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Chapter 1: The Vow

The air inside the sanctuary of Cornerstone AME always felt heavy, a suffocating mixture of industrial floor wax, the scent of old velvet cushions, and the collective, unspoken sighs of congregants carrying burdens they prayed not to bring into the next week. Bree Thibodeaux sat in her usual pew, her fingers white-knuckled as they gripped the mahogany back of the seat in front of her. At twenty-seven, she felt as though she were living two distinct, conflicting lives—one that existed within the golden, hopeful light of her sincere desire to serve the Lord, and another that lived in the shadowed, desperate corners of her own heart.

Beside her, six-year-old Mario fidgeted, his small legs swinging rhythmically, the playful kinetic energy of his movement a sharp, painful contrast to the stillness Bree tried so desperately to cultivate within her own soul. She looked up at the pulpit where Pastor G.E. Taylor stood, his voice booming with the kind of practiced authority that usually brought comfort to the weary. But today, the comfort felt thin, almost transparent. Her eyes wandered, despite her best efforts at self-control, to the third row where Sis. Lola Smith sat with a poise that felt like a calculated, personal insult.

Bree knew what the whispers said. She knew the history that stained the carpet of this sanctuary. The rumors about Lola and the Pastor were not just whispers; they were practically woven into the very architecture of the church. They spoke of the late Lady Mary Taylor, a woman who had been small in stature but possessed the spirit of a pitbull, a woman who had once cornered Lola right there in this very room, her voice a sharp blade cutting through the silence of a midweek prayer service. Lady Mary had demanded justice, her eyes flashing with a righteous fury as she demanded that the Pastor cast out the woman who had dared to covet a position that wasn’t hers. But the Pastor had stayed his hand, choosing the comfort of his own desires over the integrity of his house and the honor of his wife.

Bree swallowed hard, her throat feeling tight. She was trying so hard to be different, to be clean, to be "saved" in every sense of the word. And yet, the irony wasn't lost on her. Here she was, judging the moral failings of her elders while she wrestled with the very same beast.

Lord, help me, she breathed, her head bowed low, though the prayer felt like a pebble dropped into a bottomless, echoing well. Help me to hold on. Help me to be the woman I know I am supposed to be.

Her mind drifted, unbidden, back to Marvin. Marvin, with his easy, lopsided smile, his deep pockets, and his complete, baffling refusal to acknowledge the God she was trying to reach. They had been together for seven years—a lifetime in the world of modern dating—and yet they were further apart than they had ever been. He provided for her. He loved their son. He played the role of the provider with such ease that it made Bree’s decision to pursue abstinence seem like an act of absolute madness, even to her own ears.

"You're doing this to yourself, Bree," Lola had told her just days ago, her voice dripping with a mix of pity and cold, seasoned pragmatism. They had been in the fellowship hall, the sound of the cleaning crew echoing in the background. "You want to keep your family together? You want stability for that boy? Then stop playing these silly church games. You’re a grown woman. Act like one. Give him what he needs, and he’ll give you the world. He’s a good man, regardless of what the pews say. Do whatever you have to do to keep your family intact."

The words had cut deep, not because they were true, but because they touched on the very thing Bree was terrified of: the possibility that her faith was actually the thing destroying her life. She knew that sex outside of marriage was a sin. She knew that her body was meant to be a temple. But at night, when the house was quiet and the weight of single motherhood pressed against her chest, the promise of intimacy—the temporary relief of feeling wanted, of being held by someone who knew every curve of her body—felt like a siren’s song she couldn't resist.

Marvin didn't believe in "this church stuff." He thought it was a phase, a crutch she had picked up to feel superior or perhaps just to cope with the loneliness of their fading, strained connection. He didn't want to hear about the Bible; he wanted the woman he had known for seven years, the woman who had always been there, waiting for him at the end of a long, grueling work week. He was a provider, yes, but he was a provider who demanded a price she was no longer sure she could pay.

Bree shifted, her gaze catching the sunlight streaming through the stained glass. She thought of her friend, Cissy. Cissy, who was twenty-five and currently living in a house of cards with Thomas. They were both running from something, both trying to build a foundation on sand while pretending it was rock. They were both trying to find a way to breathe in a world that seemed designed to choke the life out of their aspirations.

The service continued, the choir’s voices rising in a crescendo that usually brought Bree to her feet, but today she remained seated. She was tired of the performance. She was tired of the rumors about the choir director and Sis. Peggy’s married granddaughter. She was tired of the hushed, giggling gossip about the Pastor’s own daughter, the scandal of a pregnancy out of wedlock sitting right there in the front row, hidden behind a modest shawl. If this was the body of Christ, why did it feel so broken, so riddled with the very sins it preached against?

When the service finally ended, the congregation began to disperse, a sea of Sunday bests shuffling toward the doors. Bree gathered Mario’s things, her hands moving with a mechanical, practiced precision. She needed to get home. She needed to lock the door, open her Bible, and try, for the thousandth time, to convince herself that God’s way was worth the heartache. She needed to be alone with her thoughts, away from the prying eyes of the sisters who looked at her with pity and the brothers who looked at her with hunger.

As they walked out into the humid, oppressive Texas afternoon, the parking lot was abuzz with activity. She saw Sis. Evelyn King climbing into her car, her dress clinging to her in a way that had everyone talking. The rumors of Evelyn being caught in the Pastor’s office—a scene whispered about with such salacious, vivid detail that it made Bree’s stomach turn—seemed to follow her like a shadow. It was as if the very air of the church was thick with the scent of unconfessed secrets.

"Mama, can we go to the park?" Mario asked, tugging at her hand, his eyes wide and innocent, completely unaware of the turmoil churning behind his mother’s composure.

"Not today, baby," Bree said softly, smoothing his hair. "Mama needs to talk to Jesus today. I need to get things right."

She didn't tell him that she was terrified. She didn't tell him that she knew, as soon as the sun went down and the house grew quiet, Marvin would come over. He would bring food, he would bring money for the bills, and he would bring the same hungry, demanding look that always broke down her defenses. She prayed for the strength to stand firm, but in her heart, she was already preparing the excuses she would give to the Lord when she inevitably failed again.

She realized then that her struggle wasn't just about the physical act of sex. It was about the fundamental identity she had claimed for herself. "I am saved," she whispered to the empty air as she buckled Mario into his car seat. She said it like a mantra, a fragile shield against the weight of the world. But the "BUT" was always there, hanging at the end of the sentence, a heavy, suffocating punctuation mark that refused to go away, no matter how hard she tried to erase it.

She was saved, but she was human. She was saved, but she was intensely lonely. She was saved, but she was drowning in a sea of expectations she wasn't sure she could meet.

As she drove home, the radio playing a gospel song she usually loved, she felt the tears finally come. They weren't the dramatic, public tears of a penitent sinner at the altar, the kind that drew the deacons over with tissues and prayers. These were quiet, hot tears of sheer, unadulterated frustration. She wondered if God was tired of her. She wondered if the rumor mill at Cornerstone AME would eventually consume her, just like it had consumed so many others who had walked through those doors with their heads held high.

But as she pulled into her driveway, she saw her Bible sitting on the passenger seat. She reached out and touched the worn, familiar leather cover. No matter how many times she stumbled, she knew she had to keep trying. She had to believe that there was a way to walk this path without losing the woman she wanted to become. She just had to find the courage to let go of the things that were pulling her down, even when those things—like her relationship with Marvin—felt like the only source of stability she had ever known.

Bree walked into her house, the silence greeting her like an old, judgmental friend. She sat at her kitchen table, opened the Word, and began to read, desperate for a sign, a direction, anything that would tell her that she wasn't alone in this war for her own soul. The house was a quiet tomb, but the battle raging inside her was deafening. She stared at the words, but they blurred together, a reminder that while she knew the truth, the truth was an incredibly difficult thing to live out when the world was knocking at her


Chapter 2: The Unspoken Burden



































Chapter 3: The Fragile Foundation
























Chapter 4: The Breaking Point
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