large enough to warrant more than a slowing of the car, and the landscape had begun to blur into a succession of green fields and stone walls.

But something had been nagging at Evelyn since they crossed the town line—a persistent sense of incompleteness that she couldn’t shake. She had said her piece at the church meeting, had faced the judgment of the community, had watched the beginnings of a shift in how people saw her. But there was one conversation she hadn’t had. One door she hadn’t fully opened.

“Pull over,” she said, her voice quiet. “Please.”

Daniel glanced at her, concern flickering across his face, but he did as she asked, guiding the car onto a gravel shoulder that overlooked a small valley. The engine ticked as it cooled, the silence of the countryside pressing against them.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong. I just—” She stopped, trying to organise her thoughts. “I need to call my father.”

“Now?”

“I didn’t really say goodbye to him. Not properly. The conversation yesterday was about forgiveness, about trying to build something new. But I left without—without finishing it. Without telling him what I’m really feeling.” She took a breath. “If I don’t do it now, I’ll keep putting it off. And then it will become another thing I never said, another regret I carry with me.”

Daniel nodded slowly, his expression understanding.

“Take your time. I’ll be here.”

Evelyn pulled out her phone, her fingers trembling slightly as she found her father’s number. The device felt heavy in her hand, weighted with everything she needed to say.

The phone rang three times before he answered.

“Evelyn?” Her father’s voice was rough, uncertain. “I wasn’t expecting—I thought you had left.”

“I did. We did. But I’m calling because I realised I didn’t say everything I needed to say.”

There was a pause on the other end of the line, the sound of movement—her father shifting in his chair, perhaps, or walking through the rectory.

“I’m listening.”

The conversation began haltingly.

Evelyn had rehearsed what she wanted to say during the drive, but now that the moment was here, the words seemed to scatter like leaves in the wind. She felt the weight of fourteen years of silence pressing against her, the accumulated hurt and confusion and longing that she had never allowed herself to express.

“I’ve been thinking about what you said yesterday,” she began, her voice steadier than she felt. “About how you pushed me away after Mum died because I reminded you of her. About how you threw yourself into the church to avoid facing your grief.”

“I meant every word.”

“I know you did. And I—I needed to hear it. For years, I thought you simply didn’t care. That I was too difficult, too damaged, too much of a burden for you to love. But it wasn’t that. It was never that.” She felt the tears threatening and blinked them back. “You were grieving too. And we both got lost in it.”

“I should have done better. I should have seen what you needed instead of focusing on my own pain.”

“Maybe. Or maybe we were both just doing the best we could with what we had.” She paused, trying to find the right words. “I’m not calling to blame you for what happened. I did enough of that yesterday, and it didn’t change anything. I’m calling because I want to tell you that I forgive you.”

The words hung in the air, carrying a weight that Evelyn hadn’t anticipated. She had said them before—yesterday, in the kitchen—but they had been tentative then, conditional. Now they felt different. More deliberate. More real.

“I don’t deserve your forgiveness,” her father said quietly. “After everything I’ve done—”

“Probably not. But I’m giving it anyway. Not because you’ve earned it, but because I need to let it go. I’ve been carrying this anger for so long that I’ve forgotten what it feels like to be without it. And I don’t want to carry it into my new life. I want to start fresh, without the weight of the past dragging me down.”

“Evelyn—” His voice cracked. “Thank you. I don’t—I can’t—”

“You don’t have to say anything. Just know that I mean it. I forgive you for not being the father I needed. And I hope you can forgive me for not being the daughter you wanted.”

“There’s nothing to forgive. You were a child who lost her mother. You did what you had to do to survive.”

“Maybe. But I also did things that hurt you. That embarrassed you. That made your life more difficult than it needed to be.” She felt the familiar pang of guilt, but pushed through it. “I’m not proud of everything I’ve done. But I’m also not going to apologise for surviving. For finding ways to cope with a situation that felt unbearable.”

“I never wanted you to apologise. I just wanted—I wanted to reach you. To help you. But I didn’t know how.”

“Neither did I. I didn’t know how to ask for help, or how to accept it when it was offered. I was too busy protecting myself from more hurt to let anyone in.” She took a breath. “But I’m learning. Daniel is teaching me that not everyone wants something from me. That it’s possible to trust someone without losing myself.”

“I’m glad. Whatever I think about the circumstances, I’m glad you’ve found someone who sees you clearly.”

“He does. And he helps me see myself more clearly too.” She paused, her throat tight. “I’m going to be okay, Dad. I don’t know where I’m going or what I’ll become, but I know that I’m going to be okay. And I want you to know that too.”

The silence that followed was heavy with emotion, but it was a different kind of weight than before—less oppressive, more like the shared burden of two people who had finally found a way to carry it together.

“I love you, Evelyn. I’ve always loved you. Even when I couldn’t show it, even when I was too lost in my own grief to see what you needed—I loved you. I hope you know that.”

“I know. I think I’ve always known.” She felt the tears spilling over now, tracking down her cheeks. “I love you too. And I’m going to call you. When we get settled, when we find somewhere to land—I’m going to call you. And we’re going to keep talking. Keep building this.”

“I’d like that. More than I can say.”

“Good. Then that’s what we’ll do.” She wiped at her face with her free hand, a laugh escaping her despite the tears. “I should go. Daniel is waiting, and we have a long drive ahead.”

“Be safe. And Evelyn—thank you. For calling. For giving me another chance.”

“Thank you for being willing to take it.”

She ended the call and sat for a moment, the phone still pressed against her palm, the weight of the conversation settling into her chest. It wasn’t a perfect resolution—nothing could erase fourteen years of distance and hurt—but it was something. A beginning.

Daniel was watching her when she turned.

His expression was soft, concerned, and she felt a surge of gratitude for his presence. He had waited without interrupting, had given her the space she needed without making her feel alone.

“How was it?” he asked.

“Hard. But good.” She set the phone down on the seat between them. “I told him I forgive him. Really forgive him, not just the words. And I think—I think I meant it.”

“That’s a significant step.”

“It feels strange. Like I’ve set down something I’ve been carrying for so long that I forgot it was there.” She leaned back against the headrest, closing her eyes. “I’ve been angry at him for so long that I’m not sure who I am without it.”

“Maybe that’s what forgiveness is. Not erasing the past, but making room for something else. Something new.”

“Maybe.” She opened her eyes and turned to look at him. “What about you? Is there anyone you need to call? Anyone you need to say goodbye to properly?”

Daniel’s expression shifted, something flickering across his face that might have been uncertainty.

“There’s someone. A friend from the seminary. She called yesterday—left a message. I should respond.”

“Sarah?”

“How did you know?”

“Her name came up. When we were listening to the messages yesterday.” Evelyn reached over and took his hand. “Call her. I’ll wait.”

He nodded slowly, pulling out his own phone, his fingers moving across the screen.

Daniel had known Sarah Chen for four years.

They had entered the seminary together, had navigated the same challenges and doubts, had supported each other through moments when the weight of their vocation seemed too heavy to bear. Sarah had been his closest friend during those years—the one person who understood what it meant to question, to struggle, to wonder if the path they had chosen was the right one.

She had left the seminary two years ago, after deciding that her own calling lay elsewhere. They had kept in touch, occasional calls and messages, but the distance between their lives had grown. Daniel had watched her leave with a mixture of envy and relief—envy that she had found the courage to walk away, relief that he wasn’t the one who had to make that decision.

Now, sitting in the car with Evelyn beside him, he felt the weight of everything that had changed since they had last spoken.

The phone rang twice before Sarah answered.

“Daniel! I’ve been worried about you. I heard—well, I heard a lot of things, and I wanted to make sure you were okay.”

“I’m okay. Better than okay, actually.” He took a breath, trying to find the right words. “I’m leaving. The seminary, the church, all of it. I made the decision on Easter Sunday, and I’ve spent the last few days tying up loose ends.”

“I know. The rumour mill has been working overtime.” Sarah’s voice was warm, sympathetic. “How are you feeling about it?”

“Relieved. Terrified. Free.” He laughed, the sound strange in his own ears. “All the things you’d expect, I suppose.”

“I’m proud of you.” The words came without hesitation. “I know how hard it is to walk away. How much it feels like giving up, like admitting failure. But it’s not failure, Daniel. It’s honesty. And that takes more courage than staying ever did.”

“I know. It’s just—” He stopped, his throat tight. “I spent five years pretending. Telling myself that if I just kept going, if I just performed well enough, the faith would come. But it never did. And I was too afraid to admit it.”

“You were never afraid. You were hopeful. There’s a difference.” Sarah’s voice softened. “So what’s next? Where are you going?”

“I don’t know yet. Evelyn and I are driving—we’ll figure it out as we go.”

“Evelyn?” There was a note of surprise in Sarah’s voice. “The pastor’s daughter?”

“Yes. She’s—she’s the reason I was finally honest with myself. Not because she made me leave, but because she made me see that I was already gone.”

“Daniel, that’s—” Sarah laughed, the sound warm and genuine. “That’s wonderful. I’m happy for you. Truly.”

“You don’t think I’m making a mistake? Getting involved with someone so quickly, after everything that’s happened?”

“I think you’re the only one who can answer that. But I’ve known you for four years, and I’ve never heard you sound like this. Like you’re actually living your own life instead of someone else’s.”

The observation landed with unexpected weight, and Daniel felt something shift in his chest.

“I feel like I am. For the first time in years.”

“Then hold onto that. Whatever happens, wherever you go—hold onto the fact that you chose this. You didn’t fall into it, you didn’t settle for it. You chose it.”

“I will.” He paused, his grip tightening on the phone. “Sarah, thank you. For everything. For being my friend when I needed one, for leaving when you did and showing me that it was possible, for—just for being there.”

“That’s what friends are for. And Daniel? I expect you to keep in touch. Don’t disappear just because you’ve left the church.”

“I won’t. I promise.”

He ended the call and set the phone down, feeling the weight of the conversation settling into his chest. Sarah had been a constant presence during his years at the seminary, one of the few people who understood the particular challenges of their vocation. Knowing that she supported him, that she saw his departure as courage rather than failure, meant more than he could express.

Evelyn was watching him when he turned.

Her expression was soft, curious, and he felt a surge of affection for the woman who had changed his life in ways he was only beginning to understand.

“Better?” she asked.

“Better. She’s been where I am. She understands what it means to walk away.”

“And what does it mean?”

“It means choosing honesty over expectation. Building something real instead of performing something false.” He reached for her hand, his fingers intertwining with hers. “It means being free.”

“Free.” She tested the word, her expression thoughtful. “I’ve never felt free. Not really. Even when I thought I was making my own choices, I was always reacting—to my father, to the town, to the judgments that followed me everywhere. Freedom isn’t just leaving. It’s figuring out who you are without all those voices telling you who to be.”

“And who are you? Without the voices?”

“I don’t know yet.” Her voice was soft, uncertain. “But I’m starting to think that’s okay. That maybe the point isn’t to have it all figured out, but to be willing to figure it out as you go.”

“That sounds like wisdom.”

“It sounds like something my mother would have said. She was always good at accepting uncertainty. At finding peace in not-knowing.” Evelyn’s expression shifted, something wistful passing across her face. “I wish she could see me now. See who I’m becoming.”

“Maybe she can. Depending on what you believe.”

“I don’t know what I believe. About God, about the afterlife, about any of it.” She turned to look at him, her dark eyes searching his face. “What do you believe? Now that you’ve left the church?”

The question was simple, but it carried a weight that Daniel hadn’t anticipated.

He had spent five years studying theology, contemplating the nature of God, the meaning of faith, the relationship between doubt and belief. But now, faced with Evelyn’s question, he found himself struggling to articulate anything coherent.

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “I spent so long pretending to believe that I’m not sure I ever really examined what I actually believe. The creeds, the doctrines, the certainties—they were just words to me. Performances I learned to repeat.”

“But there must be something. Some sense of—something larger than yourself.”

“Maybe. I think I believe in goodness. In kindness, in compassion, in the capacity of people to choose each other even when it’s hard.” He paused, trying to organise his thoughts. “I think I believe in what happened between us. In the way you looked at me and saw through all the pretence, and instead of judging me, you accepted me. That felt like grace. Whether it came from God or just from you.”

“It came from me. I’m not sure I have any grace to offer that isn’t just—being human. Being willing to see someone else’s pain.”

“Then maybe that’s what grace is. Not something divine, not something supernatural—just the simple, radical act of seeing another person and choosing to love them anyway.”

Evelyn was quiet for a moment, her expression thoughtful.

“My mother would have agreed with that. She used to say that God isn’t in the churches or the creeds—he’s in the moments when people choose each other. When they see each other. When they forgive each other.”

“She sounds like she was a remarkable woman.”

“She was. I’ve spent fourteen years trying to become her, trying to fill the space she left behind. But I’m not her. I’m me—damaged and angry and uncertain. And maybe that’s okay. Maybe the point isn’t to become someone else, but to become more fully yourself.”

“That’s what I’m trying to do. After five years of becoming whoever I thought I was supposed to be.”

“And who is that? Who are you, really?”

Daniel considered the question, feeling its weight settle into his chest.

“I’m someone who loves literature, who finds more truth in stories than in sermons. I’m someone who grieves his mother every day, but has learned to carry that grief without letting it consume him. I’m someone who entered the seminary for the wrong reasons, but is trying to leave for the right ones.” He lifted her hand to his lips, pressing a kiss to her knuckles. “And I’m someone who has fallen in love with you. Whatever that means, whoever that makes me—I’m someone who loves you.”

The words hung in the air between them.

Evelyn felt them land with a weight that took her breath away. She had known, in some part of herself, that this was happening—that the connection between them was growing into something deeper, something more permanent. But hearing him say it out loud, sitting in a car on the side of a country road with the afternoon sun streaming through the windows—it felt like a beginning. Or perhaps an arrival.

“I love you too,” she said, the words coming easily, naturally. “I don’t know how it happened so quickly. I don’t know if it makes sense, if it’s wise, if it will last. But I know that it’s true.”

“Then that’s enough. For now, that’s enough.”

He leaned over and kissed her, soft and slow, and Evelyn felt the familiar warmth of his presence settle into her chest. The world outside the car seemed to fade away—the countryside, the road, the uncertain future that stretched before them. There was only this moment, this connection, this simple truth.

When they finally broke apart, Daniel’s expression was soft.

“We should keep driving,” he said. “Find somewhere to stay for the night. Figure out where we’re going.”

“In a minute.” She leaned her head against his shoulder, feeling the solid warmth of his body. “I just want to stay here for a minute. Before we start moving again.”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

They sat in silence, the afternoon sun warm on their faces, the future stretching out before them like an open road.

The evening found them in a small market town forty miles further on.

It was the kind of place Evelyn had passed through a hundred times without stopping—a cluster of stone buildings around a central square, a church spire rising above the rooftops, the quiet bustle of rural life carrying on as it had for centuries. But now, seeing it with fresh eyes, she found herself charmed by its simplicity. The shops were closing for the day, the streets were emptying, and the evening light cast long shadows across the cobblestones.

They found a small inn on the edge of town, a converted coaching house with low ceilings and exposed beams. The room was simple but clean, the bed soft, the window looking out over a garden that was just beginning to bloom with spring flowers.

Evelyn stood at the window, watching the last light fade from the sky, and felt the weight of the day settling into her bones. The confrontation at the church meeting, the phone call with her father, the conversation with Daniel about love and faith and the uncertain future—it had been the most emotionally exhausting day of her life.

And yet, beneath the exhaustion, there was something else. Something that felt almost like peace.

“What are you thinking?” Daniel asked from behind her.

“That I’ve never felt so tired and so alive at the same time.” She turned to face him, her expression soft. “That I don’t know what tomorrow will bring, but for the first time in my life, I’m not afraid of it.”

“That’s progress.”

“That’s you. You made this possible.”

“I didn’t make anything possible. I just held up a mirror. The courage was always yours.”

She crossed to him, reaching up to touch his face, her fingers tracing the line of his jaw.

“I keep waiting for this to feel real. For the fear to return, for the doubts to creep in. But it just feels—right. Like this is what I’ve been moving toward my whole life, without knowing it.”

“Maybe it is. Maybe everything that happened before was preparation for this moment.”

“That sounds like destiny. I’m not sure I believe in destiny.”

“Neither am I. But I believe in us. In whatever this is we’re building.”

He pulled her close, his arms wrapping around her, and Evelyn let herself lean into the embrace. The weight of his body against hers felt like an anchor, steadying her against the uncertainty that swirled around them.

They lay in bed as darkness fell, the room lit only by the soft glow of the lamp on the nightstand.

Daniel was propped against the headboard, a book open in his lap, but Evelyn could tell he wasn’t reading. His eyes were distant, unfocused, his mind clearly elsewhere.

“What are you thinking about?” she asked, her voice soft in the quiet room.

“My mother. About what she would think of all this.”

Evelyn shifted closer, her hand resting on his arm.

“What would she think?”

“I don’t know. She was a woman of deep faith—the real kind, not the performance I’ve been doing for five years. She believed in God with a certainty I never understood, never felt.” His voice was quiet, contemplative. “Part of me thinks she would be disappointed. That I’m leaving the church, that I’ve admitted I never really believed. That I’m throwing away the future she hoped I would have.”

“And the other part?”

“The other part thinks she would understand. That she would see what I couldn’t see until now—that faith isn’t about creeds or doctrines or institutions. It’s about love. About choosing to see the best in people, to believe in their capacity for goodness. And maybe—” He paused, his voice cracking. “Maybe she would recognise that what I feel for you is the closest thing to real faith I’ve ever experienced.”

“That’s a profound thing to say.”

“It’s a terrifying thing to say. I’ve spent five years learning to speak in the language of theology, and it turns out the most true thing I can say is that I love you. That loving you has taught me more about grace than any sermon ever did.”

Evelyn felt tears prick at her eyes, the weight of his words settling into her heart.

“Your mother would be proud of you,” she said quietly. “Not because of what you’ve achieved or what you’ve become. But because you’re finally being honest. You’re finally living your own life instead of the one you thought you were supposed to live.”

“You think so?”

“I know so. A mother’s love isn’t about accomplishments or institutions. It’s about seeing her child become who they truly are. And you’re doing that. Finally.”

Daniel was quiet for a long moment, his gaze fixed on the book in his lap.

“I hope you’re right. I hope she can see me, wherever she is. I hope she knows that I’m okay.”

“I think she knows.”

The night deepened around them.

They talked in the darkness, the conversation wandering from memories to fears to hopes for the future. Daniel told her about his childhood, about the mother who had shaped his understanding of love and faith, about the grief that had driven him into the seminary. Evelyn shared memories of her own mother—the small moments of tenderness that had sustained her through the years of abandonment, the lessons about grace and acceptance that she was only now beginning to understand.

“I’ve never talked like this with anyone,” Evelyn admitted, her voice soft in the darkness. “I’ve never let anyone see this much of who I really am.”

“Me neither. I spent so long performing that I forgot what it felt like to just—be. To speak without worrying about how it would sound, what people would think.”

“Is this what a relationship is supposed to be? This feeling of being seen, being known?”

“I think so. At least, I hope so. I don’t have much experience to draw from.”

“Neither do I. My experiences have all been—transactions. Exchanges. Performances.” She shifted closer to him, her head resting on his chest. “This feels different. Like we’re building something instead of taking something.”

“We are building something. I don’t know what it will become, but I know it’s real. And I know I want to keep building it, for as long as you’ll let me.”

“That’s a long time, I hope.”

“I hope so too.”

They fell asleep in each other’s arms, the weight of the day finally catching up with them.

Evelyn dreamed of her mother—not the grief-stricken ghost that had haunted her for fourteen years, but the living woman, vibrant and present. They were in the kitchen of the rectory, the morning light streaming through the windows, the smell of baking bread filling the air. Her mother was teaching her to make pastry, her hands guiding Evelyn’s, her voice soft with instruction.

*You have to be gentle*, she said. *Don’t force it. Let it come together on its own.*

*I don’t know how*, dream-Evelyn replied. *I don’t know how to be gentle with anything.*

*You’re learning. That’s all any of us can do.*

And then the scene shifted, and her mother was standing in a field of daffodils, the yellow blooms stretching to the horizon. She was smiling, her face radiant with joy.

*Be happy*, she said. *That’s all I ever wanted for you. Be happy.*

Evelyn woke to the grey light of dawn, Daniel’s arm still wrapped around her, the dream fading like morning mist. But the feeling remained—a sense of peace, of resolution, of something that had been broken finally beginning to heal.

She lay still for a long moment, watching the light grow, feeling the steady rhythm of Daniel’s breath against her back.

They had a long road ahead. Uncertainty, struggle, the challenges of building a life together from nothing. But for the first time in fourteen years, Evelyn felt ready to face it. Not because she had all the answers, but because she wasn’t facing it alone.

She closed her eyes and let herself drift, the warmth of Daniel’s body anchoring her to the present, the dream of her mother lingering at the edges of her consciousness.

*Be happy*, the dream had said.

And for the first time in longer than she could remember, Evelyn thought that might actually be possible.


Chapter Seventeen – Departures

Evelyn woke before dawn, her mother’s voice still echoing in her dreams.

The inn room was grey with pre-morning light, the world beyond the window still and silent. Daniel slept beside her, his breathing deep and even, his arm draped across her waist. She lay still for a long moment, letting the remnants of the dream fade, trying to hold onto the feeling it had left behind.

*Be happy*, her mother had said. *That’s all I ever wanted for you.*

But the dream had shifted at the end, becoming something else—a memory she had buried so deep she had almost forgotten it existed. The day of the funeral. Standing at the graveside, watching the coffin lower into the ground, her father’s hand on her shoulder that felt like a stranger’s touch. And then later, alone in her room, making a promise she had never spoken aloud.

*I’ll come back*, she had told her mother, in the privacy of her own heart. *When I’m ready. When I understand. I’ll come back and tell you everything.*

She had never kept that promise. Fourteen years had passed, and she had avoided the cemetery with a determination that bordered on superstition. To visit would be to acknowledge the loss, to confront the grief she had spent her entire adult life running from.

But now, lying in the grey light of a spring morning, Evelyn felt the weight of that unkept promise pressing against her chest.

They had left the town behind—had faced the congregation, spoken their truth, driven away into a future that was still unwritten. But she had left something unfinished. A door she had never properly closed.

“Daniel.” Her voice was soft, barely above a whisper. “Are you awake?”

He stirred, his arm tightening around her, a low murmur escaping his lips. Then his eyes opened, blinking against the dim light, and he turned to look at her.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong. I just—I need to do something before we go any further.”

“What is it?”

Evelyn took a breath, feeling the weight of the words before she spoke them.

“I need to visit my mother’s grave. I’ve never—I haven’t been there since the funeral. Fourteen years.” Her voice cracked slightly. “I made a promise to her, the day she died. That I would come back when I was ready. And I’ve been running from that promise ever since.”

Daniel was quiet for a moment, his expression soft with understanding.

“Then we’ll go. Before we leave the region entirely.”

“It means going back. At least partway.”

“It means keeping a promise. That’s more important than avoiding a bit of backtracking.”

Evelyn felt the tears threatening and blinked them back.

“I don’t know if I can do it. Face her. Face everything I’ve been avoiding.”

“You don’t have to do it alone.” He reached up and touched her face, his fingers gentle against her cheek. “I’ll be with you. Whatever you need to say, whatever you need to feel—I’ll be right there.”

“That’s more than anyone has ever offered me.”

“It’s what you deserve. What you’ve always deserved.”

She leaned into his touch, drawing strength from his presence, and felt the first stirrings of courage begin to replace the fear.

They left the inn before the sun had fully risen.

The roads were quiet at this hour, the countryside shrouded in morning mist that clung to the fields and hedgerows. Evelyn watched the landscape through the window, feeling the familiar mixture of dread and determination that had become her constant companion over the past week.

They were going back. Not to the town—not really—but to its edges. To the small cemetery on the hill outside the parish boundary, where three generations of Evelyn’s family were buried. She had avoided that place for fourteen years, had driven past it countless times without ever stopping, had constructed an elaborate architecture of denial around the simple fact of her mother’s death.

Now she was going to break that denial. To stand at her mother’s grave and speak the words she had been carrying for so long.

“I don’t know what I’m going to say,” she admitted, her voice quiet in the stillness of the car. “I’ve rehearsed it a thousand times in my head, but now that we’re actually going—”

“You don’t have to say anything. Not if you don’t want to. Just being there might be enough.”

“Or it might not be enough. It might be exactly what I need to finally—” She stopped, struggling to articulate the feeling. “To finally let her go. Or to let go of whatever I’ve been carrying about her.”

Daniel reached over and took her hand, his fingers intertwining with hers.

“Whatever happens, I’m proud of you. For doing this. For facing something you’ve been running from for so long.”

“I’m proud of me too. I think. Or maybe I’m just terrified and pretending it’s courage.”

“There’s not much difference, sometimes. Courage isn’t the absence of fear. It’s acting despite the fear.”

“That sounds like something you learned in seminary.”

“It is. But that doesn’t make it less true.”

The cemetery appeared on the horizon as the sun began to break through the mist.

It was a small plot of land on a gentle hill, surrounded by ancient oaks whose branches spread wide over the weathered headstones. The church that had once served the parish was gone now—collapsed decades ago, its stones repurposed for local buildings—but the cemetery remained, tended by the same families who had buried their dead there for generations.

Evelyn felt her chest tighten as they approached, the familiar landmarks triggering memories she had tried so long to suppress. The oak tree where she had played as a child, waiting while her mother tended the graves of ancestors she had never known. The stone wall that bounded the property, built by her great-grandfather’s hands. The view across the valley, which her mother had always said was the most beautiful in the county.

She had been here a hundred times as a child, had walked these paths with her mother at her side. But she had not set foot in this place since the day they had lowered her mother into the ground.

Daniel parked the car on the gravel shoulder outside the gate. The morning was bright now, the mist burning away, the sky a pale blue dotted with wisps of cloud. Birds sang in the oak trees, their songs filling the silence with a quiet, persistent music.

“Ready?” Daniel asked, his voice soft.

“No.” Evelyn took a breath, steadying herself. “But I’m going to do it anyway.”

The gate creaked as she pushed it open.

The sound triggered a flood of memories—her mother’s hand on the latch, the squeak of rusted hinges, her own small voice asking why they had to visit dead people. Her mother’s answer, patient and kind: *Because they’re family. Because remembering them keeps them alive.*

She had not understood then. Had not understood for years after, had rejected the very notion that memory could be a comfort rather than a torment. But standing here now, feeling the weight of fourteen years of absence, she thought perhaps she was beginning to understand.

The path wound through the old stones, past names she recognised from her mother’s stories. The Harcourt family, who had farmed the valley for three centuries. The Reverend Thomas Paley, who had served the parish in the nineteenth century and died at his post. Young William Thornton, only nineteen when the Great War took him, his stone carved with a flowing inscription about sacrifice and honour.

And then, at the far end of the cemetery, beneath the spreading branches of the largest oak, a newer stone—though still weathered by fourteen years of rain and wind.

Margaret Anne Hart. Beloved wife and mother. 1960–2000.

Evelyn stopped several feet from the grave, her body refusing to move closer. The stone was exactly as she remembered it—simple, unadorned, her mother’s name carved in letters that had seemed too small for such a large loss. Her father had chosen the inscription, had arranged everything while Evelyn sat silent in her room, unable to participate in the rituals of death.

“I should have come sooner,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “I should have—should have done a lot of things.”

Daniel stood behind her, close enough to offer support but far enough to give her space. His presence was a comfort, a steadying influence that kept her from turning and running.

“Hello, Mum.” The words came out rough, broken. “It’s me. Evelyn. Your daughter. I know it’s been a long time—fourteen years—and I know I promised I would come back. I just—I couldn’t. Every time I thought about it, something stopped me. Fear, probably. Or guilt. Or just the weight of everything I’ve been carrying.”

She took a step closer, then another, until she was standing directly before the stone. The ground was damp from the morning dew, the grass freshly grown with spring, the earth beneath her feet solid and real.

“A lot has happened since you died. I grew up—mostly badly, if I’m honest. I did some things I’m not proud of, made some choices that hurt people. Dad threw himself into the church, and I threw myself into—into rebellion, I suppose. Into being everything this town expected me to be, and then worse. I wanted them to see me. To acknowledge that I existed. I didn’t know how else to do it.”

She knelt on the grass, her hand reaching out to touch the stone. The granite was cool beneath her fingers, solid and enduring, a marker of a life that had ended too soon.

“I’ve been so angry, Mum. For so long. Angry at Dad for abandoning me, angry at the town for judging me, angry at God—if he exists—for taking you away. And angry at you, too, for leaving me behind. Even though I know it wasn’t your fault. Even though I know you didn’t choose to die.”

The tears were falling now, tracking down her cheeks, but Evelyn didn’t wipe them away.

“But something’s changed. I met someone. His name is Daniel. He sees me—the real me, not the scandal or the reputation or any of the things the town thinks I am. And being with him has made me realise that I’ve been living half a life. That I’ve been so focused on surviving the past that I never let myself imagine a future.”

She looked at the stone, at her mother’s name carved into its surface, and felt something shift in her chest.

“I’m leaving, Mum. Not just the town—I’ve already left that—but the past. The anger, the guilt, the endless replaying of everything that went wrong. I’m going to build a new life somewhere else, with someone who loves me. And I want you to know that I’m going to be okay. That whatever happens, I’m going to be okay.”

The silence stretched around her, filled only by the songs of birds and the gentle rustle of leaves in the wind.

Evelyn knelt at her mother’s grave, her hand pressed against the stone, and let the tears fall. She had imagined this moment so many times—had rehearsed what she would say, how she would feel, what closure might look like. But the reality was different from anything she had imagined.

It was simpler. And harder. And more necessary than she had ever known.

“I forgive you,” she said, the words coming without conscious thought. “For leaving. For dying. For not being there to see me grow up. I know it’s irrational—I know you didn’t choose any of it—but I’ve been carrying this resentment for so long, and I need to let it go. I need to forgive you so I can forgive myself.”

She paused, feeling the weight of the words settle into her chest.

“And I forgive myself. For surviving badly. For making choices you wouldn’t have made. For becoming someone you might not recognise.” She took a shaky breath. “I did the best I could. And that has to be enough.”

A bird landed on the branch of the oak tree above her, its song bright and clear in the morning air. Evelyn looked up at it, feeling the tears drying on her face, feeling something new settle into the space where the grief had been.

Not closure—not exactly. But something like peace. A quiet acceptance that the past could not be changed, only released.

“Goodbye, Mum,” she whispered. “I love you. I’ve always loved you. And I’m going to try to be happy now. That’s the best thing I can do to honour your memory—to live a life that’s true, even if it doesn’t look the way we both expected.”

She pressed her lips to the stone, a gesture she hadn’t planned, and rose to her feet.

Daniel was watching her when she turned.

His expression was soft, full of a tenderness that made her chest ache, and she felt a surge of gratitude for his presence. He had stood back, giving her the space she needed, but had never left. Had never let her be alone in this moment.

“Thank you,” she said, her voice still rough from tears. “For waiting. For being here.”

“I told you I wouldn’t leave you alone. I meant it.”

She crossed to him, letting him pull her into an embrace, and buried her face against his chest. His arms wrapped around her, solid and warm, and she felt the last of the tension drain from her body.

“Was it what you needed?” he asked quietly.

“I don’t know what I needed. But it was something. A beginning, maybe. Or an ending. I’m not sure there’s a difference.”

“There probably isn’t. Every ending is a beginning, if you look at it the right way.”

She pulled back to look at him, her dark eyes meeting his.

“Your mother. Have you visited her grave since she died?”

Daniel’s expression shifted, something flickering across his face that might have been pain or memory.

“I go every year. On the anniversary of her death. It’s become a ritual—something I do out of obligation rather than desire.” He paused, his gaze moving to the oak tree above Evelyn’s mother’s grave. “But I’ve never said what I really wanted to say. Never been honest about what I was feeling. I just stand there, say a prayer, and leave.”

“Maybe you need to be honest too. Before we go any further.”

“Maybe. But today is about you. About your goodbye.”

“It could be about both of us.” She reached up and touched his face, her fingers gentle against his jaw. “We’re in this together, Daniel. Whatever we need to leave behind—we’re doing it together.”

They walked back through the cemetery together, hand in hand.

Evelyn felt lighter than she had in years—physically lighter, as though the weight she had been carrying had been lifted from her shoulders. The grief was still there, would probably always be there in some form, but it no longer felt like a burden. It felt like a memory, something that belonged to the past rather than the present.

At the gate, Daniel paused.

“There’s something I need to do. Before we leave the region entirely.”

“What is it?”

“My mother’s grave is about forty miles from here. In the opposite direction from where we’ve been heading.” His voice was quiet, uncertain. “I don’t have to—but if you’re willing to detour—”

“Then we detour. I meant what I said. Whatever we need to leave behind—we do it together.”

Daniel’s expression softened, gratitude and love mingling in his eyes.

“Thank you. I’ve never—I’ve never had someone who wanted to share this with me.”

“You do now.”

They climbed into the car, the morning sun warm on their faces, and pulled away from the cemetery. Evelyn watched it recede in the rearview mirror, the oak tree standing sentinel over her mother’s grave, and felt the final threads of connection to this place begin to loosen.

She would come back, she knew. Someday, when the wounds had healed further, when the past felt less like a trap and more like a memory. She would bring flowers, would sit by the stone, would tell her mother about the life she had built.

But for now, it was enough to know that the door was closed. That the promise had been kept. That she could finally move forward without looking back.

The drive to Daniel’s mother’s grave took just over an hour.

They travelled through countryside that grew less familiar with each passing mile, the landscape shifting from the rolling hills Evelyn had known all her life to flatter terrain, dotted with industrial towns and busy roads. Daniel was quiet for most of the journey, his hands steady on the wheel, his expression contemplative.

“She’s buried in the churchyard of St. Mary’s,” he said eventually, breaking the silence. “It’s where I was baptised, where I grew up hearing sermons about faith and salvation. When I entered the seminary, my father was proud. He thought—” Daniel’s voice cracked. “He thought it was what she would have wanted.”

“Was it?”

“I don’t know. She never talked about her faith in terms of vocation. For her, belief was personal—something she lived rather than preached. She would have been happy for me to do anything, as long as it made me happy. That was the kind of mother she was.”

“And your father? How did he handle her death?”

“Not well. He threw himself into his work, into his routines, into anything that kept him from having to feel the loss. We barely spoke for the first year—I was too wrapped up in my own grief, and he was too wrapped up in avoiding his.” Daniel paused. “It’s better now. We talk occasionally. But we’ve never been close. Not really.”

Evelyn reached over and took his hand, her fingers intertwining with his.

“Families are complicated. Even when there’s love, there’s distance. Expectations. Unspoken resentments.”

“I’m learning that. I spent so long thinking I was the only one who felt this way—the only one who was disappointing everyone around me. But it turns out we’re all just doing our best, and most of us are failing more often than we succeed.”

“That’s a bleak way to look at it.”

“It’s an honest way. And honestly is better than pretence, even when it’s uncomfortable.”

St. Mary’s was a small stone church on the edge of a market town.

The building was older than St. Jude’s, its architecture more elaborate, its stained glass more ornate. But it had the same feeling of quiet reverence that Evelyn associated with churches—the sense of accumulated prayer, of lives lived and lost within these walls.

Daniel parked the car and sat for a moment, his hands still on the wheel, his gaze fixed on the church spire.

“I haven’t been here since Christmas,” he said quietly. “I keep meaning to come more often, but—”

“But it’s hard.”

“Yes. It’s hard.”

They climbed out of the car and made their way through the lychgate, into the churchyard. The graves here were older, more weathered, some of them so worn that the inscriptions were barely visible. But Daniel navigated the paths with the ease of familiarity, leading Evelyn toward a corner of the yard where the stones were newer.

She found it before he pointed it out—a simple granite marker, similar to her mother’s, with a name carved in letters that seemed too small for the weight they carried.

Mary Elizabeth Lang. Beloved wife and mother. 1958–2001.

Daniel stopped several feet from the grave, his body rigid, his face pale.

“I don’t know what to say,” he admitted. “I’ve rehearsed this a thousand times, but now that I’m here—”

“You don’t have to say anything. You can just—be here. That’s enough.”

He shook his head slowly.

“No. I need to say it. Out loud. Like you did.” He took a breath, steadying himself. “I’ve been performing for five years, Evelyn. Pretending to believe things I didn’t believe, pretending to feel things I didn’t feel. And I think—somewhere along the way—I started performing for her too. Coming to this grave and saying prayers I didn’t mean, pretending I was someone she would be proud of.”

He stepped closer to the stone, his hand reaching out to touch its surface.

“But she wouldn’t have wanted me to pretend. She would have wanted me to be honest, even when honesty is hard. Even when it means admitting that I entered the seminary for the wrong reasons, that I’ve spent five years chasing something I never really wanted, that I’m leaving the church because I never truly belonged. His voice broke on the last words, and Evelyn saw the tears begin to track down his face.

“I’m sorry, Mum. For lying. For pretending. For using your death as an excuse to hide from the world instead of engaging with it.” He knelt on the grass, his hand pressed flat against the stone. “I was so lost after you died. I didn’t know how to exist in a world that didn’t have you in it. And the church offered—structure. Certainty. A framework for understanding suffering that I desperately needed to believe.”

He paused, drawing a shaky breath.

“But it was never real. The faith I claimed, the certainty I performed—it was all just a way of avoiding the truth. That I was angry. That I was grief-stricken. That I blamed God for taking you, even while I claimed to serve him.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “I don’t believe, Mum. I don’t think I ever really did. And I’m sorry it took me so long to admit it.”

Evelyn stood a few feet behind him, her heart aching at the rawness of his confession. She recognised the pain in his voice—the same pain she had carried for fourteen years, the same desperate need to be honest after years of pretence.

“I met someone,” Daniel continued, his voice growing stronger. “Her name is Evelyn. She sees me—the real me, not the almost-priest I’ve been pretending to be. And she loves me anyway. I don’t know what I did to deserve that, but I’m grateful. More grateful than I can say.”

He looked at the stone, at his mother’s name carved into its surface.

“I’m going to be happy, Mum. I don’t know how yet, or what my life will look like. But I’m going to try. I think that’s what you would have wanted—not for me to become a priest, not for me to dedicate my life to a God I never really believed in. Just for me to be happy. To be honest. To live a life that’s true.”

He pressed his lips to the stone, the same gesture Evelyn had made at her mother’s grave, and rose to his feet.

When he turned to face Evelyn, his face was wet with tears, but his expression was peaceful.

“Thank you,” he said quietly. “For being here. For sharing this with me.”

“Thank you for letting me. I know it wasn’t easy.”

“Nothing worth doing ever is.”

They stood together in the churchyard for a long moment, the morning sun warm on their faces, the silence broken only by the distant sound of traffic and the songs of birds in the trees above.

Evelyn felt the weight of what they had both done settling into her chest. They had faced their ghosts, spoken the words they had been avoiding, and emerged on the other side. Not unchanged—that would be impossible—but perhaps lighter. More ready to face what came next.

“What now?” she asked.

Daniel looked at her, his expression thoughtful.

“Now we leave. Properly. Not running away, not hiding—but moving forward. Toward whatever comes next.”

“Do you know what comes next?”

“I have some ideas. But nothing certain.” He reached for her hand, his fingers intertwining with hers. “I thought we might find a city somewhere. Somewhere big enough to disappear in, to start fresh. I could look for work—teaching, maybe, or something in publishing. You could pursue photography seriously, if that’s what you want.”

“I’ve never let myself want anything seriously. It always felt dangerous to hope.”

“Maybe that’s what we’re both learning. To let ourselves hope. To want things, even when there’s no guarantee we’ll get them.”

Evelyn considered this, feeling the unfamiliar sensation of possibility in her chest.

“I’d like that. The photography, I mean. I’ve been taking pictures for years, but always in secret. Always as if it was something to be ashamed of.”

“Then we’ll find a way. Whatever it takes.”

They walked back through the churchyard, past the weathered stones and the ancient yew tree that stood sentinel by the gate. The world outside the cemetery seemed brighter than before, more vivid, as though the act of saying goodbye had sharpened Evelyn’s vision.

They stopped at a small café on the edge of town.

The place was nearly empty at this hour, the morning rush over, the lunch crowd not yet arrived. They sat in a corner booth, their hands still intertwined on the table, and ordered coffee and sandwiches from a tired-looking waitress who barely glanced at them.

“I’ve been thinking,” Daniel said, his voice low. “About what I want to do. About who I want to be.”

“And?”

“And I keep coming back to the same thing. I want to be useful. I want to do work that matters, even if it’s not the work I thought I was called to.” He paused, his expression thoughtful. “I spent five years preparing to serve people—to comfort the afflicted, to guide the lost, to be present in moments of crisis and transition. I can still do that work, even without the collar. Maybe even better, because I’ll be doing it honestly.”

“What kind of work are you thinking of?”

“Teaching, perhaps. Or counselling. Something that uses the skills I learned without requiring me to pretend I believe things I don’t.”

Evelyn nodded slowly, feeling a spark of excitement at the possibilities.

“And what about us? Where do we go? How do we build this life together?”

“I don’t have all the answers. But I know I want to build it with you. Whatever it looks like, wherever we end up—I want you there.”

“That’s the first time I’ve felt wanted in—” She stopped, the words catching in her throat. “In longer than I can remember.”

“Then I’ll keep saying it. Until you believe it. You’re wanted, Evelyn. Not for what you can give, not for what you represent—but for who you are. I want you. I choose you. That’s not going to change.”

The waitress returned with their coffee, and they fell silent as she arranged the cups and plates on the table. When she left, Evelyn lifted her mug and inhaled the steam, feeling the warmth spread through her hands.

“I choose you too,” she said quietly. “I don’t know if I’ve ever chosen anything before—really chosen it, without being pushed by circumstance or desperation. But I’m choosing this. Us. Whatever comes next.”

“Then that’s enough. We’ll figure out the rest as we go.”

They lingered over the meal, neither wanting to rush the moment.

The café filled slowly around them, the lunch crowd arriving in ones and twos, the noise level rising as conversations overlapped. Evelyn watched the people come and go, wondering about their lives, their histories, the choices that had brought them to this place at this moment.

“I used to imagine everyone else’s life was simpler than mine,” she said. “That they had it all figured out, knew who they were and what they wanted. But now I think we’re all just pretending. All just doing our best to survive.”

“That’s not a bad way to look at it. It makes us all a little less alone.”

“Does it ever stop? The pretending?”

“I don’t know. Maybe not completely. But I think it gets easier. The more honest you are with yourself, the less you need to pretend with others.”

Evelyn nodded, feeling the truth of his words settle into her chest.

She had spent fourteen years pretending—to be indifferent when she was hurting, to be strong when she was vulnerable, to be the scandal everyone expected her to be. The pretence had been a shield, a way of protecting herself from further pain. But it had also been a prison, keeping her locked in an identity she had never chosen.

Now, sitting across from Daniel in a small café on the edge of nowhere, she felt the walls of that prison beginning to crumble. Not all at once—not completely—but enough to let in light. Enough to show her the possibility of something different.

“Ready?” Daniel asked, his voice soft.

Evelyn looked at him, at the man who had changed everything in the space of a week, and felt a surge of gratitude so strong it took her breath away.

“Ready.”

They paid the bill and walked back to the car.

The morning had given way to afternoon, the sun high overhead, the sky a brilliant blue that seemed to stretch forever. Daniel started the engine, and they pulled out of the car park, merging onto the road that would take them away from this place, away from the past, toward whatever future awaited.

Evelyn watched the countryside unfold through the window, feeling the strange mixture of loss and hope that had become familiar over the past week. She was leaving behind everything she had ever known—her father’s house, the town that had defined her, the identity she had constructed out of pain and rebellion. But she was also moving toward something. A life she hadn’t imagined possible, with a man who saw her clearly and loved her anyway.

“What are you thinking?” Daniel asked, his eyes on the road.

“I’m thinking about how much can change in a week. How quickly everything you thought you knew can fall apart, and something new can take its place.”

“A week ago, I was preparing to be ordained. Now I’m driving away from everything I thought I wanted, with a woman I love, heading toward a future I can’t even imagine.”

“Does it scare you?”

“Terrifies me. But it also feels right. More right than anything has felt in years.”

Evelyn reached over and took his hand, her fingers intertwining with his.

“That’s what love does, I think. It terrifies you, but it also makes you brave. Makes you willing to face the fear because something matters more than being safe.”

“Is that what this is? Love making us brave?”

“I think so. I think we’re both learning what it means to choose something, even when it’s hard. Even when it costs us everything we thought we wanted.”

They drove in silence for a while, the road stretching before them, the landscape shifting gradually from familiar to unfamiliar. Evelyn watched the signs change, the place names become strange, the distance between herself and everything she had known grow larger with each passing mile.

They stopped for petrol on the outskirts of a city neither of them recognised.

The station was modern, all bright lights and clean surfaces, a stark contrast to the quiet petrol pumps and tired attendants Evelyn was used to. She climbed out of the car to stretch her legs, feeling the stiffness of hours on the road, and looked around at the unfamiliar landscape.

This was a different world from the one she had left behind. Bigger, louder, more anonymous. She could disappear here, she realised. Could become someone new, could shed the skin of her past like a snake shedding its old self.

The thought was terrifying. But it was also liberating.

“Doing okay?” Daniel asked, coming to stand beside her.

“Adjusting. It’s strange, being somewhere no one knows me. No one is looking at me with judgment or pity or curiosity.”

“Is that a good strange or a bad strange?”

“Good, I think. Or it will be, once I get used to it.” She turned to face him, her dark eyes meeting his. “Thank you. For being here. For making this possible.”

“I didn’t make anything possible. You’re the one who chose to leave. I just happened to be leaving too.”

“That’s not true. You gave me a reason to leave. A hope that something better was possible.” She reached up and touched his face. “I’ve never had that before. A reason to hope.”

“Then I’m glad. More glad than I can say.”

They got back in the car and continued driving.

The city gave way to suburbs, the suburbs to countryside, the landscape shifting again as they moved further from everything familiar. Evelyn watched it all through the window, feeling the strange lightness of being unmoored, of having no destination except forward.

“I’ve been thinking,” Daniel said eventually, breaking the comfortable silence. “About where we might go. What we might do.”

“And?”

“And I keep coming back to York. It’s big enough to disappear in, small enough to feel manageable. Good cultural scene, which might be useful for your photography. And there’s a university, which might have opportunities for teaching or research.”

“You’ve thought about this a lot.”

“I’ve had a lot of time to think. Five years of pretending, with nothing to do in the quiet moments except imagine what my life might look like if I was honest.”

Evelyn felt a spark of excitement at the possibility—a city, a fresh start, a chance to become someone new.

“York sounds good. Better than good. It sounds like a beginning.”

“Then that’s where we’ll go. We’ll find a place to stay, look for work, figure out the details as they come.”

“Together.”

“Together.”

The afternoon faded into evening as they drove.

The sun began its slow descent toward the horizon, painting the sky in shades of orange and pink, casting long shadows across the fields. Evelyn watched the colours shift and change, feeling the beauty of the moment settle into her chest.

This was what freedom felt like, she realised. Not the absence of responsibility, not the ability to do whatever she wanted—but the presence of possibility. The sense that her life was her own, that she could choose what to make of it.

She had been so focused on surviving, on enduring, on proving that she didn’t care what anyone thought, that she had never let herself imagine what it might feel like to actually live. To build something instead of destroying it. To hope instead of despair.

“Thank you,” she said, her voice soft.

Daniel glanced at her, his expression curious. “For what?”

“For showing me that happiness is possible. For giving me a reason to believe that the future might be different from the past.”

“You did that yourself. I just happened to be there when you were ready to see it.”

“That’s not how it felt. It felt like you reached into the darkness and pulled me out.”

“Then I’m glad. More glad than I can express.”

They found a small hotel on the outskirts of a town neither of them had heard of.

The room was simple but clean, the bed soft, the window looking out over a car park and a stretch of countryside beyond. Evelyn stood at the window as Daniel unpacked their bags, watching the last light fade from the sky, feeling the weight of the day settle into her bones.

They had done it. They had faced their ghosts, spoken their truths, and walked away from everything they had known. The road ahead was uncertain, full of challenges and fears and difficulties they couldn’t yet imagine. But for the first time in her life, Evelyn felt ready to face it.

“What are you thinking?” Daniel asked, coming to stand behind her.

“I’m thinking that tomorrow is a new day. A new beginning. And I’m actually looking forward to it, instead of dreading what it might bring.”

“That’s progress.”

“That’s you. You made this possible.”

He wrapped his arms around her, pulling her back against his chest, and she let herself lean into the embrace.

“We made this possible. Together. That’s what love is, isn’t it? Two people choosing each other, building something out of nothing, facing the future even when it’s terrifying.”

“I like that definition. It sounds like something we could build on.”

“Then let’s build on it. Day by day, choice by choice. Until we’ve created something that’s ours.”

She turned in his arms, reaching up to touch his face, her dark eyes meeting his.

“I love you, Daniel Lang. I don’t know what comes next, but I know I want to face it with you.”

“I love you too, Evelyn Hart. And whatever comes next—we’ll face it together.”

He kissed her, soft and slow, and Evelyn felt the familiar warmth of his presence settle into her chest. The world outside the window continued its slow turn toward darkness, but here, in this small room on the edge of nowhere, there was light. There was hope. There was the beginning of something that might, given time and tenderness, become everything.

They lay in bed as the night deepened around them.

The room was dark except for the faint glow of a streetlamp through the thin curtains, and Evelyn could feel the steady rhythm of Daniel’s breath beside her. She was tired, exhausted really, but her mind wouldn’t stop turning over the events of the day.

The cemetery. Her mother’s grave. The words she had spoken, the tears she had shed, the weight she had finally released. And then Daniel’s turn—his confession at his mother’s grave, the raw honesty of his grief and regret.

They had both been carrying so much for so long. Had both been pretending to be people they weren’t. And now, finally, they were free. Not free from pain or loss or the weight of the past—nothing could erase what had happened. But free from the need to hide. Free from the prison of other people’s expectations.

“Can’t sleep?” Daniel’s voice was soft in the darkness.

“Too much to process. It feels like a lifetime has passed since we left the town.”

“In some ways, it has. We’re different people than we were a week ago.”

“Are we? Or are we just finally becoming who we always were?”

“Maybe both. Maybe we’re always becoming, and sometimes circumstances force us to see who we’ve been all along.”

Evelyn turned to face him, her eyes adjusting to the darkness.

“What do you think happens next? Not practically—I mean, to us. To who we are.”

“I think we keep becoming. Keep growing. Keep choosing each other, day after day, until the choices become habits and the habits become a life.” He reached out and touched her face, his fingers gentle against her cheek. “And I think we learn to be happy. Not because everything is perfect, but because we’ve found something worth holding onto.”

“That sounds like faith.”

“Maybe it is. Just not the kind I was pretending to have.”

She leaned into his touch, feeling the warmth of his skin against hers.

“Then I have faith too. In us. In whatever we’re building.”

“That’s enough. More than enough.”

Evelyn fell asleep with her head on Daniel’s chest, her hand over his heart.

Her dreams were different tonight—not the grief-stricken visions of her mother, not the anxious replays of the town’s judgment. Instead, she dreamed of open roads and unfamiliar cities, of camera lenses and gallery walls, of a life that was still taking shape in the shadows of her imagination.

And beneath it all, like a thread running through the fabric of the dream, was Daniel’s presence. His hand in hers. His voice in her ear. His belief in her, steady and unwavering, a foundation she was only beginning to trust.

She woke to the grey light of dawn, the room still and quiet around her, and felt something new settle into her chest.

Not peace, exactly—she wasn’t sure she would ever feel complete peace. But something close to it. A quiet acceptance of what had been, and a growing excitement for what might be.

Today was a new day. A new beginning.

And for the first time in her life, Evelyn Hart was ready to meet it.


Chapter Eighteen – Epilogue: Eastertide

**One Year Later**

The letter arrived on a Tuesday in late March.

Evelyn found it among the usual clutter of bills and circulars, her name written in a hand she recognised but hadn’t seen in twelve months. The envelope was cream-coloured, heavy stock, the kind of paper that suggested occasion. She turned it over in her hands, feeling the weight of it, before sliding her finger under the flap and pulling out a single folded sheet.

*Dear Evelyn,*

*I hope this letter finds you well. I have thought of you often over the past year, and I have wanted to write many times, but the words never seemed adequate to express what I wanted to say.*

*The church will be holding a special service on Easter Sunday to mark my thirtieth year as pastor of St. Jude’s. I would be honoured if you would attend. I know this is a significant ask—after everything that happened, after everything I failed to give you when you needed it most—but I am asking nonetheless. Not for me, though I would be grateful for your presence. For us. For the relationship we have been trying to build, imperfectly and haltingly, over these past months.*

*Please know that whatever you decide, I love you. I am proud of the woman you have become. And I am grateful—more grateful than I can express—that you have found someone who sees you as you truly are.*

*With all my love,*

*Your father*

Evelyn read the letter twice, then set it on the kitchen table and stared at it for a long moment.

The flat was quiet around her—the familiar sounds of York in spring filtering through the windows, the distant hum of traffic, the occasional shout of students from the street below. She had grown accustomed to these sounds over the past year, had learned to find comfort in the anonymous bustle of a city where no one knew her name or her history.

But this letter was a thread connecting her to a past she had deliberately left behind.

She picked up her phone and dialled Daniel’s number. He answered on the second ring.

“Everything okay?”

“My father sent me a letter. He’s having a special service for his thirtieth anniversary at the church. Easter Sunday. He wants me to come.”

There was a pause on the other end of the line, the sound of papers shuffling in the background.

“What do you want to do?”

“I don’t know. Part of me wants to ignore it, pretend it never arrived. But another part—” She stopped, trying to articulate the feeling. “We’ve been talking on the phone, once a month. He’s trying. I can hear it in his voice, the way he asks questions and actually listens to the answers. He’s changed, Daniel. Or he’s trying to change.”

“Then maybe you should go. Not for him, necessarily, but for yourself. To close the circle properly.”

“You’d come with me?”

“Of course. Wherever you need to go, I’m with you.”

Evelyn felt the tension in her shoulders ease slightly.

“I’ll think about it. Talk to you tonight?”

“Tonight. I love you.”

“I love you too.”

She ended the call and looked at the letter again, the familiar handwriting that had once seemed so distant, so unapproachable. Her father was reaching out—awkwardly, imperfectly, but genuinely. And despite everything that had passed between them, despite the years of neglect and misunderstanding, Evelyn felt something stir in her chest.

Maybe it was time to go back. Not to stay, not to reopen old wounds, but to acknowledge how far she had come. How far they both had come.

The decision crystallised over the following days.

Evelyn discussed it with Daniel over dinner, their small kitchen table crowded with plates and wine glasses, the conversation ranging from practical matters to emotional ones. He listened as she talked through her fears and hopes, offering observations but never pressure, and by the end of the evening, she had made up her mind.

She would go. They would go together.

The drive from York to her hometown took four hours. They left early on Saturday morning, the roads quiet, the spring sunshine bright through the windscreen. Evelyn watched the landscape shift through the window—industrial towns giving way to countryside, familiar landmarks appearing and disappearing, the geography of her childhood unfolding like a map she had almost forgotten.

“It’s strange,” she said, breaking the comfortable silence. “I used to dream about leaving this place. About escaping, finding somewhere I could be myself. And now I’m going back by choice.”

“Is it hard? Being here again?”

“Harder than I expected. But not in a bad way.” She turned to look at him, her dark eyes soft. “It’s like visiting a house you used to live in. Everything is familiar, but it doesn’t belong to you anymore. You can see it, touch it, but you know it’s not home.”

“Is anything home now?”

“York. Our flat. The life we’re building.” She reached over and took his hand. “You. You’re home.”

They arrived in the early afternoon.

The town looked different than Evelyn remembered—smaller somehow, less imposing. The streets that had once felt like walls closing in now seemed simply ordinary, a collection of buildings and people going about their daily lives. She saw cars passing, shoppers on the pavement, children playing in the park, and realised with a start that life here had continued without her. The town had not stopped turning just because Evelyn Hart had left.

They drove past the church, past the rectory, past all the landmarks of her childhood. The buildings were the same, but they no longer held power over her. She could look at them without flinching, without feeling the weight of judgment pressing against her skin.

“Where do you want to go first?” Daniel asked.

“The cemetery. I want to see my mother before everything else.”

The oak tree was in bud.

Evelyn stood at her mother’s grave, watching the new leaves unfurl on the branches above, and felt the familiar ache of loss settle into her chest. But it was different now—less sharp, more integrated into who she was. She had learned to carry her grief without being crushed by it.

“Hello, Mum,” she said, her voice soft in the quiet of the cemetery. “I know it’s only been a few months since I was here. But a lot has happened, and I wanted to tell you about it.”

She knelt on the grass, her hand touching the stone, and told her mother everything. About York, about the photography exhibition she had contributed to, about the small gallery that had agreed to show her work. About Daniel, about the life they were building, about the quiet happiness that had crept up on her when she wasn’t looking.

“I’m doing okay,” she said finally. “Better than okay, actually. I’m happy, Mum. Really happy. I wish you could see it.”

The wind rustled through the oak branches, carrying the scent of new growth and spring flowers, and Evelyn felt something settle in her chest.

“Thank you,” she whispered. “For everything. For loving me, even when I made it hard. For teaching me what grace looks like. For being the kind of mother I still aspire to honour.”

She pressed her lips to the stone and rose to her feet.

Daniel was waiting by the gate, giving her space, and she crossed to him with a lighter step than she had arrived with.

“Ready?” he asked.

“Ready. Let’s go see my father.”

The rectory was the same as she remembered.

The same faded wallpaper in the hallway, the same worn carpet on the stairs, the same smell of old books and furniture polish that had been the scent of her childhood. But there were differences too—a new painting in the front room, a stack of books on topics Evelyn wouldn’t have expected, the general air of a space being gradually transformed.

Her father met them at the door.

He looked older than she remembered, the lines around his eyes deeper, his hair more grey than brown. But there was something different in his expression too—a softness that hadn’t been there before, a willingness to be present that she had missed for so many years.

“Evelyn.” His voice was rough with emotion. “Thank you for coming.”

“Thank you for asking me.”

He stepped aside to let them in, his gaze moving to Daniel with a mixture of wariness and warmth.

“Mr. Lang. It’s good to see you again.”

“Pastor Hart. Thank you for having us.”

“I’ve prepared the spare room. I thought you might want to stay the night, rather than driving back so late.”

“That’s kind of you. We appreciate it.”

The formality of the exchange was strange, Evelyn thought, for two people who had once been so close. Her father had been Daniel’s mentor, his guide into the world of ministry and service. Now they were awkward strangers, navigating the wreckage of choices that had severed their connection.

But then her father smiled—a genuine smile, the kind Evelyn hadn’t seen in years—and something shifted.

“I’m making tea,” he said. “Unless you’d prefer something stronger.”

“Tea is fine,” Evelyn replied, following him into the kitchen. “We’ve been driving for hours. I think we could both use something calm.”

The afternoon passed in quiet conversation.

They sat in the front room, cups of tea on the table between them, and talked about the past year. Evelyn told her father about York, about her photography, about the small successes and larger struggles of building a new life. Daniel spoke about his work—teaching literature at a sixth-form college, a job he had found through a friend of Sarah Chen’s—and the quiet satisfaction it brought him.

And Pastor Hart talked about the church.

“It’s been a difficult year,” he admitted, his voice soft. “After everything that happened—the scandal, the gossip, the questions about my leadership—I wasn’t sure the congregation would survive. But they surprised me. Most of them, at least.”

“Mrs. Henderson?” Evelyn asked, unable to keep the edge from her voice.

“Still here. Still—” He paused, searching for a diplomatic word. “Vocal. But her influence has waned. After the church meeting last year, several people began to question her authority. They saw how she treated you, how she spoke about you, and they didn’t like what they saw.”

“Progress, I suppose.”

“More than I expected. Patricia Dalton has been a voice for change, advocating for more compassion, more openness. And I’ve tried to do better—to be the kind of pastor who sees people instead of judging them.”

Evelyn felt a flash of something that might have been pride or hope.

“That’s good. That’s what the church should be.”

“I should have been that kind of pastor years ago. Before—” He stopped, his gaze dropping to his hands. “Before I failed you so completely.”

“We’ve talked about this, Dad. I’ve made my peace with what happened.”

“Have you? Truly?”

Evelyn considered the question, feeling the weight of it settle into her chest.

“I’ve made peace with the fact that we can’t change the past. That you were grieving and lost, and I was a child who needed something you couldn’t give. I’ve made peace with the fact that we both made mistakes, both failed each other in ways we can’t undo.” She reached over and touched his hand. “What I haven’t made peace with—and what I’m trying to build now—is a future where we’re not defined by those failures. Where we can know each other as adults, with all our flaws and scars, and still choose to love each other.”

Her father’s eyes glistened with tears he didn’t bother to hide.

“I would like that,” he said quietly. “More than I can express.”

“Then let’s start there. Not with the past, but with the present. With who we are now, not who we were then.”

The evening brought more conversation, and then a quiet dinner.

Mrs. Hughes had retired six months ago, her father explained, and he hadn’t replaced her. The rectory was quieter now, emptier, but also more his own. He had learned to cook, after a fashion, and the simple meal he served—roast chicken with vegetables—was better than Evelyn had expected.

After dinner, they sat in the front room, the windows dark with night, the familiar sound of the church clock marking the hours. Daniel and her father talked about books, about literature, about the common interests they had never explored during Daniel’s time as a seminarian. Evelyn watched them, feeling the strangeness of seeing these two men—both so important to her, in such different ways—finding common ground.

“I should apologise,” her father said eventually, turning to Daniel. “For how I treated you after Easter last year. I felt betrayed, hurt, confused. But I shouldn’t have taken it out on you. You were making an honest choice, and I respect that now, even if I didn’t then.”

“I appreciate that,” Daniel replied. “And I should apologise for how I left. I should have been more honest with you, earlier, about my doubts. I shouldn’t have waited until the last moment to tell you the truth.”

“We were both pretending, I think. You were pretending to have faith you didn’t feel, and I was pretending to have certainty I’d lost years ago.” Her father smiled, a sad, knowing expression. “Maybe that’s what the church does to people—encourages them to hide their doubts, to perform rather than be honest.”

“Maybe. Or maybe we were both just doing the best we could, and we fell short.”

“That’s a generous way to look at it.”

“It’s the honest way. I spent five years learning to lie, Pastor Hart. I’m trying to spend the rest of my life learning to tell the truth.”

Later, in the spare room, Evelyn stood at the window and looked out at the familiar view.

The church spire rose against the night sky, the same sight she had seen every night of her childhood. But the feeling it produced in her was different now—not oppression, not judgment, just a quiet recognition of something that had once been central to her life and was now peripheral.

“How are you doing?” Daniel asked, coming to stand behind her.

“Better than I expected. Being here doesn’t hurt the way I thought it would.” She leaned back against him, feeling his arms wrap around her. “It just feels like a place I used to know. Somewhere I used to live.”

“Is that a good feeling or a bad one?”

“Good, I think. It means I’ve moved on. That this town doesn’t have power over me anymore.”

“Does it feel strange? Seeing your father?”

“Yes. But good-strange, mostly. He’s trying, Daniel. I can see it in everything he does. He’s trying to be the father I needed, even if it’s fourteen years too late.”

“Better late than never?”

“Something like that.” She turned in his arms, looking up at him. “Thank you for being here. For driving four hours to stand in a church and watch me make peace with my past.”

“Where else would I be?”

“You could have stayed home. Enjoyed your weekend off.”

“And miss watching you become the person you’re meant to be? Not a chance.”

She kissed him, soft and slow, feeling the familiar warmth of his presence settle into her chest.

Easter Sunday dawned bright and clear.

Evelyn woke to the sound of the church bells, the familiar call to worship that had been the soundtrack of her childhood. She lay in bed for a moment, listening to the bells, feeling the strangeness of being here as a visitor rather than a resident.

The service was at ten. They dressed in silence, the weight of the occasion settling over them both, and made their way downstairs to find her father already preparing.

He looked different in his clerical vestments—older, perhaps, but also more grounded, more certain of his purpose. Evelyn watched him move through the familiar rituals of preparation, and felt a flash of something that might have been respect.

“You look well,” she said. “The church suits you.”

“The church is all I have left,” he replied, his voice quiet. “After your mother died, after you left—it was the only thing that gave me purpose. But I’m trying to make it mean something. To be the kind of pastor who actually helps people, instead of just performing rituals.”

“That’s all anyone can ask.”

They walked to the church together, the spring sunshine warm on their faces, the streets quiet with the particular stillness of a Sunday morning. The building looked the same as Evelyn remembered—the same stone walls, the same stained glass, the same heavy wooden doors that had stood for centuries.

But she was different. And that made all the difference.

The sanctuary was fuller than Evelyn had ever seen it.

People crowded into the pews, filled the aisles, stood at the back in a testament to the importance of the occasion. Evelyn recognised some faces—the Collins family, the Wrights, Mrs. Dalton in her usual seat near the front. And there, in the third row, sat Mrs. Henderson, her expression pinched with disapproval even as she sang the opening hymn.

Evelyn and Daniel found seats near the back, wanting to observe rather than participate, wanting to be present without being central. The service unfolded around them—the familiar prayers, the readings, the sermon that her father delivered with a quiet passion she hadn’t heard in years.

“Thirty years,” he said, his voice steady. “Thirty years I have served this church, this community. And in those thirty years, I have learned one thing above all others: that faith is not about certainty. It is not about having all the answers, about knowing exactly what we believe and why. Faith is about trust. About being willing to move forward even when the path is unclear.”

Evelyn felt Daniel’s hand find hers, his fingers intertwining with her own.

“I have not always been the pastor this community needed,” her father continued. “I have failed people who relied on me, turned away from those who needed me most. I have been so focused on the institution of the church that I forgot what the church is actually for—to be a place of refuge, of grace, of unconditional love.”

His gaze moved to the back of the sanctuary, finding Evelyn’s face among the crowd.

“But I am learning. I am trying to do better. And I am grateful—more grateful than I can express—for those who have taught me what grace really looks like. For those who have forgiven me when I didn’t deserve it. For those who have shown me that it’s never too late to change.”

The service continued, the familiar rhythms washing over Evelyn like waves. She sang the hymns, spoke the prayers, and felt something shift in her chest.

Not conversion—she wasn’t sure she would ever believe the way her father believed. But something like peace. An acceptance that this place, these people, this tradition—were part of her story, even if they weren’t her future.

After the service, people gathered in the church hall.

Evelyn stood in the corner with Daniel, watching the crowd, observing the interactions that had once been her entire social world. People greeted each other with warmth, caught up on news, shared the particular intimacy of a community that had worshipped together for generations.

Mrs. Dalton approached them first, her expression warm with genuine pleasure.

“Evelyn. It’s good to see you. I’ve been following your work—the photography exhibition in York. The reviews were impressive.”

“You’ve been following my work?”

“Of course. Your father keeps me updated. He’s very proud of you, you know. Even if he doesn’t always know how to say it.”

Evelyn felt a lump form in her throat.

“Thank you, Mrs. Dalton. For everything. For what you said at the church meeting last year. It meant more than I can express.”

“It was the truth. Something I should have said years earlier.” The older woman reached out and squeezed Evelyn’s hand. “You’re building a good life. Hold onto it. Hold onto him.” She glanced at Daniel with a knowing smile. “He looks at you like you’re the only person in the room.”

“He does. I’m still getting used to it.”

“Don’t get used to it too much. Just appreciate it. Every day.”

Others approached as the afternoon wore on.

Some were awkward, clearly uncertain how to address the woman who had been the town’s scandal for so long. Others were warm, expressing genuine interest in her new life, her work, her happiness. A few—the Wrights, the Collins family—kept their distance, their expressions carefully neutral.

Mrs. Henderson did not approach them at all. She stood on the other side of the hall, surrounded by her usual circle of confidants, her gaze occasionally flicking toward Evelyn with an expression that mixed disapproval and something that might have been grudging respect.

“Still holding court,” Evelyn observed, her voice low.

“Some things never change,” Daniel replied. “But look around. Her circle is smaller than it used to be. People are starting to see her clearly.”

“Progress, I suppose.”

“More than we might have hoped for a year ago.”

Her father found them as the crowd began to thin.

He looked tired, the exertion of the service and the reception evident in the lines of his face, but his expression was peaceful.

“Thank you for coming,” he said, his voice soft. “It meant more than I can say.”

“Thank you for asking me. It was—important. To be here.”

“You could come back. Visit more often. The church, I mean. Not because I expect you to believe, or to participate in the way you once did. But because—” He paused, searching for words. “Because I want you in my life. Whatever form that takes.”

“I’d like that. We’ll come back. Maybe not often, but regularly. We’ll find a way to be part of each other’s lives.”

“That’s all I can ask.” He reached out and touched her arm, the gesture tentative but genuine. “I’m proud of you, Evelyn. Of who you’ve become. Of the life you’re building. I know I haven’t said it enough, but I want you to know it’s true.”

“I know, Dad. I’ve always known.”

They stood in silence for a moment, the weight of years pressing against them, but it was a different kind of weight now—not crushing, but grounding. A reminder of where she had come from, and how far she had travelled.

They left as the afternoon began to fade.

The drive back to York took four hours, the spring light softening into evening as they travelled. Evelyn watched the landscape shift through the window, feeling the familiar mixture of loss and relief that came with leaving.

“Are you okay?” Daniel asked, his voice soft.

“I think so. It was harder than I expected, being back there. Seeing everyone, remembering everything.” She turned to look at him. “But it was also good. Necessary. Like closing a door that’s been left ajar for too long.”

“Do you feel different now?”

“I feel—” She paused, searching for the right word. “Complete. Like a part of me that was broken has finally healed. Not perfectly, not completely, but enough. Enough to move forward without looking back.”

“That’s all we can ask for. Enough healing to keep going.”

“Is that what we’ve found? Enough?”

“I think so. Enough happiness, enough love, enough purpose. Not perfection, not certainty—but enough.”

Evelyn reached over and took his hand, her fingers intertwining with his.

“Enough is good. Better than I ever expected to have.”

The sun was setting as they approached York.

The city skyline rose in the distance, the medieval walls and the Gothic towers of the minster silhouetted against the orange and pink sky. Evelyn watched it appear through the windscreen, feeling the unfamiliar sensation of homecoming—a sense of belonging to a place she had chosen, rather than a place she had been born to.

They had been in York for almost a year now. Had found a flat in a converted Victorian building, with high ceilings and large windows that let in the light. Had filled it with books and photographs and the accumulated evidence of a life being built together. Had found work, and friends, and a community that knew nothing of their pasts and asked nothing of them except who they were now.

It wasn’t perfect. There were still struggles, still moments when the weight of what they had left behind pressed against them. But it was real. Honest. Chosen.

“Daniel,” Evelyn said, her voice soft.

“Yes?”

“I want to tell you something. Something I’ve been thinking about for a while.”

“What is it?”

She took a breath, feeling the weight of the words before she spoke them.

“I want to marry you. Not because we need to prove anything, not because it’s what people expect—but because I want to build a life with you. I want to stand in front of the people who matter to us and promise to keep choosing you, every day, for as long as we both live.”

Daniel was quiet for a moment, his eyes fixed on the road.

Then he pulled the car to the side of the road, the engine settling into silence, and turned to face her.

“Evelyn Hart,” he said, his voice rough with emotion. “I have wanted to ask you that question for months. But I was afraid—afraid of moving too fast, afraid of presuming, afraid of being too much, too soon.”

“You could never be too much. Not for me.”

“Then yes. Yes, I will marry you. I will choose you, every day, for as long as I live.”

He kissed her then, soft and deep, the setting sun casting golden light through the windows. And Evelyn felt the last piece of something fall into place—a future she had never dared to imagine, suddenly within reach.

They drove the final miles in happy silence.

The city welcomed them back with its familiar sounds and sights, the streets they had come to know, the flat that had become their home. They climbed the stairs together, unlocked the door, and stepped into the space they had made together.

Evelyn stood in the middle of the room, looking at the familiar surroundings—the books on the shelves, the photographs on the walls, the evidence of a life being built—and felt something settle in her chest.

This was hers. Theirs. A life chosen, not inherited. A future created, not imposed.

“Happy?” Daniel asked, coming to stand behind her.

“More than happy.” She turned in his arms, looking up at him. “Grateful. At peace. Ready for whatever comes next.”

“That’s a lot to feel.”

“I’ve had a lot of time to learn how to feel it. Fourteen years of running from myself, and then one year of learning to be still.”

“One year of learning to love yourself,” he corrected gently. “That’s the part you always struggled with.”

“Maybe. But I’m learning. With your help.”

“Not my help. Just my presence. You’re the one doing the work, Evelyn. I’m just lucky enough to witness it.”

She kissed him, feeling the familiar warmth of his love settle into her bones.

Later that night, as they lay in bed, Evelyn thought about the journey that had brought her here.

From the girl who had lost her mother at twelve, who had been abandoned by her father in all the ways that mattered, who had spent her early twenties acting out in desperate bids for attention and connection. From the woman who had been defined by a scandal, who had built walls of indifference to protect herself from further pain, who had never let herself hope for anything better.

To this. A man who loved her without reservation. A father who was trying, imperfectly, to rebuild their relationship. A career that was finally beginning to take shape. A home she had chosen. A future she had never dared to imagine.

It wasn’t a fairy tale. There were still scars, still moments when the old fears rose up, still days when the weight of the past pressed heavily against her. But it was real. Honest. Hers.

“Daniel,” she said softly.

“Hmm?”

“Thank you. For everything. For seeing me when I couldn’t see myself. For loving me when I didn’t know how to love. For being patient when I needed time, and present when I needed support.”

“There’s nothing to thank me for. I didn’t do anything except show up. You’re the one who did the hard work.”

“We did the hard work. Together. That’s what I’m thanking you for—not for saving me, but for walking beside me while I saved myself.”

He pulled her closer, his arms wrapping around her, his breath warm against her hair.

“I love you, Evelyn. Whatever comes next, whatever challenges we face—I love you. And I’m not going anywhere.”

“I love you too. And I’m not going anywhere either.”

The morning came softly.

Evelyn woke to the sound of birds outside the window, the light filtering through the curtains, the warmth of Daniel’s body beside her. She lay still for a moment, listening to his breathing, feeling the peace of the moment settle into her bones.

Today was a new day. A new beginning. The start of another year, another chapter, another opportunity to become more fully herself.

She didn’t know what the future held. Didn’t know what challenges awaited, what joys and sorrows would shape the years to come. But for the first time in her life, she wasn’t afraid of the uncertainty. She welcomed it. Because whatever came, she would face it as herself—not the scandal, not the seductress, not the broken girl the town had tried to define—but Evelyn Hart. Woman. Artist. Partner. Beloved.

And that, she realised, was enough.

More than enough.

It was everything.
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Roman Vale is an independent author of erotic romance and kink-forward fiction, writing stories shaped by control, consent, and desire that deepens rather than resolves. His work unfolds in deliberate, intimate spaces — contracts, rituals, confined dynamics, and chosen imbalances — where surrender is negotiated slowly and power is exercised with intention.
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Also by Roman Vale

Thank you for reading.

If you found meaning, intensity, or pleasure in these pages, I’d be deeply grateful if you left a review. Your words help others discover the story — and ensure it continues to reach those who need it most.

— Roman Vale
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She said she could take it. He never promised to stop.

Kate wants more than date nights and polite kisses. She wants the tremble that starts in her belly when she kneels; the hush that turns the world soft when he says good girl. One reckless whisper at the kitchen table—do your worst—becomes a contract neither of them can forget.

Sam doesn’t bargain with desire; he builds it. Rules arrive like gifts wrapped in ribbon: how she stands, how she speaks, how she waits. Mornings taste of obedience; evenings taste of consequence. And when he decides her devotion should be worn, not just spoken, Kate feels the first cool brush of metal and understands: this isn’t a phase. It’s a life.
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Fourteen days.

Fourteen keys.

One lock she controls completely.

Isla Mercer does not play games.

Every February, she begins the same ritual—carefully measured, deliberately unromantic, and absolutely unyielding. A glass heart sits in the centre of her living room, filled with fourteen identical keys. Each one represents a day of control. Each one must be earned through obedience, service, and restraint.

Theo has agreed to submit.

From the moment the lock clicks shut, his pleasure is no longer his concern. Isla does not offer mercy, reassurance, or reward. She offers structure. Rules are spoken once. Failure resets everything. Desire is allowed only as fuel for obedience, never as a bargaining tool.
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She was chosen because she could not be compromised.

She fell because she believed it.

Detective Superintendent Mara Ellison has built her career on one unassailable truth: she does not bend.

Not to money.

Not to pressure.

Not to desire.

When a powerful mafia organisation begins quietly destabilising a high-profile investigation, Mara is brought in as the ultimate safeguard — a legendary anti-corruption officer tasked with protecting the case from influence, seduction, and collapse.

At the centre of it all stands Isabela Moretti.

Elegant. Patient. Untouchable.

A woman whose power does not announce itself — and does not need to.

From their first meeting, Isa does nothing wrong.

She makes no threats.

Offers no bribes.

Crosses no lines.

And yet, something begins to shift.
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Every February, she takes one man.

Powerful crime families don’t call Valentina Moreau to kill their problems.

They call her to reassign them.

Known only as the Valentine Handler, Valentina specialises in bloodless victories—contracts instead of bullets, devotion instead of destruction. Her methods are elegant, discreet, and irreversible.

This year’s assignment is Luca De Santis: a reckless syndicate heir whose charm, excess, and entitlement are destabilising the city’s fragile balance of power. Killing him would start a war. Letting him live unchecked would be worse.
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On the night before their wedding, Elena and Daniel sign a joke “Marital Control Contract.”

What begins as laughter quickly becomes the most dangerous kind of truth.

When fiery, athletic, red-haired Elena slips the velvet pouch with the key into her bag, she tells herself it’s only a game. But once the ring is on her finger and the vows are said, something shifts inside her—something bold, hungry, and impossibly powerful. Daniel expects a perfect wedding night. Instead, his new wife gives him a soft kiss, a teasing smile… and the first denial.
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