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Sunday mornings in our town were not simply part of the week.

They were the center of it.

Not because anyone declared it so—no ordinance, no law—but because life itself bent around it, like ivy climbing a white-painted trellis. Grocery stores opened later. Football practices waited until afternoon. Even the weather seemed to hush, as if the very air knew it was time to listen.

I woke before my alarm that morning, the soft light already filtering through the gauzy curtains my mother had given me for my wedding shower twenty years ago. They’d yellowed slightly at the edges, but I kept them. Not out of nostalgia, exactly, but because changing them would feel like admitting something had shifted—something I wasn’t ready to name.

The house was quiet in the way it always was on Sundays: intentional, reverent, almost sacred. No cartoons blaring from the den. No clatter of dishes from the kitchen. Just the hum of the refrigerator and the distant chirp of sparrows in the magnolia tree outside my window.

I padded to the bathroom in bare feet, avoiding the third floorboard that creaked—it had been loose since the kids were toddlers, and I’d never gotten around to fixing it. Some things, I’d learned, you just learn to live with.

In the mirror, I studied my face. Lines fanned from the corners of my eyes—laugh lines, people called them, though I hadn’t laughed much lately. My hair, once a rich chestnut, now threaded with silver, was pulled back in a loose knot. I looked like what I was: a woman who had spent decades trying to hold everything together.

I stood in front of my closet longer than necessary, running my fingers over familiar fabrics. Dresses hung in neat rows, most in muted blues, soft grays, gentle greens—the colors of humility, of blending in. I chose the navy one with the lace collar, the one I’d worn to Linda’s daughter’s baptism last spring. Modest. Familiar. Safe.

In our town, people noticed things. Especially on Sundays.

It wasn’t malice. It was care, they’d say. Concern. But care could be heavy when it came wrapped in expectation. A wrinkled blouse might spark a whispered prayer chain. A skipped service could land you on the “needs encouragement” list. And heaven forbid you wore red to communion—it wasn’t wrong, exactly, but it was... noticeable.

The church sat at the highest point of Main Street, white and steady, with a steeple that pointed confidently toward the sky. You could see it from almost anywhere—the grocery store parking lot, the high school football field, even the old drive-in theater on the edge of town. That was no accident. It reminded us where we belonged.

And I had belonged there my entire life.

My name is Grace Thompson. I am thirty-seven years old, and I was raised Southern Baptist—not just in name, but in bone and breath. My parents were married in that church in 1982, beneath a canopy of crepe paper and hope. I was baptized there at thirteen, after a summer camp altar call that left me trembling and tearful, convinced I’d finally done it right. I taught Sunday school in my twenties, crafting felt-board stories of David and Goliath while my own giants loomed unnamed in the shadows. I joined the women’s Bible study not long after, bringing lemon bars and listening more than I spoke.

Faith, for me, had never been loud or dramatic. It was routine. Structure. Something woven into daily life so tightly that separating belief from habit felt almost impossible—like trying to pull a single thread from a well-worn quilt without unraveling the whole thing.

My husband, Daniel, was already gone when I came downstairs. He’d left a note on the coffee maker: “Gone early to help set up chairs. See you at service.” His handwriting was neat, efficient. Like him. Daniel believed in order—in schedules, in roles, in the quiet certainty that if you followed the plan, God would bless the outcome. He wasn’t unkind. Just certain. And his certainty had been my anchor for years.

But anchors, I was beginning to realize, could also keep you from sailing.

The drive to church was short—just ten minutes down Oak Avenue, past the post office, the diner with the neon “OPEN” sign flickering even at 8 a.m., and the elementary school where my daughter, Lily, was in fifth grade. I passed Mrs. Calloway walking her poodle, Mr. Jenkins washing his pickup in the driveway, two teenagers sharing a cigarette behind the gas station. Ordinary lives, unfolding in ordinary ways.

Yet every Sunday, we all converged on that white building on the hill, as if drawn by an invisible current.

The parking lot was already filling when I arrived. Pickup trucks with gun racks, sedans with bumper stickers (“Honk if You Love Jesus”), minivans plastered with soccer decals and vacation photos. I recognized nearly every license plate. This was a town where people stayed. Where roots ran deep. Where leaving was seen less as adventure and more as betrayal.

I exchanged smiles and greetings as I walked toward the entrance.

“How are you, Grace?” asked Martha from the nursery team, her arms full of diaper bags.

“Blessed,” I replied automatically. The word tasted familiar, like communion bread—dry, nourishing, expected.

“Good to see you,” said Tom Henderson, holding the door open. His wife had passed last winter, and he still wore his wedding ring.

“You too, Tom,” I said, and this time, the words carried a little more weight.

Inside, the sanctuary smelled like polished wood, paper hymnals, and the faintest trace of coffee from the fellowship hall. The same hymns waited in the racks—“Amazing Grace,” “How Great Thou Art,” “Blessed Assurance.” The same cross stood behind the pulpit—simple, unadorned, just the way we believed faith should be: plain, honest, unpretentious.

I sat in my usual place, halfway back, slightly to the left. Close enough to hear the sermon clearly. Far enough not to be seen if I needed to wipe my eyes.

As the service began, I sang when everyone sang and bowed my head when everyone bowed theirs. From the outside, I looked exactly like I always had.

But inside, something had shifted.

Not rebellion. Not disbelief. Just a quiet awareness that I had been carrying questions longer than I had admitted—even to myself.

When Pastor Reynolds read from Proverbs 31—“Who can find a virtuous woman? For her price is far above rubies...”—I didn’t underline the verses like I used to. Instead, I traced the edge of the page with my thumb, wondering if the woman in the passage ever felt tired. Ever wanted to sit down and not get back up. Ever looked at her reflection and wondered if she was enough—not for God, but for the people who expected her to be perfect.

As the pastor spoke about obedience and trust, his voice warm and certain, I wondered whether faith was meant to feel this heavy.

And whether silence had ever truly been the same as peace.

After the benediction, I lingered in my seat as others filed out. I watched sunlight stream through the stained-glass window depicting the Good Shepherd—though ours was clear glass, not colored, because “we don’t need images to know Christ,” as my father used to say.
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