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A Note from the Author

Dear Reader,

Maple Ridge began with a church that needed repair — but what 1
discovered as I wrote was that beams and bricks are rarely the only
things in need of rebuilding.

This series is about the quiet miracles of ordinary faith. It is about

families fractured and restored, prodigals returning, second
chances granted, and love that grows stronger with time. It is about
a small town that learns, again and again, that redemption is not a
moment — it is a lifelong work of grace.

You will meet couples young and old. You will walk through storms
and weddings, droughts and revivals, doubts and declarations. And
by the final pages, I hope you will feel what the people of Maple
Ridge come to understand.:

God is faithful.

Community matters.

And love — when rooted in Christ — endures.
Thank you for stepping beneath the steeple with me.
With gratitude,

Katherine Knells



Prelude

The hour before dawn was quiet enough to hear the creak of the
beams. The sanctuary sat still, shadows resting on polished pews
and whitewashed walls. Morning light had not yet touched the
stained glass. For now, the colors were muted, waiting.

Nathan Mercer stood near the altar steps with one hand braced on
the edge of the pulpit. His other hand rested on the rolled blueprint
tucked under his arm. He listened, though he was not sure what he
expected to hear. The creak came again. He raised his eyes toward
the ceiling, noting a faint seam where plaster had cracked near the
corner.

It was not a structural risk, not yet. But small shifts often became
something larger if ignored too long.

He stepped back to the aisle, his boots making soft sounds against
the sanctuary floor. The room had always looked bigger to him when
it stood empty. Without a congregation filling the rows, without
voices rising and falling, it felt less warm. Less steady. He folded
the blueprint and slid it into a worn leather case. He turned toward
the south wall, where sunlight would reach within the hour. His
movements were slow, deliberate. Somewhere behind the glass
panes and shuttered windows, the maples rustled in a soft wind.

He paused beside the last pew, his hand brushing against the edge
of the wood. He thought of Eli, steady as the oak beams above them
all, somehow whole again after years that had splintered him. He
thought of the pastor’s steady way of speaking, and the quiet
conviction that never seemed to waver with age or fatigue. He
thought of faith held without collapse, and his own questions, still
braced inside him, unspoken.



In the stillness, Nathan closed his eyes briefly, then opened them
again. When he let go of the pew, those questions remained.



Chapter 1
Measurements

Nathan Mercer stood in the dirt beside the church fellowship hall
with a tape measure stretched tight between two stakes. The
morning air held the bite of early fall. The grass along the gravel
drive still shone with dew. A thin fog sat low over the field behind
the cemetery, then eased back as the sun climbed.

He checked the number at the tape. He read it again. He wrote it on
a clipboard with a dull pencil.

He trusted numbers. Numbers did not shift when someone felt tired
or hopeful. Numbers did not swell with a song on Sunday and shrink
on Monday.

A truck door thumped behind him. Work boots hit gravel. Men
spoke in low voices. Nathan did not turn. He finished the line on the
page, then reeled the tape in with a steady pull.

Eli Brooks walked up on his left. Eli carried a bundle of survey flags
and a level. His hair had grown longer since the last time Nathan
had seen him close up, with a few gray strands near his temples. His
face looked calmer than it had years ago. His eyes held fewer hard
corners.

Nathan set the tape on the tailgate of his own truck.

Eli nodded toward the church. “Pastor Whitaker is inside. He wants
to look at the rough plan again before the meeting.”

Nathan kept his voice even. “He will look at it. He will ask what it
costs. He will ask why.”

Eli gave a small smile. “He will ask the right questions.”



Nathan glanced at the white siding and the tall steeple rising above
the maples. The steeple caught the sun first. It always did. When he
was a boy, he used to look at it from the school bus and feel as if it
watched him.

He felt nothing from it now. He saw paint. He saw shingles. He saw
a bell tower framed by lumber and bolts.

He picked up his clipboard. “I will show him the load path again.
The new wing ties in clean. No guessing.”

Eli walked beside him toward the fellowship hall door. “I appreciate
you taking this on.”

Nathan did not answer the gratitude. He had agreed because he knew
what the church meant to Maple Ridge, even if he did not share the
full weight people placed on it. He had agreed because the project
needed care, and he gave care to any work put in his hands. He had
agreed because Eli had asked without pressure. Eli had learned how
to ask that way.

Inside, the fellowship hall smelled like old coffee and lemon cleaner.
Folding tables lined the wall. A bulletin board held a spread of
notices with neat borders. A youth retreat. A meal train. A repair day
for an elderly couple on the edge of town.

Nathan crossed to the center table where he had set up plans the day
before. He rolled them flat with the side of his hand. He lined a metal
ruler along a printed wall line. He checked dimensions as if the paper
might have changed overnight.

Pastor Mark Whitaker stepped out from the small kitchen with a
mug in his hand. He wore a button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled
to his forearms. His hair had gone silver at the sides. His posture
held quiet strength. He looked at Nathan with steady warmth.

“Nathan Mercer,” he said. “Good to see you in here.”
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Nathan nodded once. “Morning, Pastor Whitaker.”

Eli moved to the other side of the table. “We were walking the
footprint again.”

Pastor Whitaker set his mug down and leaned in. “Show me where
the classroom wing sits.”

Nathan tapped the plan with his pencil. “Here. Along the north side.
We tie into the existing wall. We cut openings here and here for
access. We reinforce the header span. We keep the roofline lower
than the sanctuary roof. It keeps the snow load simple.”

Pastor Whitaker followed the line with his finger. “And the
foundation.”

“Continuous footing. Frost depth at forty-two inches. I want the soil
report updated. The back corner sits close to where the runoff
collects. I will not guess.”

Eli watched Nathan’s face. “We can get a report.”
Nathan kept his eyes on the plan. “Good.”

Pastor Whitaker stood back. “This is the first time in a long time I
have heard someone speak about our church in terms of frost depth.”

Eli let out a quiet breath that held amusement.
Nathan did not smile. “Frost does not care about good intentions.”

Pastor Whitaker looked at him for a moment, as if he heard more
behind the words. Then he nodded. “True.”

A chair scraped at the far end of the room. Mrs. Alder entered with
a stack of paper plates tucked under her arm. Her gray hair sat in a
tidy bun. She wore a cardigan even though the hall felt warm. She
spotted Nathan and walked over.



“Mercy,” she said, her voice full of familiar sharp kindness. “Nathan
Mercer. I almost did not recognize you without your mother trailing
behind you.”

Nathan offered her a nod. “Morning, Mrs. Alder.”

She set the plates down. “Your mother would have made you bring
donuts.”

Nathan’s gaze flicked to the empty counter by the kitchen. “I did
not.”

Mrs. Alder sniffed. “A tragedy. I will forgive you.”

Pastor Whitaker glanced toward the window. “The others will arrive
soon. We can go over the rest of the agenda.”

Nathan gathered his notes and kept his hands busy. He listened with
half attention as Pastor Whitaker mentioned bids and scheduling and
volunteers. Nathan responded when needed. He did not fill the room
with extra words.

He stayed in control by staying exact.

When the meeting ended, people drifted out in small groups, talking
about paint colors and Sunday school numbers and where to put the
new entry ramp. Eli lingered near the door, talking to a church elder
about the cemetery fence.

Nathan rolled the plans and slid them back into the tube. He snapped
the cap on. He looked down at the pencil marks on his clipboard. He
had caught two inconsistencies in the old drawings. He would fix
them before the next meeting.

The hall door opened again. Cool air pushed in. Someone stepped
inside.

Nathan glanced up without thinking.
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A woman stood in the doorway with a canvas bag on her shoulder.
She held a paper cup, the kind from the cafe in town, and the smell
of cinnamon drifted in with her. She wore simple dark jeans and a
light jacket. Her hair sat in neat twists pulled back from her face.
Her eyes moved across the room as if she took stock without hurry.

Pastor Whitaker’s face changed first. His whole expression
softened, then brightened with real joy.

“Miriam,” he said.

The name landed with a quiet certainty. It did not sound like gossip.
It sounded like family.

She walked toward him. She set the cup on the nearest table and
opened her arms. Pastor Whitaker stepped into the hug with care,
like he knew how to hold someone who had carried hard things.

“It is good to see you home,” he said.

“It is good to be here,” Miriam Carter replied. Her voice held calm.
It held weariness hidden under steadiness.

Nathan watched her hands as she pulled back. Her fingers looked
strong. Clean nails. A thin scar along one knuckle. He wondered
where she had gotten it.

Pastor Whitaker kept one hand at her elbow for a moment. “You
came in this morning.”

“I drove in late last night. I slept at my aunt’s.”

Mrs. Alder’s head turned sharp. “Miriam Carter. Lord have mercy.
Come here.”

Miriam turned and let Mrs. Alder wrap her in a fierce hug. Mrs.
Alder held her for a beat longer than needed, then pulled back and
looked Miriam up and down with disapproval.
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“You look thin,” Mrs. Alder said.
“I am fine.”

Mrs. Alder made a sound. “Fine is what people say when they are
not.”

Miriam did not argue. She only smiled once, small and patient, as if
she had learned how to accept love in strange forms.

Pastor Whitaker glanced at the plans on Nathan’s table. “You
arrived at the right time. We are in the middle of planning.”

Miriam’s gaze followed his. She stepped closer. “I heard talk about
an expansion while I was still overseas. I did not know it was
moving forward.”

“It is,” Pastor Whitaker said. “Nathan is leading the structural side.”
Miriam looked at Nathan then, direct and open. “Nathan Mercer.”
He nodded. “Miriam Carter.”

Her eyes held him without flinching. They did not hold flirtation.
They held recognition, as if she knew the name and had long ago
placed it in her mind.

“I did not realize you were back in Maple Ridge,” she said.
“I never left.”

Miriam’s gaze shifted to Eli near the door, then back to Nathan. “Eli
is here t0o0.”

Eli heard his name and turned. He walked over with a measured step,
then stopped short as he saw her. His face warmed. His eyes
softened.

“Miriam,” Eli said.



She smiled wider then, and Nathan saw the change. Her smile
carried a hint of relief. “Hello, Eli.”

Eli nodded and looked down for a second, as if he gathered himself.
“It is good to see you.”

“It is good to see you too.”

Nathan watched his brother for signs he did not fully understand. Eli
had changed over the past years. People said faith had done it.
Nathan had watched it happen from the side. He had watched Eli
become steady in a way he had not been in their younger years.
Nathan respected the outcome. He still questioned the cause.

Pastor Whitaker tapped the plan. “Miriam has served with medical
teams. She has built clinics with her own hands. She has worked
with kids and taught English and Scripture.”

Miriam did not look pleased by the praise. She kept her eyes on the
drawings. “I have done some work. I am not an engineer.”

Nathan opened the plan tube again and rolled the drawings out,
because he needed a reason to keep his hands moving. “We need
function. The classrooms need light and airflow. The current layout
traps heat.”

Miriam leaned closer. She smelled faintly of soap and road dust.
“Where do the children enter now?”

Nathan pointed. “Here. Through the side door. They crowd the hall
by the kitchen. It becomes a bottleneck.”

Miriam studied the line. “If the new wing has its own entry, it would
relieve the hall.”

Eli nodded. “That is part of the thought.”

Nathan glanced at Miriam again. “You read plans.”
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“I have lived with plans,” she said. “Clinic plans. Water plans.
Where supplies sit. Where people line up. Where children gather
when they feel scared.”

Nathan held his pencil still. Her words held weight he did not share.
He heard the places behind them. He pictured heat and dust and
sickness. He pictured people waiting.

Pastor Whitaker said, “Miriam has seen buildings put up with less
than we have here.”

Miriam’s eyes stayed on the page. “Sometimes we had what we
needed. Sometimes we did not.”

Nathan traced the roof line with his pencil tip. “Here we will have
what we need. If we budget for it.”

Mrs. Alder clucked. “There is a sentence [ like.”
Miriam looked up at Nathan. “How long will it take?”

Nathan answered in the same tone he used with any client. “If the
ground stays dry, eight weeks for foundation and framing. Four
more for mechanical and finish. Longer if we run into surprises.”

Miriam nodded. “Maple Ridge has surprises.”
Nathan kept his face blank. “So does any place.”

Pastor Whitaker glanced between them. “Miriam, if you have time,
I would like you to sit in on some planning sessions. The church will
value your perspective.”

Miriam hesitated for a beat. Nathan caught it because he watched
people for hesitation more than words. She looked toward the
window, where the churchyard spread out with trees and stones and
sunlit grass. Her shoulders lifted and lowered with a slow breath.
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“I can,” she said at last. “I am here to rest, but I do not know how to
sit still.”

Mrs. Alder pointed a finger. “Rest means rest. Do you hear me?”
Miriam’s smile returned, softer. “I hear you.”
Eli said, “We can keep you in the loop without putting you to work.”

Miriam turned to him. “You sound like you have learned
something.”

Eli’s mouth curved. “I have.”

Nathan watched Miriam watch Eli. There was history there, some
shared line of service and church life. Nathan stood outside it. He
stood outside most things now.

Pastor Whitaker picked up his mug again. “Miriam, after you settle,
come by my office. I want to hear how you are doing.”

Miriam nodded. “I will.”

Mrs. Alder gathered her plates and set them back under her arm. “I
will tell the choir. They will start planning a welcome.”

Miriam’s expression tightened for a fraction. “Please do not make a
fuss.”

Mrs. Alder snorted. “They will fuss. It is their spiritual gift.”
Eli chuckled under his breath.

Miriam picked up her cup and shifted her bag strap. “I should go see
my aunt. She said she would make soup.”

Pastor Whitaker walked her toward the door. “We will see you
soon.”
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Miriam paused at the threshold and looked back at the table. Her
gaze landed on the drawing again, then lifted to Nathan.

“I am glad the work is in careful hands,” she said.

Nathan did not know what to do with the compliment. He gave her
a nod. “I do careful work.”

“I can see that,” she replied.

Then she stepped out into the daylight. The door closed behind her
with a soft click.

The room felt quieter than before, though people still moved near
the kitchen. Nathan rolled the plans back up. He slid them into the
tube, then set it under his arm.

Eli approached him. “She is something.”
Nathan glanced at his brother. “She seems steady.”
“She has always been steady,” Eli said, and his voice held respect.

Nathan walked toward the door. “People say a lot of things about
missionaries.”

Eli followed. “What do you mean?”

Nathan stepped onto the church steps. The boards creaked under his
boots. He looked out over the gravel lot. A few cars remained.
Leaves skittered across the ground in a small gust.

“They say the work changes people,” Nathan said. “They say it
proves faith.”

Eli’s eyes narrowed, thoughtful. “You do not think it does.”
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Nathan tightened his grip on the plan tube. “I think people work
hard. I think people endure. I respect that. I do not know what it
proves.”

Eli studied him. “You respect her.”

Nathan did not answer right away. Respect felt like a loose word.
He preferred stronger ones. Trust. Soundness. True.

“She asked good questions,” Nathan said. “She reads a plan. She
sees flow. She does not waste words.”

Eli’s face eased. “She will fit in with you.”

Nathan stopped at the bottom step. “I do not need people to fit in
with me.”

Eli looked past him toward the road. “You do not need much of
anything, do you?”

Nathan felt the sting in his brother’s tone, even though Eli did not
raise his voice. Eli spoke like a man who had learned to speak plain.
Nathan had taught himself to do the same. Still, sometimes truth
scraped.

Nathan turned toward his truck. “I need the soil report. I need the
crew schedule. I need bids in writing.”

Eli let him go without pushing further.

Nathan loaded his plans into the cab and set his clipboard on the
seat. He stood for a moment with the door open, looking back at the
church.

The white steeple rose against a blue sky. It looked clean from a
distance. Up close, he knew it had cracks in the trim and soft spots
in the old wood. He had once climbed into the attic as a teenager and

13



seen where mice had chewed through the insulation. He had smelled
the damp. He had seen mold starting in a dark corner.

People sat under it and sang as if the building held no weakness.

He shut the truck door and leaned against it for a moment. He heard
echoes from years ago, his mother humming a hymn while she
stirred a pot, his father sitting silent with a tired face, Eli pacing at
night when things felt too heavy in their house.

Nathan remembered one Sunday when his father had not come to
church. Nathan had sat beside his mother and watched her hands
tremble in her lap. Pastor Whitaker had preached about trust, about
a foundation that held when storms came. People had nodded.
Nathan had watched his mother nod too, tears on her cheeks.

When they drove home, the house had still felt cold. The bills had
still sat on the counter. The air had still carried tension.

Nathan had learned then to stop expecting sermons to fix what life
broke. He had learned to measure what he could measure. He had
learned to build what he could build.

He climbed into the truck and started the engine. Gravel popped
under the tires as he pulled away.

As he drove down the road, the church steeple stayed in the rearview
mirror for a long stretch. It stood above the trees, steady and bright.
It looked like certainty from far off.

Nathan kept his eyes on the road. He thought of Miriam Carter’s
calm face. He thought of her saying she had lived with plans. He
wondered what she had seen overseas when people had prayed with
no promise of relief. He wondered what she believed held weight
when nothing else did.
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He did not ask the questions out loud. He kept them locked where
he stored every question without a measurement.

The road curved past fields and split-rail fences. He drove toward
the edge of town where his small rental house sat near the tree line.
He had chosen it for quiet. He had chosen it for distance.

He turned onto his gravel drive and parked. The engine ticked as it
cooled.

He sat with both hands on the steering wheel for a moment, staring
at the windshield. The church sat a few miles behind him, but he still
felt it in his mind, white and tall against the sky. He felt the coming
weeks pressing in. Meetings. Decisions. Faces watching him work.

He had agreed to build a wing for a church he no longer knew how
to belong to. Now Miriam Carter had walked through the door, back
from far away, eyes steady as if faith had not failed her.

Nathan stared ahead, unsure whether his return to church work had
been wise at all. Then he opened the door and stepped out into the
quiet, with the weight of unfinished measurements waiting for him.
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Chapter 2
What She Brought Back

Sunday came with clear light and a thin chill.

Nathan Mercer stood in his kitchen with a mug of coffee in his hand.
The rental house smelled like fresh pine from the stack of cutoffs he
had brought home. Sawdust clung to the edge of his boots. He had
swept twice the night before. It still found its way back.

He stared at the clock over the sink. The second hand moved with a
steady insistence. His jaw tightened as if time had something to
prove.

He had told Pastor Whitaker he would attend the welcome. He had
not promised anything else.

He set the mug down. He washed the cup, dried it, and set it in the
cupboard. He moved through the quiet rooms, checking small
things. The windows. The door lock. The keys in his pocket. Each
motion carried a calm order he trusted.

Outside, the air held the smell of fallen leaves and cold soil. A crow
called from the tree line. His truck sat under a maple whose leaves
had started to turn. A few had dropped on the hood. He brushed them
off with the side of his hand and climbed in.

The engine started on the first turn.

He drove the familiar roads with a steady speed. Fields opened on
either side. Stalks stood cut down in rows. Round bales sat in the
distance like markers set in place. A farm dog ran along a fence for
a few yards, then stopped and watched.

Maple Ridge came into view as the road dipped. The bakery sign
stood near the corner, painted white with blue letters. The hardware
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store sat two doors down, the front windows filled with rakes and
bags of seed. The café had new planters by the door. Mums, yellow
and rust colored. Someone had taken time.

His hands held the wheel at the same spots, as if he had learned the
grip long ago and never changed it.

He passed the firehouse. The bay doors stood open. A red truck
shone inside under bright lights. Two men stood out front, talking.
One lifted a hand when he saw Nathan. Nathan lifted his hand back,
small and quick.

He turned onto the church road.

Maple Ridge Community Church stood at the top of the gentle rise.
White boards. Dark shingles. The steeple pointed cleanly into the
blue sky. Sunlight flashed off the cross.

Cars already lined the gravel drive. People moved between them,
coats on their arms, Bible bags in hand. A few children ran ahead,
then came back when a parent called.

Nathan parked farther down the line. He shut off the engine and sat
for a moment.

He watched people gather near the front steps. They smiled as they
spoke. They leaned in close as if every word mattered. He
recognized faces. Some had gray hair now. Some had new lines
around their eyes.

He got out and shut the door with care. Gravel shifted under his
boots. The cool air touched his cheeks. He walked toward the church
with his shoulders set.

The front doors stood open. Warm air drifted out with the smell of
old wood and clean polish. He stepped inside.
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The foyer held a hum of voices. Coats hung on hooks along one
wall. A bulletin board held announcements in neat rows. Someone
had put up a new poster with drawings of a building addition and a
date printed in bold letters.

He kept his eyes from stopping there.

A woman at a small table smiled at him. She held a stack of
programs.

“Nathan Mercer,” she said, as if the name fit her mouth well.
He nodded. “Morning.”

“Good to see you.” She handed him a program. “We are glad you
are here.”

He took it. “Thank you.”
He moved past the table and into the sanctuary.

The room held a familiar shape. Wooden pews. Simple stained glass
along the side walls, a pulpit at the front, polished and plain. A cross
hung behind it. Sunlight came in at an angle, lighting dust in the air.

People filled the pews in clusters, leaving spaces between groups.
Some turned to look when Nathan walked in. A few smiled. A few
only watched.

He chose a seat near the back, on the aisle. It gave him a clear line
to the door if he needed it.

He sat with his program folded in his hands.

A man slid into the pew two seats down. Older. Broad shoulders.
Hair gone mostly white. He turned and held out his hand.

“Walter Griggs,” he said. “I do not think we have met properly.”
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Nathan took his hand. The grip felt strong.

“Nathan Mercer.”

Walter’s eyes held steady. “Eli’s brother.”

“Yes.”

Walter nodded once. “Eli does good work.”

“Sodo I.”

Walter did not take offense. He only nodded again. “I hear you do.”
Nathan looked toward the front. “I try.”

Walter leaned back. “I hope you stay after. There is food.”

Nathan did not answer right away. He let the quiet sit. “I will see.”
Walter accepted the answer with the same calm.

The piano began to play, a soft chord, then another. People turned
forward. The choir stood. The room rose to sing.

Nathan stayed seated for half a beat, then stood with the rest. He
watched mouths form familiar words. The hymn carried through the
room, steady and plain.

He did not sing at first. Then, on the second verse, his mouth moved
with the lines he had learned as a boy. The sound came low. His
voice blended into the room. It did not stand out.

He kept his eyes on the hymnal.
The song ended. People sat. Pastor Whitaker stepped to the pulpit.
Mark Whitaker had grown older since Nathan had last listened to

him from this spot. The same calm presence remained. The same
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gentle eyes. His hair held gray at the temples. His hands rested on
the pulpit with ease, as if it belonged there.

He looked out over the congregation. His gaze moved across faces,
then stopped for a moment near the back.

Nathan met his eyes, then looked down.

Pastor Whitaker spoke a welcome. He prayed with a steady voice.
He thanked God for gathering His people. He asked for rest for the
weary. He asked for strength for those who served.

Nathan heard the words and felt them pass through him like wind
through a frame before drywall.

He tried not to judge the feeling. He only noted it.
The service moved on. Another hymn. A reading from Psalm 127.

Pastor Whitaker read, “Unless the Lord builds the house, they labor
in vain who build it.”

Nathan’s fingers tightened around the folded program.

He had heard the verse before. He had seen it printed on plaques in
Christian homes. He had watched people nod as if it solved
something.

He stared at the wood grain in the pew in front of him.

Pastor Whitaker preached with a tone that held no show. He spoke
of labor and trust. Of building with care. Of asking God to hold what
human hands could not.

Nathan listened with his face calm. His mind stayed busy.
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He thought of joists. Loads. Span tables. The way weight moved
through a structure. He thought of what happened when someone
built on shifting soil.

He did not argue with the sermon. He also did not let it settle.

Then Pastor Whitaker closed his Bible and stepped away from the
pulpit.

His face softened. He looked out again.
“Today we welcome someone home,” he said.

A quiet shift moved through the room. People straightened. Heads
turned toward the center aisle.

Pastor Whitaker lifted his hand toward a woman seated near the
front.

“Miriam Carter.”
Miriam stood.

Nathan had seen her in the fellowship hall the day before, only for a
moment, while he held plan sheets and tried to keep his focus. He
had caught a glimpse of her face in passing. Calm eyes. A composed
mouth. Hair pulled back neat and simple. A posture that held both
strength and restraint.

Seeing her in the sanctuary hit different. The light from the side
window touched her cheek. Her dress was deep blue, plain and
modest. She wore no jewelry besides a thin watch. Her hands rested
at her sides, still.

People began to clap. It started small and grew. Warm. Full.

Miriam did not smile wide. She did not lift her arms. She bowed her
head for a brief moment, then looked up with quiet gratitude.
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Pastor Whitaker stepped down from the platform and met her at the
front.

He took her hand in both of his and spoke to her with a tenderness
that belonged to a father. She nodded, eyes shining but steady.

He led her up the steps. He offered her a place at the front, near the
pulpit.

She stood there while the clapping eased.

Pastor Whitaker faced the congregation again. “Many of you have
prayed for Miriam for years,” he said. “Some have sent letters. Some
have sent support. All of us have shared in the work, in some way.”

He paused. “She asked for rest. She asked for time with family. She
asked for prayer for what comes next.”

He looked at Miriam. “Miriam, we are grateful. We are glad you are
home.”

Miriam leaned toward the microphone. She adjusted it with a careful
hand, then stopped. She did not fidget.

Her voice carried clear without strain. “Thank you,” she said. “I am
grateful to be here. I have missed Maple Ridge.”

A few people murmured amen. A woman wiped at her eyes.

Miriam’s gaze moved across the pews. It did not dart. It did not seek
attention. It held steady as if she took each face in with respect.

She spoke again. “I do not know what all you have pictured when
you hear the word mission,” she said. “I do not know what you think
my days have looked like. I will not try to make it sound bigger than
it was.”
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Nathan sat back. He watched her mouth shape each word with care.
He watched the stillness in her shoulders. He saw no need in her to
perform.

She continued. “I taught health classes. I helped with basic care. |
read stories to children. I sat with mothers who waited for news. I
sat with fathers who had no work. I prayed with people in rooms
with no lights.”

The sanctuary stayed quiet. Even the children held still.

Miriam’s eyes lowered for a moment. When she lifted them, her
gaze held something heavy, held in check.

“I saw grief,” she said. “I saw joy too. I saw people share food when
they did not have enough. I saw neighbors carry water for each other
when their backs ached.”

She paused. Her fingers touched the edge of the pulpit for a brief
second, then fell away.

“I learned many things,” she said. “One of them was simple. Faith
does not erase pain. Faith gives someone a place to stand while pain
remains.”

Nathan’s throat tightened.

He did not agree. He did not disagree. He felt the words press against
something he kept locked.

Miriam looked toward the choir loft, then back. “People asked me
why [ went,” she said. “Some asked if I felt brave. I did not.”

A soft, kind laugh moved through the room.

Miriam’s mouth curved, small. “I felt called. Some days I felt tired.
Many days I felt afraid. God met me there.”

23



She lifted her chin a fraction. “I also learned gratitude for home. For
steady roads. For clean water. For a church that sings together.”

Her voice did not shake. Her eyes did.
She blinked once and steadied.
Nathan watched the blink. It told him more than the words.

Pastor Whitaker stepped closer. “Would you share one specific
story?” he asked, “one thing you carried back with you.”

Miriam’s gaze shifted down and to the side, as if she chose carefully.

“There was a boy,” she said. “His name was Kofi. He came to the
clinic with his grandmother. He had a fever for days. His body was
small, thin.”

She paused, breath measured. “We did what we could. We had
limited supplies. We had no specialist. We had prayer.”

Nathan’s hand tightened on the program again. He hated the way the
word prayer sat beside limited supplies, as if both belonged in the
same list.

Miriam kept speaking. “His grandmother sat on the floor beside the
cot. She sang hymns in a language I did not know. She sang through
the night.”

The sanctuary felt closer. The air felt warmer.

Miriam’s eyes lifted. “The next morning the fever broke,” she said.
“He woke and asked for food. He laughed when someone brought
him porridge. He laughed as if he had never been sick.”

A soft exhale moved through the pews, relief, shared.
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Miriam did not smile as if she had won anything. “I thanked God,”
she said. “I also thanked the nurse who stayed awake. I thanked the
grandmother for her care. I thanked the driver who brought them in
the dark. It was not one thing. It was many.”

Nathan’s jaw worked once. He understood many. He trusted many.
He trusted hands, effort, and skill.

Miriam’s voice softened. “A week later Kofi came back,” she said.
“He brought a mango in his hands. He held it out to me with both
palms like an offering.”

Her eyes glistened again. “It was the only one his family had from
their tree. He gave it to me because he believed God had used me to
help him.”

She swallowed, then continued. “I did not feel worthy of it. I still do
not. I ate it later with three children who stood outside the clinic and
stared at it.”

A few people laughed quietly through tears.

Miriam’s face stayed calm. “I brought no mango with me,” she said.
“I brought the memory. I brought a reminder. God gives gifts
through people.”

Pastor Whitaker nodded. “Thank you,” he said. “We will pray for
you after the service, before the meal.”

Miriam stepped back. She returned to her seat.

The congregation stood again to sing. Nathan sang this time, low
and steady. The words moved through him with a strange ache.

When the final hymn ended, Pastor Whitaker offered a benediction.
He asked the Lord to guard their coming and going. He asked for
wisdom in building and in living.
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As people began to move toward the aisles, Pastor Whitaker lifted a
hand.

“If you are able, please remain for a moment,” he said. “We will
pray for Miriam now.”

People stopped. They turned back. The room settled into quiet again.

Miriam came to the front once more. Pastor Whitaker stood beside
her. Two women stepped up, then a man, then another. Hands
reached out and rested on Miriam’s shoulders and arms, gentle and
respectful.

Pastor Whitaker began to pray.

He thanked God for Miriam’s service. He asked for healing where
she had poured out. He asked for clear direction. He asked for
protection. He asked for peace in her sleep.

Nathan sat with his hands on his knees.

He did not go forward. He did not bow his head at first. Then he did,
slow, more from habit than choice.

Pastor Whitaker’s prayer continued, simple and sincere. The kind of
prayer Nathan had heard his whole life.

Nathan listened for promises that sounded too easy. He did not hear
any. He heard only petitions and gratitude. It unsettled him more
than bold claims.

Pastor Whitaker ended. “In Jesus’ name, amen.”
The room echoed with amens.

People began to file out toward the fellowship hall. The mood
carried warmth and celebration. Voices rose with conversation. The
scent of coffee drifted in from the side hallway.
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Nathan stood and waited as families moved past him. He let an older
couple go first. He stepped into the aisle when the path cleared.

In the foyer, he paused near the bulletin board. He did not read it.
He watched people.

Miriam stood near the sanctuary doors, accepting greetings. A
woman hugged her hard. Miriam held her with both arms and closed
her eyes for a moment. When they parted, Miriam smiled, small and
sincere.

A man shook her hand and spoke with lively gestures. Miriam
nodded and listened. She did not rush him.

Nathan stayed back. He did not want to join the line. He did not want
to seem rude. He also did not want to pretend closeness he did not
feel.

Walter Griggs approached Nathan with a slow step. “Come on,” he
said. “Food will run out.”

Nathan glanced toward the hallway. “It will not.”

Walter grunted, amused. “You sound like my brother. He talks like
a ledger.”

Nathan did not answer. He followed Walter down the hall.

The fellowship hall had changed since Nathan’s youth. The same
long room, but new paint. New lights. A new set of folding partitions
along one wall. The kitchen doors stood open, and women moved in
and out with trays.

The smell hit him first. Ham. Yeast rolls. Coffee. Something sweet
with cinnamon.
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Tables sat covered with plain cloths. Paper plates and napkins stood
in a stack near the front. People filled the room with an easy kind of
noise.

A banner hung on the far wall. “Welcome Home, Miriam.”
Nathan’s eyes caught on the word home. He looked away.
Walter moved toward the line. Nathan followed, keeping space.
As he waited, he saw Eli Brooks across the room.

Eli stood near the coffee urn, talking with Pastor Whitaker. Eli wore
clean jeans and a brown jacket. His hands moved as he spoke, calm
and grounded. He looked older too. More settled. His face held
peace Nathan did not understand.

Eli glanced up and saw Nathan. His eyes held surprise, then warmth.
He lifted his hand.

Nathan lifted his hand back.

Eli started to move, then another man stepped in his path, pulling
him into a conversation. Eli turned back to Nathan and held up one
finger, a sign to wait.

Nathan did not know if he wanted to wait.

He reached the food line. He took a plate and moved along. He chose
ham and potatoes, green beans, and a roll. He skipped the desserts.
He poured coffee.

He found a seat at a table near the side wall. A few men sat there,
talking about the harvest and a fence line repair. Nathan sat without
joining in much. He ate with steady bites.

Across the room, Miriam moved from group to group. She ate little.
She drank water. She listened more than she spoke.
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A young girl approached her with a handmade card. Miriam bent to
accept it with both hands. She said something that made the girl
smile wide.

Nathan watched the exchange longer than he meant to.

Eli crossed the room at last. He stopped beside Nathan’s table. His
presence carried the faint smell of sawdust and soap.

“Nate,” Eli said.
Nathan looked up. “Eli.”

Eli pulled out a chair and sat. He studied Nathan’s face as if he
looked for a bruise.

“You came,” Eli said.
Nathan nodded once. I said I would.”
Eli smiled a little. “You did.”

They sat in a quiet pause while the men at the table talked around
them.

Eli’s gaze slid toward Miriam, then back. “Miriam Carter,” he said.
“I still remember her running down the church steps with her hair
loose.”

Nathan’s mouth tightened. “I do not.”

Eli held the quiet, then nodded. “She was always steady. Even as a
kid.”

Nathan took a sip of coffee. It tasted burnt and strong. He welcomed
the bitterness.

Eli leaned forward a little. “How are you doing?”” he asked.
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Nathan set the cup down. “Fine.”

Eli did not push. He looked down at his own plate, then back up.
“Work starts soon,” he said.

“It already started,” Nathan said. “The plans exist. The site exists.
The money exists. The rest is work.”

Eli watched him. “You always talk like a bid.”

Nathan’s eyes flicked to Eli. “And you always talk like it matters
where people sit on Sunday.”

Eli did not flinch. “It does.”

Nathan held his gaze. The room noise pressed in around them. Plates
clinked. Chairs scraped. A child laughed near the dessert table.

Eli spoke softer. “I am glad you are here,” he said. “Even if you do
not feel glad.”

Nathan looked down at his plate. “I came for the job.”
Eli nodded. “I know.”
Another pause.

Eli’s eyes moved again toward Miriam. “She has seen things,” he
said.

Nathan’s throat tightened again. “Yes.”

Eli leaned back. “Pastor Whitaker asked me to check in on her this
week. Make sure she has rides, food, whatever she needs.”

Nathan ate another bite of potatoes. “She seems capable.”
Eli’s mouth curved. “Capable people still need care.”

Nathan did not answer.
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Eli lowered his voice. “She will probably visit the site at some
point,” he said. “She has a mind for details. She always did.”

Nathan’s fork paused. “Why would she visit the site?”

Eli shrugged. “She is home. This church is her home. People like to
see what is being built.”

Nathan’s shoulders tightened. He did not like the idea of being
watched while he worked, though it always happened. He liked it
less when the watcher had calm eyes and a steady voice that carried
weight.

Eli stood. “I will let you eat,” he said. “If you want, come by the
house tonight. Mom is making stew. She asked if you would come.”

Nathan’s stomach tightened at the word mom.

He kept his face even. “I will think about it.”

Eli nodded as if the answer held more than it said. “All right.”
Eli moved away.

Nathan watched him go, then turned his gaze to the side wall. A row
of framed photos now hung there. Mission teams. Youth groups.
Baptisms in the river. A Christmas program with children in
cardboard costumes.

One photo held Miriam.

She stood in a group of people outside a small building with a tin
roof. Children crowded around her. She held a stethoscope around
her neck and a notebook in her hand. Her smile looked tired and real.

Nathan stared at the picture.
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He thought of measurements again. Of what held. Of what failed.
Of what someone carried back from far away.

He finished his coffee and set the cup down.

He stood and took his plate to the trash. He did not stay for dessert.
He did not seek out Miriam. He did not want to add himself to the
line of praise.

He slipped out of the fellowship hall and into the hallway.

The sanctuary door stood open now. The room sat quiet, emptying.
Sunlight still cut across the pews.

Nathan paused at the threshold.
He heard soft footsteps behind him. He turned.

Miriam stood a few feet away. She held a small stack of cards in her
hands, pressed against her chest. Her shoulders looked looser than
on the platform. Her eyes still held calm, but a faint weariness sat at
the edges.

She stopped when she saw him, as if she had not expected him in
the hall.

“Nathan Mercer,” she said.
He nodded. “Miriam Carter.”
Her mouth curved in a small smile. “You came.”

He did not know why the words bothered him. He kept his tone even.
“Pastor Whitaker asked me.”

Miriam studied his face for a moment, then nodded as if she
accepted the answer as honest.
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“I am glad,” she said. “This place has a way of staying the same,
even when people leave.”

Nathan looked past her toward the fellowship hall doorway. Voices
spilled out, bright.

“Some things stay the same,” he said.

Miriam’s gaze moved to the sanctuary, then back to him. “Thank
you for being part of the work,” she said. “The new wing.”

Nathan’s jaw tightened. “It is a building. It will stand if it is built
right.”

Miriam did not take offense. She held the cards closer with both
hands. “Yes,” she said. “It will.”

He waited for her to add a lesson. She did not.

She stepped half a pace to the side, leaving the path open. “I hope
the work goes well,” she said.

“It will,” he said.
Miriam nodded once. “All right.”
Nathan started to pass her, then stopped, surprised at himself.

He looked at her hands, the cards. One had a child’s drawing on the
front. A sun with stick rays. A house. A cross.

He lifted his eyes again. “What are you doing here?” he asked, and
the question came sharper than he intended.

Miriam did not flinch. She looked down the hall for a moment, then
back. “Rest,” she said. “And prayer. And listening.”

Nathan’s mouth tightened. “Listening for what?”
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“For the next assignment,” she said. “For where I should serve. For
what the Lord wants.”

Nathan looked away, then back again. “And if you do not hear
anything.”

Miriam held his gaze. “Then I will keep serving where I am,” she
said. “I will keep showing up. I will keep doing the next right thing.”

The words landed in him with a weight he recognized. Work
language. Plain and steady. No show.

He nodded once, slow.

Miriam’s voice softened. “You work with what you can see,” she
said. It did not sound like an accusation. It sounded like respect.

Nathan met her eyes. “I work with what holds.”
Miriam nodded again. “Yes.”
A pause stretched.

Nathan felt the pull of the questions he kept locked up. He did not
open them. He held the door closed with a practiced grip.

Miriam shifted the cards in her arms. “I should go,” she said.
“People still want to talk.”

Nathan stepped back. “Go.”

Miriam turned, then paused and looked over her shoulder. “Thank
you for coming today,” she said again, quieter. “I know it costs some
people more than they say.”

Nathan stared at her for a moment. His throat tightened. He did not
answer.
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Miriam walked back toward the fellowship hall. Her steps stayed
measured. Her shoulders stayed straight, yet fatigue showed in the
line of her neck.

Nathan watched until she disappeared through the doorway.
Then he walked out of the church into the cold air.

The sun sat higher now. The gravel lot shone pale. Leaves skittered
along the ground near the fence.

He climbed into his truck and shut the door. He did not start the
engine right away.

He saw Miriam’s face in his mind, calm and tired. He heard her say
faith did not erase pain. He heard her say she would keep showing

up.

He placed both hands on the wheel and stared through the
windshield.

He did not feel moved. He did not feel changed.
He felt pressed.

He started the engine and drove away from the church, the steeple
shrinking behind him as the road dipped. The warmth of the
fellowship hall stayed on his clothes, yet his chest held a familiar
chill.

He headed back to quiet, carrying words he did not want to hold,
and a woman’s steady gaze he could not shake.
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Chapter 3
Work Without Explanation

Monday came with a flat sky and a cold wind off the fields.

Nathan Mercer pulled into the church lot before seven. He did it the
way he did most things. Early. Quiet. Without making a point of it.
His truck tires crunched over gravel. The white church sat back from
the road, steady and clean. The steeple rose above the maples with
its simple cross.

He parked beside the fellowship hall and sat for a moment with the
engine running. The heater pushed warm air on his hands. He
watched the prayer garden through the windshield. A few late
flowers leaned toward the fence. The bench sat empty.

He shut off the engine. Silence filled the cab. He took a slow breath
and reached for his clipboard.

The work waited. The plans waited. He did not need to feel ready.
He only needed to begin.

He stepped out. The wind hit his face. It carried the smell of damp
leaves and cut hay from the farms. His boots found the same spots
in the gravel as last week. Muscle memory moved him across the lot
and around the side of the fellowship hall.

He had already staked out the new wing footprint on Saturday. Elder
Tom Reeves had helped him hold the tape measure while they set
strings. They had driven stakes in hard ground near the edge of the
cemetery. They had worked without much talk. Tom had asked
about the frost line. Nathan had answered with numbers.

Now the strings still ran straight between stakes. The new wing lived
in thin lines and corners. Nathan liked it in this stage. It did not
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argue. It did not demand. It did not ask him to agree with anything
beyond gravity.

He set his clipboard on the tailgate and opened a roll of drawings.
The paper curled in the wind. He held it down with his forearm and
checked dimensions with a pencil.

Footings. Stem walls. Framing layout. Roof load. Door schedule,
mechanical chase.

Each page offered something he trusted.
Footsteps crunched behind him.
“Morning.”

Nathan glanced up. Eli Brooks walked from the lot with a thermos
in one hand. He wore a worn work jacket and a knit cap pulled low.
He moved with the same quiet ease he had carried since they were
boys, even back when he had not been quiet inside.

“Morning,” Nathan said.

Eli stopped at the tailgate and looked at the drawings. “You got here
before me.”

“You had the key,” Nathan said.
Eli’s mouth shifted, close to a smile. “I do.”
He held out the thermos. “Coffee.”

Nathan hesitated. He did not like owing anyone even small things.
He took it anyway. The thermos felt hot through the metal.

“Thanks.”

Eli nodded and looked down the side of the building. The fellowship
hall’s clapboard siding held old paint. A few boards needed
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replacement along the bottom edge, where the backsplash had worn
them down.

Eli said, “Pastor Whitaker asked me to check the gutter line before
we start opening anything up.”

Nathan looked at him. “He asked you to. Or he asked me to and then
called you anyway.”

Eli met his eyes. He did not flinch. “He asked you to lead. He asked
me to help.”

Nathan lowered his gaze to the drawings again. “Fine.”
Eli rested his hands on the tailgate. “You look tired.”
Nathan kept his pencil moving. “Work week.”

“Work week starts today,” Eli said.

Nathan stopped and looked up. The wind tugged at Eli’s cap. His
cheeks looked wind-bitten. Eli’s eyes held a steady patience Nathan
sometimes resented.

Nathan said, “I slept.”

Eli did not press. He rarely did. He only stood there with quiet
attention, as if he had learned to wait out storms without fighting
them.

Nathan rolled the drawings tighter and clipped them. “Let us check
the gutters.”

Eli nodded and walked toward the fellowship hall. Nathan followed.

The building sat close to the cemetery. Maple leaves drifted over the
stones and lodged in the fence. The ground held a soft give from last
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night’s dew. Somewhere beyond the trees, a tractor started up and
then fell quiet again.

Eli unlocked the side door. The old key scraped in the metal plate.
The door opened with a familiar stick.

Inside, the fellowship hall smelled of brewed coffee and lemon
cleaner. Folding chairs sat stacked along the wall. The kitchen lights
hummed. A bulletin board held a mission display with photos
pinned in clean rows. Miriam Carter’s name sat on a card in neat
letters. Someone had added a paper chain of small flags, each one a
different color.

Nathan looked away first. He did not know why the sight tightened
his chest. It did not make sense. It was paper and pins. It meant
nothing to beams and joists.

Eli walked to the closet and pulled out a ladder. He carried it like it
weighed nothing.

“I will check from outside,” Nathan said.

Eli glanced at him. “You do not like ladders inside?”

“I do not like dragging this thing through the kitchen,” Nathan said.
Eli’s smile came quick and mild. “Fair.”

They carried the ladder out together. The wind pushed hard against
the side of the building. Nathan steadied the ladder as Eli set it. Eli
climbed with sure steps and reached the gutter line.

Nathan stood below, hands on the ladder rails. He watched Eli’s
boots on the rungs and fought the old memory of watching someone
else climb, someone else slip.

He forced his mind back to the present.
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Eli leaned over the gutter. “Leaves,” he said.

Nathan said, “We will clear them. Then run a new downspout on
this corner. Water pools by the foundation.”

Eli reached inside and pulled out a handful of wet leaves. He flicked
them down onto the grass. “You got time this week to start on the
footings?”

Nathan looked toward the staked lines. “I got time to meet the crew
and order concrete. We will dig Wednesday if the weather holds.”

Eli dropped another clump of leaves. “Pastor Whitaker wants the
new wing up before the first snow.”

Nathan said, “He wants a lot of things.”
Eli looked down at him. “So do you.”

Nathan tightened his grip on the ladder. “I want it safe. I want it
right.”

Eli nodded once. “Same.”

Eli climbed down and carried the ladder around the corner. Nathan
followed, the gravel crunching under their boots.

They checked each run of gutter. They found more leaves. They
found a seam splitting on the far side. Nathan took notes. Eli cleared
and pointed. They worked like they had when they were teenagers
and their father had made them clean out the gutters at home. Eli
had always made it feel like teamwork. Nathan had always focused
on finishing.

When they finished, Eli folded the ladder and leaned it against the
wall.

A car door shut in the lot.

40



Nathan did not turn right away. He did anyway. He saw Miriam
walking toward them from the gravel drive. She wore a dark coat
and carried a tote bag. Her hair sat pulled back, neat and simple. She
moved with calm purpose, but her shoulders rose and fell as if she
carried more weight than the bag held.

Eli lifted a hand. “Morning, Miriam.”
“Good morning,” she said. Her voice stayed warm.

Nathan held his clipboard tighter. He did not step forward. He did
not step back. He stayed where he was.

Miriam stopped a few feet away. “I did not mean to interrupt.”
Eli shook his head. “We are doing gutters. You are safe.”

Miriam’s eyes flicked to the ladder. “I grew up watching men do
gutters,” she said. “I do not envy it.”

Eli’s mouth curved. “I do not either.”

Miriam turned her gaze to Nathan. Her expression stayed open. No
pressure. No demand. Still, Nathan felt seen. He did not like it.

“Good morning,” Miriam said.
“Morning,” Nathan answered.

She held the tote strap in both hands. “Pastor Whitaker asked me to
bring over the old files from the office. The church has drawings for
the fellowship hall from when they expanded in the eighties. He
thought you might want them.”

Nathan paused. Old drawings helped. They also carried history.
Nathan did not care about history. He cared about how the building
stood now.
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He said, “Yes. Thank you.”

Miriam nodded and stepped closer. She set the tote on the edge of a
picnic table near the wall and pulled out a folder. It looked worn, the
tab frayed. She held it out to him.

Nathan took it. Their hands did not touch. He still felt the nearness.
He smelled something clean on her coat, like soap and cold air.

“Do you want me to put these inside?” she asked.

Nathan looked at the folder. He could go inside. He could keep work
between them and avoid the talk he did not want to have.

He said, “I will take them.”
Miriam did not argue. “All right.”

Eli looked between them, then shifted his weight. “I am going to
check the tool closet. Pastor Whitaker said the hinge has been
sticking.”

Nathan watched him go, grateful for the exit and irritated at the same
time. Eli had always known when to step away. Eli had always
known how to leave space. Nathan did not know how to do that
without abandoning the whole thing.

Miriam stayed by the picnic table. She did not follow Eli. She did
not move closer to Nathan either. She stood as if she had learned to
wait for people to choose their own steps.

Nathan cleared his throat. “You are up early.”

“I wake early,” she said. “Overseas, mornings mattered. The heat
came fast. You learned to work before it did.”

42



Nathan nodded, then stopped. He did not want details. Details
belonged to another kind of conversation. The kind people liked to
praise. The kind that ended with someone calling her brave.

He said, “You are helping around here already.”

She looked toward the building. “I grew up here. I know where the
brooms are. I know where the coffee filters hide. I can do small
things.”

He heard the way she said it. Small things. As if she needed them.
As if she needed work to keep her steady.

Nathan understood that. He did not want to admit it.
He said, “People will want your stories.”
Miriam’s eyes held his. “Some people.”

He shifted his gaze to the staked lines in the grass. “The church likes
a good report.”

Miriam’s voice stayed calm. “The church likes to see God at work.”
Nathan said, “They like to see it work out.”

Miriam did not react. She only breathed once, slow. “Sometimes it
does.”

He waited for her to defend herself. He waited for her to push back.
She did neither. She stood in the wind and let his words sit between
them.

Nathan felt heat rise in his face. He had aimed at the easy target and
hit nothing. It left him exposed.

He looked down at the folder in his hands. “These will help.”

Miriam nodded. “Good.”
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Silence stretched. The wind rattled a loose downspout strap above
them.

Nathan said, “You do not have to be here every day.”
“I know,” she said.
He glanced up. “Then why are you?”

Miriam did not answer right away. Her eyes went past him to the
cemetery fence. The stones sat in crooked rows. Some names looked
fresh. Some looked worn smooth.

She said, “I missed home.”

Nathan felt the simplest answer land with a dull weight. He had not
let himself miss anything. He had called it moving on. He had called
it being practical. He had called it necessary.

He said, “Home changes.”

“Yes,” she said. “People change too.”

Nathan’s jaw tightened. “Some people stay the same.”
Miriam looked back at him. “Do they?”

He did not answer.

Eli’s footsteps returned. He came around the corner carrying a small
toolbox. He stopped when he saw their faces. He did not ask
questions. He never did.

He said, “Hinge needs oil. I will handle it.”
Nathan nodded. “Good.”
Miriam picked up her tote. “I will leave you both to it.”

Eli said, “See you later.”
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She gave a small nod and walked back toward the lot.

Nathan watched her go. The wind caught the hem of her coat. She
held her tote close, as if it anchored her. She walked with even steps.
No rush. No hesitation.

Eli looked at Nathan. “You all right?”
Nathan turned away. “I am fine.”

Eli did not move. “You sound like you are counting nails in your
head.”

Nathan’s mouth tightened. “I am counting hours.”

Eli’s gaze stayed steady. “You do not have to prove anything by
working here.”

Nathan looked at him. “I am not proving.”
Eli lifted his toolbox a little. “Then why are you here?”

Nathan felt the question hit a place he kept walled off. He did not
like Eli’s timing. He did not like how Eli spoke as if he had earned
the right.

Maybe he had.

Nathan said, “The church needs it. Pastor Whitaker asked. I said

2

yes.
Eli watched him. “You said yes fast.”

Nathan snapped, “It is work. It has a scope. It has a budget. It has
deadlines. It makes sense.”

Eli’s face did not change. “Faith does not.”
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Nathan turned his head. The steeple rose above the trees. He saw it
every time he drove through town. He had learned to look past it.
He had learned to see the road, the stop sign, the hardware store, the
old diner. He had learned to treat the church like scenery.

He said, “Faith is not my job.”
Eli’s voice stayed low. “No. But you are here.”

Nathan lifted his clipboard. “I am here because I said I would be.
People should keep their word.”

Eli nodded. “I agree.”

Nathan started walking toward the stakes. He wanted the distance.
He wanted to hide behind measurements.

Eli followed. “Where do you want the new downspout?”’

“Here,” Nathan said. He pointed at the corner. “We will run it out
and away from the foundation. We will add splash blocks and a drain
line if needed.”

Eli glanced at the ground. “Water sits there after a storm.”
Nathan wrote it down. “Then we fix it.”

Eli said, “You talk like every problem has a fix.”

Nathan did not look up. “Most do.”

Eli waited. “And the ones that do not.”

Nathan’s pencil stopped. He felt the old pressure rise, the one he
hated. The one he thought he had left behind when he left Maple
Ridge the first time and then came back for work only.

He said, “We shore it up. We brace. We do what we can. Then we
live with limits.”
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Eli’s eyes stayed on him. “And faith.”

Nathan’s throat tightened. He heard Miriam’s voice from yesterday.
I will keep showing up. I will keep doing the next right thing.

Work language. It had sounded like his world. It had sounded safe.
Then she had said the Lord.

He hated how it connected. He hated how it unsettled him.
He said, “Stop.”
Eli stopped walking. “All right.”

Nathan kept moving. He checked stake locations. He pulled his tape
and confirmed the diagonal. He adjusted one string by half an inch.
He worked until the numbers calmed him.

After a while, Eli said, “You want me to call the supplier for the
framing package?”’

Nathan did not look up. “I will do it.”

Eli said, “You always do.”

Nathan swallowed. “It is my job.”

Eli nodded again, and his voice held no bite. “Then do it.”

They worked through the morning. They carried tools from the
storage shed. They labeled lumber piles. They checked the grade
near the foundation. They marked where the trench would run for
utilities.

At ten, Pastor Whitaker walked out from the church office with a
travel mug in his hand. He wore a brown jacket and moved with a
steady ease.

“Nathan,” he called.
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Nathan straightened. “Morning, Pastor.”
Pastor Whitaker nodded at Eli. “Eli.”
“Pastor,” Eli answered.

Pastor Whitaker stopped at the stakes and looked down the line. He
did not step over the string. He respected boundaries in more ways
than one.

He said, “Looks like you have a good start.”
Nathan said, “We will break ground Wednesday.”

Pastor Whitaker’s eyes warmed. “Good. The women’s Bible study
has outgrown the back room. Sunday school needs space. The youth
need a place to meet where they are not squeezed between storage
bins.”

Nathan nodded. He did not comment on church growth. He did not
comment on what it meant.

Pastor Whitaker looked at him a moment longer. “How are you
settling back in?”

Nathan kept his face still. “Fine.”
Eli shifted near the toolbox. He said nothing.

Pastor Whitaker did not smile. He did not press hard either. He
stepped closer to the edge of the line and lowered his voice. “Miriam
told my wife you were kind to her yesterday.”

Nathan felt his shoulders tense. “I did not do anything.”

Pastor Whitaker’s gaze held quiet humor. “Sometimes doing little
counts.”
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Nathan looked away. He saw Miriam’s photo display through the
window, blurred by glare. He did not want to be part of her welcome

story.
He said, “She brought me files.”
Pastor Whitaker nodded. “She is helping. She has a habit of it.”

Nathan heard the soft pride in the pastor’s voice. It did not sound
like bragging. It sounded like gratitude.

Pastor Whitaker turned his eyes back to the staked ground. “I
appreciate you taking this on.”

Nathan said, “I said I would.”
Pastor Whitaker’s voice stayed gentle. “Yes. And I appreciate it.”

Nathan held the clipboard tighter. Praise felt like pressure. It felt like
someone expected more than work. He did not want to owe faith to
anyone because he built them a room.

Pastor Whitaker looked at Eli. “How is the hinge?”
Eli said, “I will oil it after lunch.”
Pastor Whitaker nodded. “Good.”

He started to walk back, then paused. He looked at Nathan again. “If
you need anything while you are here, you ask.”

Nathan did not answer at first. He had learned Pastor Whitaker
meant it. The man had watched him grow up. He had watched him
leave. He had watched him come back. He had never treated Nathan
like a project.

Nathan said, “Thank you.”

Pastor Whitaker nodded once and went inside.
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Eli exhaled. “He likes having you here.”
Nathan said, “He likes having the work.”

Eli looked at him. “You think it is only that.”
Nathan did not answer.

They kept working until noon. The wind eased. The clouds broke in
thin patches. Sunlight fell on the white siding, making it glint.

Nathan sat on the tailgate to eat. He had packed a sandwich, apple,
and a bottle of water. He ate without looking up much. He watched
the road beyond the church lot. Cars passed in slow intervals. Maple
Ridge moved at its own pace. It always had.

Eli sat on a concrete parking block with his own lunch. He ate in
silence for a while, then said, “Do you remember when we built the
choir risers?”

Nathan chewed and swallowed. “You built them. I carried boards.”
Eli’s mouth curved. “You measured. You told me the cut list.”
Nathan stared at his sandwich. “We were teenagers.”

Eli said, “Pastor Whitaker paid us in donuts.”

Nathan gave a short breath through his nose. It almost became a
laugh. He kept it down.

Eli watched him. “You do not have to be angry at the church.”
Nathan looked up sharp. “I am not angry.”
Eli did not argue. “All right.”

Nathan’s jaw ached. He hated how Eli said things and then let them
hang there, like he trusted the truth to do its own work.
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Nathan said, “People use faith as an answer for everything.”
Eli took a bite, chewed slow. “Some do.”

Nathan pressed, “They say it when they do not want to think. They
say it when they do not want to admit they do not know. They say it
when the outcome goes their way, then they say it again when it does
not.”

Eli swallowed. “And you hate that.”
Nathan stared at the staked ground. “I hate pretending.”
Eli’s voice stayed quiet. “You do not have to pretend.”

Nathan snapped his eyes to him. “Then what? Sit in the pew and
stare at the floor. Take communion like it is a snack. Say words I do
not mean.”

Eli held his gaze. “No.”

Nathan’s chest rose. He forced it down. “Then I do my work. I keep
my promises. I do not make a show.”

Eli nodded. “Work without explanation.”

Nathan froze. He heard the phrase as if a mirror were held up to him.
It fit too well.

He said, “Yes.”
Eli’s eyes softened. “You learned that from Dad.”

Nathan’s throat tightened. He took a drink of water. The bottle
crinkled in his grip.

Eli continued, “He worked. He paid bills. He fixed what he could
fix. Then he sat at the table at night and stared at his hands.”
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Nathan stood up fast. He turned away from Eli. He did not want his
father brought into it. He did not want the picture of him. He did not
want the memory of the hospital room and the smell of antiseptic
and the sound of his mother’s quiet sob when she thought the boys
did not hear.

He said, “Do not.”

Eli’s voice stayed steady. “Nathan.”

Nathan faced him. “Do not talk like you know what I carry.”
Eli rose too. He did not step closer. “I do know. I carry it too.”

Nathan’s eyes burned. He looked toward the church door, then
away. He refused to let his face break in public, even in front of Eli.

He said, “I am going to make calls.”
Eli nodded. “All right.”

Nathan walked toward his truck. He moved fast, as if speed could
cut the thread Eli had pulled.

He climbed inside and shut the door. The cab muted the wind. His
hands shook once. He gripped the steering wheel until it stopped.

He took out his phone and called the concrete supplier. He discussed
yardage. He set a delivery window. He confirmed the mix and rebar
schedule. The man on the other end talked about pricing and fuel
surcharges. Nathan answered with calm precision.

He ended the call and sat back.
Work settled him. It always had.

He started another call to his excavator. He coordinated equipment.
He asked about the weather forecast. He made contingency plans.
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When he finished, his phone screen went dark. His reflection stared
back faint and tired.

Nathan watched the church again through the windshield. The
steeple cut the sky. The cross sat still, unmoved by wind or doubt.

He thought of Miriam. He thought of her calm eyes and her tired
shoulders. He thought of her saying she missed home. He thought
of her carrying fatigue without complaint.

He did not understand it. He respected her service. He respected her
discipline. He did not know what to do with the part of her life that
reached beyond what he could measure.

He opened the truck door and stepped out. The cold hit him again.
It cleared his head.

Eli stood by the ladder with the toolbox open. He poured oil into the
hinge on the tool closet. He looked up as Nathan approached.

“I made calls,” Nathan said.
Eli nodded. “Good.”
Nathan waited for more. Eli did not give it.

The afternoon brought more work. They measured again. They
checked the slope. They marked the trench for the drain. Eli hauled
out old lumber and stacked it for disposal. Nathan wrote a list of
materials and tasks. He kept his mind in the work.

Around three, a car pulled in. Mrs. Alder stepped out with a basket
in her hands. Her gray hair sat in a neat twist. She wore a long
cardigan and sensible shoes.

“Boys,” she called.

Eli smiled. “Afternoon, Mrs. Alder.”
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Nathan gave a nod. “Ma’am.”

Mrs. Alder walked closer and held out the basket. “I brought
muffins. Blueberry. Pastor Whitaker said you were working hard.”

Nathan’s first instinct rose sharp. Decline. Avoid attention. Avoid
owing.

Eli took the basket. “Thank you.”

Mrs. Alder looked Nathan up and down. “You look like your mother
when you frown.”

Nathan stiffened.

Mrs. Alder did not soften the line. She rarely did. Her kindness came
with straight truth.

She said, “She would be glad to see you here.”
Nathan swallowed. “She is fine.”

Mrs. Alder’s eyes held his. “She misses you.”
Nathan felt his pulse in his throat. He did not answer.

Mrs. Alder turned her gaze to the stakes. “Is this where the new wing
goes?”

Nathan found his voice again because the question stayed on safe
ground. “Yes. The footings start here.”

Mrs. Alder nodded. “Good. The church needs room for children.
They grow like weeds.”

Eli gave a quiet laugh.
Mrs. Alder looked toward the fellowship hall door. “Miriam inside.”

Eli said, “She brought files.”
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Mrs. Alder’s face softened. “Sweet girl. Strong. She looks thin.”
Nathan looked away.

Mrs. Alder took a step closer, lowering her voice. “People will
swarm her. People will praise her. People will ask for stories and
then go home to supper and sleep easy.”

Nathan’s eyes lifted to her, surprised.

Mrs. Alder continued, “She will smile. She will answer. She will
carry their wonder like it is light. It is not light.”

Nathan did not know what to say. He saw Miriam’s shoulders again.
Straight. Tired.

Mrs. Alder shifted her basket strap. “Do not take from her what she
does not offer.”

Eli’s gaze flicked to Nathan, then back to Mrs. Alder.
Nathan’s face heated. “I am not taking anything.”
Mrs. Alder held his gaze. “Good.”

She patted Eli’s arm. “Eat the muffins before you boys forget to eat
like always.”

Eli nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

Mrs. Alder walked back to her car and drove away, leaving the smell
of blueberries and baked sugar in the air when Eli lifted the cloth.

Eli opened the basket and offered one.

Nathan hesitated. He took it. The muffin felt warm through the
paper, like it had come fresh from an oven.
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He ate in two bites. The sweetness hit his tongue. It made his
stomach realize it had been running on coffee and tension.

Eli ate too, leaning against the building.

Nathan said, in a low voice, “Mrs. Alder talks like she sees through
walls.”

Eli’s mouth curved. “She does.”

Nathan watched the fellowship hall door. “She mentioned Miriam.”
Eli nodded. “Everyone has.”

Nathan’s throat tightened. “I did not ask for any of it.”

Eli’s voice stayed even. “No one said you did.”

Nathan stared at the staked lines. He hated being talked to like he
had motives. He hated being read.

He said, “I am here for work.”

Eli nodded. “I know.”

Nathan pressed, “I do not do this for some... reason.”
Eli looked at him. “People want reasons.”

Nathan’s mouth tightened. “People want stories. People want neat
endings.”

Eli’s face stayed calm. “And you do not.”
Nathan swallowed. “I want things built right.”

Eli nodded. “Then build it right.”
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The afternoon light faded early. Fall did that. Shadows stretched
across the grass and the cemetery fence. The air cooled more, and
Nathan’s hands began to sting when he touched metal.

They packed up tools. They secured the ladder. Nathan walked the
site one last time, checking stakes and strings. He did it like a ritual.
He liked leaving order behind him.

When he turned back, he saw the fellowship hall door open. Miriam
stepped out. She carried a box now, taped shut. She held it against
her coat.

She paused when she saw them. She did not look surprised. She only
looked... cautious, as if she expected something heavy from every
encounter.

Eli lifted a hand. “Need help.”
Miriam shook her head. “I have it.”

Nathan watched the box. It looked heavy. He saw her fingers press
tight against the cardboard.

He spoke before he could stop himself. “Let me.”

Miriam’s eyes moved to his face. She did not smile. She did not
make it easy. She only waited.

Nathan walked to her. The gravel shifted under his boots. The wind
lifted the corner of the box tape.

He held out his hands. “I will carry it.”

Miriam hesitated, then shifted the weight toward him. Their hands
touched for a brief second, her skin cool from the air. The touch felt
simple and clean. It still shook something in him.

He took the box. It weighed more than he expected.
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“What is in here?” he asked.

“Old hymnals,” she said. “Some books from the storage room.
Things they do not use.”

Nathan adjusted his grip. “Where are you taking it?”
“Parsonage,” she said. “Pastor Whitaker wants it sorted.”

Nathan looked toward the lot. Her car sat parked close to the
entrance.

He said, “I will put it in your trunk.”
Miriam’s gaze stayed on him. “Thank you.”
He carried it to her car. She followed with her tote.

Eli stayed by the ladder, watching with quiet attention. He did not
come OVer.

Nathan set the box in the trunk. The car smelled faintly of clean
fabric and something earthy, like tea leaves. Miriam shut the trunk
and rested her hand on it a moment.

She said, “You work hard.”

Nathan’s jaw tightened. He hated praise. He hated how it felt as if
someone were trying to place a ribbon on him.

He said, “I work.”
Miriam nodded. “Yes.”
He waited for her to add the faith part. She did not.

She said instead, “People will say you are helping because you love
this church.”
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Nathan felt irritation flare. “I am helping because it needs to be
done.”

Miriam’s eyes stayed steady. “That is enough.”
Nathan blinked. “Enough for what?”
“Enough to be good,” she said. “Enough to matter.”

He stared at her. He did not know what to do with her calm. He had
expected her to correct him. He had expected her to tell him his heart
needed to change before his hands counted.

She did not.
He said, “You do not mind.”
Miriam tilted her head slightly. “Mind what?”

Nathan’s voice turned rough. “You do not mind if I build a church
wing and still doubt what it means.”

Miriam did not look away. The wind moved a few loose strands near
her ear. Her face stayed composed, yet her eyes carried the wear of
long roads.

She said, “I mind when people pretend. I mind when people use God
like a tool. I mind when people use missions like a stage.”

Nathan felt her words land. They did not accuse him. They drew a
boundary.

Miriam continued, “You are honest. You show up. You do work that
holds. You do not ask for attention.”

Nathan’s throat tightened. He did not want to be named so plainly.
He did not want to be seen as anything good when he felt so unsure
inside.
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He said, “Honest does not equal faithful.”
Miriam’s gaze stayed gentle. “No.”
He waited again for her to push. She did not.

Miriam said, “I learned overseas that people build clinics for reasons
they do not fully understand. A man may lay bricks because his
sister died. A woman may haul water because she wants her child to
live. They do not always speak of God. God still uses the work.”

Nathan held still. He heard a story in her words, but she did not open
it. She left it closed, like she respected his boundary.

He said, in a low voice, “Work does not answer questions.”

Miriam’s voice softened. “No. Work does not answer. Work
serves.”

Nathan felt something twist in him. He did not want to be served by
anyone. He did not want to need anything he could not pay back.

He looked past her to the church. The steeple rose pale against the
fading sky.

He said, “I do not know if I belong here.”
Miriam’s eyes stayed on him. “Belonging grows slow.”

Nathan forced a breath. He nodded once, more reflex than
agreement.

Eli walked over then, toolbox in hand. He stopped near them and
looked at Miriam. “You headed out.”

Miriam nodded. “Yes. I am helping sort books.”

Eli’s face warmed. “Mrs. Alder brought muffins. There are still

2

two.

60



Miriam’s mouth curved. “Tell her thank you.”
Eli nodded. “I will.”
Miriam turned her gaze back to Nathan. “See you later.”

Nathan held her eyes for a moment. He did not answer right away.
His voice felt trapped behind old habits.

He said, “Yes.”

Miriam climbed into her car. She started it and drove out of the lot
with slow care, as if she had learned to drive on roads with no margin
for error.

Nathan watched her go.

Eli stood beside him. He did not speak until Miriam’s car turned
onto the main road and disappeared behind the trees.

Eli said, “You looked like you wanted to ask her something.”
Nathan’s throat tightened. “No.”
Eli’s gaze stayed on him. “All right.”

They walked back to the fellowship hall to put tools away. The
building creaked under the wind. The air inside smelled like old
wood and coffee grounds.

Nathan set the folder of old drawings on the kitchen counter. He
opened it and flipped through pages. Hand-drawn lines. Old
measurements. Pencil notes from men long gone. He traced a margin
with his finger and felt the paper’s thin wear.

He saw a name in the corner. A contractor’s signature. A date. He
thought of those men working without knowing who would sit in
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the rooms they built. He thought of their hands, their sweat, their
quiet complaints.

Work without explanation.
He closed the folder and set it down.

Eli locked the door behind them. They stepped outside. Evening had
settled. The sky darkened in layers. The cemetery lay still. The
prayer garden bench sat empty.

Nathan stopped near his truck. He looked at the stakes again. The
strings made a faint grid in the low light. The shape of the future
stood there, fragile and clear.

Eli said, “You driving to see Mom this week?”’
Nathan hesitated. “I will.”
Eli nodded. “Good.”

Nathan opened his truck door, then paused. He looked at Eli. “Why
do you stay so calm?”

Eli shrugged once. “I do not feel calm. I choose it.”
Nathan’s jaw tightened. “How?”
Eli’s eyes held his. “I pray. I work. I tell the truth when I can.”

Nathan felt the familiar chill in his chest. The words sounded simple.
They also sounded like a door he did not want to open.

He said, “I do not pray.”
Eli nodded. “Then work. Tell the truth. That is a start.”
Nathan stared at him. “You think God counts starts.”

Eli’s face stayed steady. “I know He does.”
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Nathan looked away. The steeple rose over the trees, pale and still.
He had spent years trying to make faith either solid or useless. He
had tried to make it either a beam he could test or a thing he could
throw away.

It kept sitting there like the steeple. Quiet. Waiting.

Nathan climbed into his truck. He shut the door and sat with his
hands on the wheel.

Eli stepped back. He lifted a hand once, then turned toward his own
vehicle.

Nathan did not start the engine right away. The church lot lay empty
again. The wind moved through the maples. Leaves tapped the
windshield.

He looked at the staked ground one more time.

He had come here to build because he valued responsibility. He had
come here because work did not lie. He had come here because a
promise required action.

He had not come for conviction.

Yet Miriam’s steady voice and Eli’s quiet questions pressed against
him like a weight he could not shift with a crowbar. The work would
rise from the dirt soon. Boards and nails. Footings and walls.

His doubts would come too. They always did.

He started the engine and pulled out of the lot, leaving the strings
behind in the fading light.
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Chapter 4
What Faith Looks Like Far Away

Monday brought a hard blue sky and a wind that stayed low to the
ground. It pushed at the dry weeds along the ditch and sent a thin
skitter of leaves across the church lot.

Nathan Mercer pulled in early. He parked where he always parked,
near the fellowship hall, angled so he could see the stakes and string.
His truck rocked once when he shut the door. The air smelled like
cut grass and gravel dust. He stood for a moment with his hands in
his pockets, watching the white church sit still against the fields.

He told himself he came for the work.

He walked to the staked grid. The string lines held tight, pale against
the dirt. He checked each knot and each corner. His fingers moved
with habit. He found comfort in square angles and clean
measurements. They did not shift with emotion. They did not ask
questions.

Boots crunched behind him.
He did not turn right away. He already knew the step.

Eli Brooks stopped beside him. Eli held a coffee in one hand and a
rolled set of prints under his arm. He wore a faded work jacket and
the same calm face he always wore, like his mind did not run ahead
of him.

“You beat me,” Eli said.
Nathan glanced at the coffee. “You stopped.”

Eli looked toward the road. “Mrs. Alder flagged me down. Her
porch rail came loose. I told her I would look after lunch.”
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Nathan nodded once. Mrs. Alder always found someone. She always
had a reason. Maple Ridge ran on reasons passed from porch to
porch.

Eli unrolled the prints on the hood of Nathan’s truck. The paper
flapped in the wind. Eli smoothed it with his palm.

Nathan leaned in. The new wing plan sat clean and plain. Lines.
Notes. Dimensions. He liked it more than he liked the people who
hovered around it.

Eli pointed. “Pastor Whitaker asked if the storage room wall could
move two feet.”

Nathan did not look up. “It cannot.”

Eli did not smile. “He said he would ask.”

Nathan traced the bearing line with his finger. “Tell him no.”
Eli nodded. He did not push. He never did.

The sound of another vehicle came up the drive. Tires on gravel, a
soft rattle. Nathan looked over his shoulder.

A small sedan eased into a parking spot near the side entrance. It sat
a moment before the driver's door opened. Miriam Carter stepped
out.

Nathan had seen her on Sunday. He had watched her from a distance
in the sanctuary, seated near the front with Pastor Whitaker and
Hannah Whitaker. She had stood when they stood. She had bowed
her head when they prayed. Her posture had held steady, like she
did not need anyone to see her to know why she stood there.

Now she closed her car door and lifted a canvas bag from the back
seat. The wind tugged at her skirt. She caught it with one hand
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without fuss. Her hair sat back in a neat twist. She walked toward
the fellowship hall with quiet purpose.

Eli lifted a hand in greeting.

Miriam saw him and angled their way. Her steps stayed measured
on the gravel.

“Morning,” she said.
Eli nodded. “Morning. You are early.”

“I slept well,” she said. Her eyes moved to the prints, then to the
staked grid. “This is the new wing.”

Nathan felt her gaze shift to him. It did not feel like appraisal. It felt
like attention. He did not want it.

Eli said, “This is Nathan Mercer. My brother.”
Miriam held out her hand. “I know. Miriam Carter.”

Nathan took her hand because manners mattered. Her grip felt firm.
Her palm felt warm even in the cold wind. He let go fast.

“Are you here to help?” Nathan asked.

Miriam looked past him toward the fellowship hall. “Pastor
Whitaker asked me to sort the supply closet and the old mission bins.
He said the new wing will change where things go, so he wanted to
start now.”

Eli’s brow lifted. “He moves quick.”
Miriam’s mouth held a faint curve. “He calls it stewardship.”

Nathan felt his jaw tighten. Stewardship sounded like a church word
people used when they wanted the same outcome as a business plan,
but with a holy feel.
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Eli tapped the prints. “We will meet with Mark later this morning.”
Miriam nodded. “I will stay out of the way.”
“You do not have to,” Eli said.

Miriam shifted the canvas bag in her hand. “I am fine in the
background. I have lived in the background for years.”

Nathan did not know why the sentence struck him. It landed heavy,
as a board dropped in a quiet room. He watched her for a beat longer
than he meant to.

Miriam looked toward the cemetery. The stones shone pale in the
sun. “It is colder here than I remembered.”

Eli said, “Fall comes fast.”

Miriam nodded again and turned toward the fellowship hall. She
walked away, steady against the wind.

Nathan watched until she reached the side door. She unlocked it and
slipped inside.

Eli rolled the prints back up. “She carries herself like she has seen a
lot.”

Nathan kept his eyes on the door after it shut. “People say things.”
Eli’s voice stayed even. “You do not like what people say.”

“I do not like what people assume,” Nathan said.

Eli looked at him. “Is it different?”

Nathan did not answer. He moved to the stakes again and checked
the string line with a level. The bubble centered. It always did when
he set it.
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Eli let the silence sit.

Work filled the morning. Nathan marked new measurements. He
drove stakes deeper. He rechecked offsets. He made notes on his
clipboard with neat strokes.

The church lot stayed quiet except for the wind and the scrape of his
boots. A few cars passed on the road. A tractor moved far off in a
field, slow and steady. Maple Ridge lived in small sounds.

Near midmorning, the side door of the fellowship hall opened.
Miriam stepped out carrying a cardboard box. She held it against her
hip and used her shoulder to keep the door from swinging shut. She
moved with practiced balance.

Eli noticed and walked over. He held the door for her.
“Thank you,” Miriam said.

She carried the box toward a metal folding table someone had set
near the wall. The box held old binders, a cracked plastic file tray,
and a stack of faded brochures. She set it down and rubbed her hands
together once for warmth.

Nathan stayed by the grid, but his attention kept drifting. He hated
it. He told himself her work did not matter to his task, yet his mind
kept tracking where she stood.

Miriam opened the box. She sorted the binders into two piles. Keep.
Toss. Her hands moved with the same quiet certainty he saw in his
own work.

Eli walked back toward Nathan. “Mark will be here in ten.”
Nathan nodded.

Eli hesitated. “You look like you did on Sunday.”
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Nathan did not look up. “I look like I look.”
Eli’s tone did not change. “You look like you want to leave.”
Nathan drove another stake with three clean hits. “I came for a job.”

Eli watched him. “And you took a rental house. You did not sleep
in your truck.”

Nathan’s grip tightened on the hammer. “I need a shower.”
Eli’s eyes held a faint challenge. “You also need people.”

Nathan set the hammer down on the dirt a little too hard. “Do not
start.”

Eli did not flinch. “I will not. But I will say this. You have stayed so
far. You have not run.”

Nathan turned away, scanning the string line like it held answers.

Pastor Whitaker’s truck pulled into the lot a few minutes later. Mark
Whitaker stepped out with a folder under his arm. He looked the
same as he always had to Nathan. Tall. Solid. Hair gone more gray.
Eyes kind and sharp at once. He carried himself like a man who did
not need to prove he belonged.

Mark walked up with a warm nod. “Morning, men.”

Eli greeted him. “Morning, Pastor.”

Nathan gave a short nod. “Pastor Whitaker.”

Mark’s eyes moved to the grid. “This is coming together.”
“It will,” Nathan said.

Mark glanced at the prints on the hood of the truck. “I heard I lost
my argument.”
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Nathan met his gaze. “You did.”

Mark smiled a little. “I did. I respect a man who holds the line when
it matters.”

Nathan did not smile back. Praise did not settle him. It made him
wary.

Mark looked toward the fellowship hall. “Miriam is inside.”
Eli said, “She is sorting old supplies.”

Mark’s face softened. “She has always served without needing a
stage.”

Nathan heard the pride in the sentence. It made him think of the way
Maple Ridge spoke about certain people as they belonged to the
town. Like their lives existed for the town to talk about.

Mark turned back. “I wanted to check in on the schedule. We have
a memorial service next week. We will need access to the hall and
parking. We also have youth group on Wednesday. If you need a
window to bring in materials, tell me.”

Nathan flipped open his clipboard. He spoke in times and dates. He
kept it tight. He did not mention feelings. He did not mention how
his chest still tightened when he walked past the cemetery.

Mark listened and nodded. He asked one question. Nathan
answered. It stayed simple.

Then Mark shifted his attention to Eli. “Did you talk to your
mother?”

Eli’s face did not change. “I will tonight.”

Mark nodded. He did not press.
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Mark turned to Nathan. “And you.”
Nathan’s throat felt dry. “I will go this week.”
Mark held his gaze. “Good. She will want to see you.”

Nathan wanted to say she did not. He wanted to say she needed
peace, not his presence. He did not say any of it. He only nodded
again.

Mark looked past him. “Miriam, come out in a minute.”

The side door opened again. Miriam stepped out and closed it behind
her. She walked toward them, wiping dust from her hands on a cloth
she pulled from her bag.

“Yes,” she said.

Mark’s voice stayed gentle. “Nathan and Eli are going to set a
delivery plan. I wondered if you had time to look at the fellowship
hall kitchen later. You have an eye for what a space needs. We will
likely reorganize for the new wing.”

Miriam’s gaze moved to Nathan. “I can do that.”

Nathan felt the shift. Mark had tied them to the same problem on
purpose. Nathan did not like it.

Mark said, “Thank you. And Miriam, if you want to share a short
update at prayer meeting Wednesday, the church would appreciate
it.”

Miriam paused. Her eyes stayed calm. “I will think about it.”

Mark nodded. He did not push. “All right. I will let you work.”
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He turned and walked toward the church, folder tucked under his
arm. He moved with the ease of someone who had carried other
people’s burdens for years and still did not resent it.

When Mark disappeared around the corner, Miriam looked at Eli.
“Prayer meeting.”

Eli nodded. “They will want to hear you.”

Miriam looked down at her hands. “People always want to hear the
parts that sound clean.”

Nathan caught the sentence again. Another board dropped in a quiet
room.

Eli’s voice stayed soft. “You can tell the truth.”

Miriam’s eyes lifted to his. “The truth does not always fit in five
minutes.”

Eli’s mouth held a small smile. “Then take six.”

Miriam breathed out through her nose, almost a laugh. It did not last.
She looked back toward the fellowship hall. “I will finish the closet.”

She started to turn away.
Nathan spoke before he decided to. “What did you do?”
Miriam stopped. She looked back.

Nathan felt Eli’s eyes on him. He did not turn. He held Miriam’s
gaze.

“What did I do?” Miriam repeated.
“Over there,” Nathan said. His words came blunt. “Where you were.

What was your work?”
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Miriam studied him for a moment. Her face stayed open. No offense.
No show.

“I worked with a medical team,” she said. “I helped with basic care.
Wound cleaning. Vaccination days. Nutrition classes. [ taught
women to read when I could. I taught children when the school
closed.”

Nathan nodded once. “And you came home.”

“I came home for rest,” Miriam said. “And to listen for what comes
next.”

Nathan heard the way she said listen like she expected an answer.
He shifted his weight. Gravel pressed under his boots. “Did it help?”

Eli stepped back a pace, giving them space without making a show
of it.

Miriam asked, “Do you mean did we heal people?”
Nathan did not soften. “Yes.”

Miriam nodded slowly. “Sometimes.”

Nathan waited.

Miriam’s eyes stayed on his face. “Sometimes we cleaned a wound,
and it closed. Sometimes we gave medicine, and the fever broke.
Sometimes a child went home and stayed home. Sometimes the
child came back in a week worse.”

Nathan felt his shoulders stiffen. He respected the facts in her voice.
He also felt the old anger rise, the one he kept locked behind
practical talk.

“So you watched people suffer,” he said. “And you call it service.”

73



Miriam did not flinch. She only held his gaze. “Yes.”
Eli’s voice cut in, calm but firm. “Nathan.”

Nathan did not look at him.

Miriam spoke again. “You asked. I answered.”

Nathan heard the quiet line in her tone. He had pushed. She had not
defended herself. She had stood.

He swallowed. “Why keep going?”

Miriam looked past him toward the stakes and string. “Because
people still needed care. Because mothers still needed clean water.
Because someone had to show up when it was hard.”

Nathan’s eyes narrowed. “And God.”
Miriam’s face stayed still. “Yes. And God.”

Nathan let out a short breath. The wind tugged at his jacket. “What
did God do?”

Eli’s head turned toward Nathan fast, but he said nothing.

Miriam did not answer right away. She looked down at the gravel
by her shoe. Then she looked back up.

“He did not make life easy,” she said. “He did not keep every child
alive.”

Nathan’s jaw tightened, like he had won something he did not want.
“Then what?”

Miriam’s voice stayed quiet. “He kept me from turning hard. He
kept me steady. He brought people help through hands He gave
them. He held me when I did not sleep and when I felt empty.”
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Nathan stared at her. He felt a sting behind his eyes he did not
expect. He hated it. He pushed it down.

“That sounds like feelings,” he said.

Miriam nodded once. “It is. It is also endurance. Endurance is not a
feeling. It is a choice.”

Nathan held her gaze. “So you chose to believe.”

Miriam’s eyes stayed gentle. “I chose to obey. Belief followed some
days. Some days it did not. I still obeyed.”

Eli let out a slow breath. Nathan heard approval in it.
Nathan’s voice roughened. “You talk like faith is a job.”

Miriam’s mouth softened a little. “Faith is not a job. But it does ask
for work.”

Nathan looked away toward the cemetery. The stones sat in rows.
Names. Dates. People who had lived and died under the same
steeple.

He remembered being thirteen and standing near his father’s grave,
hands shoved in his coat pockets. He remembered the cold. He
remembered Pastor Whitaker’s voice. He remembered Eli’s hand on
his shoulder, steady and warm. He remembered thinking the words
sounded nice and meant nothing.

He had left those thoughts in a box in his mind. He kept the lid shut.

Now Miriam stood near him, a woman who had chosen hard places,
and she spoke of obedience like a beam you put your weight on.

Nathan turned back. “Tell me one thing you saw.”

Miriam blinked once. “One thing.”
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“One thing,” Nathan said. “Not a speech.”
Eli’s eyes narrowed with warning. He did not speak.
Miriam shifted her bag strap on her shoulder. “All right.”

She looked down the drive, toward the road and the fields. Her gaze
went far, like she had to travel for the memory. When she spoke, her
voice stayed low.

“There was a woman named Adanna,” she said. “She lived in a small
house made of block and tin. She had four children. Her husband
left. He did not die. He left.”

Nathan stayed still.

“She sold oranges at the edge of the road,” Miriam continued. “She
walked every morning before the sun came up. She carried her
youngest on her back. She stood in dust and exhaust all day. She
came home and cooked over a small stove. She washed clothes in a
basin. She saved coins in a jar.”

Miriam paused. The wind moved her skirt again. She held it with
one hand.

“One day her oldest boy got sick,” Miriam said. “He had a cough
for weeks. Then he started to breathe fast. His ribs showed when he
inhaled. She brought him to the clinic. The clinic had one working
oxygen tank. It was already in use.”

Nathan’s throat went tight.

“We sat in the dim light of the clinic,” Miriam said, her voice steady
but soft. “Adanna held her son in her arms, rocking him like he was
still a baby. She sang to him, soft, broken words in her own
language. I sat beside her, helpless. There was nothing more we

76



could do. The oxygen tank wasn’t hers to have. The medicine
wouldn’t come in time. And so we waited.”

Nathan’s jaw tightened. He felt the weight of her words pressing
into his chest. “And then?”

Miriam looked at him, her eyes unwavering. “And then he died.”

The words hung in the air like a raw wound, open and exposed.
Nathan shifted his feet, gravel crunching beneath his boots. He
wanted to say something, anything, but no words came. Miriam
didn’t fill the silence for him. She just stood there, her hands folded
loosely in front of her, her gaze steady but sorrowful.

Finally, she spoke again, her voice quieter now. “I stayed with her
that night. [ helped wash his body. I helped dig the grave. And when
the sun came up, Adanna stood at the edge of her small garden, and
she prayed. She thanked God for the years she’d had with her son.
She asked Him to help her care for the children she still had. And
then she picked up her basket of oranges and went to the road.”

Nathan felt something inside him crack, like an old beam splintering
under the weight of too many winters. “How can you stand there and
call that faith?” he asked, his voice rough. “How can you look at a
God who let that happen and still believe He’s good?”

Miriam’s gaze didn’t waver. “Because faith isn’t about
understanding everything He does. It’s about trusting Him anyway.
Adanna taught me that. Her life was harder than anything I’ve ever
known, and she still trusted. She still obeyed. That doesn’t make the
pain less real, Nathan. But it makes the hope more powerful.”

Nathan’s throat felt tight. He looked away, toward the stretch of
fields beyond the church, the place where the horizon seemed
endless. He didn’t want to admit how her words unsettled him, how
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they stirred something deep in the pit of his stomach that he’d buried
long ago.

Eli’s voice broke the silence, firm but quiet. “Faith isn’t just for the
easy days, Nathan. You know that.”

Nathan turned to him, his jaw tightening. “Do 1?”

Eli didn’t answer. He didn’t need to. The look in his eyes said
enough.

Miriam shifted her bag on her shoulder again. “I need to finish the
closet,” she said quietly. “You asked me what I saw, and I told you.
But the real question, Nathan, is what you’re going to do with it.”

And with that, she turned and walked back toward the fellowship
hall, her steps steady, her skirt catching the wind again. Eli lingered
for a moment, watching Nathan, before following her.

Nathan stayed where he was, his hands shoved into his pockets, his
gaze fixed on the horizon. The wind tugged at his jacket, cold and
unrelenting. He thought of the cemetery again, the rows of stones,
the names and dates etched into their surfaces. He thought of
Adanna, standing at the edge of her garden, praying after burying
her son.

And for the first time in years, he let himself wonder if maybe, just
maybe, faith wasn’t something you earned or understood. Maybe it
was something you chose to hold onto, even when nothing made
sense.

The wind settled, and the world seemed still. Nathan stood there a
moment longer, then turned and walked back toward the site, the
gravel crunching softly beneath his boots.
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Chapter 5
Load Bearing

Nathan listened while Miriam held the story in her mouth like
something fragile.

“We sat with him,” she said. “We gave him what we had. We
listened to his lungs. We tried to keep his fever down. His mother
held his hand and sang to him, quiet. She prayed, too. She did not
pray like she had a plan. She prayed as if she had nowhere else to

2

go.
Eli shifted his feet on the gravel. The sound cut through the wind.

Nathan kept his eyes on Miriam. He watched the way her shoulders
stayed level. He watched the way her face did not ask for sympathy.

“Did he live?” Nathan asked.
Miriam’s gaze did not flinch. “He died two days later.”
The words fell between them. Clean. Heavy.

Nathan felt his tongue press against his teeth. He tasted old coffee
from the morning.

Miriam went on. “His mother came back to the clinic the next day.
She brought oranges. She set them on the table. She thanked the
nurse who had washed his face. She thanked the man who had
carried him to the cot. She prayed for the other mothers sitting on
the bench. Then she walked home.”

Nathan heard the gravel pop under his own boot as he shifted. He
did not mean to move. His body did it anyway.

Eli spoke, quiet. “Miriam.”
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Miriam lifted a hand like she wanted to keep the moment from
tipping into something else. “I told one thing,” she said.

Nathan looked past her again, toward the cemetery. The rows of
stones stayed still. The church steeple rose beyond the trees, white
against the bright sky. The town sat around it like it always had,
holding its breath and its habits.

He swallowed. “So where was God?”
Eli’s jaw tightened.
Miriam did not lift her voice. “He was there.”

Nathan let out a short breath through his nose. It did not sound kind.
“There did what?”

Miriam’s eyes stayed on his. “Held her. Kept her from going under.”

Nathan stared at her. He wanted to argue. He wanted to say words
about lungs and oxygen and bacteria and the way a body fails. He
wanted to say a mother should not have to get held after. She should
have her boy.

But Miriam did not speak like someone selling comfort. She spoke
like someone naming a fact.

Eli stepped closer to the fellowship hall door. “We should lock up,”
he said. His voice tried to turn the corner, give everyone a way out.

Miriam nodded. “Yes.”
Nathan did not move.

Miriam touched the strap of her bag again. “You asked for one thing.
That is one thing I saw.”

Nathan heard himself ask, “And you obeyed anyway.”
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Miriam’s shoulders rose with a slow breath, then eased down.
CCYeS.7')

Nathan looked away. The wind pushed along the lot, carrying the
smell of dry leaves and fresh-cut lumber from the stack under the
eave. He felt the old box in his mind press against its lid.

Eli opened the fellowship hall door. Warm air came out, carrying
the scent of coffee and floor polish. “We can talk later,” Eli said, but
he looked at Nathan when he spoke it.

Nathan followed them inside without answering.

The hall lights hummed. Folding chairs stacked in neat rows along
the wall. A bulletin board held flyers for the fall festival and the
women’s quilting circle. A photo of the youth group sat crooked in
a frame.

Nathan’s eyes went to the far wall where a framed verse hung above
a long table.

Unless the Lord builds the house, they labor in vain who build it.
Psalm 127:1.
He had seen it his whole life. He had stopped reading it on purpose.

Eli turned off the lights, one row at a time. Miriam waited by the
door, her hand on the knob. She looked tired for the first time, not
in her face, but in the way she stood.

Nathan stepped closer to the long table where Eli had unrolled plans
earlier in the week. The paper sat there again, held down at the
corners with small weights. Eli had left it for tomorrow.

Nathan stared at the lines. The new wing would be attached to the
north side. A classroom hallway. Two multipurpose rooms. A small

81



office. A wider storage closet. He had drawn the load paths in pencil.
Footings, studs, header beams. A roof truss layout.

He knew how to make it stand.

Miriam waited by the door. She did not hurry him.

Eli walked up beside Nathan. “You all right?” Eli asked.
Nathan kept his gaze on the plans. “I am fine.”

Eli held the silence for a beat. “She did not come home to get
questioned.”

Nathan’s mouth tightened. “She told the story.”

“She answered what you asked,” Eli said. “You asked for one thing.
She gave one thing.”

Nathan lifted his hand and touched the edge of the plan sheet. The
paper felt smooth and cool. “One thing does not help.”

Eli watched him. “It does if you let it.”
Nathan pulled his hand back. “I do not want to argue with you.”

Eli’s face softened. “Then do not. Come back tomorrow. Work.
Keep your words for nails and measurements if you need to.”

Miriam spoke from the door. “Good night, Eli.”
“Good night,” Eli said.

Nathan turned toward Miriam. “Good night.”
Her eyes met his. “Good night, Nathan.”

He heard his name in her mouth. It did not sound like a challenge. It
sounded like she had already placed him in a category he did not
choose.
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She left first. Eli turned off the last light. He locked the door. They
stepped out into the evening air.

The sky had turned pale and thin. A few clouds moved low over the
fields. The trees along the drive had started to show color, yellow at
the edges. The gravel lot held the last warmth of the day.

Eli walked toward his truck. “Do you want to eat at my place?” he
asked. “Hannah made soup.”

Nathan pictured Hannah Whitaker, now Hannah Brooks, moving
around a kitchen with quiet purpose. He pictured the smell of onions
and broth. He pictured the kind of warmth he had avoided for years.

“No,” Nathan said. “I have work to do.”

Eli’s eyes narrowed. “Work.”

Nathan opened his own truck door. “I will see you tomorrow.”
Eli did not push. He nodded once. “Tomorrow.”

Nathan drove away with his jaw tight. He kept both hands on the
wheel. He did not turn on the radio. The road out of town cut past
the church grounds, past the cemetery, past the prayer garden where
small lights glowed along the path. Someone had planted mums near
the gate. Orange. Rust. Yellow.

He drove farther, toward the rental house the church had arranged.
It sat on a quiet street near the edge of town, a simple place with a
porch and a small yard. The maple tree in front had started to drop
leaves. They scattered over the walkway like small hands.

He parked. He went inside. He flipped on the kitchen light and saw
sawdust again in the corner, near the baseboard. He had swept. It
came back. It always came back.
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He washed his hands. He ate a sandwich standing at the counter. He
chewed without tasting much. Then he pulled out his notebook and
wrote a list for tomorrow.

Check stake line. Confirm footing depth. Order hangers. Recheck
roof load.

The list steadied him. It gave him a place to stand.

He went to bed and stared at the ceiling. He heard the house settle.
He heard the wind push against the window. His mind went back to
Miriam’s voice.

His mother held his hand and sang. She prayed as she had nowhere
else to go.

Nathan turned onto his side. He pressed his palm to the mattress like
he could feel the weight of the day sink into it.

In the morning, he woke before his alarm.

He dressed in the dark. He made coffee. The cup warmed his hands.
Outside, the air had turned colder overnight. The porch boards felt
damp under his boots.

He drove to the church while the sun still sat low. The sky held a
strip of pink along the horizon. The fields looked flat and dark. The
town lights glowed in a few windows. Maple Ridge stayed quiet at
this hour.

He pulled into the church lot and parked near the fellowship hall.

The new wing site sat marked with stakes and string. The ground
looked rough where they had scraped it. A few piles of gravel waited
near the edge. The lumber stack sat under a tarp. The air smelled
like wet dirt and pine.
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Nathan stepped out and stretched his shoulders. He walked the
perimeter, checking the string line. He knelt and pressed the dirt with
his fingers. It felt firm. He checked the corner stake and sighted
along the line.

He heard footsteps on gravel behind him.

He did not turn right away. He knew the rhythm.
Eli’s voice came. “Morning.”

Nathan stood. “Morning.”

Eli carried a thermos in one hand and a paper bag in the other. He
held them out. “Hannah sent biscuits.”

Nathan hesitated. He took the bag. Warmth rose through the paper.
The smell of butter hit him, making his stomach ache.

“Tell her thank you,” Nathan said.
Eli nodded. “I will.”
They stood with the site between them.

Eli looked toward the church. The white siding caught the early
light. The steeple rose clean and straight. “Miriam will come by
later,” he said. “Pastor Whitaker asked her to look over the mission
committee storage room plans. She wants to see where everything
goes.”

Nathan did not answer.
Eli watched him. “Do not turn this into a contest.”
Nathan’s mouth tightened. “I do not know what you mean.”

Eli stepped closer to the stakes. “You do. You get sharp when you
feel cornered.”
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Nathan looked down at his boots. Dust clung to the leather from
yesterday. “I am here to build. That is it.”

Eli’s voice stayed even. “Building is never only wood. You know
that.”

Nathan looked up. “Do 1?”
Eli held his gaze. “Yes. You do.”

Nathan turned away first. He walked toward the lumber stack, pulled
back the tarp, and checked the boards. He ran his hand along a two-
by-ten, feeling for twist. The wood felt cold.

Eli did not follow him. He moved to the tool trailer and started
unloading, quietly and steadily.

Nathan ate one biscuit with two bites. He chewed slow. He tasted
flour and salt and the faint sweetness of honey. He hated how it
softened him.

He threw the empty bag in the trash and went back to work.

By midmorning, the sun climbed higher. The dew burned off. The
air stayed cold but clean. A few cars pulled into the lot. A woman
dropped off supplies for the food pantry. A man from the hardware
store came by to confirm delivery time. Nathan answered questions
with short, clear words.

He did not think about Miriam until he saw her car.

She drove in slowly and parked near the church office door. She
stepped out with a folder tucked under her arm. She wore a dark
skirt and a light sweater. Her hair was pulled back neatly. Her face
looked calm. Her eyes looked like they held more than she offered.

Nathan watched from the footing line.
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Eli walked over to greet her. He smiled. Miriam returned it, small
but real. She spoke to him a moment. Then she looked toward
Nathan.

She did not wave. She did not hurry. She walked over with steady
steps. Gravel shifted under her shoes.

Nathan forced himself to stay still.

When she reached him, she stopped at a respectful distance. “Good
morning,” she said.

“Morning,” he answered.

Miriam looked at the stakes and string. “This is the new wing.”
“Yes.”

She tilted her head. “It looks simple from here.”

Nathan stared at the site. “It will not be.”

Miriam’s mouth softened. “Nothing load-bearing looks impressive
before it stands.”

The words hit him. She had aimed them at the ground, but she had
meant them for him.

Nathan kept his voice flat. “You know about load-bearing.”

“I learned enough to stay alive,” she said. “I helped build a small
maternity ward in a village. We used block and timber. The roof
came from corrugated sheets. The men taught me what to watch for.
They did not want it to fail.”

Nathan glanced at her hands. He saw no rings. He saw a faint scar
on one knuckle. He pictured her lifting buckets, carrying boxes,
holding pressure on a wound.
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He cleared his throat. “What do you need from me?”

Miriam lifted the folder. “Pastor Whitaker asked me to look at the
storage plans. The mission committee has supplies from past years.
Boxes. Tables. A freezer. We need to plan for the move.”

Nathan nodded once. “Eli has the fellowship hall key.”

“I have one,” Miriam said. “I volunteered in the office in high
school. Mrs. Alder forgot to ask for it back.”

Nathan’s eyes flicked to hers. “You kept it.”
“I forgot it existed,” she said. “It was in a box with letters.”

Nathan looked away. “All right. I will show you where the new
storage closet will sit. It will help you plan.”

Miriam’s gaze stayed on him. “Thank you.”

He picked up his tape measure and led her to the edge of the site
where the new wing would join the current building. Eli watched
them from the trailer, his posture still.

Nathan stopped at a stake. “This line marks the hallway. The closet
will sit here, off the multipurpose room.”

Miriam looked down at the line. “How wide?”

Nathan pulled the tape and hooked it on the stake. “Four feet for the
hallway. The closet will be eight by ten.”

Miriam nodded, doing the math in her head. “Enough for shelves.”

“Yes,” Nathan said. He moved to the next stake. “This will be the
header line. We will need a beam here to carry the roof load over the
opening.”
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Miriam looked up at the existing fellowship hall wall. “You will tie
into the old structure.”

Nathan nodded. “We will. We will reinforce the connection. The old
wall was framed well, but it was built for a different load.”

Miriam’s eyes narrowed, thoughtful. “So the load changes and the
structure must change.”

Nathan glanced at her. “Yes.”

She kept her voice quiet. “People do not like when the load
changes.”

He held his breath. He did not answer.

Miriam did not press. She stepped closer to the stake line and looked
at the ground. “What do you look for first?” she asked. “When you
decide what holds and what does not.”

Nathan watched her profile. He saw the calm. He saw the wear
behind it.

He answered truthfully because it was safe. “I start with the load
path. I figure out where the weight wants to go. Roof to truss. Truss
to top plate. Plate to studs. Studs to sill. Sill to foundation.
Foundation to soil.”

Miriam listened as it mattered. “So you do not start with what people

2
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“No,” Nathan said. “People see drywall. Paint. Trim. Those things
hide problems. They hide strength, too.”

Miriam’s gaze drifted to the church. “Faith does that sometimes.
People see songs. Smiles. Sunday clothes. They do not see the
weight someone holds on Monday.”
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Nathan’s throat tightened. He felt the urge to shut down. He kept his
voice controlled. “You keep turning this into faith.”

Miriam looked back at him. “You do not start with what people see.”
The way she used his name again made him feel exposed.

He looked down at the tape measure. He reeled it in slowly. The
metal clicked, neat and sharp.

Miriam continued, careful. “Load-bearing means something must
carry weight. If it fails, everything shifts.”

Nathan nodded once. “Yes.”
“And you trust what is proven,” she said.
He did not like how well she had read him. I trust what holds.”

Miriam’s eyes stayed gentle. “Faith asks the same question. What
holds.”

Nathan stared at the string line. “Faith does not hold like lumber.”

Miriam’s voice stayed calm. “No. It holds like a foundation. You do
not see it. You see what sits on it.”

Nathan felt heat rise in his chest. He forced it down. “Foundations
crack.”

Miriam nodded. “Yes.”
He waited for her to defend it. She did not.

She said, “When a foundation cracks, people ignore it until doors
stop closing. Then they call someone like you.”

Nathan looked at her, sharp. “You are saying faith cracked for you.”
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Miriam’s eyes stayed steady. “I am saying faith bears weight.
Sometimes it bears more than people think.”

Nathan’s jaw clenched. “And when it does not.”

Miriam did not flinch. “Then people fall. Then the church should
not pretend it did not happen.”

The wind moved across the lot. Leaves skittered along the gravel, a
crow called from the tree line near the cemetery.

Nathan felt his hands curl around the tape measure.

Eli walked over then, slow, as he had watched long enough. “You
two talking plans?” he asked.

Miriam turned to him. “Storage and load paths.”

Eli gave a small nod, as if he understood what they did not say.
“Pastor Whitaker asked me to tell you he will be in the office until
noon,” he said to Miriam. “He wants to see you if you have time.”

“I do,” Miriam said.

Eli looked at Nathan. “I am going to start laying out the footing
forms. You want to take the north corner.”

Nathan nodded. “Yes.”
Miriam stepped back. “Thank you for your time.”

Nathan held her gaze for a beat. He saw fatigue again, deeper now.
Not weakness. Cost.

He said, “The storage closet will have a heavier shelf line. If you
store canned goods, we will reinforce those studs. Tell me what you
plan to put there.”

Miriam’s eyes warmed. “All right. I will.”
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She walked toward the church office. Her steps stayed steady.
Eli watched her go, then looked at Nathan. “You did better.”
Nathan’s mouth tightened. “Better at what?”

Eli lifted a form board and carried it toward the stake line. “Better
at listening.”

Nathan followed him, lifting another board. “I listened to a story
about a boy dying.”

Eli set the board down and checked the string. “And you did not
mock her. You did not walk off. You stayed.”

Nathan drove a stake with the hammer. The wood thudded into dirt.
“Staying is easy when there is work.”

Eli knelt and started squaring the corner. “Staying is not your habit.”

Nathan held the hammer in his hand. He felt the weight of it. Solid.
Honest.

He said, low, “Do you think she thinks I am cruel?”

Eli looked up. His face held no judgment. “I think she thinks you
are afraid.”

Nathan stared at the stake. He tapped it once more to set it firm.
“Afraid of what?”

Eli stood and brushed dirt off his hands. “Afraid it will not hold.”

Nathan looked toward the church steeple. Sunlight hit it now, clean
and bright. The cross on top stood still against the sky.

He turned back to the footing forms. He set his jaw. He kept
working.
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By late afternoon, they had the forms set for the first section. The
boards ran straight. The corners squared clean. Stakes held firm.
Nathan checked level and grade. He wrote measurements in his
notebook.

Miriam returned near four with a list in her folder. She walked with
Pastor Whitaker from the office. Pastor Whitaker held the door for
her and stepped out into the light. He saw Nathan and lifted a hand
in greeting.

Nathan nodded back. He did not move toward him.
Miriam walked alone toward the site, her folder held tight.

She stopped a few feet from Nathan. “I made a list,” she said.
“Storage needs.”

Nathan wiped his hands on his jeans. “Tell me.”

Miriam opened the folder. “Medical supplies for short-term trips.
Folding tables. Bins of children’s curriculum. A chest freezer for
meat deliveries during winter. A small set of metal shelves for
canned goods.”

Nathan nodded. He pictured the weight. He pictured studs bowing
if spaced wrong. “We will add blocking at shelf height. We will use
plywood backing for the metal shelf anchors. We will put the freezer
near the wall with access to a dedicated circuit.”

Miriam looked up. “You think of everything.”
Nathan did not look away. “I think of what fails.”
Miriam held his gaze. “So do I.”

The words held no bite. They held recognition.

Nathan asked, “You will stay long?”
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Miriam’s eyes shifted to the church, then back. “I do not know.”
He felt the answer land like a loose nail. He did not like uncertainty.

Miriam added, “I came home for rest. For prayer. For counsel. [ have
a meeting with my sending board next month.”

Nathan nodded. “So you will leave again.”
Miriam did not rush to soften it. “If the Lord leads me.”

Nathan heard the familiar words. They pressed on him as a load
presses on a beam.

He said, “And if you do not want to.”

Miriam blinked once. “Wanting does not always get a vote.”
Nathan stared at her. “You live like that.”

Miriam’s voice stayed quiet. “Yes.”

Eli called from the trailer. “Nathan. You want to help me cover the
lumber before the weather turns.”

Nathan looked at Miriam. He did not want to end the conversation
yet. The thought surprised him.

He said, “We should cover it.”

Miriam nodded. “I will let you work.”

She turned to leave, then paused. She looked back. “Nathan.”
He held still. “Yes.”

“Load paths matter,” she said. “In buildings and in hearts. Weight
will go somewhere. If people do not give it a safe place, it breaks
what it touches.”
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Nathan felt his throat tighten. He managed, “And where do you put
it?”

Miriam’s gaze stayed steady. “I put it where it belongs. I bring it to
the Lord. I bring it to people I trust. Some days I do both with
shaking hands.”

Nathan did not answer.

Miriam walked back toward the church. Her steps stayed even, but
her shoulders held a tired set.

Nathan stood for a moment in the cold light. The wind picked up,
bringing the smell of rain from somewhere far.

Eli snapped the tarp over the lumber stack and tossed Nathan a
bungee cord. Nathan caught it and hooked it tight.

They worked without talking for several minutes. The tarp flapped,
then settled. The cords stretched and held.

Eli broke the silence. “Pastor Whitaker wants you for supper
Wednesday.”

Nathan kept his eyes on the cord. “He wants to fix me.”

Eli’s voice stayed calm. “He wants to know you. You are family.”
Nathan’s hands paused. “Family.”

Eli looked at him. “You do not have to stay closed forever.”

Nathan pulled the cord tight until it bit into his palm. Pain steadied
him. “T am not talking about my life at a supper table.”

Eli did not argue. “All right.”
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Nathan turned and looked at the site again. Stakes and boards. Lines
on dirt. A shape in its early stage. It looked like nothing yet. It still
held a promise of weight.

He heard Miriam’s voice again.
Weight will go somewhere.

He looked toward the church. The steeple stood over everything, a
fixed point in a town that had seen so many seasons.

He wondered what it took for a person to stand under weight without
breaking.

When he drove back to the rental house, the sky had turned gray.
The first drops hit his windshield as he turned onto his street. The
wipers dragged slowly across the glass.

He parked in the driveway and sat for a moment with the engine off.
Rain tapped the roof.

He thought of a mother with a dead child and oranges on a clinic
table. He thought of Miriam saying God held her. He thought of load
paths, invisible and necessary.

He stared at the wet street and felt the old doubt rise, quiet and
familiar. It did not shout. It waited.

He stepped out into the rain and went inside, carrying the weight
with no clear place to set it down.
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Chapter 6
Why He Stopped Asking Easily

Rain kept a steady sound on the rental house roof through the night.
Nathan woke before his alarm. He lay still and listened.

He heard the refrigerator cycle on. He heard a car pass on the wet
street. He heard the heater click and push warm air through old
vents.

He stared at the ceiling until the gray in the window began to thin.

His mind ran measurements. Joist spans. Load limits. Fasteners.
Things with names and numbers. Things he could prove.

Miriam’s voice did not leave him. Weight will go somewhere.

He got up and showered. He shaved. He pulled on work jeans and a
clean shirt. His hands moved in the same order they always did.
Control felt like a tool he could hold.

The kitchen smelled of pine from the cutoffs stacked by the back
door. He poured coffee and drank it black. The mug warmed his
palms. The warmth did not reach deeper.

He ate toast standing at the counter. He watched rain thread down
the window over the sink. Maple Ridge sat quiet under a low sky.

He thought of Eli saying Pastor Whitaker wanted him for supper.

He did not want to sit at a table and explain himself. He did not want
Mark Whitaker’s soft eyes and slow questions. He did not want a
prayer before food, spoken with ease, like it cost nothing.

He finished his coffee. He rinsed the mug and set it in the sink. He
checked his phone. No new messages. He slid it into his pocket.
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Outside, the air smelled of wet dirt and leaves. His boots sank into
the soft ground beside his truck. He drove slowly through town,
wipers moving in a patient thythm.

Main Street looked the same and different. The bakery had a new
sign. The hardware store had fresh paint. The old diner still sat on
the corner with fogged windows and a glowing OPEN sign. Maple
Ridge did not rush. It endured.

He turned onto the church road. Gravel popped under his tires. The
church rose ahead, white against a gray sky. The steeple cut through
the low clouds like a straight line drawn by a careful hand.

He parked near the fellowship hall. The extension site lay quiet. The
tarp over the lumber stack held, dark and slick with rain. The stakes
and string still marked the outline on the ground. Mud filled the
footprints from yesterday.

He sat in his truck for a moment, both hands on the steering wheel.
He watched rain strike the windshield and break into clear beads. He
breathed slowly.

He told himself he had a job to do. He had a contract. He had a plan.
He did not need anything else.

He stepped out and pulled his jacket tighter. The cold found the gap
at his collar. He crossed the lot, boots making soft sounds in wet
gravel.

Eli’s truck pulled in as Nathan reached the lumber. Eli got out and
nodded once, as he did, no extra talk. No pushing.

“Rain,” Eli said.

Nathan hooked a thumb toward the tarp. “It held.”
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“It will.” Eli walked the perimeter, eyes scanning the stakes and
string. “So will the framing. You do it right.”

Nathan did not answer. Praise made him uneasy. It put him in a place
he did not want.

They moved lumber under the overhang and checked for standing
water near the future footings. The rain eased for a few minutes, then
returned. It came in waves.

The church door opened. Pastor Whitaker stepped out under a black
umbrella. He wore a brown coat and carried a folder pressed to his
chest. His hair looked damp at the edges.

He walked with steady purpose, shoes careful in the mud. He
stopped at the edge of the site.

“Morning,” Mark said.
“Morning,” Eli answered.

Nathan nodded once. He kept his hands busy, checking a strap on
the lumber stack.

Mark’s eyes held Nathan a moment. Kind. Direct. No hurry.
“I heard you got in all right,” Mark said.

Nathan kept his gaze on the strap buckle. “Yes.”

“I am glad you are here,” Mark said.

Nathan gave another small nod. He did not want to talk about being
here. He did not want to talk about why.

Mark shifted the folder in his hands. “If you need anything, let me
know. The town is glad for your help.”

Nathan looked up then. “It is work.”

99



“It is,” Mark said. He did not argue. “Work matters.”

Eli glanced between them, then back to the stakes. He stayed out of
it.

Mark opened the folder and pulled out a paper with a site plan
printed on it. He held it down against the wind. “I wanted to confirm
the placement of the storage room. The committee has questions
about access from the kitchen.”

Nathan took the paper. Water spotted the ink. He held it under the
overhang and studied it. He pointed. “Door here. It keeps traffic out
of the main hall.”

Mark leaned in. “And the slope?”

“I will grade it,” Nathan said. “We will run the drain along the back.
It will not pool.”

Mark watched his finger move over the plan. “You speak like you
have done it a hundred times.”

Nathan met his eyes for a brief second. “I have.”
Mark nodded. “I trust you.”

Nathan’s chest tightened. Trust felt like weight. It felt like someone
setting something on him without asking if he wanted it.

Mark closed the folder. “Supper Wednesday still stands. No
pressure. Ruth is making stew.”

Nathan heard the quiet challenge inside the gentleness. Sit. Be
known.

“I have work,” Nathan said.

Mark did not flinch. “We all do.”
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Eli let out a low breath, then turned away as if to give Nathan space.

Mark’s gaze stayed steady. ““You have been gone a long time. People
will ask questions. People will watch.”

Nathan felt heat rise in his neck. “Let them.”

Mark’s voice stayed calm. “They will. You do not owe them stories.
You owe the Lord honesty.”

Nathan’s jaw set. “I am honest.”
Mark did not push harder. “All right. I will pray for you.”

Nathan’s mouth went dry. He wanted to tell Mark to keep his
prayers. He wanted to tell him prayer did not change the math. He
wanted to tell him prayer did not stop the rain.

He said nothing.

Mark tucked the folder under his arm. He nodded to Eli. “Thank you
for being here. Both of you.”

He walked back toward the church, umbrella angled into the wind.

Nathan watched him go. The umbrella bobbed once as Mark stepped
onto the sidewalk. The church door closed behind him.

Eli spoke without looking at Nathan. “He means it.”

Nathan tightened the strap and tugged hard until it sang. “He always
means it.”

Eli looked at him then. “You sound tired.”
“I am fine.”

Eli did not argue. He picked up a level and checked the temporary
bracing. “We will pour footings Friday if the ground firms up.”
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Nathan nodded. “We will.”

They worked for an hour in the wet. The site held quiet, only their
movements and the steady sound of rain.

A car pulled into the lot and parked near the church office. Nathan
saw it through the thin curtain of rain. A small sedan. He did not
recognize it.

A moment later, the office door opened. Miriam stepped out.

She wore a dark coat and carried a tote bag over one shoulder. A
scarf covered her hair. She moved with careful steps on the slick
walkway. She paused under the awning and looked toward the work
area.

Nathan’s hands went still around the level. He felt the same pause
in his chest he had felt yesterday.

Eli saw her too. He lifted a hand in greeting.

Miriam raised her hand back. She walked toward them, keeping to
gravel where it held firmer.

When she reached the overhang, she stopped and looked at the site
outline. Her eyes moved along the string lines. She took it in like
someone reading a story with a familiar ending.

“Good morning,” she said.
“Morning,” Eli said. “You picked a wet day.”

Miriam gave a small smile. “Maple Ridge does not wait for my
schedule.”

Her voice carried calm. It carried something else too, tiredness, held
in place by practice.
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She looked at Nathan. “Did you sleep?”
Nathan did not like the question. It felt too close. “Some.”

Miriam nodded as if she expected no more. She looked at the plan
on the sawhorses, protected under plastic. “Is it still on track?”

Nathan answered before he thought. “If it dries by Thursday.”
She lifted her gaze to the clouds. “It will.”

Nathan almost asked how she knew. He did not. He did not want her
to speak with the same steady faith she had yesterday. He did not
want to feel the friction in his own chest again.

Miriam shifted the tote bag. “Pastor Whitaker asked me to bring tea
to the office. He has a meeting with the committee.”

Eli grunted. “They will argue about the paint color for a month.”

Miriam’s smile warmed. “They will. Then they will agree in five
minutes.”

Eli chuckled. He looked at Nathan. “She has already learned Maple
Ridge.”

Miriam’s eyes stayed on Nathan. “I grew up learning Maple Ridge.”

Nathan felt a quick spark of curiosity. He did not show it. He went
back to the level, checked the bubble, then set it down.

Miriam stepped closer to the edge of the site and looked down at the
wet ground. “It will be good for the kids. More space.”

“It will,” Eli said.

Nathan heard himself speak. “Space does not fix everything.”
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Eli shot him a glance. Miriam did not look surprised. She turned
toward Nathan fully.

“No,” she said. “It does not.”

Her voice held no defense. It held agreement. That made him
uneasy.

Eli cleared his throat. “I am going to check the storage shed for the
anchors.”

He left them under the overhang. His boots crunched away on
gravel.

Miriam kept her hands on the strap of her tote bag. Rain tapped the
roof above them. The smell of wet wood filled the air.

Nathan stared at the outline on the ground. “You said yesterday you
bring it to the Lord.”

CCI dO.D,
Nathan forced the words out. “And it helps.”

“It does,” Miriam said. She paused. “It does not erase the hard parts.
It holds me steady through them.”

Nathan felt the same old resistance rise. He wanted to test her words
like he tested lumber. He wanted to push on them to see what would
break.

He looked at her. “How do you know you are not holding yourself
steady?”

Miriam did not answer right away. She watched rain fall beyond the
edge of the overhang. Her eyes stayed clear.
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“I know what my strength looks like,” she said. “I have lived with it
for a long time. It has edges. It has limits. It runs out.”

Nathan’s throat tightened. He did not want her to speak with such
honesty. It made his own guarded life feel thin.

She turned her gaze back to him. “Do you want an argument, Nathan
Mercer?”

He blinked. No one said his name like that. Full and steady. Like it
mattered.

“No,” he said.
“Do you want an answer?” she asked.

He hesitated. The truth sat in him like a stone. He wanted an answer.
He also feared what it would cost to admit he wanted one.

“Yes,” he said, in a low voice.

Miriam nodded once. “I know because I have asked God for help
when I had no words left. And help came. It did not always come as
I asked. But it came.”

Nathan stared at the mud. “Help comes anyway. People help each
other.”

“Yes,” Miriam said. “And God works through people.”

He let out a small breath, almost a laugh with no humor. “Everything
becomes God if you stretch it far enough.”

Miriam did not flinch. “Some people stretch. Some people see.”
Nathan looked at her then. “You have seen.”

“I have,” she said.
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Rain struck harder for a moment. The sound filled the pause between
them.

Nathan felt a memory press up from somewhere deep. He pushed it
down. He did not want it. He did not want to talk. He did not want
to sit at a supper table. He did not want to stand here and let a woman
with tired eyes pull his old questions into the light.

Miriam shifted the tote bag again. “Pastor Whitaker is waiting for
the tea. I should go.”

Nathan nodded too fast. “Yes.”
She stepped away, then paused. “Nathan.”
He held still.

She spoke quietly. “You do not have to explain anything to me. But
you also do not have to carry it alone.”

His chest tightened again. He did not answer. He watched her turn
and walk back toward the office, her steps steady on the wet gravel.

Eli returned a few minutes later with a box of anchors. “She seems
good,” he said.

Nathan picked up a pencil and marked a note on the plan. “She
seems tired.”

Eli set the box down. “Mission work does that.”

Nathan’s hand paused. “People treat missionaries like they do not
get tired.”

Eli looked at him, surprised. “You noticed.”

Nathan did not answer. He bent over the plan again.
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They finished the morning work under rain and low clouds. By
noon, the sky lightened. The rain thinned to a mist, then stopped.
The air stayed cold.

Eli wiped his hands on a rag. “I am going to grab lunch at the diner.”
Nathan shook his head. “I have sandwiches.”

Eli shrugged. “Suit yourself. You sure you do not want company?”
Nathan kept his eyes on the stakes. “No.”

Eli climbed into his truck and drove off.

Nathan ate in his cab, parked near the field behind the cemetery. He
watched the wet grass and the low stones beyond. Maple Ridge’s
cemetery sat behind the church like a quiet reminder. Names and
dates. Whole lives reduced to a few carved lines.

His mother lay here. His father too.

He had not visited yet. He told himself he did not have time. He told
himself he would later. He told himself it did not matter where a
body rested.

He stared at the cemetery until his sandwich tasted like paper.

He drove to the rental house in the late afternoon. The clouds broke
into pale strips of light. The road shone wet. Trees along the ditches
shook loose drops with each breeze.

At the house, he changed into dry clothes and checked his notes. He
ran numbers at the table. He drew lines. He made lists.

Work calmed him. Work gave him a clean end.
His phone buzzed, a text from Eli.

Pastor Whitaker asked again, Wednesday at six.
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Nathan stared at the screen. He typed back.
I will see.
He set the phone face down.

Evening came early under the low sky. Nathan drove back to the
church site to secure tools. He found Eli already there, rolling cords
and stacking boards under cover.

“Thought you went home,” Nathan said.

Eli did not look up. “I did. Then I came back. I left the generator

2

out.

Nathan helped him in silence. They moved like brothers. Close
enough to share work. Far enough to avoid the edges.

When they finished, Eli leaned against his truck and looked toward
the church. Lights glowed in the office windows. The steeple stood
dark against a clearing sky.

“Do you remember youth group?” Eli asked.
Nathan’s shoulders tightened. “Some.”

Eli nodded like he did not need details. “Mark used to talk about
Psalm 127. He still does.”

Nathan said nothing.

Eli kept his voice quiet. “Unless the Lord builds the house, they
labor in vain.”

Nathan looked at him. “You think my work is vain.”
Eli shook his head once. “No. I think you hide behind it.”

Nathan’s jaw clenched. “It is work. It is real.”
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“It is,” Eli said. “So is what you avoid.”

Nathan shoved his hands into his pockets. Cold found his knuckles.
“You do not know what I avoid.”

Eli watched him a long moment. “I know you. I know our house. I
know what it felt like when Dad got sick. I know what it felt like
when the bills piled up. I know what it felt like when Mom sat at the
table and stared at the wall like she forgot how to be a person.”

Nathan swallowed. His throat burned.
Eli’s voice stayed even. “I know you prayed then.”

Nathan’s eyes shifted away. He did not want to look at Eli. He did
not want his brother to see the crack.

“I was a kid,” Nathan said.
“You were old enough to mean it,” Eli said.

Nathan’s breath came shallow. The old scene rose in his mind
without permission.

A kitchen lit by a single overhead bulb. His mother’s hands shaking
as she tried to pour coffee. His father coughing in the back room,
the sound deep and wet. The smell of medicine. The heater broken
again. The window sealed with plastic.

Nathan on his knees by his bed, whispering so no one would hear
how desperate he felt.

Please. Please heal him. Please help us. Please do something.

He had believed with his whole chest. He had believed because
belief seemed like the only tool left.
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His father did not get better. The cough got worse. He lost weight.
He lost work. He lost patience. He sat in the living room and stared
at the wall.

People from church brought meals. They prayed in the doorway.
They spoke soft words. They said God was near. They said God had
a plan.

Nathan watched his mother thank them, close the door, then sink to
the floor with her back against it. Silent. Empty.

He had watched all of it and waited for God to do something clear.
Nothing came clear. Only time. Only loss.

Eli’s voice brought him back. “You stopped praying,” Eli said.
Nathan’s hands tightened in his pockets. “I stopped asking easily.”
Eli nodded. “Why?”

Nathan stared at the gravel. He forced the words out, one at a time.
“Because I asked for something simple. I asked for my dad to live.
I asked for my mother to stop crying. I asked for our house to feel
safe. And nothing changed.”

Eli did not interrupt.

Nathan kept going, voice low. “People told me God heard. People
told me God cared. People told me God did miracles. I watched my
father die in a hospital bed while people sang hymns in the hallway.
I watched my mother hold his hand and pray. I watched her keep
praying after he stopped breathing.”

His mouth went dry. He swallowed hard. “If God was there, He
stayed quiet.”
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Eli’s eyes shone in the dim light. He did not look away. “I am sorry,”
he said.

Nathan let out a tight breath. “Do not be sorry. It is life. People die.”
Eli stepped closer. “It hurt you.”

Nathan flinched at the truth in the simple words. He turned his face
away. “It made me careful.”

Eli’s voice stayed soft. “Careful or closed.”
Nathan did not answer.

The church office door opened behind them. Light spilled onto the
walkway. Miriam stepped out, pulling her coat tighter. She carried
a folder this time, pressed to her chest. She paused when she saw
them.

Eli turned first. “Evening.”
Miriam walked closer. “I did not know anyone was still here.”
“We were locking up,” Eli said.

Miriam nodded. Her eyes moved to Nathan. She read his face with
quiet attention. She did not ask questions. She waited.

Eli cleared his throat. “I should go. Hannah asked me to pick up
something for the kids at the parsonage.”

Nathan watched Eli climb into his truck. He started the engine and

drove away, leaving Nathan under the darkening sky with Miriam
and the church lights behind her.

Miriam stood a few feet away. She did not crowd him. She did not
turn her gaze into a demand. She held the folder and watched him
like she had time.
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Nathan felt exposed. He hated it. He also felt something else. Relief,
sharp and unwanted, because someone had heard the truth without
trying to fix it.

Miriam spoke first. “Pastor Whitaker said you have been doing good
work.”

Nathan nodded once. “It is my job.”
“I know,” she said. “It still matters.”

Nathan looked toward the cemetery. The grass glowed pale in the
last light. “People tell me God has a plan.”

Miriam’s voice stayed calm. “People say many things.”

Nathan turned his gaze back to her. “Do you believe it?”

“I believe God is faithful,” she said.

He waited. He wanted her to leave it there. He also needed more.

She continued, quiet. “I do not always understand what He allows.
I do not call pain good. I do not force meaning where I do not have
it.”

Nathan stared at her. “Then what do you do with it?”

Miriam’s hands tightened on the folder edges. “Some days I sit with
it. Some days [ weep. Some days I pray with no words.”

Nathan’s voice came rough. “And you still say God is faithful.”

“Yes,” she said. “Because I have seen Him hold people when
nothing else did.”

Nathan felt the old anger stir, faint but real. “He did not hold my
father.”
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Miriam did not step back. “Tell me,” she said.
Two words. No pressure. No sermon. An open door.

Nathan’s chest ached. He did not want to tell her. He wanted to keep
it locked where it had lived for years. He had built a whole life
around not opening it.

He spoke anyway, voice low. “He got sick when I was fifteen. The
doctor said it was treatable. Then the treatments failed. Then the bills
came. Then my dad got angry. He stopped coming to church. He sat
at home and watched the walls.”

Miriam listened without moving.

Nathan swallowed. “People prayed. Pastor Whitaker came by. He
read Scripture in our living room. He said God was near the
brokenhearted.”

Miriam’s eyes stayed steady.

Nathan’s voice tightened. “I asked God to heal him. I asked like I
believed it would happen. I thought if I believed enough, God would
answer.”

His hands shook in his pockets. He held them still with force. “My
dad died anyway.”

Miriam’s face softened. She did not pity him. She did not offer easy
words.

Nathan stared at the ground. “After, people told me God needed
another angel. People told me God wanted to teach us something.
People told me everything happens for a reason.”

His throat burned. “I wanted to ask them what reason was worth my
father.”
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Miriam’s voice came quiet. “I am sorry people said those things to

2

you.
Nathan let out a bitter breath. “They meant well.”
“I know,” Miriam said. “It still hurt.”

Nathan lifted his gaze. Her eyes held no fear of his anger. No fear of
his doubt.

“I did not hate God,” Nathan said. “I did not storm off. I did not
drink myself into trouble. I did not do anything wild.”

Miriam nodded, like she understood the shape of his restraint.

Nathan’s voice dropped. “I stopped asking. I stopped trusting words.
I started trusting what I could measure. Wood does what wood does.
Steel holds if you size it right. Concrete cracks for reasons.”

Miriam’s eyes flicked to the stakes in the ground. “And people.”
Nathan’s mouth tightened. “People break.”

Miriam breathed in slow. “Yes.”

He waited for her to argue. She did not.

Miriam spoke with care. “Nathan, I have seen children die. I have
watched mothers bury babies. I have cleaned blood off a clinic floor
with my own hands. I have begged God to move.”

Nathan held still.

“And still,” Miriam said, “I have watched the Lord keep people from
turning hard. I have watched Him bring forgiveness where it made
no sense. [ have watched Him give courage when fear should have

2

won.

Nathan’s voice came flat. “You call that a miracle.”
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“I do,” Miriam said. “Because it is not human strength alone.”

Nathan felt his old defense rise. He pushed it down. He asked a
question instead. “What if it is? What if it is people being people?”

Miriam’s gaze stayed on him. “Then thank God for people being
people.”

The words landed quiet. They did not feel like a trick. They felt like
a choice.

Nathan looked away. The church stood behind her, steady and bright
at the windows. He saw the steeple rise into a sky that had begun to
clear. A few stars showed through.

He felt the weight again. The same weight he had carried from
yesterday's clinic story. The weight of suffering. The weight of
unanswered prayer. The weight of love and loss.

He spoke without looking at her. “Do you ever get tired of holding
faith?”

Miriam’s answer came fast, honest. “Yes.”
He turned back. “Then why do you keep holding it?”

Miriam’s voice dropped. “Because when I let go, I fall apart. And
because I have found Someone there when I do.”

Nathan’s breath caught. He did not like how her words reached
inside him. He did not like how they named his fear.

He looked toward the cemetery again. “I did fall apart,” he said. “I
did it quiet. I did it alone. Nobody saw.”

Miriam’s voice stayed gentle. “God saw.”

Nathan shook his head once. “If He saw, He did not stop it.”
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Miriam did not rush to answer. She stepped closer by one slow step,
still giving him space. Rainwater dripped from the edge of the
overhang. The air smelled clean now, like earth after a storm.

“I do not know why God does not stop every loss,” Miriam said. “I
wish He did. I do know He does not waste pain. I do know He does
not leave people in it.”

Nathan’s eyes narrowed. “He left me.”

Miriam’s gaze held his. “You are standing here. You came back to
Maple Ridge. You came back to this church. You are working on an
extension for children and families. You are talking about your
father out loud. He did not leave you.”

Nathan felt anger flash again, then fade into something tired. “Or |
am here because Eli asked. And because I needed work. And
because I do not know where else to go.”

Miriam nodded. “Those things count too.”
Nathan stared at her. “You do not try to win.”
Miriam’s mouth softened. “Faith is not a contest.”

A car passed on the road beyond the church lot. Headlights swept
across the field, then vanished.

Nathan took a breath. He felt cold in his lungs. He felt the ache in
his chest, old and fresh at once.

“I do not know what I believe,” he said.
Miriam did not look shocked. She did not look pleased.

She nodded once. “Then you are telling the truth.”
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Nathan’s voice came rougher. “People in this town do not like that
kind of truth.”

Miriam glanced toward the church office windows. “Some do. Some
do not.”

Nathan heard the unspoken part. Some judge. Some hold.

He looked at the lights and thought of Mark Whitaker’s steady eyes.
He thought of Eli’s quiet patience. He thought of Miriam’s tired
shoulders and calm voice.

He spoke low. “When my dad died, I stopped going to youth group.
I stopped singing. I sat in the back when Mom made us go. I watched
the same people raise their hands and talk about how good God is. I
felt like an outsider in my own church.”

Miriam listened.

Nathan’s throat tightened. “I kept thinking, if God is good, why did
He do nothing?”

Miriam’s voice came quiet. “It is a hard question.”

Nathan’s laugh held no humor. “People told me it was wrong to ask
it.”

Miriam’s eyes stayed steady. “People told Job many things. God did
not scold him for bringing his grief to Him.”

Nathan blinked. The name hit him like a memory from old sermons,
a story he had filed away as a child. Job. Loss without reason.
Friends with answers. God with silence, then presence.

He did not want to admit it mattered.

Miriam continued, soft. “God can hold your questions.”
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Nathan’s mouth tightened around the forbidden word in his mind.
He changed it. “God will hold my questions.”

Miriam did not correct him. She only nodded.

A silence settled. It did not feel empty. It felt like a place where
something could grow if it had time.

Miriam shifted the folder. “I should go. The office meeting ran late.”
Nathan nodded once. “Drive safe.”

She took a step, then stopped. “Are you going to supper
Wednesday?”

Nathan’s shoulders tensed. He did not want to commit. He did not
want to sit under Mark Whitaker’s kindness. He did not want to hear
prayer before stew. He did not want to feel the old grief stir again.

He also did not want to keep living like a sealed door.
“I will come,” he said.

Miriam’s eyes warmed. She did not smile wide. She did not act as if
she won. “All right.”

She turned and walked to her car. Her steps stayed even. Her coat
moved with the breeze.

Nathan stood under the overhang and watched her drive away. Her
taillights glowed red against the dark lot, then disappeared onto the
road.

He looked at the site again. Stakes and string. A shape marked in
dirt. It still looked like nothing. It held a promise of weight.

He thought of his father’s hands. Rough, capable. He remembered
watching him build a porch step when Nathan was small. His father
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had checked level twice, then once more. He had tapped the board
into place with care.

Nathan remembered believing his father could fix anything.

Then he remembered the hospital bed, the hollow cheeks, the slow
rise and fall of a chest that fought for air.

He turned toward the cemetery and walked across the wet grass. His
boots sank. Cold soaked through the leather at the seams.

He reached the first row of stones and stopped. He did not know
where his parents were without looking. He had avoided it.

He moved along the row, reading names in the dim light. He found
them near the back, under a maple tree. Two stones side by side.
Mercer. Dates carved clean.

He stood over them and kept his hands in his pockets. The wind
moved through branches above, shaking loose a few drops.

“I came back,” he said, voice low.

No answer came, only wind and distant road noise.

He swallowed. His throat burned.

“I do not know what I am doing,” he said.

He stared at the stones until his eyes blurred. He blinked hard.

He thought of being fifteen, whispering into darkness, believing
God would answer because he asked with a clean heart. He
remembered the silence after.

He stood there longer, then let out a slow breath.

“I do not know how to pray,” he said.
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The words felt like defeat. They also felt like truth.

He waited. He did not expect anything. He did not expect a feeling.
He did not expect a voice. He did not expect the sky to open.

He stood in the damp grass and looked up at the church steeple
beyond the cemetery fence. It rose pale against the night, a fixed
point.

He closed his eyes.

“Lord,” he said, quiet, the old word tasting strange in his mouth. “If
You are there... I am tired.”

His voice broke on the last word. He went still.

He did not feel peace wash over him. He did not feel warmth in his
chest. He did not feel answers settle into place.

He only felt the night air on his face. He only heard the wind in the
tree.

He opened his eyes and looked at the stones again. His hands stayed
in his pockets. He did not kneel. He did not make promises.

He stood and let the silence remain what it was.

When he walked back to his truck, the church lot lay empty. The
office lights had gone dark. The steeple stood over everything,
steady and quiet.

He drove home under a sky with more stars now. The roads dried in
patches. The trees along the ditches stood black against the night.

At the rental house, he parked and sat with the engine off. The
sudden quiet pressed in. His hands rested on the steering wheel.
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He thought of supper at Pastor Whitaker’s house. He thought of
Miriam’s calm eyes. He thought of Eli saying he did not have to stay
closed forever.

Nathan stared through the windshield at the dark street.
He did not feel fixed. He did not feel restored.
He felt something else, a small opening. A question spoken out loud.

He stepped out of the truck and went inside, carrying the same
weight, but with a thin, new thread of willingness to set it down
somewhere other than his own chest.
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Chapter 7
The Places She Stayed Anyway

Morning came slow and gray.

Nathan woke before the alarm again. He lay still and listened to the
house. The heater pushed warm air through the vents. The floor
creaked once as it settled. A dog barked far off, then went quiet.

His eyes stayed open. His mind kept moving.

He thought of the cemetery grass damp under his boots. He thought
of the word Lord in his mouth. He thought of how it had felt to say
tired out loud, like pulling a nail from wood. Painful. Necessary.

He got up and dressed without turning on many lights. He rinsed his
face in the small bathroom sink. The water ran cold, then warmed.
He watched the steam rise. He watched it vanish.

He made coffee. The smell filled the kitchen and touched something
in him he did not have a name for. He drank standing up. He did not
sit.

Outside, the street looked washed clean from the rain. Maple Ridge
held early fall in its palms. Leaves had started to turn on the maples
along the sidewalk. A thin strip of fog lay in the low places between
houses. It moved like breath.

Nathan put on his jacket and stepped out. The air met his face with
a bite.

He drove toward the church without thinking about it too hard. The
route felt familiar now, even after only a week back. He passed the
bakery with lights on in the window. He saw steam on the glass.
Someone inside moved behind the counter.
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He passed the hardware store. A delivery truck idled at the curb.
Men rolled carts onto the sidewalk.

He kept his hands steady on the wheel.

He turned onto the church road. The white steeple rose ahead. It
looked sharper in daylight. It always looked clean, even when the
paint needed work. A fixed line against the sky. A point of reference.

He pulled into the lot. Gravel crunched under his tires. He parked
near the fellowship hall, the same spot he had taken every morning.

The project sat in front of him, staked and strung. A rectangle laid
out in dirt and grass, waiting for men, lumber, and time. Waiting for
weight.

Nathan stepped out and breathed in. The air smelled like wet earth
and cut grass and the faint tang of leaves breaking down. The rain
had left dark patches in the soil along the edge of the lot.

He walked the lines. He checked the stakes. He checked the string.
He knelt once to press a stake deeper. He used his boot heel. He
stood and pulled the string tight again. His fingers felt cold.

Work gave him something to do with his body when his mind
wanted to circle.

A truck pulled in. It belonged to Eli Brooks. Nathan saw him get out
with his usual calm. Eli wore a work jacket and a hat pulled low. His
hands looked rough, like always. His face held the same quiet
steadiness Nathan had watched since he was a boy.

Eli walked over with a thermos in one hand.
“Morning,” Eli said.

“Morning,” Nathan said.
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Eli looked at the string lines. “You have it clean.”

Nathan nodded. “It needs to stay clean. The inspector will want it.”
Eli gave a small nod, agreeing, but he did not argue.

Eli held out the thermos. “I brought extra.”

Nathan hesitated, then took it. “Thanks.”

Eli looked at him a second longer than normal. His eyes stayed
gentle. “How did you sleep?”

Nathan did not lie. “Light.”
Eli nodded as he understood.

Eli looked toward the cemetery. The fence ran along the back edge
of the church property. The stones stood in rows, pale against dark
grass.

“You went back there last night,” Eli said.

Nathan did not answer right away. He did not like being seen, even
when he had done nothing wrong.

“Yes,” he said.
Eli did not press. “It is quiet back there.”

Nathan held the thermos. Heat seeped into his fingers. “Quiet does
not mean anything happens.”

Eli looked down at the gravel near his boots. “No.”

Silence sat between them. It did not feel hostile. It felt like a room
with a cracked door.

Eli shifted his weight. “Pastor Whitaker asked about you. He said he
was glad you came by.”
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Nathan tightened his jaw. “He is kind.”
“He is honest,” Eli said. “Both things at once.”

Nathan looked toward the church office. The blinds sat half open.
No lights yet.

Eli cleared his throat. “Miriam is coming by later. She wants to see
the plans. She said she has time this week before she meets with the
missions committee again.”

Nathan’s chest tightened. It did not feel like fear. It felt like pressure
on a bruise.

“Why?” he asked, then wished he had not. It sounded rude.

Eli did not take offense. “She cares about the church. She was part
of the medical team as a teenager. She ran VBS. She taught Sunday
school. She left, but she did not stop belonging.”

Nathan looked away. “Belonging is not the same as believing.”
Eli’s eyes stayed on him. “No. But she does both.”

Nathan did not answer. He took a sip of coffee. It burned his tongue.
He welcomed the sharpness.

Eli turned his head as another car pulled in. A small sedan. Pastor
Whitaker’s.

Eli spoke low. “I will let you work. If you need me, I am here.”
Nathan nodded once. He did not trust his voice.

Eli walked off toward the fellowship hall door. He let himself in
with a key.

Pastor Whitaker got out of his car with a folder under his arm. He
wore a sweater over a collared shirt. His hair had more gray than
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Nathan remembered from his youth. His posture stayed straight. He
moved with calm purpose.

He walked toward Nathan with a nod. “Good morning.”
“Morning,” Nathan said.

Pastor Whitaker looked out over the stake lines. “You are here early.
I appreciate it.”

Nathan kept his gaze on the string. “It is easier before people arrive.”

Pastor Whitaker let out a soft breath. “I understand. I will not keep
you long. I brought the updated permit copy. The county wants a
note about drainage along the cemetery side.”

Nathan held out his hand. Pastor Whitaker placed the folder in it.

Nathan opened it and scanned. His mind shifted into problem-
solving. He saw the line item. He saw the concern. He could address
it with a simple trench and gravel. He could add a swale if needed.

“I will revise the site plan,” Nathan said.
Pastor Whitaker nodded. “Thank you.”

Pastor Whitaker did not leave right away. He stood with his hands
in his pockets. The air chilled around them.

“I saw you last night,” Pastor Whitaker said.

Nathan’s shoulders tightened. He kept his face still. “I did not do
anything.”

Pastor Whitaker shook his head once. “I do not assume you did.”

Nathan swallowed.
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Pastor Whitaker’s voice stayed quiet. “I do not watch to catch
anyone. | saw a man standing alone. I prayed.”

Nathan looked down at the folder. The paper edge bent under his
thumb.

Pastor Whitaker continued. “How are you today?”

Nathan stared at the print on the page. He could answer with facts.
He could say fine. He could say busy.

He heard himself say, “Tired.”

Pastor Whitaker nodded like Nathan had offered something holy. “It
takes courage to say it.”

Nathan’s throat tightened. He hated the feeling. He hated how close
it sat under his skin lately, like a storm held back by a thin door.

Pastor Whitaker shifted his stance. “Miriam told me she hopes to
stop by later. I will be in the office. If you need anything, I am
close.”

Nathan nodded. “Okay.”
Pastor Whitaker started to turn away, then stopped. “Nathan.”
Nathan looked up.

Pastor Whitaker’s eyes stayed steady. “Faith is not a performance.
It is not a contest. You do not earn it by feeling the right thing.”

Nathan held his gaze for a moment. “I do not feel much.”

Pastor Whitaker nodded. “Then speak truth with what you have.
God does not ask for what you do not have.”

Nathan did not know how to respond. He looked away first. “I have
work.”
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Pastor Whitaker did not seem offended. “Yes. You do.”
He walked toward the office door.

Nathan let out a slow breath and looked back at the string lines. The
rectangle on the ground did not care about his thoughts. It waited.

He measured again. He wrote numbers in his notebook. He checked
the diagonal. He checked it twice.

By midmorning, the sky lifted. Light came through thin clouds. The
grass dried in places. The smell of damp earth stayed.

Cars came and went in the lot. A few volunteers arrived to clean
inside the fellowship hall. A pair of older women carried boxes
toward the side door. They talked low. Their voices held warmth.

Nathan kept to his work. He stayed outside. He kept his distance.

Near eleven, he heard a different sound. Tires on gravel, a car door
closing with care.

He looked up.

Miriam Carter walked across the lot. She wore a long coat in a soft
brown. A scarf lay around her neck. Her hair pulled back neat. She
carried a small bag over one shoulder.

She moved with calm, but her steps slowed when she reached the
strings. She looked down at the layout. She looked up at the
fellowship hall. Her gaze went to the cemetery fence.

She stood still for a moment. She looked like someone listening for
something no one else could hear.

Nathan watched her. He did not move.
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Miriam turned and saw him. She did not look surprised. She did not
look nervous. She met his eyes.

“Good morning,” she said.
“Morning,” he answered.

She walked closer to the edge of the stake line. She did not step over
the string.

“I did not want to get in the way,” she said.

“You are not,” Nathan said. He did not know if it sounded warm. He
did not know how to make it.

She nodded once. “Eli said you would be here.”
He held his notebook against his leg. “He talks.”
A small smile touched her mouth and faded. “He cares.”

Nathan looked at the line. “Pastor Whitaker said you wanted to see
the plans.”

“Yes.” She lifted her bag and pulled out a folded set of papers. “He

gave me a copy. | wanted to understand what the new space will
look like.”

Nathan watched her hands as she unfolded the pages on the hood of
his truck. The wind lifted a corner. She pressed it down with her
palm. Her hands looked steady. Her nails trimmed. A thin scar
crossed one knuckle.

She smoothed the plan, then leaned in. Her brow furrowed with
focus. She traced the outline of rooms with a finger. She moved
slow, like she respected what it represented.
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Nathan stood on the other side of the hood. He pointed with his
pencil. “The entrance will shift. We will tie into the existing
hallway. The new wing will run along this side.”

Miriam followed. “Classrooms here.”

“Yes.”

“And the storage.”

“Yes.”

Her finger paused near a small rectangle. “And this.”

“The prayer room,” Nathan said. “Pastor Whitaker asked for it.”
Miriam’s eyes lifted to his. “What did you think?”

Nathan hesitated. He chose his words carefully. “It is small. It fits.
It does not cost much.”

Miriam studied him. “You answered the practical part.”
Nathan held still. “It is a building. Practical matters.”
Miriam nodded. She did not press. “It does.”

She looked back down. “This is a good plan.”

Nathan felt a small relief. Praise from Miriam felt different than
praise from the church board. She did not sound like she wanted
something from him.

“Thanks,” he said.

She looked toward the cemetery again. “Does the county have
concerns about drainage?”

Nathan blinked. “Pastor Whitaker told you.”
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“He did,” Miriam said. “He worries about the graves. He worries
about respect.”

Nathan nodded. “I will handle it. The water will run away from the
fence.”

Miriam folded the papers slowly. “You care about the details.”
Nathan did not answer.

Miriam tucked the plans back into her bag. She kept her eyes on
him. “I heard you came back to help with this project.”

“Yes,” he said.

“And you are staying in the rental house on Cedar,” she said.
He felt exposed. “Yes.”

Miriam nodded. “Maple Ridge talks.”

Nathan looked away. “I have noticed.”

Miriam did not smile this time. “I do not like it. People often talk
because they love the place. They fear change. They fear pain. They
do not always know what to do with either.”

Nathan looked at her. “They also talk because they like to feel right.”
Miriam held his gaze. “Yes.”

Silence sat again. The wind moved along the grass, a leaf skittered
across the gravel.

Miriam’s voice softened. “How has it been. Being back?”

Nathan felt his stomach tighten. He could give her a safe answer. He
could say fine. He could talk about the work.
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He saw her eyes. He felt the quiet patience in her posture. He
remembered her in high school. She had not been loud then either.
She had been steady. She had been the girl who stayed after youth
group to stack chairs without anyone asking.

“It has been strange,” he said.

Miriam nodded once, as if she had expected no less. “Strange is
honest.”

Nathan swallowed. “It is familiar. It is also different.”

“Yes,” Miriam said. “The town changes. The church changes.
People change.”

He let out a short breath. “Some things do not.”
Miriam looked at the steeple. “Some things do not.”

Nathan’s mind returned to last night, the stones. The word tired. The
silence after.

He did not want to bring it up. He did not want to hand Miriam his
weakness like a tool she could use to pry him open.

Miriam spoke again, quiet. “Pastor Whitaker told me you ate supper
at his house.”

Nathan’s face warmed. “He invited me.”

Miriam nodded. “He does not invite people to make a point. He
invites them to make space.”

Nathan watched her. “You sound like him.”

Miriam’s mouth softened. “He has been my pastor since I was
small.”
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Nathan glanced toward the fellowship hall. “So you came home.
How long are you staying?”

Miriam looked down at her hands on the strap of her bag. She rubbed
her thumb along the fabric once. “I do not know yet.”

Nathan waited.

She looked up. “I came home to rest. I also came home to listen.
There are decisions ahead. My sending agency wants to know if I
will return. My team wants to know. I do not want to answer too
fast.”

Nathan nodded. He understood contracts and timelines. He did not
understand leaving an answer open for God to fill.

“What do you do all day?” he asked, then realized it sounded blunt.

Miriam did not bristle. “Right now I sleep more than I want to admit.
I visit people. I help in the church office. I go through medical
supply lists. I sit with Hannah Whitaker and talk about the next
youth fundraiser. I sit with Pastor Whitaker and talk about where my
heart is.”

Nathan looked at her face. He saw a faint tiredness under her eyes.
She hid it well. He wondered if she had learned to hide it because
people expected missionaries to return glowing.

He asked, “Do you feel different. After being away?”’
Miriam’s gaze held him. “Yes.”
Nathan waited.

She spoke with care. “I feel older. I feel more aware of my limits. I
feel more grateful for ordinary things. Clean water. Quiet nights. A
steady paycheck for the people who keep the lights on. I also feel
more aware of pain. Pain does not stay in one place.”
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Nathan listened. He felt the old skepticism rise in him like a shield.
Pain does not prove anything. It only exists.

Miriam looked toward the string lines again. “This project is a good
thing. It will serve people.”

Nathan nodded. It will create classrooms.”

“And it will create places people sit with each other,” Miriam said.
“Places people learn. Places children grow.”

Nathan took a breath. “You speak like you believe those places
matter.”

Miriam turned her head back to him. “They do.”

Nathan’s voice stayed controlled. “You have seen places with no
buildings. No clean chairs. No white walls. People still suffer.
People still die. What does faith do there?”

Miriam did not flinch. She did not look offended. Her face stayed
calm, but her eyes sharpened with focus.

“It does not stop suffering,” she said.

Nathan felt a strange relief at her answer. He had heard too many
people speak as faith served as armor against loss.

Miriam continued. “It does not keep children from getting sick. It
does not keep a mother from burying her baby. It does not keep war
from cutting through a village. Faith does not give control.”

Nathan’s throat tightened. “Then what is it?”

Miriam looked down at the gravel. She seemed to weigh what to
say. Then she looked back up.

“It is where I stand when I have no control,” she said.
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Nathan did not speak.

Miriam’s voice stayed even. “It is who I speak to when I do not have
answers. It is the Name I hold when my hands hold nothing else.”

Nathan felt something shift in his chest. He wanted to argue. He
wanted to test her words like he tested wood, to see where it would
crack.

He asked, “Did you ever feel God? Over there?”
Miriam’s eyes stayed on him. “Sometimes.”
Nathan’s mouth tightened. “Sometimes.”

“Yes,” she said. “Sometimes I felt Him close. Sometimes I felt
nothing.”

Nathan stared. “And you stayed anyway.”
Miriam nodded. “Yes.”
Nathan’s jaw tensed. “Why?”

Miriam looked past him, toward the church building. Her gaze
traveled along the white siding. It landed on the steeple. She watched
it like she watched something steady.

She spoke quietly. “Because I saw His faithfulness in ways I did not
expect. Not as comfort. As strength.”

Nathan waited. He did not trust easy words. He did not trust stories
polished for a Sunday night report.

Miriam took a slow breath. “There was a clinic in the foothills. A
small place. Cement floors. Tin roof. Two rooms for patients. One
room for supplies. The heat sat heavy. We had a generator, but it
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worked only some days. We had a refrigerator for vaccines, but it
failed twice.”

Nathan pictured it without trying. He saw the heat. He smelled it.
He heard the hum of a generator.

Miriam’s voice did not rise. She did not perform. “One afternoon, a
father carried his daughter in. She was eight. Her eyes rolled back.
Her lips looked dry. Her skin felt hot. We tested her. Malaria.
Severe. She needed medicine we did not have in enough quantity.
We had a limited supply.”

Nathan’s stomach tightened.

Miriam continued. “We gave what we had. We cooled her. We
prayed. We did not pray like we could force anything. We prayed
because we needed to remember God had not stepped away from the
world.”

Nathan swallowed. “Did she live?”
Miriam’s gaze did not move. “Yes. She lived.”

Nathan held his breath. Relief came, but it did not settle. He knew
one story did not fix anything.

Miriam spoke again, as if she heard his next thought. “I have other
stories where the answer did not look like life.”

Nathan did not speak.

Miriam’s eyes softened. “There was a boy. Twelve. A fall from a
truck. Head injury. We did what we could. We sent him to the
nearest hospital. It was far. The roads were bad. The driver drove
fast.”

Her voice tightened, then steadied again. “He died on the way.”
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Nathan’s chest went cold. He thought of his own brother when they
were boys. He thought of scraping knees and broken wrists and the
way their mother had pressed ice to skin with quiet hands.

Miriam looked down at her fingers. She rubbed her scar again.

“The mother came back to the clinic,” Miriam said. “She did not
scream. She did not collapse. She sat on the cement floor and held
his shirt in her lap. She asked me if God hated her.”

Nathan’s hands curled around his notebook.

Miriam looked up. “I did not give her a simple answer. I did not tell
her God needed another angel. I did not tell her it was for the best. |
told her the truth. I told her I did not know why her son died. I told
her Jesus wept at a grave. I told her God does not look away from
sorrow. He entered it.”

Nathan’s eyes held hers. He felt his throat burn.

Miriam’s voice stayed low. “She asked me if faith was only for
people who got what they wanted.”

Nathan’s mind flashed to fifteen-year-old Nathan in a dark room.
Whispering. Waiting. Silence.

“What did you say?” he asked.

Miriam took a breath. “I told her faith is not a bargain. It is trust in
a Person. A holy Person. I told her I had asked God for things and
did not get them. I told her I still belonged to Him. I told her He held
her grief even when she could not hold Him.”

Nathan stared at her. He wanted to argue with the word belonged.
He wanted to say belonging did not stop the ache. But he heard
something in her voice. Not certainty like a weapon. Certainty like
a hand on a shoulder.
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He asked, “Did she believe you?”

Miriam looked down. “She did not answer right then. She sat there
with the shirt. We sat with her. We stayed.”

Nathan felt his brow crease. “Stayed.”

Miriam nodded. “We stayed. We did not rush her. We did not hurry
to a prayer of victory. We sat on the floor. A nurse brought water.
Someone brought bread. We did the small things.”

Nathan’s voice came out rougher than he expected. “And God.”
Miriam looked at him. Her gaze held no triumph.

“God stayed,” she said.

Nathan shook his head once. “How do you know?”

Miriam’s mouth tightened a little. Her eyes stayed gentle. “Because
despair did not swallow her. Because she kept breathing. Because
she came back to the clinic the next week with a bag of rice for the
other patients. Because she said she still did not understand, but she
wanted to pray.”

Nathan felt his chest tighten. “People do things out of habit. Out of
culture.”

Miriam nodded. “Yes. People do.”
Nathan watched her. “So what makes it God?”

Miriam did not snap back. She did not call him cold. She did not tell
him to stop questioning.

She spoke slowly. “I have seen culture. [ have seen habit. I have seen
duty. I have seen empty words. I have also seen a woman with
nothing left choose to give. I have seen her forgive the driver who
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crashed. I have seen her smile again, not because pain ended, but
because hope remained.”

Nathan felt his jaw clench. “Hope is a feeling.”

Miriam’s eyes sharpened again. “Hope is not only a feeling. Hope
is a decision, made again and again when feelings fail.”

Nathan looked away. He stared at the strings stretched tight between
stakes. He thought about tension. About what held and what
snapped.

Miriam’s voice softened. “I do not say these things to win an
argument.”

Nathan looked back at her. “Why say them?”

“Because you asked,” she said. “And because your eyes look like a
man who has been asking for a long time.”

Nathan felt exposed again. He hated it. He also felt seen in a way
that did not feel like gossip.

He cleared his throat. “I asked God for things when I was young.”
Miriam did not move. She waited.

Nathan stared at the gravel. Words pressed at the back of his mouth.
He had told Eli a few pieces. He had told no one the rest.

He did not want to hand her his story. He did not want her to hold it
like a mission report.

He said, “Nothing happened.”
Miriam nodded. “Yes.”

Nathan glanced up, sharp. “You agree.”
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“I believe you,” she said.
Nathan’s breath caught. “People do not usually say that.”

Miriam’s tone stayed calm. “People often fear silence. They fill it.
They blame you. They tell you what you should have done. They do
not sit with the truth of unanswered prayer.”

Nathan’s throat tightened. “So what does faith do with unanswered
prayer?”

Miriam looked toward the church again. The steeple stood bright
now in thin sunlight.

She said, “Faith names God as God even when I do not get what I
want.”

Nathan felt anger flicker. He kept it down. “So God stays God, and
people suffer.”

Miriam did not argue the point away. “Yes. People suffer.”
Nathan’s voice turned quiet. “Then why worship Him?”

Miriam’s gaze did not waver. She seemed to choose each word like
she chose medicine doses.

“Because He is good,” she said. “Because He does not lie. Because
He does not change. Because He made the world and sin broke it,
and He did not leave us to fix it alone. Because Jesus came in the
flesh. Because He carried grief, hunger, and exhaustion. Because He
died. Because He rose. Because death will not win.”

Nathan stared. He wanted to scoff at the certainty in resurrection.
He wanted to say it sounded like a story told to help people sleep.
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But Miriam’s voice did not hold the tone of someone telling a
bedtime tale. It held the tone of someone who had held a dying child
and still spoke the words.

Nathan asked, “And when you felt nothing.”

Miriam nodded once. “Yes.”

Nathan kept going. “When prayer felt like speaking into the air.”
Miriam answered, “Yes.”

“When you asked, and nothing happened.”

“Yes,” she said again.

Nathan’s hands tightened around his notebook. “What did you do?”

Miriam’s gaze dropped to the plans still folded in her bag. Then back
to him.

“I did the next right thing,” she said. “I got up. I cleaned the wound.
I taught the class. I translated for the doctor. I sat with the grieving.
I read Scripture even when it felt dry.”

Nathan watched her face. “Dry.”
Miriam nodded. “Dry. Like bread with no butter. It still feeds.”

Nathan looked away. He did not like the image, but he understood
it.

Miriam continued, “Some mornings I read Hebrews 11:1 out loud.
Faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things
not seen.”

Nathan’s mouth tightened. “I know the verse.”

“I thought you might,” Miriam said, no edge in it.
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Nathan stared at the strings again. “Assurance. Conviction. Those
sound like strong words.”

“They are,” Miriam said. “Strong words do not always feel strong
in the moment.”

Nathan asked, “What if there is no assurance?”

Miriam’s eyes softened. “Then faith looks like holding on with a
weak hand.”

Nathan’s chest ached. He did not want weak anything.

Miriam’s voice stayed steady. “Sometimes I prayed Psalm 127:1.
Unless the Lord builds the house, those who build it labor in vain.”

Nathan’s gaze flicked to the fellowship hall. The work. The plans.
The stakes.

Miriam added, “I would say it while holding a stethoscope. I would
say it while washing sheets in a basin. I would say it while listening
to someone tell me her husband beat her. I would say it while I
wanted to quit.”

Nathan’s throat tightened. “You wanted to quit.”

Miriam looked away for the first time. She stared past him toward
the tree line at the edge of the property. Leaves shook in the wind.

“Yes,” she said. “More than once.”

Nathan felt something in him soften. He did not like it. It felt like
stepping onto ground that might give way.

He asked, “Why did you not?”

Miriam looked back at him. “Because God did not promise ease. He
promised Himself.”
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Nathan’s jaw clenched. “People say that.”

Miriam nodded. “People do. Sometimes they say it without cost.”
Her voice lowered. “I said it with cost.”

Nathan swallowed. “What cost?”

Miriam’s eyes held his. She did not offer any details about the
drama. She spoke.

“Sleep,” she said. “Health. Some friendships. I missed weddings. I
missed funerals. I missed my niece growing from a baby into a child.
I carried stories home in my body.”

Nathan watched her. He saw the faint fatigue again. The way her
shoulders stayed held, as she kept herself gathered tight.

Miriam continued, “I learned to smile for church videos. I learned
to speak in ways people understood. I learned to hide the parts that
would scare them. I learned to say God is good and then go into my
room and cry until my stomach hurt.”

Nathan’s chest tightened hard. “Why hide it?”

Miriam’s face stayed calm, but pain moved behind her eyes.
“Because people want a missionary to be strong. People want a story
with a clean ending. They want faith to sound like a straight line.”

Nathan looked down. He felt shame, though he had not been one of
those people. He had been far away, building things.

Miriam said, “Faith is not a straight line.”

Nathan’s voice came out low. “Then what is it?”
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Miriam looked at the stakes and string. “It is a foundation poured in
the dark. It cures slowly. You do not see the strength at first. But it
holds.”

Nathan flinched at the edge of metaphor, but she had kept it
grounded. Concrete. Curing. Weight.

He asked, “You said you saw God’s faithfulness. Where.”

Miriam did not answer fast. She looked toward the fellowship hall
door. Voices drifted out from inside, laughter from women cleaning.
A broom scraping the floor.

“Sometimes,” Miriam said, “I saw God in the people who stayed. A
nurse who worked twelve hours and still prayed with a patient. A
teacher who lost her husband and still opened her home to orphans.
A pastor who walked two days to preach in a village and then walked
two days back.”

Nathan listened.

“And sometimes,” Miriam said, “I saw God in endurance. In my
own and in others. Endurance does not look bright. It looks like
showing up again.”

Nathan’s eyes stayed on her. “Endurance is human.”
Miriam nodded. “Yes. Humans endure.”

She paused. “But I saw something else. I saw people forgive when
it made no sense. I saw peace settle over someone with no reason to
be at peace. | saw a man who had killed in war lay down his weapon
and ask Christ to save him. He did not do it because the village liked
him. They did not. He did it because he feared God and wanted a
clean heart.”

Nathan felt the hairs on his arms rise. He did not know why.
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Miriam’s voice stayed soft. “I saw God change people. Slow. Deep.
Not perfect. But real.”

Nathan’s mouth felt dry. He asked, “And still suffering remained.”
“Yes,” Miriam said. “Suffering remained.”

Nathan let out a short breath. “Then faith does not fix the world.”
Miriam looked at him, steady. “No. Jesus will.”

Nathan looked away again. He could not help it. The claim felt too
big.

Miriam did not press him. She let silence breathe.
After a moment, she asked, “Do you want to walk?”
Nathan blinked. “Where?”

Miriam nodded toward the cemetery. “Back there. If you have
time.”

Nathan’s stomach tightened. He did not want to return with someone
watching. He also did not want to refuse and seem childish.

“I have time,” he said.

They walked side by side across the grass. The ground felt soft
underfoot. The sun had dried the top layer, but dampness stayed
underneath. The air smelled of earth and leaves, with a faint
sweetness from distant hay.

They reached the fence. The gate stood closed. Nathan opened it and
held it. Miriam stepped through. She did not thank him with words.
She gave him a look of quiet appreciation.

Inside, the cemetery held its usual stillness. Rows of stones. Names.
Dates. Some flowers faded. A small flag near a veteran’s grave.
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Nathan walked toward the back where the older stones sat. Miriam
followed at his pace.

He stopped near the edge where the ground dipped. He did not point
to any stone. He stood with his hands in his pockets. His shoulders
held tight.

Miriam did not speak. She looked around with respect. Her eyes
moved across names. She read some of them. She did not touch the
stones.

Nathan felt the quiet around them. He heard a crow call from a tree.
He heard the distant hum of a truck on the road.

Miriam spoke at last. “You come here because it is honest.”
Nathan looked at her. “It is dead.”
Miriam nodded. “Yes. It is also honest.”

Nathan stared at the grass between stones. “I do not like church
talk.”

Miriam’s voice stayed gentle. “Then do not talk like church. Talk
like you.”

Nathan swallowed. His throat ached.

He said, “My mother is buried here.”

Miriam’s eyes softened. “I know.”

He glanced at her, sharp. “Maple Ridge talks.”

Miriam nodded. “Maple Ridge remembers.”

Nathan’s jaw tightened. “It remembers wrong sometimes.”

“Yes,” Miriam said. “It does.”
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Nathan stared ahead. “She died when I was young.”
Miriam stayed silent.

Nathan forced the words. “People told me God had a plan.”
Miriam’s voice stayed low. “And it felt like a bruise.”

Nathan looked at her. “It felt like they were trying to close the door
on my questions.”

Miriam nodded. “People fear questions. They think questions mean
rebellion.”

Nathan’s eyes burned. He hated it. He blinked hard.
He said, “I asked God to heal her.”
Miriam did not look away.

Nathan’s voice tightened. “I asked again. I asked harder. I did what
I thought a good kid does. I read my Bible. I listened in church. I
tried to be kind.”

He stopped. His mouth tasted bitter. “She still died.”

Miriam breathed in slow. “Yes.”

Nathan’s shoulders rose and fell. “Then people said God is good.”
Miriam’s face held pain with him. “Yes.”

Nathan’s hands curled in his pockets. “I believed it for a while. Then
I stopped.”

Miriam’s voice stayed soft. “You stopped because you did not want
to lie.”

Nathan’s breath caught. He stared at her.
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Miriam continued. “You could not say God is good and feel it in
your bones, so you stayed quiet. You chose honesty.”

Nathan felt something in him loosen and hurt at the same time.
“Honesty does not help.”

Miriam nodded. “It does not remove pain.”

Nathan looked at the stones again. “So what does?”
Miriam looked down. “Sometimes nothing removes it.”
Nathan felt anger rise again. “Then why keep faith?”

Miriam lifted her eyes to his. She did not speak with softness that
avoided truth. She spoke with softness that carried it.

“Because pain is not the final word,” she said.
Nathan shook his head once. “It feels like it is.”
Miriam nodded. “It does. Many days it does.”

She paused. “I stayed in places where pain felt like the final word. I
stayed anyway.”

Nathan’s voice came out low. “Why?”

Miriam looked toward a stone near the fence. A small one. Child-
size.

“Because I saw love,” she said.
Nathan frowned. “Love.”

Miriam nodded. “A mother washing her child’s face with care even
when she knew he might die. A father giving his last money for
medicine for a stranger. A village bringing food to a widow. People
who had little giving what they had.”
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Nathan listened. His throat ached.

Miriam’s gaze returned to him. “I believe love comes from God. I
believe His image still marks people even when sin wounds them. |
believe He calls us to love, and He strengthens us to do it.”

Nathan stared at her. “So you stayed to help.”

Miriam shook her head once. “I stayed because He called me.
Helping is part of it, but it is not the center.”

Nathan’s jaw tightened. “Then what is the center?”
Miriam spoke quietly. “Christ.”
Nathan looked away. He watched a leaf fall and land near a stone.

Miriam said, “When I sat with mothers who lost children, I could
not promise them a painless life. I could not promise them a reason
that made it acceptable. I could only point to a Savior who knows
grief. Who took sin and death into Himself and broke their claim.”

Nathan felt something in his chest push back. “That sounds like
words.”

Miriam nodded once. “It is words.”
She added, “Words matter when they are true.”
Nathan’s mouth tightened. “How do you know they are true?”

Miriam did not answer with a debate. She answered with a story, but
not a polished one.

“There was a night,” she said, “when we had an outbreak. Cholera.
People came in fast. We ran out of gloves. We ran out of clean
bedding. We washed hands until our skin cracked. I watched a
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young nurse vomit behind the clinic because the smell and fear
overwhelmed her.”

Nathan felt his stomach turn.

Miriam continued, “We worked until dawn. A child died. Two more
almost did. When the sun rose, I went outside and sat in the dirt
behind the clinic. I put my head in my hands.”

Nathan pictured it. The dirt. The sun. The exhaustion.

Miriam’s voice lowered. “I told God I hated it. I told Him I did not
want to do it anymore. I told Him I did not understand why He did
not stop it.”

Nathan looked at her. “And.”
Miriam’s eyes stayed steady. “Nothing changed in the moment.”
Nathan’s mouth tightened. “So.”

Miriam’s gaze softened. “I sat there. I breathed. I remembered
Scripture. I remembered Isaiah 28:16: "He who believes will not be
in haste." I did not feel strong. I did not feel brave. I only knew I
could either turn away from God or turn toward Him with my
anger.”

Nathan listened.

“I turned toward Him,” Miriam said. “I told Him I would stay one
more day.”

Nathan’s throat tightened. “One more day.”

Miriam nodded. “One more day. Then the next day, one more day
again.”

Nathan stared at the grass. “That is faith.”
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Miriam answered, “Sometimes it is.”
Nathan’s jaw tensed. “It sounds like stubbornness.”

Miriam’s mouth softened. “It might look like that. The difference is
where stubbornness points. Stubbornness points to self. Faith points
to God.”

Nathan looked at her. “You think God wants people to suffer so they
learn endurance.”

Miriam shook her head. “No.”
Nathan felt relief.

Miriam continued, “I think sin broke the world. I think sickness and
death and injustice exist because of the fall. I think God uses
suffering, but I do not think He delights in it.”

Nathan swallowed. “Then why does He allow it?”
Miriam’s eyes held his. “I do not know all of it.”
Nathan felt his brows rise. “You do not know.”

Miriam’s voice stayed calm. “No. I know some things. I know God
is holy. I know God is love. I know Christ died for sinners. I know
He rose. I know He will return. I know He will wipe every tear. I do
not know why one child lives and another dies.”

Nathan stared at her. He felt something in him settle. Not belief.
Something else. Respect.

Miriam went on, “When people asked me why, I did not give them
answers I did not have. I gave them the God I know.”

Nathan looked down. “The God you know.”

Miriam nodded. “Yes.”
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Nathan’s voice came quiet. “I used to think if God was real, He
would answer when I asked right.”

Miriam looked at him. “I thought something similar when I was
young.”

Nathan glanced up. “You.”
“Yes,” Miriam said. “I thought if T obeyed, life would stay safe.”
Nathan frowned. “Then you went overseas.”

Miriam’s eyes held warmth and sadness together. “I went because I
loved Him. I also went because I thought obedience would protect
me from losing my faith.”

Nathan’s mouth tightened. “Did it?”

Miriam’s gaze dropped, then lifted again. “It tested it.”
Nathan felt something shift. “And you stayed anyway.”
Miriam nodded. “Yes.”

They stood in quiet for a long moment.

Nathan stared at the stones. He thought of the week he had returned.
The meals. The work. The way the steeple held its line in the sky.
The way he had stood in this place last night and said Lord like a
man testing an old door to see if it still opened.

He asked, “Do you ever doubt?”
Miriam looked at him, serious. “Yes.”

The answer hit him harder than he expected. He had seen her as
unshakable. He had wanted to put her in a category. Missionary.
Strong. Certain.
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“About what?” he asked.

Miriam’s voice stayed quiet. “I doubt myself. I doubt my motives. I
doubt my strength. I doubt whether I heard God clearly. Sometimes
I doubt whether I can keep doing it.”

Nathan watched her face.
She added, “I do not doubt who Christ is.”
Nathan’s mouth tightened. “How?”

Miriam’s eyes held his. “Because I have seen Him hold people when

nothing else held. I have seen His Word stand when my feelings
broke.”

Nathan’s hands clenched. “Feelings break.”
Miriam nodded. “Yes.”

Nathan looked away. The air smelled like damp grass, stone, and
time.

Miriam spoke again, softer. “Nathan, you asked last night if God
was there.”

Nathan froze. He looked at her.

She did not look like she meant to corner him. Her face held
gentleness. But she had named it. He felt heat rise in his cheeks.

“How do you know?” he asked.

Miriam looked down for a moment. “I was in the prayer garden
behind the sanctuary when you walked toward the cemetery. I did
not follow you. I only saw you from a distance.”

Nathan stared at the ground. Shame and anger mixed. He did not
want witnesses.
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Miriam’s voice stayed calm. “I prayed for you.”
Nathan’s throat tightened. “Do not.”

Miriam’s face softened. “I will not force it on you. But I will not
apologize for praying.”

Nathan shut his eyes for a moment. He opened them again. “I did
not pray well.”

Miriam shook her head. “There is no such thing as praying well
enough to earn God.”

Nathan’s jaw clenched. “It felt like nothing.”
Miriam nodded. “Yes.”
Nathan’s voice came out low. “So why keep talking?”

Miriam looked at him, steady. “Because relationship does not
always feel like warmth. It feels like return. It feels like coming back
again and again.”

Nathan breathed in. The air felt cold in his lungs.
Miriam’s gaze stayed kind. “You came back.”
Nathan looked away. “I came back for work.”

Miriam nodded. “Yes. And you came back to a place where you
once asked God questions.”

Nathan did not answer.

They began walking again, slow, back toward the gate. Nathan kept
his steps measured. Miriam matched him.

At the fence, Nathan opened the gate. Miriam stepped through. He
followed.
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They walked toward the fellowship hall. The noise inside had
grown. Voices. A laugh. A chair scraping the floor.

Miriam stopped near the string line again. She looked down at the
rectangle on the ground.

“This wing will matter,” she said.

Nathan’s voice stayed guarded. “It will add space.”

Miriam looked up. “Space matters. So does what happens inside it.”
Nathan did not answer.

Miriam adjusted her bag strap. Her shoulders rose and fell with a
small breath. Nathan noticed the fatigue at the edge of her
composure again. It sat like a shadow behind her eyes.

He asked, “Are you alright?”

Miriam blinked, surprised. She looked down, then back up. “Yes.”
Nathan held her gaze. “That sounded automatic.”

Miriam’s mouth tightened, then softened. “I am tired.”

The words struck him. They echoed his own from last night.
Nathan did not know what to do with it. He only nodded once.

Miriam continued, “I thought coming home would feel easier. It
does in some ways. But home asks things of you. People want
stories. They want to hear God did great things. They want to
celebrate.”

Nathan watched her.
“I am grateful,” Miriam said. “I am also weary.”

Nathan’s throat tightened. “Do you tell them?”
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Miriam shook her head. “Not much.”
Nathan looked away. “Why?”

Miriam’s voice stayed quiet. “Because I do not want to burden them.
Because I do not want them to think the mission field broke me.
Because some people hear weariness as failure.”

Nathan nodded. He understood. People saw tiredness and tried to fix
it or judge it.

Miriam looked at him. “And because I do not always know how to
explain it.”

Nathan held her gaze. “Work without explanation.”
Miriam’s eyes softened. “Yes.”
Nathan felt the phrase settle between them, like a shared language.

A door opened behind them. Hannah Whitaker stepped out of the
fellowship hall with a box in her arms. She wore a cardigan and
jeans. Her hair sat in a braid over one shoulder. She saw Miriam and
her face lit with warmth.

“Miriam,” Hannah said.
Miriam turned with a smile. “Hannah.”

Hannah set the box on the step and walked down. She wrapped
Miriam in a hug. Miriam held her back. For a moment, Miriam’s
face softened in a way Nathan had not seen yet. Like she had let
herself lean.

Hannah pulled back and held Miriam’s hands. “You slipped away
yesterday. I wanted more time.”

Miriam’s smile stayed gentle. “I needed a quiet evening.”
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Hannah nodded as if she understood without Miriam saying more.

Hannah’s eyes moved to Nathan. She offered a polite smile. “Nathan
Mercer.”

Nathan nodded. “Hannah.”

Hannah looked between them, curious, but she did not tease. She
did not push. She only said, “We are cleaning inside. Pastor
Whitaker asked me to remind you we have a board meeting
tomorrow night about the budget.”

Nathan nodded. “I will be there.”
Hannah looked at the string lines. “This is going to be something.”
Nathan kept his tone neutral. “It will.”

Hannah picked up the box again. “Miriam, are you coming to lunch
at Rachel Moreno’s today. She is making soup. Half the town will
show up. It will be loud.”

Miriam’s eyes flicked to Nathan for a fraction of a second, then back
to Hannah. “I told Rachel I would stop by.”

Hannah smiled. “Good. She will not take no.”
Miriam gave a small smile. “I know.”

Hannabh shifted the box against her hip. “Nathan, you should come
too. If you have time.”

Nathan’s first instinct was to refuse. He did not want noise. He did
not want questions. He did not want to be watched while he ate.

“I have work,” he said.

Hannah nodded. “Of course. Another time.”
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She carried the box inside.

Miriam watched her go, then looked at Nathan. “You do not like
crowds.”

Nathan’s jaw tightened. “I like work.”
Miriam nodded. “Work feels clear.”
“Yes,” Nathan said.

Miriam looked down at the strings again. “Faith does not always feel
clear.”

Nathan let out a short breath. “No.”
Miriam lifted her eyes. “But it holds.”
Nathan stared at her. “You keep saying that.”

Miriam’s voice stayed quiet. “Because it is the only reason I made
it back home with my heart still soft.”

Nathan’s throat tightened. He did not know why her words reached
him more than Eli’s did, maybe because she had seen more suffering
and still spoke with gentleness, maybe because she did not sound
like she wanted to win.

Nathan asked, “Do you think my heart is hard?”

Miriam did not answer fast. Then she said, “I think it is guarded.”
Nathan’s mouth tightened. “Same thing.”

Miriam shook her head. “No.”

Nathan watched her.

“A hard heart does not feel,” Miriam said. “A guarded heart feels
too much. It locks the door so the pain does not flood everything.”
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Nathan looked down. His hands shook a little. He tightened them
around the notebook.

Miriam’s voice stayed calm. “I know because I have done it.”
Nathan looked at her, startled. “You.”

Miriam nodded. “Yes.”

Nathan’s breath came shallow. He steadied it.

He said, “I do not know what I believe.”

Miriam held his gaze. “Then say that to God.”

Nathan’s jaw clenched. “I did. Last night.”

Miriam nodded once. “Then you began.”

Nathan looked away toward the road. A car passed. The sound
faded.

Miriam shifted her bag strap again. She looked like she wanted to
leave before she took more of his time.

“I should go,” she said. “I told Pastor Whitaker I would help in the
office for an hour.”

Nathan nodded, then hesitated. The next words came before he
could stop them.

“Will you,” he began, then stopped.
Miriam waited, patient.

Nathan swallowed. “Will you tell me more? Sometime. About the
places you stayed.”

Miriam’s eyes softened. A small warmth touched her expression. It
did not look like pride. It looked like tenderness.
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“Yes,” she said. “If you want.”
Nathan nodded once. “I do not know if I want. I only know I asked.”

Miriam’s smile faded into seriousness. “Asking is enough for
today.”

She turned and walked toward the office.
Nathan watched her go.
The wind moved again. The string line trembled. It stayed tight.

He looked down at his notebook. The numbers had not changed. The
work still waited.

He went back to measuring, but his mind did not stay on inches.

It stayed on Miriam’s voice in the cemetery. On her refusal to give
simple answers. On her admission of weariness. On her claim that
faith did not stop suffering, but it gave a place to stand.

He did not know if he believed her. He did not know if he could.
But he had asked her to speak again.

He kept working with his hands steady, while something inside him
shifted, slow and unsettling, like ground preparing to take a
foundation.
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Chapter 8
Framing the New Wing

Tuesday came with clean light and cold air. The kind that made
breath show for a second, then vanish. Nathan Mercer pulled into
the church lot before seven. He parked near the stack of lumber,
close enough to carry tools without wasting steps.

The fellowship hall sat quiet. The new wing lived in stakes, string,
and chalk lines. It waited on him.

He stepped out of the truck and shut the door with care. Gravel
shifted under his boots. He stood still for a moment and listened. No
voices. No engines. Only wind sliding through the trees near the
cemetery and the low hum of the highway far off.

He set the tailgate down and took out his framing belt. He ran his
fingers over the tape measure. He checked the square. He checked
the level. He checked the pencil in the loop at his hip.

He walked to the string line and crouched. Dew clung to the grass.
It darkened the knees of his jeans. He traced the chalk mark from
yesterday. He checked the diagonal again. The numbers matched.
The rectangle held.

It calmed him in a way prayer never had.

He rose and looked toward the white church. The steeple broke the
sky in a clean line. The building looked steady. It looked sure. It
looked like it had never wavered.

He knew better. He had watched cracks form in people under the
same roof.

He lifted the first treated sill plate from the stack and carried it to the
line. The wood felt heavy and damp with night air. He set it down
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slow, then lined it up with the mark. He knelt and adjusted it by a
fraction. He checked it again. He drove a stake nail through the
predrilled hole into the ground brace.

The sound cut sharp through the quiet. A simple sound. Honest.

He worked through the next board. Then the next. He did not rush.
He did not waste motion. Each piece met the next with a clean end.
He checked the seam. He checked the line.

His mind tried to wander. It went to Miriam Carter. To her calm eyes
in the cemetery. To her words. Guarded. Not hard.

He did not like how true it felt.

A car door closed near the office side of the church. A moment later,
footsteps crossed the gravel. Nathan did not look up right away. He
kept his attention on the plate. He drove the last nail home. Then he
straightened.

Miriam walked toward him along the drive. She wore a dark jacket
and boots meant for walking, not for show. A canvas bag hung from
her shoulder. Her hair sat back from her face in neat twists. The wind
touched the ends and then let them go.

She stopped a few steps away. She did not stand too close. She did
not hover.

“Good morning,” she said.

“Morning.”

She looked down at the sill plates. “You started.”
“I do not like waiting.”

“I saw you yesterday afternoon,” she said. “From the office window.
You stayed late.”
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Nathan set his hands on his hips. “I finished measurements.”

Miriam nodded once. “Pastor Whitaker said you asked for the work.
He sounded relieved.”

Nathan looked at the church for a second, then back at the layout.
“He wants the wing up before winter.”

“He wants more space,” Miriam said. “For the youth. For the food
pantry. For the tutoring.”

Nathan did not answer. He knew the list. He had read the committee
notes in the folder. He had seen the way the church tried to stretch
itself to hold needs it did not have room for.

Miriam stepped closer and crouched near a chalk line. She did not
touch anything. She respected the boundary of a man with a plan.

“Is this where the new rooms will go?”” she asked.

“Yes,” Nathan said. “Two classrooms. A small office. Storage. A
wider hallway to connect to the hall.”

“And an accessible restroom,” Miriam said.
CCYeS 2
She rose. “It is good.”

Nathan looked at her a moment. Her face held no forced cheer. No
church smile. She looked rested compared to Sunday. Still tired
under it, but steadier.

He cleared his throat. “Why are you here?”

Miriam did not react to the bluntness. “Pastor Whitaker asked if I
would bring coffee.”

Nathan glanced toward her bag.
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She reached in and pulled out a thermos and two plain mugs. She
held them up like a peace offering. “He said you do not stop.”

Nathan looked away. “He talks too much.”
“He cares,” Miriam said.

Nathan did not argue. He had learned the difference between caring
and controlling. Pastor Whitaker cared even when Nathan did not
want it.

Miriam unscrewed the thermos lid. Steam rose. The smell hit
Nathan. Dark roast. Simple. Familiar. She poured without spilling,
then held out one mug.

Nathan hesitated, then took it. Their fingers did not touch. He felt
relieved anyway.

“Thank you,” he said.

Miriam took a small sip from her own mug. She stood watching the
layout again. “When do you start framing?”

“Today.”
Her gaze returned to him. “Alone.”

He took a drink. The coffee burned his tongue and warmed his chest.
“I have a crew in town. They start tomorrow.”

Miriam nodded. “Then you will set the first wall today.”
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She held her mug in both hands. “Do you want help?”

Nathan almost refused on instinct. Help meant conversation. Help
meant watching. Help meant another set of eyes on his methods.
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But he had asked her to tell him more. He had invited her into his
guarded space. He felt the weight of that, quiet but firm.

“I do not need it,” he said. Then he paused. He forced the words out
in a different shape. “But you can.”

Miriam waited, as if she expected him to take it back. When he did
not, she nodded.

“Tell me what to do,” she said.

Nathan set his mug on the tailgate. He walked to the stack of studs
and picked up two. He handed one to her. “Carry this to the line. Set
it by the corner mark.”

Miriam took it without strain. She moved with calm strength. She
walked where he pointed and set the stud down with care. She did
not drop it. She did not drag it. She placed it as it mattered.

Nathan took another stud and set it beside hers. He grabbed a third
and fourth. He started laying them out on the flat area he had cleared
with plywood sheets.

“We will build the wall flat,” he said. “Then stand it.”
Miriam looked at the plywood. “It looks like a table.”
“It is a platform,” he said.

She nodded again. No argument. No correction. She waited for the
next instruction.

Nathan marked the bottom plate with his tape and pencil. “Sixteen
on center,” he said. “Standard spacing.”

Miriam watched his tape. “You do this fast.”

“I do it often.”
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She held her mug down by her side now. The steam had faded. She
had finished most of it.

Nathan took the bottom plate and set it on the plywood. He set the
top plate beside it. He aligned the ends. He tapped them even. He
marked the stud locations in pairs. He moved without wasted
motion.

Miriam said, “When I was overseas, we framed with what we had.
Some places used salvaged wood. Some places used brick. Some
places used mud and tin.”

Nathan kept marking. “Did it hold?”

“Sometimes,” Miriam said. “Sometimes it did not.”
He stopped and looked up. “Why build it then?”
Miriam met his eyes. “Because people needed shelter.”

Nathan looked back down and finished his marks. “Shelter is not the
same as permanent.”

“No,” she said. “But it is still mercy.”

Nathan did not answer. He did not know what to do with the word
mercy in the middle of framing lumber. He only knew it landed
heavy.

He picked up the first stud and set it at the end. He checked the
crown. He turned it. He lined it with the mark. He drove the nail
through the plate. He used his hammer, not a nail gun. He liked the
feel. The sound. The directness.

Miriam flinched at the first sharp hit, then steadied. She set her mug
down. She came closer and watched his hands.

“Hold the stud,” Nathan said.
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Miriam stepped in and held the stud straight while he nailed. Her
hands looked steady. Her fingers curled around the wood as if she
had done this before.

Nathan finished and moved to the next mark. Miriam followed his
cue and held each stud in place while he set nails.

After a few studs, she asked, “Why no nail gun?”

Nathan did not pause. “I work quieter this way.”

Miriam looked toward the church. “So you do not draw a crowd.”
Nathan drove another nail. “I do not work for an audience.”
Miriam gave a small nod. “I understand.”

The words sat between them. Simple. Honest. Not a lesson.

They moved down the plate. Stud. Nail. Check. Repeat. The wall
took shape on the plywood, a clean grid of wood. Nathan’s mind
stayed on the line of the work. It gave him a path.

Miriam’s presence did not disrupt it. She did not chatter. She did not
fill silence to prove she belonged. She watched. She listened. She
responded when he spoke.

A truck passed on the road. A dog barked behind a fence
somewhere, a crow called from the cemetery tree.

Nathan set the last stud in place. He checked each end. He checked
each mark. He measured the diagonals across the rectangular wall.
He adjusted the frame with a tap from his boot until the numbers
matched.

He exhaled.

Miriam said softly, “It matters to you. The straightness.”
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“It matters to the building,” Nathan said. “If it starts wrong, it stays
wrong.”

Miriam did not argue. “I have seen work like that,” she said. “Where
the first mistake keeps multiplying.”

Nathan looked at her hands. A faint scar crossed one knuckle.
Another line ran along her wrist. Old marks. Not from this morning.

He looked away. He had learned not to ask questions unless he
meant to carry the answers.

He pointed to the corner. “Grab that end with me. We will stand it.”

Miriam moved into position. She bent her knees. She placed her
hands on the top plate and nodded, ready.

Nathan lifted his end. The wall rose slowly. The studs creaked as
gravity shifted. He watched the bottom plate, keeping it from sliding
off the platform. Miriam matched him. Her breathing stayed
controlled.

“Walk it up,” Nathan said.

They raised it together until it stood upright. Nathan held it steady
while Miriam kept her hands firm. The wall swayed once, then
settled.

Nathan stepped in and set temporary braces. He nailed them to
stakes he had set earlier. He checked plumb with the level.

“Hold,” he said.
Miriam held.

Nathan adjusted the brace by a small amount. The bubble centered.
He nailed the brace tight.
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“Done,” he said.

Miriam let out a breath and stepped back. She looked up at the wall.
It stood alone, the first visible shape of the new wing. The wood
smelled sharp in the cold air.

“It is strange,” she said. “To see something start.”
Nathan wiped his hands on his jeans. “It starts on paper.”
Miriam looked at him. “And then it starts in dirt.”

Nathan did not respond. He looked at the line again, at the place
where the next wall would go. He wanted the calm of sequence.

He went back to the plywood platform and began laying out the
second wall. Miriam followed, waiting.

“You do not have to stay,” he said.
“I know,” she said.
He glanced at her. “Then why?”

Miriam lifted a stud and set it where he had been placing them.
“Because you asked me to tell you more sometime. I do not know
when sometime is. I only know today is open.”

Nathan felt a tightness in his chest. It did not feel like fear. It felt
like exposure.

He said, “Today is work.”
Miriam nodded. “Then I will do work.”

Nathan marked the plates again. He worked faster now, not from
hurry but from the need to keep his hands busy.
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They framed the second wall. Miriam held studs. She handed nails
when he reached. After a while, Nathan did not have to tell her. She
learned his rhythm. She learned when he wanted silence and when
he needed a short answer.

When they stood the second wall, a voice called from the church
side.

“Nathan.”

Pastor Whitaker walked toward them across the gravel. He wore a
brown jacket and held his Bible tucked under his arm like he always
did. His steps stayed measured. His face held calm.

Nathan kept his grip on the wall while Miriam held the other end.

Pastor Whitaker stopped near the stakes. He took in the work with a
slow look. “You started framing.”

Nathan said, “Yes.”

Pastor Whitaker nodded. “It looks good.”

Nathan did not smile. He did not shrug. Praise made him uneasy.
Pastor Whitaker looked at Miriam. “Thank you for bringing coffee.”
Miriam said, “You are welcome.”

Pastor Whitaker returned his gaze to Nathan. “The building
committee meets at ten for a short walk-through. Do you want to
join?”

Nathan answered without thinking. “No.”

Pastor Whitaker did not react. He only said, “All right. If they ask
questions, I will direct them to your notes.”

Nathan said, “They can read the plans.”
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Pastor Whitaker’s eyes held a quiet patience. “Some of them do not
know how.”

Nathan felt heat rise in his neck. He looked away, then back at the
wall. He checked plumb again as if it needed it.

Pastor Whitaker shifted his weight. “Miriam, would you come by
the office later? There is mail for you.”

“I will,” Miriam said.

Pastor Whitaker nodded and turned back toward the church. He did
not linger. He did not press. He walked away with the same steady
pace.

Nathan watched him go. The older man carried himself like
someone who had carried other people’s burdens for years and still
woke each day willing to do it again.

Miriam spoke after a moment. “He loves you.”

Nathan snapped his eyes to her. “He does not know me.”

Miriam held his gaze. “He knows enough.”

Nathan looked back down and picked up a brace. “Hold the wall.”

Miriam held it while he nailed the brace. She did not push. She did
not defend Pastor Whitaker. She let Nathan’s words stand as they
were.

They moved on. They laid out the third wall. This one held a door
opening. Nathan measured and marked the king studs and jack studs.
He cut a header from doubled lumber. He set it in place and nailed
it tight.

Miriam watched, then asked, “What will the door lead to?”
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“A hallway,” Nathan said. “Main connection.”
Miriam nodded. “A way in.”

Nathan did not answer. He hammered nails with steady force. Each
hit drove the nail clean. Each nail sank flush.

After a while, Miriam said, “When I came back, I thought it would
feel easy.”

Nathan set his hammer down and looked at her, his brow furrowed
slightly. “Easy?” he asked.

Miriam’s gaze dropped to the edge of the plywood platform, her
fingers absently tracing the grain of a nearby stud. “Coming home.
I thought it would feel like slipping into something familiar, like an
old sweater you didn’t realize you missed. But it doesn’t... not all
the time.”

Nathan leaned against the partially framed wall, his arms crossing
loosely over his chest. He didn’t interrupt her, didn’t rush her to
explain. He waited, his quiet presence somehow inviting her to
continue.

“It’s like... the town stayed the same in so many ways.” Miriam’s
voice softened, her words hesitant as if she were carefully choosing
them. “The same church bell rings on Sundays. The same bakery
smells like cinnamon every morning. But I don’t know if I stayed
the same. Or if [ was ever really a part of this place to begin with.”

Nathan’s eyes lingered on her, the faint lines at the corners of his
mouth tightening as he considered her words. “You don’t feel like
you belong?”

She shook her head slightly. “No, it’s not that. It’s more... I feel like
I’'m trying to find where I fit now. Like I’ve been gone too long to
pick up where I left off.”
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He nodded slowly, the motion deliberate. “Sometimes, you don’t
pick up where you left off,” he said. “Sometimes, you have to start
over.”

Miriam glanced up at him, her expression a mix of curiosity and
something deeper, something unspoken. “Is that what you’re doing?
Starting over?”

Nathan hesitated, his jaw tightening as he looked toward the church,
its white steeple visible beyond the gravel lot. “I’m trying to,” he
said finally. “But starting over isn’t simple.”

“No,” Miriam agreed quietly. “It isn’t.”

The wind picked up, tugging at the loose strands of her hair. Nathan
turned back to the platform, his hands moving to the next piece of
lumber as if the work could ground him, could keep him from
thinking too hard about what he’d just shared.

Miriam didn’t press him further. Instead, she picked up a stud and
held it steady while he marked the next set of cuts. They worked in
silence, the rhythm of their labor filling the space between them, a
rhythm that felt, in its own way, like an understanding.

As the afternoon sun dipped lower, casting long shadows across the
gravel, Nathan set down his hammer and straightened. “That’s
enough for today,” he said, his voice carrying a note of finality.

Miriam stepped back, brushing sawdust from her hands. “It’s
coming together,” she said, her gaze sweeping over the framed walls
that now stood against the sky. “You can see the shape of it.”

Nathan nodded, his eyes on the structure. “You can.”

For a moment, neither of them moved. The quiet of the small town
seemed to settle around them, broken only by the distant sound of a
car engine and the faint rustle of leaves in the breeze.
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“Thank you,” Nathan said suddenly, his voice low but sincere.
Miriam looked at him, surprised. “For what?”
“For staying,” he said.

She smiled, a small, quiet smile that didn’t need words to
accompany it. Then she bent to pick up her empty coffee mug and
turned toward the church. “See you tomorrow?”

Nathan hesitated, then nodded. “Tomorrow.”

As she walked away, her steps steady and unhurried, Nathan stood
beside the new walls and watched her go. The tightness in his chest
eased, just slightly, as he turned back to the structure they had built
together. It wasn’t finished, not by a long shot. But it was a start.

And sometimes, a start was enough.
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Chapter 9
Evening Under Work Lights

The sun dropped early, as if it felt the pull of October and did not
fight it. The church lot held a thin chill by five. The gravel kept the
warmth the longest. The air smelled of cut lumber and leaf smoke
from somewhere down the road.

Nathan Mercer set the last sawhorse in place and checked the cord
line for the work lights. He ran his thumb along the plug. He hated
loose connections. He hated flicker. He hated anything that
pretended to work and failed under pressure.

He clipped the lights to the temporary beam they had set along the
edge of the new wing. The metal hooks rang softly. He stepped back
and looked. Two bright cones of light fell over the framed wall.
Shadows cut hard lines across studs and braces. The church beyond
sat in dim white, its windows turning black as the last daylight
drained away.

He watched the sanctuary doors for a moment without meaning to.
Habit. A quiet pull. The steeple stood in the darkening sky, steady
as ever.

He turned away first.

A truck door shut on the far side of the lot. Gravel shifted under tires.
The sound carried.

Nathan did not have to look to know who it was. Miriam Carter
walked with a calm pace. She did not hurry. She did not drift. She
moved like she kept time with something inside her.

She wore a dark sweater and jeans. Her hair sat back from her face,
neat and simple. She carried a paper bag in one hand and a small
cooler in the other.
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Nathan wiped his hands on his work rag. Dust clung anyway. It
always did.

“You are late,” he said.

“I am on time,” she said. Her voice held quiet humor. She set the
bag down on the tailgate of his truck and closed the cooler. “It
depends on who is keeping the clock.”

He glanced at her. “The job is keeping the clock.”
“The job will survive twenty minutes.”

He did not argue. He had learned she did not toss words around. She
meant what she said. She did not say more than she needed.

She opened the paper bag. Warm bread smell rose into the cold air.
She pulled out two wrapped sandwiches, a small bag of apples, and
a couple of paper cups.

“I brought food,” she said.
Nathan looked at the sandwiches. “From where?”
“Joyce at the bakery. She insisted.”

He grunted. Joyce insisted on many things. He took the cup when
Miriam handed it to him. The coffee smelled strong. He held it for
the heat. His fingers had gone stiff.

They stood side by side under the lights. The framed wall rose in
front of them, new pine bright against the dark. The braces held
clean. The nails sat straight. Nathan felt a small sense of relief.
Wood did what it was told if a man did his part.

Miriam unwrapped her sandwich and took a bite. She chewed
slowly. She looked at the framing as if she saw more than lumber.
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Nathan ate in quick, silent bites. The work had burned hunger into
him all day. He did not like to stop. Stopping gave his mind space.

Miriam sipped coffee. “Pastor Whitaker asked if you were going to
the mission welcome tomorrow night.”

Nathan kept his eyes on the studs. “No.”

She did not press right away. She watched his face for a beat.
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He swallowed. “Crowds.”
“Maple Ridge does not have crowds.”
“It does for me.”

She nodded once, as if she stored the answer away without
judgment. “He will speak anyway. He will mention you.”

Nathan took another bite. “He should not.”

“He will. He likes to tell the truth even when it makes people
uneasy.”

Nathan felt his jaw tighten. “He likes to make people look at things
they do not want to look at.”

Miriam turned her head and studied him. The light cut clear edges
around her face. “You do not like that.”

Nathan let out a slow breath. “I like facts. I like plans. I like a beam
I can test before I trust it.”

Her eyes stayed on him. “And faith does not feel like that.”

He did not answer. He did not need to. The silence said enough.
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A breeze moved through the open framing, carrying a faint smell
from the cemetery. Damp grass. Soil. Old leaves pressed into the
ground.

Nathan shifted his stance. He hated the cemetery at night. He hated
how close it sat to the church. He hated how Maple Ridge held death
and worship and memory in the same square of land.

Miriam followed his gaze without being told. She looked toward the
darker edge beyond the fellowship hall where the cemetery lay. The
stones looked pale in the distance.

“Do you ever walk there?” she asked.

“No.”

“I'do.”

Nathan looked back at her. “Why?”

She took another slow bite and swallowed. “It keeps me honest.”
He gave a short laugh without warmth. “About what?”’

“About how short life is. About who holds it.”

Nathan stared at the wall. “Bodies and blood and luck hold it.”

Miriam did not flinch. She looked at the framing again. “I have seen
blood. I have seen bodies fail. I have seen luck run out fast.”

Her voice stayed steady. It made the words heavier.

Nathan took a sip of coffee. The heat burned his tongue, and he
welcomed it. “Then how do you still say it? How do you still talk
like God holds anything?”
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Miriam set her cup on the tailgate. She folded the wrapper tight
around the rest of her sandwich. Her hands moved with care. She
did not waste motion.

“Do you want the answer?”” she asked.
Nathan did not look at her. “I do not know.”

“I will tell you anyway.” She paused. “God does not hold life the
way people in town talk about it. People here speak as if faith buys
safety. As if prayer buys a fence around a family. I do not think God
works like a bargain.”

Nathan felt a pull in his chest. Anger, or fear. He could not name it.

Miriam continued, “I have watched a mother pray with her child
dying in her arms. I have watched her sing while she waited for the
fever to break. It did not break. The child died. She still sang when
we buried him.”

Nathan’s throat tightened. He forced his voice flat. “Then what good
did it do?”

Miriam turned her head and looked at him full on. “It did not fix his
lungs. It did not turn back time. It did not spare her pain. It kept her
from turning into stone.”

Nathan swallowed. He felt the night close in around them, held back
only by the harsh white lights and the smell of sawdust. He thought
of his own mother. He thought of her hands shaking as she held a
dish towel in the kitchen years ago. He thought of the way she
looked at the floor when the phone rang.

He pushed the thought away. “People turn into stone anyway.”

Miriam nodded. “Some do. I did for a while.”
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Nathan glanced at her again. She did not look like stone. She looked
tired beneath her calm, but she looked alive.

He finished his sandwich. He wiped his hands again. The rag came
away streaked with grease from the tailgate latch.

Miriam put the rest of her sandwich back in the bag. “Work,” she
said, as if she offered him a way out of the conversation.

He took it. He stepped to the wall and lifted his hammer. He checked
the brace and tapped two nails deeper, each hit clean. He listened to
the sound. He heard when wood held and when it did not. He had
trained his ear for it.

Miriam walked to the stack of boards and picked up a level. She
moved with quiet confidence, like she had been around work sites
more than people guessed. She held the level to the stud wall. “This
one leans a hair,” she said.

Nathan leaned in and looked. The bubble sat off center. “You have
a good eye,” he said.

“I learned to build with what was there,” she said. “When you do
not have straight lumber, you learn to see lean fast.”

Nathan took the stud and pressed it into place. He nailed it while she
held the level. The hammer strikes echoed into the lot.

A car passed on the road out front, headlights sliding through the
trees. The sound faded.

Miriam lowered the level. She looked at the open doorway framing
where the hallway would run into the new wing. “This is where the
classrooms go,” she said.

GCYeS'79

“The youth leader told me they are out of space.”
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Nathan nodded. “They cram kids in the old rooms. The building
never grew with the town.”

Miriam touched the edge of the new stud with her fingers. “Growth
is a gift.”

He did not answer. He tightened a clamp instead. He did not like to
talk about gifts. Gifts carried a sense of debt.

Miriam stepped back. “Do you remember the old wing?” she asked.
“Before they updated the fellowship hall.”

Nathan kept his eyes down. He reached for nails. “I remember.”

“I used to sit in the back during Wednesday nights,” she said. “I
would listen more than I talked.”

Nathan paused. He looked up. “You were quiet then, too.”
“I was shy.”
“You do not seem shy now.”

She gave a small smile. “Overseas will pull some things out of a
person. It will also bury other parts.”

Nathan felt the urge to ask what it buried. He did not ask. He asked
the safer thing. “Why did you come back?”

Miriam’s smile faded. She walked to the cooler and opened it. She
pulled out a bottle of water and set it on the tailgate. She did not
drink yet. She held it like she needed something in her hand.

“I came back because my body told me I had to,” she said.
Nathan frowned. “Sick.”
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He nodded, as if he understood, though he did not. He had felt tired.
He had never felt worn in his bones for a reason he could not fix
with sleep.

She looked toward the church. The sanctuary windows showed faint
light from inside. Someone moved in there, maybe choir practice or
a meeting.

“I also came back because I needed to hear my own voice without
the constant noise,” she said. “I needed to ask God what He wanted
next.”

Nathan nailed another brace. The nail sank with a hard sound. “You
talk like God answers.”

Miriam turned back to him. “He does.”

“When.”

“When I listen long enough.”

Nathan shook his head once. “I listen. I hear nothing.”

Miriam’s expression did not change, but her eyes softened. “What
do you listen for?”

“A sentence. A sign. Something clear.” He set the hammer down
and grabbed the tape measure. He pulled it out and checked a span.
Numbers comforted him. “People in church talk like God speaks
plain. Like He tells them what to do if they pray hard enough.”

Miriam watched him measure. “And He did not do that for you.”

Nathan’s hand paused on the tape. The metal strip trembled once in
the cold. “No.”
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Miriam stepped closer. She did not crowd him. She stayed at a
respectful distance. “When did you start expecting Him to?” she
asked.

Nathan felt the air in his lungs stick. He wanted to shut the
conversation down. He also wanted to hear himself answer. He
hated that.

He locked the tape measure and let it retract with a snap. “When I
was a kid,” he said.

Miriam waited.

He stared at the framed wall. The pine smelled sharp under the
lights. “Eli used to pray for everything,” he said. “He prayed when
the truck would not start. He prayed when he could not find his
wrench. He prayed before he swung a hammer.”

Miriam nodded. She knew Eli Brooks. Everyone did.

Nathan continued, “Sometimes it worked. Sometimes it did not.
When it worked, people said God cared. When it did not, people said
God had a reason. It all sounded the same.”

Miriam’s voice stayed low. “You wanted it to sound different.”
“I wanted it to be different.”

He looked at her then. The light showed every line of his face. He
had not slept well in weeks.

Miriam held his gaze. “What happened?” she asked.

Nathan’s jaw worked. He hated this part. He said it anyway, because
the words sat in him like a nail he never pulled out.

“My father lost work,” he said. “I remember the day. He came home
early. He sat in the truck for a long time before he came inside. I
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watched from the window. I waited for him to look up. He never
did. He walked in like he carried a bag of rocks.”

Miriam’s eyes did not move.

Nathan felt his throat burn. “We prayed,” he said. “Pastor Whitaker
came over. Men from church came over. They sat at the table. They
said words. They patted my father on the shoulder. They told my
mother God would provide. They said it like a promise.”

He swallowed. His hands clenched. “My father took work two towns
over. Then three. He left before dawn. He came back late. He
stopped talking. He stopped singing in the kitchen. He stopped
laughing at Eli’s jokes. The house went quiet.”

Miriam’s face held grief, but it did not turn away.

Nathan looked down. “My mother tried to keep faith in the air like
it was bread. She kept giving it to us. I ate it because I did not know
what else to do. Then she got sick.”

Miriam’s breath caught, a small sound.

Nathan kept going. He had started. He had to finish. “People prayed
harder then. People cried. People said God would heal her. Eli
believed it with everything in him. I watched him. I wanted to
believe it with him.”

Miriam’s voice came like a whisper. “What happened?”

Nathan stared at the ground. Dew had started to form again on the
grass edges. “She died,” he said. “She died after months of prayer
and casseroles. She died with Scripture taped to the fridge. She died
with the church singing over her bed. And people told us God was
good.”

Miriam did not speak for a long time.
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Nathan heard the hum of the work lights. He heard a cricket in the
grass. He heard his own breath.

Miriam set her water down. She stepped closer by one small pace.
“I am sorry,” she said.

The words hit him harder than he expected. He looked away fast.
“Everyone is sorry. It does not change anything.”

Miriam kept her voice steady. “No. It does not change what
happened.”

He forced a bitter edge into his tone. “Then what do you do with
faith? You have seen worse than I have. You said you watched a
child die. How do you still call God good without feeling foolish?”

Miriam did not answer right away. She walked to the framed
doorway and stood under it, as if she needed the structure around
her.

“I have asked that question,” she said. “I have asked it on the dirt
floor of a clinic with flies on the ceiling. I have asked it in a room
where people waited outside because they did not trust medicine. |
have asked it when a girl sat on a cot and stared at her hands because
men hurt her and she believed God let it happen.”

Nathan felt his stomach tighten. He hated the world in those words.
He hated that she carried them.

Miriam turned and looked at him. “When I call God good,” she said,
“I do not mean He gives me what I ask for. I mean He does not leave
me when I do not understand. I mean He holds me steady when grief
wants to break me into pieces.”

Nathan scoffed. He wanted to dismiss it. He did not. He felt
something in his chest shift instead, small and dangerous.
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He picked up his hammer again. He worked because he did not know
what else to do.

Miriam walked to the pile and lifted a board. She held it with both
hands. She brought it over and set it on the sawhorses. She waited
for him to mark it.

Nathan drew his pencil line. “Hold,” he said.
She held the board steady. Her hands did not shake.

He cut the board with the circular saw. The blade screamed and
threw sawdust into the light. The smell rose, fresh and sharp. He set
the saw down and shut it off. Silence rushed in after the noise.

Miriam blinked sawdust from her lashes. She did not complain.

Nathan carried the cut piece to the wall and fit it. It slid into place
clean. He nailed it. Each strike landed sure.

Miriam watched him work. “You carry your questions like tools,”
she said.

He did not look at her. “What does that mean?”

“You keep them in order. You keep them sharp. You do not leave
them lying around. You do not want anyone tripping over them.”

Nathan gave a humorless sound. “Questions do not belong on the
floor.”

“They belong somewhere,” Miriam said. “If you keep them locked
away, they rust.”

He set another nail. The hammer rang. “Rust does not matter if you
never use it.”
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Miriam stepped closer. “You use them,” she said. “I hear them every
time you speak about the church. Every time you measure a board.
Every time you look at the steeple and then look away.”

Nathan froze. His hand stayed around the hammer handle. The cold
air felt sharper.

Miriam’s voice stayed soft. “You are here,” she said. “You are
building this wing. You are serving the same church you say you do
not trust. Why.”

Nathan’s throat tightened again. He hated how she saw him. He also
felt relief, as if someone had finally named what he had tried to
ignore.

“I am here because Eli asked,” he said.

Miriam nodded. “And you love him.”

Nathan’s mouth tightened. “He is my brother.”
“And because you care about the work,” she said.
He looked at the nails in his palm. “Work is honest.”

Miriam’s gaze held him. “People are honest, too. They are also
messy.”

Nathan put the nails down. He leaned against the frame for a
moment and looked out across the lot. The town sat quiet beyond
the road. A porch light glowed across the way. Somewhere a dog
barked again and then stopped.

“I do not hate faith,” he said, surprised by his own words. “I hate the
way people talk about it like it is simple.”

Miriam did not smile. She did not look pleased. She looked like she
understood.
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“I do not think it is simple,” she said.
Nathan let out a long breath. “Then why do people act like it is?”

“Because simple feels safe,” Miriam said. “Because doubt scares
them. Because they want a formula.”

Nathan’s eyes narrowed. “Is there no formula?”
“No,” she said. “There is a Person.”

He stared at her, annoyed and drawn in at the same time. “You talk
like Pastor Whitaker.”

Miriam gave a small smile. “He taught me a lot.”

Nathan looked up at the church again, at the shadowed roofline, at
the steeple rising into the night. He thought of Psalm 127, a verse he
heard a hundred times. Unless the Lord builds the house... He knew
the rest. He did not want it in his mouth.

Miriam’s voice came quiet. “You know Scripture,” she said.

He did not ask how she knew. He did not deny it. “I know words.”
“Do you know Jesus?” she asked.

Nathan’s grip tightened on the frame. “I do not know.”

The answer tasted like failure. It also tasted like truth.

Miriam did not react with shock. She nodded slowly. “Thank you,”
she said.

“For what?”
“For saying it out loud.”

Nathan looked at her then. “Why does it matter?”
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“Because honest words make room,” she said. “God does not force
2
His way in. He stands and knocks.”

Nathan’s eyes dropped. He hated knowing the verse. He hated that
it stirred something. He kept his face blank.

Miriam looked back at the work. She picked up the hammer he had
set down earlier and held it out to him by the handle. “More nails,”
she said.

He took it. Their fingers brushed for a brief second. Warm skin
against cold. He felt it like a spark in dry wood. He did not pull away
fast. He did not hold on, either.

He went back to work.

They framed in silence for a while. The rhythm steadied him. Lift.
Fit. Check. Nail. The structure rose inch by inch, line by line. Under
the lights, the new wing looked like both a promise and a question.

Miriam moved with him now without waiting for instruction. She
carried boards. She held the level. She handed him nails before he
asked. She worked like someone who knew what it meant to build
in hard places.

Nathan watched her hands. He watched how she treated each piece
of lumber as if it mattered. He watched how she did not waste words.

“You learned construction overseas,” he said.

“I learned survival,” she said. “Sometimes it looked like
construction.”

He nodded. “Where?”
She named a country. Her voice did not carry pride. It carried

memory.
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Nathan had seen her mission photos in the fellowship hall last week,
pinned on a display board by the kitchen. Faces. Dust roads. A small
clinic room. Children with wide eyes. He had stood there longer than
he meant to. He had left before anyone saw.

He drove another nail. “Did you ever feel angry?” he asked.
Miriam held the board steady. “Yes.”

“At God,” he said.

“Yes,” she said again, simple and clear.

Nathan blinked. Most people in Maple Ridge denied anger. They
dressed grief up in Sunday language. They called it surrender. They
called it peace.

Miriam continued, “Anger is not the worst thing. Pretending is
worse.”

Nathan’s jaw tightened. “Then why do people pretend?”

“Because they fear judgment,” she said. “Because they think God
will pull away if they speak true.”

Nathan scoffed. “Maybe He will.”
Miriam’s eyes lifted to his. “He will not.”

The certainty in her voice irritated him. It also stirred envy. He
wanted to ask how she held it. He did not want to need her answer.

He reached for another board. “How do you know?” he said.

Miriam waited until he set the board in place. She watched him line
it up. “Because I have tried to push Him away,” she said. “I have
told Him I was done. I have told Him He felt silent. I have told Him
I did not understand why He let children die.”
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Her voice stayed low. The work lights drew shadows under her eyes.
“He stayed,” she said.

Nathan swallowed. “And you felt Him.”

“I did not always feel Him,” she said. “Sometimes I felt nothing.
Sometimes I felt fear. Sometimes I felt numb. He stayed anyway.”

Nathan lifted his hammer. “How do you know if you did not feel
Him?”

Miriam exhaled. “Because I still got up. Because I still loved people.
Because I still had hope in me when I had no reason to. Something
held me.”

Nathan drove a nail. The sound rang sharp. “People hold
themselves,” he said.

Miriam did not argue. She let the hammer sound finish. She let the
statement sit.

Nathan kept going, but his mind ran. He thought of the nights after
his mother died. He thought of how he had gotten up anyway. He
had taken showers. He had driven to school. He had gone to work.
He had learned to keep moving because stopping felt like dying.

He had called it discipline. He had called it grit.
He had never called it grace.

The thought unsettled him. He did not want grace if grace meant he
owed Someone. He did not want to owe. He wanted to earn what he
had.

He set the hammer down and reached for the drill. The battery
clicked into place. He sank screws into a bracket, each turn tight and
final.
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Miriam watched him. “You build like you do not trust anything to
hold unless you force it,” she said.

Nathan shot her a look. “That is how you build.”

“It is how you build,” she corrected. “There is strength in it. There
is also fear.”

He bristled. “I do not fear lumber.”
She held his gaze. “You fear disappointment.”
The words landed clean like a level against a crooked stud.

Nathan looked away. He stared at the screw head. He turned the drill
again, though it had already seated. The bit slipped and scraped
metal. He cursed under his breath, then stopped, jaw tight.

Miriam did not react. She did not scold. She waited until he set the
drill down.

“I do not know you well,” she said. “But I know what it looks like
when someone expects the floor to drop.”

Nathan felt heat behind his eyes. He hated it. He blinked hard and
looked at the framed wall again.

“Do you think faith means the floor never drops?” he asked.
“No,” Miriam said. “I think faith means God stays when it does.”
Nathan’s throat worked. “He did not stay for my mother.”

Miriam’s eyes held pain now, open and unguarded. “He stayed,” she
said. “You did not see Him. I do not say that with blame. I say it
because grief blinds people.”

Nathan shook his head once. “People say that. It sounds like an
excuse.”
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“It can sound like one,” she said. “It can also be true.”

Nathan stared at the ground. The lights cast long shadows across the
gravel. His truck sat nearby, tailgate down, tools laid in neat lines.
He had made order everywhere he could.

Miriam moved to the tailgate and began to pack the wrappers and
cups into the bag. She cleaned without being asked. She did not
leave her mess behind.

Nathan watched her for a moment and then turned back to the wall.
“Why do you talk to me like this?” he asked. “You do not know me.
You owe me nothing.”

Miriam tied the bag shut and set it aside. “I talk to you because I see
a man who carries weight alone,” she said. “And because you asked
me questions no one else asks.”

Nathan felt his mouth go dry. “People ask questions.”

“People ask for quick answers,” she said. “You ask as you will live
with the answer.”

He did not know what to say to that. He picked up the level and
checked the next stud line.

Silence settled again, but it did not feel empty now. It felt full of
things neither of them had spoken.

A door opened inside the church. Light spilled out for a moment.
Voices drifted, laughter, then a hush. The door shut. Light cut off.

Miriam looked toward it. “I missed the sound of people,” she said.
Nathan glanced at her. “You did not have people.”

2

“I had people,” she said. “I had many. I did not have these people.

193



Nathan understood more than he wanted to. Maple Ridge held a web
of ties. It tightened around a person. It held. It also choked at times.

He drove another nail. “Are you staying?” he asked.
“In town,” she said.

“In Maple Ridge,” he corrected.

“Yes,” she said. “For now.”

He waited, then said, “You will go back.”

Miriam’s hands rested at her sides. She looked at the framing, at the
shape of future rooms. “I do not know.”

Nathan frowned. “You do not know.”

She met his eyes. “I thought I knew. I thought my path stayed
straight. It did not.”

Nathan’s mind latched onto that. “Why?”

Miriam’s gaze drifted past him, beyond the lights, beyond the lot.
The night held still. “I reached a point where I stopped feeling joy,”
she said. “I kept working. I kept serving. I kept smiling for photos
and reports. Inside I felt empty.”

Nathan swallowed. “Burnout.”

She nodded once. “I hated the word. It felt weak. Then I watched a
nurse in our clinic collapse. She kept saying she was fine until she
fainted in the doorway. I realized I had started living like that.”

Nathan’s voice came rougher. “So you left.”

“I came home,” she said. “There is a difference.”
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Nathan stared at her. He saw the tension in her shoulders now, the
careful stillness. He saw it as something held down. He recognized
it. He lived in it.

“Does Maple Ridge help?” he asked.

Miriam’s lips pressed together. “It helps, and it hurts.”
He nodded. “Because everyone expects you to be strong.”
She did not answer, but her eyes said yes.

Nathan looked back at the wall. “People expect me to be steady,” he
said.

“They expect you to fix things,” Miriam said.
He gave a short, flat sound. “I do fix things.”
She shook her head once. “You fix buildings.”

Nathan felt something in his chest twist. He did not know how to fix
what mattered. He had tried once. He had prayed beside a hospital
bed. He had watched his mother’s skin turn pale. He had heard the
last breath. He had learned prayer did not stop death.

He picked up a board and set it in place harder than he needed to.
The wood thumped against the studs.

Miriam flinched, small, then recovered. She did not step back. She
moved closer and held the board steady for him. Her presence
steadied the space.

Nathan drove the nails slower. His hands calmed.
“I do not know how to pray anymore,” he said suddenly.

The words came out before he chose them. He froze, surprised by
himself.
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Miriam’s voice stayed gentle. “When did you stop?”’

Nathan stared at the nail head. “After my mother,” he said. “Eli kept
praying. He kept going to church. He kept believing. I did not fight
him. I did not want to take it from him. I stopped.”

Miriam nodded. “Quiet doubt.”

He glanced at her, sharp. “Is that what you call it?”
“It is what you described,” she said.

Nathan swallowed. “It felt safer.”

Miriam’s eyes softened. “Safer than hope.”

Hope. The word landed in him like a weight.

He set the hammer down and leaned a shoulder against the stud wall.
The wood pressed solid against him. He looked at Miriam. “Do you
ever feel afraid to hope?” he asked.

Miriam took a slow breath. “Yes.”
He waited.

She looked down at her hands. “When I came home, I thought rest
would fix me,” she said. “I thought I would sleep for a week and
wake up new. I slept. I woke up the same. I realized I needed more
than sleep. I needed healing. Healing takes time.”

Nathan’s voice came low. “You do not like needing.”
“No,” she said.
He nodded. He understood.

They stood there under the lights, framed by pine and shadow. The
church sat behind them, quiet, steady, and full of history.
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Nathan heard a familiar truck pull into the lot. Tires on gravel. A
door shut. Footsteps.

Eli Brooks stepped into the light edge. He wore a worn jacket and
work pants. His face looked tired, but his eyes held warmth. He
looked at the framing and gave a low whistle.

“You two are out here late,” Eli said.

Nathan straightened. “We needed to finish bracing this section.”
Eli walked closer and ran a hand over the stud. “Looks good.”
Miriam greeted him with a smile. “Good evening, Eli.”

Eli’s smile widened. “Good evening, Miriam. I heard you were
back, and then I saw you Sunday. It is good to see you home.”

Miriam nodded. “It is good to be home.”

Eli looked between them. His gaze lingered on Nathan for a
moment, as if he were checking his brother’s face for signs. Nathan
held his expression tight.

Eli did not push. He never pushed. He stayed present. ‘“Pastor
Whitaker asked me to grab the box of hangers from the storage
room,” Eli said. “I figured I would check on the work.”

Nathan nodded. “We have what we need for tonight.”
Eli glanced at the bag on the tailgate. “Joyce feeds you.”
Miriam gave a quiet laugh. “She did.”

Eli’s eyes crinkled. “She will keep feeding you until you learn to
accept it without looking guilty.”

Nathan shot him a look. Eli held it with mild amusement.
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Eli stepped closer to Nathan and lowered his voice. “You all right?”

Nathan’s throat tightened. He did not like the question. He did not
like how Eli asked it, as if he expected an honest answer.

Nathan kept his tone flat. “I am fine.”

Eli nodded, but his eyes stayed on Nathan’s for a beat longer. “All
right,” he said, gentle. “I will let you finish. Do not stay out too late.
Cold gets in your bones.”

Miriam looked at Eli. “Thank you for bringing the hangers.”
Eli tipped his head. “See you both tomorrow night.”

Nathan said, “No.”

Eli paused. “No.”

“I am not going.”

Eli’s face stayed calm. “All right,” he said. “You know where the
church is.”

Nathan’s jaw tightened. Eli did not push. That almost made it worse.

Eli turned and headed toward the fellowship hall. His footsteps
faded. A door opened. Light spilled out. Then it shut again.

Nathan and Miriam stood alone under the lights again.

Miriam watched the hall door for a moment. “He loves you,” she
said.

Nathan looked at the studs. “He loves everyone.”
“He loves you differently,” she said.

Nathan felt a sting behind his eyes again. He hated it. “He should
not,” he muttered.
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Miriam’s voice stayed firm. “He will.”
Nathan turned to her. “Why do you say things like that?”

“Because it is true,” she said. “Love does not wait for people to earn
it.”

Nathan scoffed. “Then it is foolish.”

Miriam stepped closer. Her face held quiet strength. “No,” she said.
“It is holy.”

The word hung in the air. Nathan felt his chest tighten. Holy. He had
heard it used too easily. He had heard it applied to songs, potlucks,
and polished testimonies. He had not heard it used like a weight-
bearing beam.

He looked away. “We should lock up,” he said.

Miriam nodded. She did not argue. She gathered the cooler and bag.
Nathan turned off the work lights one by one. Darkness returned
fast, and the church lot shifted into shadow.

As they walked to their trucks, their footsteps crunched on gravel.
The cold air hit harder without the lights warming the space.

Miriam stopped by her car. Nathan stopped by his.

She held the cooler strap and looked at him. The night made her eyes
look darker. “Thank you for letting me work,” she said.

Nathan opened his truck door and paused. “You did good,” he said.
Her mouth lifted at one corner. “You sound surprised.”
“I am,” he said, and meant it.

A quiet moment stretched. Nathan felt words press behind his teeth.
He did not speak them. He did not know how.
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Miriam broke the silence first. “Nathan,” she said.
He looked at her.
“I will pray for you,” she said.

His jaw tightened on instinct. He wanted to tell her not to. He wanted
to tell her it would not change anything. He wanted to tell her prayer
had failed him.

He did none of those things.
He said, “Do what you want.”

Miriam nodded, as if she accepted the roughness and did not take it
as rejection. “Good night,” she said.

“Good night,” he answered.

She got into her car and shut the door. Her headlights came on. She
backed out slowly and carefully. She waved once through the
windshield. Then she drove away, taillights fading toward Main
Street.

Nathan stood by his open truck door for a moment and watched the
road. The night felt wide. The church sat behind him, white in the
dark, the steeple a pale line against the sky.

He got into his truck and shut the door. The cab smelled of sawdust
and coffee. He started the engine. It rumbled steadily.

He did not drive yet.

He sat there with his hands on the wheel. He stared at the dark
outline of the new wing framing. He thought of his mother. He
thought of Eli. He thought of Miriam’s calm voice saying anger was
not the worst thing, pretending was worse.
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He let his head rest back against the seat.
He did not pray.
He did not know how.

But he sat in the dark and listened, as if he waited for a sound he had
not heard in a long time.
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Chapter 10
What Cannot Be Measured

Morning came clear and cold.

Nathan Mercer woke before his alarm. He lay still and listened to
the rental house. The heater clicked on, pushing air through the
vents. The floor gave a soft creak. Somewhere outside, a bird called
once, then stopped.

His eyes stayed open. His mind stayed on the church lot. On the
sharp glare of work lights. On Miriam Carter standing with her
hands in her jacket pockets as if she held a steady place inside
herself.

I will pray for you.

The words had landed like a stone in his chest. Not heavy in a loud
way. Heavy in a quiet way. He had wanted to push them away. He
had let them sit.

He sat up. Cold air brushed his arms. He swung his feet to the floor
and stood. The house smelled like pine cutoffs and coffee grounds
left in the filter from yesterday. He crossed the small kitchen and
filled the kettle. Water ran, then stopped. He turned on the burner
and watched the flame catch.

He ate oatmeal without tasting it. He drank coffee too hot. He
dressed in work pants and a flannel shirt and pulled on his boots. He
moved with the same controlled rhythm he used on a job site. One
step after another, no wasted motion.

He checked his phone. No messages. He did not know why he had
checked.

202



He drove to the church lot as the sun slowly climbed over the fields.
The road out of town ran between corn stubble and pasture. The trees
along the ditch had started to turn. A few leaves had dropped and
stuck to the damp gravel at the edge of the road.

He turned into the lot and parked near the fellowship hall. The white
church stood back from the road. The steeple rose clean against the
sky. The new wing framing sat quiet, boards cut sharp and square.
Stakes and string lines held their tension. Everything looked exact.

He got out and breathed in cold air. It smelled of soil, sawdust, and
a faint trace of smoke from a nearby chimney. He walked the
perimeter of the new wing. He checked the bracing. He ran a hand
along a stud. The wood felt dry and smooth. It did not answer him.
Wood never answered him. It did what it was made to do.

He set his tool belt on a sawhorse and stood still for a moment, eyes
on the half-built shape. He had drawn it on paper. He had marked it
on the ground. He had raised it with his hands. He understood the
weight it would carry.

He did not understand why a woman’s promise to pray for him kept
him awake.

A truck pulled into the lot. Gravel crunched. Nathan turned.

Eli Brooks stepped out. He wore a work jacket and a knit cap. He
carried a thermos in one hand and a paper sack in the other. He
walked with the same steady ease he always had. Quiet. Solid.

Nathan watched him come closer. His chest tightened without
warning. He had grown used to Eli showing up. Eli had helped with
more than one piece of this job. He had stayed out of the way. He
had done what needed doing.

This morning, Nathan felt younger. He felt like the brother who had
watched and stayed silent.
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Eli held up the thermos. “Coffee.”

Nathan nodded once. “I have had some.”

Eli set the thermos on the sawhorse anyway. “It is here.”
He glanced at the framing. “Looks good.”

Nathan looked at the studs and plates. “It is square.”
Eli’s mouth lifted a little. “It always is.”

Nathan shifted his weight. He did not know what to do with the
warmth in Eli’s voice. Praise always made him want to change the
subject. He had trained himself to accept a check in the mail with
less discomfort than a kind word.

Eli opened the paper sack. “Biscuits. Hannah made them. She said
you would act like you did not want one. She said you would eat it

anyway.”
Nathan stared at the sack. “She knows me?”
Eli gave him a look. “She knows people. Take one.”

Nathan took a biscuit. It felt warm through the paper wrap. He held
it and did not eat yet.

Eli leaned on the sawhorse. “You look tired.”

Nathan took a bite. The biscuit tasted of butter and salt. It loosened
something in his throat. He swallowed.

“I slept,” he said.

Eli watched him a moment. “Something on your mind?”
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Nathan looked away toward the cemetery field behind the church.
The grass there stayed shorter. The stones sat in rows. In early light,
the marble tops looked pale and clean.

“Work,” Nathan said.
Eli did not move. “Work does not keep you up.”

Nathan let the silence stretch. He heard a crow call from the tree
line. He heard the distant sound of a car on Main Street. He heard
his own breath.

Eli waited. Eli did not press with questions. He never had. He carried
patience like a tool he used well.

Nathan took another bite. He chewed slow. He felt foolish, standing
beside framing like he had nowhere else to be.

He said, “Miriam was here last night.”

Eli’s eyes stayed on him. “I saw her car when I drove past.”
Nathan nodded. “She helped.”

“She does that.”

Nathan felt a flicker of irritation. It came from nowhere and from
everywhere at once, from years of sermons and prayers and people
who spoke of God as if He sat on their shoulder.

Nathan said, “She said she would pray for me.”

Eli did not smile. He did not look pleased. He did not look like he
had won something. He only nodded, as if Nathan had told him it
had rained.

“She prays,” Eli said.
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Nathan stared at the wood grain in the stud closest to him. “I told
her to do what she wanted.”

Eli’s voice stayed calm. “That sounds like you.”

Nathan clenched his jaw. “It sounds like a man who does not want
his life turned into a project.”

Eli did not flinch. “Are you a project?”
Nathan breathed out through his nose. “I do not know.”

Eli reached for the thermos and poured coffee into a small lid cup.
Steam rose in the cold air. He took a sip, then set it down.

“Let me ask you something,” Eli said. “Do you think she meant it as
a way to fix you?”

Nathan looked up. “People pray to fix things.”

“People pray because they love someone,” Eli said. “People pray
because they do not know what else to do.”

Nathan swallowed. The biscuit sat heavy in his stomach. He
remembered his mother at the kitchen table with her hands around a
mug of tea. He remembered her lips moving, words soft, eyes
closed. He remembered the day the phone rang, and her face went
gray. Prayer had not stopped the call.

He said, “People pray, and people still die.”
Eli did not look away. “Yes.”

Nathan stared at him. The simple agreement hit him harder than any
argument. He had expected correction. He had expected a sermon.
Eli gave him neither.

Nathan said, “You do not feel the need to explain it.”
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Eli’s voice stayed low. “I do not have an explanation that will satisfy

2

you.
Nathan’s throat tightened. “I would like one.”
Eli nodded. “I know.”

A gust moved through the trees by the prayer garden. Leaves shook
and fell. A few skittered across the gravel near their boots.

Eli said, “Pastor Whitaker is coming by later. He asked if the rough
opening for the side entry is set yet.”

Nathan’s hands tightened on the biscuit wrapper. He nodded once.
“It will be today.”

Eli watched him. “You will be there?”
Nathan gave a short nod.

Eli pushed off the sawhorse. “I have a repair at the parsonage. A
porch step. I will come back after.”

Nathan did not answer right away. He did not want Eli to leave. He
did not want him to stay. He did not know which feeling held more
weight.

Eli turned to go, then paused. He looked back.

“You do not have to force words,” Eli said. “You do not have to
force faith, either. But do not lock every door and call it strength.”

Nathan felt heat rise behind his eyes. It made him angry. It made
him ashamed. He blinked once.

Eli walked to his truck and drove off. Gravel popped under his tires.
The lot went quiet again.
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Nathan stood alone beside the framing. He looked at the biscuit in
his hand. He took one more bite and finished it. He wiped his fingers
on his jeans. Then he picked up his tape measure and went to work.

He laid out the entry opening with chalk. He checked his marks
twice. He nailed a temporary brace, then stepped back and measured
again. His mind stayed on wood and numbers. He made himself stay
there.

By midmorning, the sun warmed the south side of the fellowship
hall. The shade stayed cold. Nathan’s hands had lost their stiffness.
The hammer felt right in his grip. The saw sang through pine. Each
cut ended clean.

The job held him. It always had.
A car door closed near the church office. Nathan looked up.

Pastor Mark Whitaker walked across the lot with a slow, steady
stride. He wore a dark coat and held a folder under one arm. His hair
had gone more gray since Nathan last lived in town full time. His
face still held the same calm strength.

Nathan set his saw down and stood upright. He wiped his hands on
arag. He did not rush to meet the pastor. He did not make the pastor
come to him either. He walked forward until they stood near the
chalk lines.

“Morning, Nathan,” Pastor Whitaker said.

“Morning.”

Pastor Whitaker glanced at the framing. “You work early.”
Nathan kept his eyes on the folder. “It keeps the day clean.”

The pastor nodded as if he understood. “How is the build going?”
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“On schedule.”

“Good.” Pastor Whitaker shifted the folder to his other arm. “I have
the final approval from the county for the electrical. The inspector
signed off on the trench line for the conduit.”

Nathan held out his hand. “I will take a look.”

The pastor handed him the papers. Their fingers brushed. The touch
felt ordinary. Still, Nathan noticed it. He noticed everything these
days. He hated it.

Pastor Whitaker watched him skim the document. “I heard Miriam
worked with you last night.”

Nathan’s eyes stayed on the page. “She did.”

“She has a way of showing up where she is needed,” Pastor
Whitaker said.

Nathan handed the paper back. “She has a way of saying things.”

Pastor Whitaker’s gaze stayed gentle. “Did she say something
hard?”

Nathan stared at the chalk line on the gravel. “She said she would
pray for me.”

The pastor did not smile. He did not look pleased. He only nodded,
as Eli had.

“Would you like her not to?”” Pastor Whitaker asked.
Nathan’s jaw tightened. He tasted sawdust in the back of his throat.
“I do not know what I want,” he said.

Pastor Whitaker’s voice stayed quiet. “It is honest to say that.”
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Nathan looked at him. “She prays like it means something. People
here pray like it means something.”

“It does,” the pastor said.
Nathan felt irritation flare. It came sharp. “How.”

Pastor Whitaker did not step back. He did not raise his voice. “It
means we bring what we have to the Lord. We bring what we cannot
hold on our own.”

Nathan gave a short laugh without humor. “And then what. Things
change. Or they do not.”

Pastor Whitaker’s eyes stayed on Nathan’s face. “Both happen.”
Nathan’s chest tightened. “So prayer is a coin toss.”

“No,” Pastor Whitaker said, simple and firm. “Prayer is trust.”
Nathan shook his head once. “Trust is earned.”

“It is,” Pastor Whitaker said.

Nathan stared at him. “God has not earned mine.”

The words landed between them. Nathan waited for the pastor to
correct him. To tell him he had no right to talk that way. To quote
Scripture like a hammer.

Pastor Whitaker only breathed in and out, slow.
“Tell me what you saw,” the pastor said.

Nathan’s hands curled into fists at his sides. “I saw my mother pray.
I saw her pray in the kitchen. In the hospital. In the car. I saw her
pray and still lose what she begged God to keep.”

Pastor Whitaker nodded once. “You watched her hurt.”
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Nathan’s eyes burned. He looked away. “She acted like faith made
it better. It did not.”

Pastor Whitaker did not move. “Did she say it made it better? Or did
she say it held her?”

Nathan’s throat tightened. He remembered his mother at the funeral.
Her shoulders had shaken. She had held Eli’s hand so hard her
knuckles went pale. She had still stood. She had still fed people
afterward. She had still gotten up the next morning and made coffee.

Nathan had called it stubbornness. He had called it survival. He had
refused to name it faith.

“I do not know,” Nathan said.

Pastor Whitaker’s voice stayed soft. “You do not have to defend
God from your questions. He will not break.”

Nathan looked back at him. “People break.”

“Yes,” Pastor Whitaker said. “People break. The Lord does not ask
you to pretend you are whole.”

Nathan swallowed. He looked at the framing behind the pastor. The
studs rose straight. The plates held firm. The bracing sat right.

“Faith feels like pretending,” Nathan said.

Pastor Whitaker’s eyes did not waver. “Faith is not pretending. Faith
is trust under weight.”

Nathan’s mouth went dry. The pastor’s words landed in his mind
like a line drawn on a plan. Clean. Clear. Hard to ignore.

Nathan said, “I do not trust what I cannot measure.”

Pastor Whitaker nodded once. “You measure loads.”
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Nathan blinked. “Yes.”

“You do not see the load,” Pastor Whitaker said. “You trust the
math.”

Nathan’s throat tightened. “Math holds up.”
“The Lord holds up,” Pastor Whitaker said.

Nathan felt heat rise again. He hated it. He hated feeling cornered,
even by gentleness.

He looked down at his hands. They were rough. Scarred. Strong.
Hands he trusted.

He said, “People tell stories. People claim God did something. How
does anyone know?”

Pastor Whitaker took a slow breath. “Some things do not fit proof.
They still carry truth.”

Nathan’s eyes lifted. “Like what.”

The pastor looked toward the sanctuary windows. Sunlight caught
the glass and flashed.

“Like love,” Pastor Whitaker said.
Nathan’s jaw clenched. “Love shows up.”

The pastor nodded. “Yes. In choices. In sacrifice. In staying. Those
things show up. Yet no ruler measures love. No scale weighs it. Still,
it holds marriages together. It holds families together. It holds a
town together.”

Nathan stared at him. He thought of Eli driving out with coffee.
Hannah sending biscuits. Miriam staying late under work lights.

He wanted to dismiss it. He could not find the right words.
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Pastor Whitaker stepped closer to the chalk line and looked down.
“Is this the side entry?”

“Yes,” Nathan said. “It will meet code. We will frame it today.”
The pastor nodded. “Thank you.”

Nathan felt his throat tighten again. He swallowed. “I am doing a
job.”

Pastor Whitaker looked at him. “You are serving your town.”

Nathan’s stomach knotted. Service sounded like church language.
He did not want it. He did not want the job turned into a testimony.

Pastor Whitaker seemed to read it on his face. He kept his tone plain.

“You do the work with integrity,” the pastor said. “That matters. The
Lord sees it.”

Nathan’s chest tightened. “I do not do it for God.”

“I know,” Pastor Whitaker said. “You do it because you are a man
who keeps his word.”

Nathan held still. The pastor had named something Nathan had built
his life on. His word. His oath. A quiet vow to never be careless.

Pastor Whitaker took a step back. “I will not keep you from your
work. But I will say this.”

Nathan waited.

“The church does not need you to become someone else overnight,”
Pastor Whitaker said. “The Lord does not demand a performance.
He invites trust. Even a small trust.”

Nathan felt his eyes burn again. He looked away fast.
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Pastor Whitaker’s voice stayed steady. “If you ever want to talk, my
door stays open.”

Nathan nodded once. He did not promise anything.

The pastor turned and walked back toward the office. His steps
sounded soft on the gravel. Nathan watched him go.

He stood there with the wind lifting his hair under his cap. He stared
at the framing until his eyes blurred a little. He blinked hard and
turned back to his tools.

He worked through the late morning. He framed the rough opening.
He set the header. He checked for level and plumb. He moved with
a steady pace, but his mind refused to settle.

Some things do not fit proof.

The phrase kept repeating. It irritated him. It soothed him. It felt like
a crack in a wall that let a sliver of light through.

At noon, he sat on the tailgate of his truck and ate a sandwich. He
watched two women cross the lot toward the prayer garden. One
carried a bucket. The other carried a bag of mulch. They talked as
they walked. Their voices stayed low.

He recognized one of them as Mrs. Alder. She attended the church
every Sunday. She had a way of looking at people like she
remembered their childhood. Nathan had avoided her since he
returned to town. He did not want her pity.

She saw him on the tailgate. She lifted a hand in a small wave.
Nathan nodded once and looked down at his sandwich.

He ate in silence. He drank water. He stared at his boots. He listened
to the church bell clock strike noon.

He stood and went back to work.
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In the afternoon, Miriam’s car pulled into the lot.

Nathan heard the crunch of gravel and looked up from the
sawhorses. She stepped out wearing jeans and a dark sweater. Her
hair pulled back. She carried a canvas bag. The wind moved the ends
of her hair against her neck.

She walked toward the framing with a calm pace. She did not look
like someone who worried about being wanted. She looked like
someone who had learned to show up anyway.

Nathan felt his chest tighten. He set his drill down and wiped his
hands on a rag.

“Miriam,” he said.

“Nathan.” She stopped a few feet away. Her eyes went to the framed
opening. “You framed it.”

He nodded. “It needed to happen.”

She held up her bag. “I brought the screws you asked for. The longer
ones. The ones rated for exterior.”

He took the bag from her. Their hands touched for a second. Her
fingers felt warm despite the cold air.

“Thank you,” he said.

She looked at him. “You look like you slept.”

He gave a short nod. “Some.”

Her gaze stayed steady. “Eli told me you were here early.”
Nathan’s jaw tightened. “Eli talks.”

“He does,” she said. “More than you.”
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Nathan looked away toward the cemetery. He felt his face heat. He
did not like being seen.

Miriam stepped closer to the framing. “Do you want help today?”

Nathan hesitated. The answer should have been simple. He needed
another set of hands. He trusted her work. He also feared the quiet
space between tasks, where words could slip out.

He said, “If you want.”
Her mouth lifted a little. “I do.”

He nodded toward the tool belt hanging on a nail. “There is a spare
belt.”

She walked to it and strapped it on with practiced ease. She checked
the fit. She pulled her gloves from her bag and slid them on.

Nathan watched her without meaning to. She moved like someone
who had carried heavy loads without drama. He respected it. It
unsettled him.

They worked on sheathing for a while. They measured. They cut.
They lifted panels and held them steady while screws bit into wood.
The sound of the drill filled the space between them. It made
conversation optional.

Nathan felt his shoulders loosen. Work with Miriam felt clean. She
did not chatter. She did not ask personal questions while his hands
stayed busy. She waited for the right moment. He could sense it.

As the sun dropped toward late afternoon, they stood inside the
framed outline of the new wing. The space still felt open, all studs
and light. From where Nathan stood, he could see the church
sanctuary wall and the edge of stained glass.

Miriam held a level against a stud. “This one leans a hair.”
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Nathan stepped close and looked. “It does.”

He braced it with his shoulder. She tapped it with a hammer until
the bubble centered.

“Hold,” she said.
He held.
She drove the screw. The stud stayed true.

She looked up. Their faces stood closer than needed for the task. Her
eyes met his. Calm. Clear.

Nathan stepped back first. He cleared his throat. “Good.”
Miriam nodded and set the level down.
They moved to another section. Work continued. The rhythm held.

Near five, the air cooled fast. Shadows lengthened across the lot.
The light changed color. The church looked whiter, starker, against
the darkening trees.

Nathan set a board down and rolled his shoulder. “We will stop
soon. It will get too cold for the sealant.”

Miriam nodded. “All right.”

They cleaned up without speaking much. Nathan coiled cords.
Miriam stacked cutoffs neatly. She swept sawdust into a pile. The
broom rasped over the plywood.

Nathan watched her for a moment. He felt a pull in his chest. He did
not know if it came from gratitude or something more dangerous.

He said, “You do not have to keep coming.”

Miriam kept sweeping. “I know.”
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“You have rest time,” Nathan said. “You have people who want to
see you.”

She leaned the broom against the wall and looked at him. “I have
both. I still want to come.”

Nathan swallowed. “Why?”

Miriam studied him for a long moment. The wind moved through
the framing, pressing cold air against their faces.

“Because I know what it is to work beside someone who carries
weight alone,” she said.

Nathan’s jaw tightened. “I am fine.”
“I did not say you were not,” she said.

He looked away. He stared at the screw heads lined up in the
sheathing. Each one sat flush. Each one held.

Miriam’s voice stayed gentle. “You asked me once what faith
changed.”

Nathan’s throat tightened. He remembered. He had asked it with a
sharp edge. He had wanted her to feel foolish.

He said, “Yes.”

She stepped closer, but she did not crowd him. She stood at his side
and looked out through the studs toward the church lot.

“Faith did not stop pain,” she said. “It did not stop sickness. It did
not stop loss. It did not make me brave every day.”

Nathan held still.

“It gave me Someone to answer to,” she said. “Someone to lean on
when I did not trust my own strength.”
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Nathan’s hands curled. “And what if you lean and nothing
happens?”

Miriam’s gaze stayed on the open space ahead. “Something
happens.”

He gave a short laugh. “You speak as you know.”
She turned her head and looked at him. “I do.”

Nathan’s chest tightened. He wanted to argue. He had no clean
argument. He only had the memory of his mother’s prayer and the
ache it left in him.

He said, “My mother leaned. It did not save what she begged God
to save.”

Miriam’s face softened. Pain flickered there, quick and real. “I am
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sorry.

Nathan’s throat worked. “People always say that.”
She did not flinch. “I mean it.”

He looked down. “I do not want pity.”

“I do not offer pity,” Miriam said. “I offer honor. You loved
someone. You lost someone. You kept going.”

Nathan swallowed hard. He felt his eyes burn again. He hated it. He
hated crying. He had not cried in years.

He said, “I kept going because there was no other option.”

Miriam nodded. “Sometimes there is no other option. Faith does not
remove the road. Faith gives a hand to hold on the road.”

Nathan’s jaw clenched. The words hit him in a place he had kept
locked.
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He said, “I do not know how to hold it.”

Miriam’s eyes stayed steady. “You do not have to start with big
words.”

He breathed out. “What then?”
She paused. She chose her words with care. “Start with honesty.”
Nathan stared at her. “I am honest.”

Miriam’s voice stayed quiet. “You are honest about what you do not
trust. Are you honest about what you want?”’

Nathan’s chest tightened. He looked away again. He felt exposed.
He felt like the framing around them had no walls and no place to
hide.

He heard himself speak before he could stop it.
“I want it to mean something,” he said.

Miriam did not move. She did not speak right away. Her silence held
space for him instead of filling it.

Nathan’s throat tightened. “I want my mother’s prayers to mean
something. I want Eli’s faith to mean something. I want your faith
to mean something. But I do not want to lie to myself.”

Miriam nodded once. Her eyes looked wet, but she did not cry. “That
is honest.”

Nathan’s voice dropped. “I do not know if God is there. I do not
know if He listens. I do not know if any of it holds weight under
pressure. I trust wood and steel. I trust bolts. I trust what I can test.”

Miriam’s hand rested on the stud beside her. Her glove brushed the
grain. “You trust what holds.”
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“Yes,” he said, in a rough voice.

She looked up toward the church steeple visible through the
framing. “I have watched faith hold in places where everything else
broke.”

Nathan’s jaw tightened. “You have stories.”

“I do,” Miriam said. “But I do not use them like proof in a debate.”
He looked at her. “Then what good are they?”

Her eyes met his. “They remind me I did not stand alone.”

Nathan felt his chest tighten. The words struck him with strange
force. Not as an argument. As a confession.

Miriam went on, softer. “I do not ask you to pretend certainty. I do
not ask you to repeat phrases that do not fit your mouth.”

Nathan’s hands stayed tight at his sides.

She said, “I only ask you to admit the truth. Some things matter even
when you cannot measure them.”

Nathan stared at her. The framing around them creaked once as the
wind pushed against it.

His mind flashed to a job in the city years ago. A bridge support. He
had run the calculations. He had watched the steel go in. The
numbers had held. He had not seen every force. He had trusted the
principles beneath the surface.

He swallowed. His voice came low. “I know there are forces 1
cannot see.”

Miriam nodded. “Yes.”

221



Nathan breathed in cold air. “I know people love each other and it
holds them together. I know a promise holds people when feelings
change. I know a man’s word holds weight in a courtroom and in a
home.”

Miriam watched him, quiet.

Nathan’s throat tightened. “I know my mother loved me. I know Eli
loves me. I know you show up because you mean it. None of that
fits proof. But it is real.”

Miriam’s eyes softened. “Yes.”

Nathan stared at the stud wall. His voice shook once. It made him
angry. He forced it to stay steady.

“I hate how much I want to believe,” he said.

Miriam did not answer fast. She let the words sit as if she respected
the cost of them.

Then she said, “Wanting is nothing.”
Nathan looked at her. “It is not belief.”

“No,” she said. “It is the beginning of honesty. And the Lord meets
people there more often than they think.”

Nathan’s jaw clenched. He did not correct her. He did not argue.

He looked down at the floor. Plywood. Sawdust. A stray screw
shining near his boot. He bent and picked it up. He rolled it between
his fingers.

His voice turned quiet. “Pastor Whitaker spoke to me today.”

Miriam’s eyes flicked to his face. “What did he say?”
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Nathan swallowed. “He said some things do not fit proof. They still
carry truth.”

Miriam nodded, slow. “He is right.”
Nathan let out a breath. It trembled. He hated it.
He said, “I do not know if prayer changes outcomes.”

Miriam’s gaze stayed steady. “Sometimes it does. Sometimes it
changes the person praying. Sometimes it changes the person being
prayed for. Sometimes it changes nothing we see, and it still
matters.”

Nathan’s mouth went dry. “How does it matter if nothing changes?”’

Miriam’s voice stayed gentle. “Because you are not alone in it.
Because you are heard. Because you are loved.”

Nathan felt a sharp sting behind his eyes. He blinked and looked
away. He stared through the studs toward the cemetery again.

He said, “I do not feel heard.”

Miriam stepped closer. Her boots scuffed on the plywood. She did
not touch him. She stood beside him, shoulder to shoulder, facing
the same direction.

“You do not have to feel it to let it be true,” she said.

Nathan breathed out. His hands shook once. He shoved them into
his pockets to hide it.

The wind moved again. The framed space made a soft whistle. The
church lot beyond looked empty. The fellowship hall sat quiet. The
steeple stood steady.

Nathan’s voice came out rough. “I am tired of being angry.”

223



Miriam nodded once. “Anger takes a lot of strength.”

He swallowed. “I do not want it anymore.”

Miriam’s voice stayed soft. “Then set it down.”

Nathan let out a bitter breath. “How?”

Miriam looked at him, her face open. “You tell God the truth.”

Nathan stared. His chest tightened. His mind flashed to childish
prayers in a bedroom. To his mother’s voice. To Bible verses on the
fridge. To the day he stopped trying because nothing felt safe.

He said, “I do not know how to pray.”

Miriam’s voice stayed calm. “Then you speak. You do not have to
perform.”

Nathan’s jaw clenched. “What if no one listens?”’

Miriam breathed in, then out. “Then you still spoke what was true.
You still opened your hands.”

Nathan stared at the church building as if it might answer him. It did
not. The world stayed quiet. The wind stayed cold.

He heard his own voice, low and raw. “I do not know if You are
there.”

The words fell into the framed space. They sounded strange, like a
tool used in the wrong trade.

Miriam did not move. She did not react. She only stayed beside him.

Nathan swallowed. His throat hurt.
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He said again, softer, as if he were testing its weight. “I do not know
if You are there. I do not know what to do with what happened. I do
not know why You did not stop it.”

His eyes burned. He blinked hard. A tear slipped anyway and cooled
on his cheek. He hated it. He kept his face turned away from Miriam.

He forced the next words out. “But [ know some things matter even
when I cannot measure them. [ know love matters. I know a promise
matters. [ know... I know my mother meant it.”

He stopped. His breath hitched. He pressed his lips together.
Miriam’s voice came soft. “Keep going.”

Nathan shook his head once. His shoulders tensed. “I do not know
what else to say.”

Miriam stayed quiet for a moment. Then she said, “Then say that.”

Nathan swallowed. His voice broke. “I do not know what else to
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say.
Silence held them.

The air felt thick. The framed walls around them looked like ribs.
Open. Exposed. Honest.

Nathan took a slow breath. He wiped his face with the back of his
hand. He kept his gaze on the cemetery field so he did not have to
see Miriam’s expression.

He said, “I do not know if returning here was wise.”
Miriam’s voice stayed steady. “It feels hard.”
“Yes,” he said.

She waited. Her presence stayed like a steady line.
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Nathan’s chest rose and fell. He felt the ache in him ease a fraction,
like a muscle unclenching after years of tension.

He turned his head and looked at Miriam. His eyes felt hot. His face
felt rough.

“I admitted it,” he said, as if he needed to name what had happened.
Miriam’s eyes met his. Warm. Respectful. “You did.”

He let out a breath. “It did not fix anything.”

“No,” she said. “But it was true.”

Nathan stared at her. His heart beat hard in his chest. He felt exposed
in a way work never made him feel.

He said, “I do not want you to think [ am turning into someone I am
not.”

Miriam shook her head once. “I do not want you to.”
Nathan held her gaze. “Then why do you look like that?”

Her mouth lifted a little, then fell again. Her eyes shone with
something gentle and strong.

“Because | know what it costs you to speak,” she said.
Nathan swallowed. “It costs more than it should.”
Miriam’s voice stayed quiet. “No. It costs what it costs.”

Nathan looked down at the tool belt on his hips. The leather looked
worn. Familiar. Safe.

He said, “You said you would pray for me.”

Miriam nodded. “Yes.”
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Nathan hesitated. His pride rose. His fear rose. His old anger rose.
He felt all of it, then something else beneath it. A small tiredness. A
small hunger.

He said, “You can.”

Miriam’s breath caught. Her eyes stayed on his face. She did not
rush. She did not treat it like a victory.

“All right,” she said.
Nathan’s throat tightened. “Do not make it... loud.”
Miriam nodded once. “I will not.”

She set her gloved hand on the stud beside her, then took off her
gloves and tucked them into her back pocket. She bowed her head.
Her voice stayed low. Plain.

“Lord,” she said. “Thank You for Nathan. Thank You for his hands
and the way he builds with care. Thank You for the weight he
carries. Please meet him in his questions. Please give him rest.
Please give him truth he can hold. Please give him peace. In Jesus’
name. Amen.”

Her words stayed simple. No performance. No pressure.

Nathan stood still. He had not bowed his head. He had not closed
his eyes. He had only listened. Something in his chest eased, then
tightened again, like he did not know how to hold what he felt.

Miriam lifted her head. She did not search his face for a reaction.
She only looked at him with the same calm respect.

Nathan’s mouth felt dry. “Thank you.”

“You are welcome,” she said.
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They stood in the framed space as dusk deepened outside. The air
turned colder. A faint smell of wood smoke drifted in again from
somewhere down the road.

Nathan cleared his throat. “We should lock up.”
Miriam nodded. “Yes.”

They put tools away. They covered the lumber stack with a tarp and
tied it down. Nathan checked the trailer lock twice. Miriam turned
off the work light switch by the extension cord post.

Darkness slid over the lot fast. The church looked pale against the
deepening sky.

They walked to their vehicles. Gravel crunched under their boots.
The cold air pinched Nathan’s ears.

Miriam stopped beside her car. Nathan stopped by his truck.
She held her keys and looked at him. “How do you feel?”

Nathan stared at the road past the church sign. He searched for the
right answer. He did not find one.

“I do not know,” he said.

Miriam nodded once. “All right.”

Nathan looked at her. “You will not tell people.”
She did not blink. “No.”

He held her gaze. “Even Eli.”

Miriam’s voice stayed steady. “Even Eli.”

Nathan swallowed. “Good.”
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A quiet moment stretched. The night felt wide again, like it had the
night before. But it felt less empty.

Miriam opened her car door, then paused with her hand on the
frame. She looked back at him.

“Nathan,” she said.
He lifted his eyes.

“You did not have to let me pray,” she said. “Thank you for trusting
me with it.”

Nathan’s jaw tightened. Trust. He did not know when it had started.
He only knew it had.

He nodded once. “Good night.”
“Good night,” she said.

She got into her car and shut the door. Her headlights came on. She
backed out slow, then turned toward town.

Nathan watched her until her taillights faded.

He got into his truck. The cab smelled like sawdust, oil, and old
coffee. He started the engine. It rumbled steadily.

He did not drive right away. He sat with his hands on the wheel and
looked at the dark outline of the new wing framing. He thought of
his mother. He thought of Eli. He thought of Miriam’s quiet prayer.

He did not feel certain. He did not feel fixed. He did not feel like a
new man.

He felt something else.

He felt like he had stopped pretending he did not care.
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He shifted into gear and drove out of the lot toward the rental house,
the church steeple fading behind him into the night.
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Chapter 11
Delay in the Plans

Rain came in the night again. It did not slam the roof. It worked
steady, patient, as if it had time.

Nathan woke before the alarm. He lay still and listened. The house
held its small sounds. The heater clicked. Water moved through old
pipes. A branch scraped the gutter once, then went quiet.

He stared at the ceiling. His mind ran through the day the way it
always did. Delivery times. Crew schedule. Material list. He tried to
keep it there. His thoughts slid anyway.

He saw Miriam’s face in the dark lot. He heard her voice. You did
not have to let me pray.

He rolled onto his side. He checked the time. Too early. He shut his
eyes. Sleep did not come back.

He got up when the alarm went off. He showered fast. He dressed in
work jeans and a flannel. He made coffee and drank it standing at
the counter. He watched rain trace thin lines down the kitchen
window.

The rental house smelled like pine and damp air. The stack of cutoffs
in the corner had taken on the wet smell from his boots. He would
need to sweep again.

He ate toast without tasting it. He set his mug in the sink. He grabbed
his keys and tool belt. He paused at the door.

For a second, he thought of staying. He thought of calling the day
off. Rain meant he would lose hours anyway. But the job needed
steady hands and steady eyes. People waited on him to show up. He
respected that. It was simple.
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He stepped outside.

Cold rain speckled his face. The sky held a flat gray. The street
looked darker from the wet. He walked to his truck and climbed in.
The seat felt cold through his jeans. He started the engine. It caught
and settled into its rough idle.

He drove toward the church.

Maple Ridge looked smaller in the rain. The trees along the road had
started to thin. Early fall had turned some leaves to dull yellow. The
wet made the colors deeper. The ditches held shallow water.

He passed the bakery. The lights glowed warm inside. He saw a
woman in an apron moving behind the front counter. The smell of
yeast and sugar did not reach him through glass and rain, but his
body remembered it anyway. He kept going.

He turned into the church lot.

The gravel had darkened. Puddles spread in low places. The white
church sat back from the road, clean and still. Rain streaked down
the siding. The steeple rose into the gray, sharp and quiet.

He parked near the fellowship hall. He sat for a moment with his
hands on the wheel. The wipers pushed water aside in steady
sweeps. He watched the new wing framing stand in the rain. Boards
looked darker. The tarp over the lumber stack sagged a little with
collected water.

The job looked like it had stopped breathing.

He got out. Rain hit his shoulders. He pulled his hood up and walked
toward the covered work area. His boots sank a little in soft spots
near the stake lines. Mud clung to the soles.
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He checked the tarp. The rope knots held. He tightened one anyway.
He ran his hand along the edge of a board under cover. It felt damp.

He did not like it.

Wood held moisture and memory. If it took in too much water, it
shifted. It twisted. It swelled. It waited until he had everything
plumb and square, then it moved.

He heard another truck pull in. Gravel crunched.

Eli Brooks climbed out. He wore a rain jacket and carried a thermos.
He looked older than he had years ago. Not worn. Steadier. His
beard had more gray. His eyes still held the same quiet watchfulness.

Eli walked over. “Morning.”

“Morning,” Nathan said.

Eli stopped beside him and looked at the framing. “Rain again.”
“Yes.”

Eli lifted his thermos a little. “Coffee.”

Nathan did not take it. “I have my own.”

Eli nodded and did not push.

They stood under the overhang near the fellowship hall door. Rain
ticked on the metal gutter. A small stream poured from the
downspout into a puddle.

Eli rubbed a hand over his jaw. “You think we can work?”
Nathan looked out at the site. “We should not set trusses in this.”

Eli gave a short nod. “No.”
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Nathan glanced toward the lumber stack. “If the boards swell and
we set them anyway, we will fight it later.”

Eli’s eyes stayed on the framing. “So we shift.”

Nathan did not answer right away. The schedule sat in his head like
a weight. He had lined up the supplier. He had lined up his crew for
the next two days. He had planned to move from framing to
sheathing by the end of the week. Now rain took a bite out of it.

He did not blame the rain. But he hated losing ground.

He heard another car. Tires rolled in slowly. A door shut. Footsteps
crossed gravel.

Miriam Carter came around the corner of the fellowship hall with
her hood up. She carried a canvas tote. Rain beaded on the dark
fabric. She stopped under cover and pushed her hood back. Her hair
lay close to her head, neat even in the damp. Her face looked rested,
but her eyes held the tired calm he had started to notice.

“Morning,” she said.
Eli smiled. “Morning, Miriam. You should have stayed dry.”

Miriam shook her head once. “I brought the folder Pastor Whitaker
asked for. The one with the grant paperwork. I could drop it in the
office.”

Eli pointed his thumb toward the church. “He is in already.”
Miriam nodded. She looked at Nathan. “Rain.”
Nathan kept his eyes on the framing. “Yes.”

Eli looked between them. He seemed to decide something. “I am
going to talk to Mark about the schedule. Nathan, you want me to
tell him we need to adjust.”
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Nathan nodded. “Yes.”

Eli walked off toward the church door. He moved steadily, like a
man who had learned to take each day as it came.

Nathan and Miriam stood under the overhang. Rain filled the space
between words.

Miriam shifted her tote higher on her shoulder. “You look like you
did not sleep.”

Nathan’s jaw tightened. He did not like being read. “I slept.”

Miriam did not challenge it. She only looked at him with a quiet
patience.

He cleared his throat. “We have a delay.”
“I'see.”

Nathan stared at the mud near the stakes. “We need the trusses. We
need dry decking. We need the inspector in before we close the
walls. Rain pushes all of it.”

Miriam’s voice stayed calm. “You will adjust.”
He glanced at her. “It is simple for you to say.”
She held his gaze. “I did not mean it like that.”

Nathan looked away. He watched water spill from the gutter. “I do
not like losing time.”

Miriam’s hand tightened on the tote strap. “I understand.”

He heard the truth in her voice, and it unsettled him. He did not know
how she could say it with such ease. He did not know how she could
stand in the rain and speak gently to a man who kept his guard up
like a fence.
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Miriam took a breath. “What work can you do anyway?”
Nathan frowned. “Inside work.”
“Like what.”

He thought through the list. “Layout in the fellowship hall. The
interior framing plan. Some of the blocking. The header schedule.
We can check hardware counts. We can set up staging for when it
clears.”

Miriam nodded. “Then you will not lose the day.”

He looked at her again. Her calm did not erase the pressure. But it
did something else. It kept him from snapping. It kept him from
turning his frustration into anger.

He swallowed. “I will call the crew. Tell them to bring rain gear. We
do what we can.”

Miriam shifted her weight. “I can help.”

Nathan’s first instinct rose fast. No. He did not want her underfoot.
He did not want her in his workspace. He did not want her seeing
how sharp he got when plans shifted.

He held it back.

He remembered her at the work lights. He remembered her hands
steady, her voice low. He remembered her prayer. He remembered
trust. He did not know what to do with it, but he did not want to
crush it.

He nodded once. “If you want.”

“Ido.”
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He watched her face. He saw something there. Not eagerness. Not
pride. Simple purpose.

They walked into the fellowship hall.

The air inside felt warmer. The hall smelled like old coffee, floor
wax, and faint traces of last Sunday’s potluck. A stack of folding
chairs sat against the far wall. Bulletin boards held flyers with
curling edges.

Nathan set his tool belt on a table. He pulled out the rolled plans and
spread them flat. The paper edges lifted, then settled. He placed a
tape measure along one line and pressed it down.

Miriam set her tote beside her. She pulled out a folder and laid it
near the plans but not on top. She respected space. She respected
work. He noticed.

She walked to the kitchen doorway and looked in. “It looks the
same.”

Nathan kept his attention on the drawings. “It does.”

Miriam’s voice softened. “I used to wash dishes in there after
Wednesday night meals.”

Nathan glanced up. “When you were a teenager.”

“Yes.” She smiled once, small. “Mrs. Alder used to make us scrub
the counters twice.”

Nathan gave a short sound that almost counted as a laugh. “She still
would.”

Miriam looked back at him. “You know her.”

He returned to the plans. “Everyone knows her.”
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Miriam came closer. She stood on the opposite side of the table.
“What do you need?”

Nathan pointed with a pencil. “Mark wants the new wing to connect
here. We need to confirm the doorway width. We also need to
confirm the location for the electrical panel. The plan assumes we
can run conduit through this wall.”

Miriam leaned in. She kept her hands off the paper. “Will it work?”

Nathan lifted his eyes. “It depends on what we find behind the
drywall.”

Miriam nodded. “So you need to open it up.”
“Yes.”

She looked around. “Do you want me to go get Pastor Whitaker So
he knows why there is a hole in the wall?”

Nathan’s mouth tightened. “Yes.”

Miriam did not move right away. She looked at him. “Are you all
right?”

He did not answer.

She did not press. She only picked up her tote and walked toward
the hallway.

Nathan watched her go. His chest felt tight in a way he did not name.

He turned back to the plans and forced his mind into the work. He
marked the doorway. He checked the header size. He wrote down
the hardware list he needed to confirm. His pencil moved fast. He
liked the feel of it. Paper did not argue. Lines stayed where he put
them.
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Footsteps returned.

Pastor Whitaker came in with Miriam. Mark Whitaker wore a dark
sweater and carried his Bible under one arm. His hair had gone gray
at the temples. His eyes held a gentleness that always made Nathan
feel seen in ways he did not ask for.

Mark smiled. “Morning, Nathan.”
“Morning,” Nathan said.

Mark looked out the window at the rain. “The Lord has decided we
need more water.”

Nathan said nothing.

Mark stepped closer to the table and studied the plans. “Eli told me
you expect a delay.”

“Yes,” Nathan said. “We cannot set trusses in this. We will work
inside. But the schedule will move.”

Mark nodded. “I expected some weather. We built time in for it.”
Nathan met his eyes. “We built some time. Not much.”
Mark did not flinch. “Then we will adjust as needed.”

Nathan felt Miriam’s presence on the other side of the table. He did
not look at her.

Mark pointed to the plan line. “You need to open the wall.”
“Yes.”

“Do it?” Mark said. “If we need to make a decision about rerouting
electrical, I will make it.”
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Nathan gave a short nod. He pulled on his work gloves and went to
the storage closet for tools.

He found a drop cloth and laid it down near the wall. He brought
back a stud finder, a level, and a small pry bar. He kept his
movements controlled. He worked the way he always did. Clean.
Careful. No wasted steps.

Miriam stood near the table with her folder. She watched without
hovering. Mark stayed back and gave Nathan room.

Nathan ran the stud finder along the wall. It beeped. He marked the
studs with a pencil. He measured the cutout area for a small access
opening. He scored the drywall with a utility knife.

The first punch into the drywall sent a dull crack through the hall.
Dust fell onto the drop cloth.

Miriam stepped back an inch. Her face stayed calm.

Nathan widened the opening and pulled out a rectangle of drywall.
He set it down. He shined a flashlight into the cavity. He saw
insulation. He saw old wiring runs. He saw a horizontal brace that
sat right where he needed space.

He hissed a breath through his teeth.

Mark came closer. “What do you see?”

“A brace,” Nathan said. “Old work. It sits in the way.”
Mark leaned in and looked. “Can you work around it?”

Nathan shook his head. “If we run conduit around it, we lose the
clean path. It might still work, but it will be tight.”

Mark stood up straight. “What do you recommend?”’
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Nathan glanced at Miriam and then away. He did not know why his
eyes went to her. He only knew it happened.

He turned back to Mark. “We can relocate the panel to the utility
closet instead of this wall. It will cost more in wire, but it will save
time and keep it code clean.”

Mark considered it. He did not pretend to know more than he did.
“Do we lose storage?”

Nathan nodded. “Some.”
Mark breathed out. “We will talk with the building committee.”

Nathan’s shoulders tightened. He hated committees. He hated
waiting for decisions. He hated questions from people who did not
understand structure. Still, it was their building. Their money.

Mark put a hand on the edge of the table. “Do you have time to meet
with them after lunch?”

Nathan looked at the rain. He looked at the hole in the wall. He
looked back at Mark. “Yes.”

Miriam stepped closer. “I can call Mrs. Alder. She will want to
know.”

Mark smiled at Miriam. “Thank you. You have always been good at
keeping people informed.”

Miriam’s face warmed a little. “I try.”

Mark turned to Nathan. “We will not lose ground. We will use what
we have. The Lord knows the weather. He also knows our limits.”

Nathan held his face still. He did not answer. Mark did not wait for
one.
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Mark left the hall. Miriam stayed.

Nathan went back to the wall and took a closer look. He measured
the brace location. He checked the spacing. He took photos with his
phone for the electrician.

Miriam stood near the table and opened her folder. She sorted
through papers. “Pastor Whitaker asked for this to go to the church
office.”

Nathan kept his eyes on the wall. “You can take it.”

“I will.” She hesitated. “Do you want me to stay and help. Or do you
want quiet?”

Nathan paused. The answer he wanted to give rose quick. Quiet. He
wanted to work alone. He wanted to keep his thoughts to himself.

He pictured her leaving. The hall would go back to the sound of rain
and his tools. He would push through the day on his own.

He did not want that.
He cleared his throat. “Stay.”
Miriam nodded once, like she had expected no other answer.

Nathan moved tables to create a staging area. He stacked them in a
way that kept the walkway open. He laid out hardware boxes. He
counted joist hangers. He checked bolts and washers.

Miriam helped without asking how. She carried boxes. She set
things where he pointed. She wrote down counts in neat handwriting
on a legal pad. She stayed focused.

After an hour, he noticed something else.
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She moved slower. She did not complain. She did not stop. But she
shifted her shoulder as if it hurt. She blinked more than she needed
to. Her hands paused for a beat before she lifted heavier boxes.

Nathan watched in silence.

He walked to the coffee station in the corner, where an old percolator
sat on a cart. He filled it with water from the kitchen. He poured in
grounds from a can in the cupboard. He started it.

Miriam looked up from the hardware list. “You make coffee in a
church kitchen like you have done it all your life.”

Nathan shrugged. “I have.”
Her gaze stayed on him. “You grew up here.”
“Yes.”

Her voice softened. “Then why do you talk like you are still a
visitor?”

Nathan’s hand stilled on the coffee can lid. He set it down slowly.
He did not look at her.

He spoke to the counter. “Because I left.”

Miriam’s voice stayed quiet. “Leaving does not erase growing up
here.”

Nathan turned and leaned back against the counter. He crossed his
arms. “It changes it.”

Miriam did not argue. She set her pen down. “It changes how it feels.
I know.”

Nathan looked at her. “You left too.”

“Yes,” she said. “For a long time.”
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“You came back with people proud of you.”

Miriam’s eyes held steady. “Pride does not hold someone up when
they wake up tired.”

Nathan felt something shift in his chest. He pushed it down. “You
chose to go.”

Miriam nodded. “I did.”

He watched her face. “So why do you look tired here? In the place
that should feel safe.”

Miriam’s mouth pressed into a line for a moment. She picked up her
pen again and wrote another number. “Because safe does not mean
easy.”

Nathan said nothing.

The percolator gurgled. The smell of coffee rose warm and sharp. It
filled the hall with something familiar.

Miriam looked around. “I forgot how the fellowship hall sounds in
the rain.”

Nathan listened. Rain tapped on the windows in thin patterns. The
old building creaked once. The coffee percolator clicked.

“It sounds like waiting,” Miriam said.
Nathan met her eyes. “I do not like waiting.”
“I know,” she said.

He felt exposed again. He did not like it. He also did not hate it as
much as he thought he would.

A truck door slammed outside. Voices carried through the rain.
Nathan’s crew had arrived.
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He went to the side door and opened it. Cold air rushed in. Rain blew
sideways for a second.

Two men came in, shaking water off their jackets. One carried a
toolbox. The other carried a coil of extension cord.

“Morning, boss,” one said.

“Morning,” Nathan replied. “We stay inside today. We stage. We
open up some walls. We prep for when it clears.”

They nodded and went to work without complaint. They respected
Nathan. They trusted his calls.

Miriam stepped out of their way. She moved toward the table and
kept writing. Nathan gave her a look as if to say thank you. He did
not speak it. She seemed to accept the look anyway.

Hours passed in measured work.

They opened a second section of drywall in the hallway to confirm
the location of a plumbing line. They found an old pipe run that did
not match any of the drawings. Nathan took more photos. He wrote
notes. He made calls.

The electrician answered on the third try. Nathan spoke in short
sentences. He asked questions. He listened. He ended the call and
stared at the wall for a long moment after.

Miriam waited until he finished, then said, “More surprises.”

Nathan nodded. “Old buildings do not confess until you cut into
them.”

Miriam’s eyes softened. “People too.”
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Nathan looked at her. He felt a sharp edge rise. He did not want his
own life compared to studs and pipes. He did not want his doubt
compared to hidden rot.

But he had made the comparisons himself more times than he
admitted.

He said, “We will fix what we find.”
Miriam held his gaze. “Yes.”

Lunch came. The crew went out for sandwiches. Nathan stayed. He
did not feel hungry.

Miriam sat at the table and opened her tote. She pulled out a small
container of almonds and a bottle of water. She ate a few and set the
rest aside.

Nathan checked his phone. Messages from suppliers. A note from a
client outside town. Another reminder that the truss delivery needed
confirmation.

He stood and paced once near the plans. He stopped. He forced
himself to sit across from Miriam.

She looked up. “The committee meeting.”

He nodded. “After lunch.”

“Who is on it?”

“Mrs. Alder,” Nathan said. “Mr. Haskins. Two others.”

Miriam made a small sound. “Mrs. Alder will not enjoy losing
storage.”

Nathan watched rain slide down the window. “No.”
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Miriam folded her hands. “Do you feel like you are failing when
weather changes your plan?”

Nathan’s eyes narrowed. “No.”
Miriam waited.

Nathan breathed out. I feel like I have to fix it fast. Like if I do not,
someone will pay for it.”

Miriam’s face stayed still. Her voice turned softer. “That sounds
older than this building.”

Nathan’s jaw worked. He did not answer.

Silence settled between them. It did not feel empty. It felt like a
space where words had weight.

The fellowship hall door opened. Eli walked in with a paper bag in
his hand. He shook rain from his jacket.

“I brought food,” Eli said. He set the bag on the table. “Sandwiches.
Chips. I figured nobody had time to leave.”

Nathan looked at the bag. His stomach tightened in a way that said
hunger had been there all along.

Eli pulled out three wrapped sandwiches. He handed one to Miriam.
She took it with a smile.

“Thank you,” she said.
Eli handed one to Nathan. Nathan took it.

Eli sat down. He looked around at the open walls and the drop cloths.
“Looks like the building decided to show you what it has been
hiding.”

Nathan took a bite. He chewed. “Yes.”
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Eli ate too. He watched Nathan over the table. “Mark told me there
is a committee meeting.”

Nathan nodded.
Eli looked at Miriam. “You going to sit in?”

Miriam shook her head. “No. This is their building decision. I will
stay out of it.”

Eli nodded like he respected that. He turned to Nathan again. “You
all right?”

Nathan swallowed. He did not want the question. He also did not
want to lie.

He answered with the truth that felt safe. “I do not like delays.”

Eli gave a small laugh, low and understanding. ‘Y ou’re not the only
one.” He leaned back in his chair, his sandwich half-eaten. “But
sometimes delays do more than slow us down. They give us a chance
to see things we’d miss if we rushed.”

Nathan didn’t respond right away. He looked at the rain streaking
the windows, at the cut-open walls revealing decades of patched-
together work. He thought about hidden things, old pipes, forgotten
wiring, places where time and neglect had left their mark. He
thought about what Miriam had said earlier: that safe doesn't mean
easy.

Eli spoke again, his voice steady. “You know, there’s a verse in
Proverbs that says, ‘The heart of man plans his way, but the Lord
establishes his steps.”” He glanced at Nathan with a faint smile.
“Sometimes, those steps come with rain and committee meetings.”
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Nathan tried to summon a retort, something dry and sharp to push
away the weight in Eli’s words, but none came. Instead, he nodded,
the movement small and almost reluctant. “I suppose.”

Miriam’s voice came, gentle but clear. “It’s not failure to pause,
Nathan. Sometimes waiting is part of the work.”

Nathan looked at her, at the quiet strength in her eyes, the way she
sat steady despite the weariness he’d seen earlier. She wasn’t
pushing him, but her words lingered, settling in the spaces he wasn’t
sure he wanted to examine.

The door creaked open again, and one of Nathan’s crew stuck his
head in. “Boss, we’re ready to start staging the next section.”

Nathan stood, the motion brisk, almost too quick. “I’ll be there in a
minute.”

The man nodded and disappeared back into the rain-damp hallway.
Nathan grabbed his sandwich and took another bite, chewing
mechanically as he gathered his thoughts. When he spoke, his voice
was softer than before. “Thanks for the food, Eli.”

Eli tipped an imaginary hat. “Anytime.”
Nathan turned to Miriam. “I’ll see you after the meeting.”

She nodded, her gaze following him as he walked toward the open
walls where his crew waited. For a moment, she sat still, her hands
resting lightly on the table. Then she picked up her pen again,
writing careful notes on the legal pad, her expression thoughtful.

Eli leaned back in his chair, watching Nathan’s retreating form.
“He’s carrying a lot,” Eli said quietly.

Miriam didn’t look up. “He is. But he’s stronger than he knows.”
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Eli nodded, his gaze distant. “Let’s hope he figures that out before
the rain clears.”

Outside, the storm continued, steady and unyielding. Inside, the
sound of tools and quiet determination filled the fellowship hall.
Somewhere beneath the surface of all the work and waiting,
something was shifting, even if it wasn’t visible yet.
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Chapter 12
The Oath He Never Spoke

Eli gave a small nod. He did not press.

The rain kept its steady sound on the roof. It filled the pauses. It
softened the edges of the room.

Miriam unwrapped her sandwich and ate with quiet care. Nathan ate
too, more out of habit than hunger. His mind stayed on the wet
ground outside, on string lines and chalk marks fading under water.
He pictured the schedule. He pictured the calls he would need to
make.

Eli leaned back in the chair and looked at the open wall again. “I
will go tell Mark you two are here. He will want to know you are
not falling through the floor.” He stood.

Miriam lifted her chin. “Tell Pastor Whitaker thank you for the
space.”

Eli pointed a finger as he agreed. “I will.” He looked at Nathan once
more. A steady look. “Do not stay in your head all day.”

Nathan did not answer. Eli did not wait. He walked out, boots loud
on the old tile.

The door shut. The room felt smaller.

Miriam wiped her hands with a napkin and set it down. “You said
someone will pay for it,” she said. Her voice stayed level. “When
you do not fix it fast.”

Nathan set the sandwich down. He watched the wrapper cling to his
fingers. He pulled his hand away.

“It is how work is,” he said.
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Miriam looked at him. She did not smile. She did not argue. “Work
does not always feel like a threat,” she said. “It feels like a task.”

Nathan stared at the table. He saw faint pen marks where past
committees had written lists. He saw scratches from folding chairs.
He saw the edge of the blueprint paper, curled from damp air.

He heard the rain. He heard his own breath. He heard a memory he
had tried to keep quiet.

He pushed his chair back and stood. “We should check the new
patch in the ceiling,” he said. “If the leak shifts, we need a bucket.”

Miriam stood too. She did not block him. She walked beside him.

They moved through the fellowship hall. Plastic covered rows of
tables. The smell of damp insulation still hung in the air. A
dehumidifier hummed near the wall and pushed out warm, stale air.

Nathan glanced up at the patched spot. No drip. No stain spreading.
He exhaled once, slow.

Miriam watched him look up. “You look for failure before you look
for anything else,” she said.

Nathan picked up a folded ladder and carried it a few steps, then set
it down near the storage closet. He did not need it. He gave himself
the motion anyway.

“Builders do,” he said.
“Some builders do,” she said.

He looked at her then. Her face held no accusation. Her eyes held a
calm weight. It made him feel seen in a way he did not enjoy.

He walked back to the table with the plans. He sat. He pulled the
drawings closer and smoothed the corner.
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Miriam sat across from him.
Outside, the rain slowed for a few seconds, then returned.

Nathan tapped the paper with a knuckle. “The committee will want
answers,” he said. “What we will do, how long it will take, what it
will cost.”

Miriam nodded. “And you want to give them answers.”
He met her eyes. “Yes.”
“Even if you do not have them yet,” she said.

He held still. His jaw tightened. “I do not like walking into a room
without what I need.”

Miriam’s voice stayed soft. “When did you learn you had to?”

Nathan looked away. He stared at the pencil line where the new wing
met the old foundation. The line looked clean. It did not show the
mess under the floor. It did not show rot. It did not show water. It
did not show a man’s fear.

He reached for his coffee from earlier. The cup sat empty. He set it
down again.

Miriam waited. She waited the way people did in a hospital room.
The way people waited when they had learned they could not force
an outcome.

Nathan’s throat tightened. He swallowed once. “My father had a
rule,” he said.

Miriam did not move.

Nathan stared at the paper. “He did not say it like a Bible verse,” he
said. “He said it like an order.”
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Miriam’s voice stayed quiet. “What was it?”

Nathan drew a breath. He felt the shape of the words before he spoke
them. He had not said them out loud in years. He carried them in his
chest like a tool he could never set down.

“Always build honestly,” he said. “Even if it costs you. Even if you
lose work. Even if you look foolish.”

Miriam’s eyes softened. “And you do.”
Nathan’s mouth pressed into a line. “I try.”
Miriam’s gaze held him. “What else?”

He did not want the second part. He felt it in his ribs, sharp. He
stared at the plans again. He traced a measurement with his eyes.
Eight feet. Ten feet. Twelve. He wished the line would give him
something solid to hold.

“My father said,” Nathan began, then stopped.

Miriam did not fill the silence.

Nathan’s hands curled. “Never pretend certainty you do not have.”
Miriam’s breathing stayed even. “He said it about work.”

Nathan looked up. His eyes met hers. “He said it about everything.”
Rain clicked against the window.

Miriam leaned back in the chair. Her face stayed calm, but
something in her eyes shifted. A recognition. A sorrow. A respect.

Nathan felt exposed. He hated it. He also felt relief. He did not
understand why.
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He tapped the paper again, too hard. “He said people can forgive a
mistake,” he said. “People do not forgive a lie.”

Miriam nodded once. “That is true.”
Nathan’s voice went rough. “He said it after he lost a job. A big job.”
Miriam stayed still. “What happened?”’

Nathan stared at the table until the edges blurred. He forced his focus
back.

“My father built houses,” he said. “Small ones. Farms and starter
homes. He did not take on much commercial work. Then he got a
contract for a new feed store outside of town. He needed it. We
needed it.”

Miriam’s hands rested in her lap. She did not touch the plans. She
did not touch him. She listened.

Nathan kept his eyes down. “A supplier promised him treated
lumber for the back wall. He paid extra. The delivery came, and it
was wrong. It looked close. It was stamped. It smelled like
treatment. It was not.”

Miriam’s voice stayed low. “How did he know?”
“He cut into it,” Nathan said. “He saw it. He knew.”

He swallowed again. The memory rose clear. The smell of wet
wood. The sound of his father’s saw. The way his father had stood
in the yard with a piece in his hand, staring at it as if it had betrayed
him.

“He could have used it,” Nathan said. “Nobody would have known
for a while.”

Miriam nodded. “But he did not.”
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Nathan’s laugh held no humor. “No. He called the supplier. The
supplier told him it was fine. He told him everyone uses it. He told
him he would lose the schedule if he waited.”

Miriam watched him with steady eyes. “And he refused.”

“He refused,” Nathan said. “He told the client. He told them the
truth. The client got angry. He said my father made trouble. He said
he delayed the project. He said he was unprofessional.”

Nathan’s hand tightened on the edge of the table. “The client broke
the contract.”

Miriam’s face did not change. Her eyes held pain now. “What
happened to your family?”

Nathan did not answer right away. He heard his mother’s quiet
crying in the kitchen. He heard the scrape of a chair when his father
sat down after dark. He heard his own younger voice asking if they
would have to move.

He forced himself to speak. “We lost the house.”
Miriam’s breath caught. It was small. She covered it fast. “Nathan.”

He shook his head once, sharp. “It was not all on that,” he said. “We
had bills. We had medical bills. We had debt. But that contract
would have held us up for a year. Maybe more.”

Miriam’s eyes stayed on him. “Your father told the truth, and you
lost your home.”

Nathan’s mouth went dry. “Yes.”

Miriam looked toward the rain-streaked window, then back. “How
old were you?”

Nathan stared at his hands. His knuckles looked pale. “Sixteen.”

256



Miriam nodded slowly. “Old enough to understand. Young enough
to carry it wrong.”

Nathan flinched. He did not deny it.

He forced his voice to stay steady. “My father never apologized for
it,” he said. “He did not act like he was a hero. He acted like it was
normal. He said if a wall falls and someone dies, he would have to
live with it. He said we would live with the loss, too, but we would
not live with blood on our hands.”

Miriam’s gaze held warmth now. “He taught you integrity.”
Nathan let out a slow breath. “He taught me something else.”
“What,” she said.

Nathan’s eyes lifted. His voice lowered. “He taught me there are
costs for telling the truth. There are costs for doing the right thing.”

Miriam nodded. “Yes.”

Nathan’s chest tightened. “People at church said God would
provide,” he said. “People said God honors obedience. People said
things they said because it sounded right.”

Miriam did not interrupt.
Nathan’s voice sharpened. “And we still lost the house.”

Miriam’s eyes did not leave his face. She did not argue with God
with him. She did not offer a line to smooth it over.

She said, “What did you need someone to say?”

Nathan blinked. The question hit deeper than he expected. He
looked down again. He stared at the paper until his eyes burned.
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He heard his own voice from long ago. A boy voice he had tried to
forget. He remembered asking Pastor Whitaker if God was
punishing them.

He remembered Pastor Whitaker’s hand on his shoulder. Gentle.
Firm. He remembered Pastor Whitaker saying God does not punish
His children with cruelty. He remembered him saying God stays
near in hardship.

Nathan had wanted something else. Something practical. A plan. A
promise with measurements.

He swallowed. “I needed someone to admit it hurt,” he said. “I
needed someone to admit obedience did not pay rent.”

Miriam’s shoulders lowered. Her voice turned quieter. “Yes,” she
said. “It hurts.”

Nathan looked up. His eyes found hers. He saw no pity. He saw no
push.

Miriam continued, “People speak fast when they feel helpless. They
throw words at pain and hope it stands up. Sometimes the words do
not hold weight.”

Nathan’s breath shook once. He steadied it. “So I made my own
rule,” he said.

Miriam’s brows lifted a little. “Your own oath.”

The word landed between them. Oath. He felt the weight of it. He
had never called it that. He had never spoken it out loud.

He looked at the plans, then back to her. “I promised myself I would
build honestly,” he said. “And I would never pretend certainty I do
not have.”

Miriam’s gaze softened. “About faith.”
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Nathan’s mouth tightened. “About God,” he said. “About prayer.
About why things happen. About whether anyone listens.”

Miriam stayed quiet.

Nathan leaned back in his chair. The wood creaked under him. He
stared at the ceiling where the patched spot held firm. “If I say I
believe something,” he said, “I want it to stand. I do not want it to
be pretty words. I do not want it to be what people say because it
sounds right.”

Miriam nodded once. “You want it to bear weight.”

He held her gaze. “Yes.”

The rain eased again, then returned. It sounded like fingers on glass.
Miriam’s voice stayed even. “Where did that oath keep you safe?”

Nathan’s throat tightened. He did not want to answer. He knew the
truth anyway.

“It kept me from disappointment,” he said.
Miriam’s eyes did not change. “And where did it keep you alone?”
Nathan’s hands opened, then closed again. He looked down.

He heard boots in the hallway. Voices. A low laugh. Chairs shifting.
The building lived around them, even in rain.

Miriam glanced toward the door. “The committee will be here
soon,” she said.

Nathan nodded. He forced himself to sit forward again. He picked
up his pencil and made a note on the margin. He wrote a list. Call
supplier. Confirm truss delivery. Add moisture barrier. Adjust
timeline.
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His hand steadied when he wrote. His mind liked lists. Lists gave
him a place to put fear.

Miriam watched him write. “Do you want me to leave before they
come in?” she asked.

Nathan looked up. “No,” he said, then paused. “If you want to stay.
You said you would stay out of it.”

“I will,” she said. “I will sit in the back. I will listen.”

Nathan nodded. He did not ask why. Part of him wanted her there.
He did not like admitting it.

The door opened. Pastor Whitaker stepped in first, rain on his coat.
His hair looked damp at the edges. He carried a folder under his arm.
His eyes moved from Nathan to Miriam and warmed when he saw
her.

“Miriam,” he said. “It is good to see you.”

“It is good to see you too, Pastor Whitaker,” she said. She stood. He
held out a hand, and she took it.

Pastor Whitaker turned to Nathan. His face held calm. “Nathan.”
Nathan stood. “Pastor.”

Pastor Whitaker’s gaze stayed on him for a beat longer than
necessary. He did not ask if Nathan was all right. He did not push.
He nodded once, as if he understood there were things under the
surface.

Behind him, Mrs. Alder walked in with an umbrella still open,
dripping on the tile. She closed it with sharp movements. She looked
around at the plastic and the open wall.

“Well,” she said. “This is a fine time.”
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Mr. Haskins followed. He shook rain off his hat and set it on a chair.
Two others came in with clipboards. A younger man from the
finance team. A woman from the choir who also kept the fellowship
hall calendar.

They sat around the tables. They pulled chairs close. The air was
filled with damp coats, paper, and impatience.

Nathan stayed standing for a moment. He watched them settle. He
saw worry in their faces. He saw annoyance in Mrs. Alder’s tight
mouth. He saw fatigue in Pastor Whitaker’s eyes.

He sat down and opened the folder with his notes.

Pastor Whitaker began in prayer. He kept it short. He asked for
wisdom. He asked for peace. He asked for unity. He asked God to
guard their words.

Nathan listened. He did not close his eyes at first. Then he did. He
felt Miriam near him, quiet in the back. He felt the room hold still
for a moment.

When the prayer ended, Mrs. Alder spoke first. “I do not know why
we are meeting when we already know the answer,” she said. “The
answer is we cannot lose the storage. We have tables, chairs,
seasonal decorations, choir robes, youth supplies. We cannot put
them outside in the rain.”

Nathan kept his tone steady. “We are not putting anything outside,”
he said. “We will move some items to the classroom wing for a
week. We will rent a storage pod for overflow.”

Mrs. Alder made a sound. “Rent. More money.”

Mr. Haskins leaned forward. “Nathan, what is the cost?” he asked.
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Nathan slid a sheet across the table. “This is the estimate for the
pod,” he said. “This is the cost for replacing the section of subfloor
and joists. This is the cost for addressing moisture at the foundation
line.”

The finance team man scanned it. His lips moved as he read.

Mrs. Alder narrowed her eyes. “You are adding line items,” she said.
“We had a plan.”

Nathan nodded. “We had a plan based on what we could see,” he
said. “Now we see more.”

The choirwoman spoke. “How long is the delay?”

Nathan looked at his notes. “Five days if the weather clears,” he said.
“Seven if we have more rain.”

Mrs. Alder lifted her hands. “We are already behind,” she said.

Nathan did not argue. “Yes,” he said. “And if we ignore rot under
the floor, we will pay later.”

Pastor Whitaker watched Nathan without speaking. He listened to
sermons from guest preachers with patience, paying attention to
what lay beneath the words.

Mr. Haskins asked questions. Nathan answered. He stayed calm. He
spoke in facts. Measurements. Costs. Time.

At one point, Mrs. Alder turned her gaze toward Miriam. “And you,”
she said. “Are you here to vote?”

Miriam’s voice stayed gentle. “No, ma’am,” she said. “I am only
listening.”
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Mrs. Alder sniffed, as if she did not know what to do with that. She
turned back to Nathan. “Are you sure we have to do this now?” she
demanded.

Nathan held her gaze. “Yes,” he said.

“Why,” she pressed. “We have had this building for years. We have
had potlucks. We have had funerals. We have had Sunday school. It
stood.”

Nathan took a breath. The oath in his chest tightened. He did not
want to hurt her. He did not want to be the man who brought bad
news. He had learned long ago bad news did not make him popular.

He spoke anyway. “The building stood,” he said. “It also rotted in
places nobody saw. If we build over it, we pretend it is fine. It is not
fine.”

Mrs. Alder’s cheeks flushed. “So you are saying we neglected it.”

Nathan shook his head once. “I am saying water gets in,” he said.
“Time does what time does. We fix what we find.”

Silence spread for a moment.

Pastor Whitaker leaned forward. “Mrs. Alder,” he said, “Nathan is
asking us to protect the future. I do not enjoy extra costs either. But
we have always said we will honor God with honest work.”

Nathan’s throat tightened at the words. Honor God. Honest work. It
sounded clean when Pastor Whitaker said it. It sounded like
something Nathan wanted to trust.

Mrs. Alder’s mouth tightened. “Fine,” she said. “But we cannot keep
throwing money at this project.”

Nathan nodded. “We will not,” he said. “We will do what is
necessary. We will stop there.”
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The finance man asked about contingencies. Nathan answered.

The meeting moved forward. It stayed tense but controlled. Pastor
Whitaker guided it as he would a difficult conversation between
church members. He let people speak. He kept them from cutting
each other down.

Nathan gave his plan. He promised updates. He promised clear
receipts. He promised he would not hide anything.

He felt Miriam’s presence again, quiet in the back. He did not look
at her often, but he felt her attention like a steady hand near his
shoulder.

After an hour, the committee agreed. They voted. They closed
folders. Mrs. Alder gathered her umbrella with sharp motions and
left without lingering.

Mr. Haskins clapped Nathan on the shoulder as he was leaving.
“Thank you,” he said. “I know this is a headache.”

Nathan nodded. “It is work,” he said.

The choir woman offered a tired smile. “If you need volunteers to
move tables, call me,” she said.

Nathan nodded again. “Thank you.”

Soon the room emptied. The rain had slowed. Water still ran down
the glass, but the sound softened.

Pastor Whitaker stayed. He stood near the plans and looked down at
them. ““You handled that well,” he said.

Nathan kept his eyes on his notes. “It went fine,” he said.

Pastor Whitaker did not move away. “You look tired,” he said.
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Nathan did not answer. He did not want to talk about his face. He
did not want to talk about what sat behind it.

Pastor Whitaker glanced toward the back of the room. Miriam still
sat in her chair. Her hands rested in her lap. She watched with quiet
respect. She did not hover. She did not flee.

Pastor Whitaker lowered his voice. “I am glad you are here,” he said
to Nathan.

Nathan’s mouth tightened. “I am here for work,” he said.

Pastor Whitaker nodded. “Yes,” he said. “And I am glad you are
here.”

Nathan looked up then. “Why?”” he asked, harsher than he meant.

Pastor Whitaker did not flinch. “Because you tell the truth even
when it costs you,” he said. “Because you do not flatter people to
keep peace. Because you do not hide rot under the floor.”

Nathan’s throat tightened. The words sounded like grace he didn’t
know how to receive. He swallowed hard, his gaze dropping back to
the plans on the table. “I just don’t want anyone getting hurt,” he
said, his voice quieter now.

Pastor Whitaker’s expression softened. “That’s the heart of it, isn’t
it? Building something safe, something lasting. That’s what
matters.”

Nathan nodded, unsure how to respond. He had spent so long
bracing for criticism or skepticism that kindness felt foreign, almost
sharp in its unfamiliarity. He glanced toward the back of the room
where Miriam still sat, her hands clasped. Her presence steadied
him, though he couldn’t quite explain why. She didn’t press, didn’t
demand. She simply... stayed.
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“I’11 lock up the plans in the office,” Nathan said, his voice gruff as
he began gathering papers. He needed something to do with his
hands, something to distract from the knot in his chest.

“I’1l see you Sunday,” Pastor Whitaker said, his tone warm but not
intrusive. He clasped Nathan’s shoulder briefly before heading for
the door, his steps unhurried.

When the room finally emptied, it was just Nathan and Miriam. The
sound of the rain had faded to a faint whisper on the roof, and the
air felt still, almost expectant. She stood then, her movements
unhurried, and walked toward him.

“You handled that well,” Miriam said softly, echoing the pastor’s
words but with an added weight, as though she truly understood the
effort it had cost him.

Nathan let out a slow breath, his hands pausing in their work. “Felt
more like surviving than handling,” he admitted.

She tilted her head slightly, her eyes meeting his. “Surviving is still
moving forward,” she said. “Sometimes that’s enough.”

For a long moment, neither of them spoke. The quiet between them
wasn’t heavy or awkward. It simply was. Nathan glanced at her,
taking in the calm strength in her expression. He wondered, not for
the first time, how someone so steady could have stayed in a place
that demanded so much.

“Thank you,” he said finally, his voice low. “For staying.”

Miriam smiled, a small, sincere curve of her lips. “I said I would.
And I don’t take oaths lightly.”

Nathan’s hand tightened on the edge of the table, the weight of her
words settling somewhere deep. He nodded once, a gesture she
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seemed to understand without needing more. She stepped toward the
door, pausing only briefly before looking back.

“Goodnight, Nathan.”
“Goodnight, Miriam.”

When the door closed behind her, the room felt larger, quieter.
Nathan stood there for a moment longer, the plans still spread out
before him. The words of Pastor Whitaker echoed in his mind,
words about truth, about not hiding what lay beneath the surface. He
exhaled slowly, letting the tension ease just enough to remind
himself that the work wasn’t finished, but it was worth doing.

He folded the plans neatly, turned off the lights, and stepped out into
the damp night air. The rain had stopped, and the clouds had begun
to break, revealing slivers of stars above Maple Ridge. The building
behind him stood quiet and waiting, much like the town itself. And
for the first time in a long time, Nathan didn’t feel entirely alone.
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Chapter 13
What Faith Bears Quietly

Nathan’s throat tightened. The words sounded like praise, and praise
always made him uneasy. It asked for more than he wanted to give.

He set his pencil down. He stacked his notes in a clean pile. He kept
his hands busy.

Pastor Whitaker watched him for a long moment. “You do not have
to answer me,” he said. “’You do not have to explain yourself to me.”

Nathan swallowed. “I do not explain myself to anyone,” he said.

Pastor Whitaker gave a faint nod, like he had heard the sentence
before. “You explain your work,” he said. “You explain numbers.
You explain loads. You explain schedules. You do not explain your
heart.”

Nathan’s eyes went back to the plans. The lines looked steady. The
measurements looked honest. He trusted paper more than people.
He trusted wood more than memory.

Behind him, a chair shifted. Miriam stood. The movement stayed
quiet, but it changed the room. Nathan felt it in his shoulders.

Miriam walked forward with slow steps. Her face held a calm set.
Her eyes held a tired kindness.

Pastor Whitaker stepped back and gathered his own folder. “T will
let you two finish,” he said. “Nathan, send me the revised budget
when you have it.”

Nathan nodded without looking up. “Yes, sir.”

Pastor Whitaker paused at the door. He glanced at Miriam.
“Miriam,” he said, warm.
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“Pastor Whitaker,” she said.

Then he left. The door clicked. The fellowship hall settled around
them. Rain still slid down the windows, thinner now, but steady.

Nathan stood alone at the table for a moment. He did not sit. He did
not want to sink into the metal chair and feel his own exhaustion. He
kept his spine straight.

Miriam came close enough to see the plans. She did not touch them.
She did not lean in like she owned the space. She stood with her
hands at her sides.

“You did well,” she said.
Nathan’s jaw tightened. “It was a meeting.”
“It was a meeting with fear in it,” she said.

He glanced at her then. Her hair sat back from her face in neat twists.
Her coat looked damp at the shoulders. A small drop of water clung
to one lash, making her blink once.

He looked away. “Fear does not change the numbers.”
“No,” she said. “But it changes people.”

Nathan slid the papers into a folder. He latched it. “They will follow
the plan,” he said. “They will complain. Then they will follow it.”

Miriam gave a small nod. “They trust you.”
He scoffed under his breath. “They trust my work.”
Her voice stayed soft. “They trust your steadiness.”

Nathan did not answer. He carried the folder to his tool bag. He set
it inside with more care than it needed.
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Miriam waited. She did not press.

He took a breath. The room smelled like coffee that had sat too long,
damp wool, and old wood warmed by the heater. Somewhere in the
building, a pipe ticked once.

“I will lock up,” Nathan said.
“I can help,” Miriam said.
“I do not need help.”

Her eyes did not harden. She accepted the line like she had met it
before. “All right,” she said.

Nathan walked to the light switches. He shut off the overheads one
row at a time. The room dimmed. The rain-glazed windows turned

gray.

Miriam stood near the back chairs. She picked up a forgotten
umbrella and set it in the lost-and-found basket by the coat rack. She
straightened a hymnbook someone had left on a window ledge. She
did not make a show of'it. Her hands moved as service lived in them.

Nathan watched her for half'a second, then turned away. He checked
the side door. He made sure it latched.

When he came back, Miriam stood by the main doors with her purse
strap on her shoulder. She waited as if she had time.

He grabbed his bag. “You are heading home,” he said.
“Yes,” she said. “I am staying with the Haskins family for now.”

He nodded. He knew. Maple Ridge held news like it held water in a
jar. Word traveled without effort.
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They walked out into the damp evening. The rain had slowed to a
fine mist. It hung in the air, blurring the streetlights. The gravel lot
held puddles that reflected the church windows.

Nathan’s truck sat alone near the fellowship hall. Miriam’s car sat
farther down, near the prayer garden path.

Nathan stopped at his driver's door. He did not open it yet. He looked
toward the church building. The white siding looked clean even
under gray skies. The steeple rose above the roofline and
disappeared into low clouds.

Miriam stood beside her car and looked at him. “You will work
tomorrow,” she said.

He nodded. “Weather permitting.”
“It will clear,” she said, as if she hoped it would.

He glanced at her again. “Do you need anything?” he asked, and the
words surprised him as they left his mouth.

Miriam’s expression softened. “No,” she said. “Thank you.”

Nathan hesitated, then opened his truck door. He tossed his bag onto
the passenger seat. He shut the door. He did not start the engine.

Miriam stayed by her car. She did not leave. Her posture stayed
upright. Her face stayed calm.

Nathan felt the pull to end the moment. He wanted to drive away.
He wanted his rental house and its silence.

“Good night,” he said.

“Good night,” she answered.
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He climbed in. He started the truck. The engine vibrated through the
steering wheel. He backed out and drove down the lot.

In his rearview mirror, Miriam stood by her car and watched him
go. Her figure looked small against the church wall. The mist blurred
the edges.

He drove home on wet roads. Headlights glowed on slick pavement.
Fields stretched dark on either side. Corn stalks stood stripped and
stiff, a thin fog gathered in low places.

He thought of Pastor Whitaker’s words. You do not hide rot under
the floor.

He hated how true it felt. He did not hide rot. He tore it out. He
replaced it. He made it solid.

His phone buzzed on the passenger seat. He ignored it.

He reached the rental house and parked in the driveway. The place
sat plain and square. One porch light burned. Rainwater dripped
from the gutter in a steady rhythm.

Inside, the house smelled like pine and dust and the soap he used to
scrub his hands. His boots left wet marks on the mat.

He hung his coat. He washed his hands at the kitchen sink. Mud
swirled and vanished down the drain. He watched it go as if it meant
something.

His phone buzzed again. He picked it up.
Eli’s name filled the screen.

Nathan stared at it. He let it ring twice, then answered. “What,” he
said.

Eli’s voice held quiet humor. “Hello to you, too.”
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Nathan leaned his hip against the counter. “I am tired.”
“I heard,” Eli said. “Pastor Whitaker told Hannah. Hannah told me.”

Nathan looked at the window above the sink. Rain dotted the glass.
A porch light across the street glowed soft through it. “Of course she
did,” he said.

“She worries,” Eli said.
“She has always worried,” Nathan said.
A pause. Then Eli spoke with less ease. “How are you?” he asked.

Nathan stared at the phone. He heard the hum of the refrigerator. He
heard rain on the roof.

“I am fine,” Nathan said.

Eli let out a breath. “’You sound like you always sounded when you
were fourteen.”

Nathan’s throat tightened. “Do not start.”

“I will not,” Eli said. “I will say one thing. I am glad you are in
Maple Ridge. [ am glad you are near.”

Nathan closed his eyes for a second. “I am here for work,” he said.

“I know,” Eli said. “Work brings people back. Sometimes the Lord
uses the thing we trust to bring us to the thing we avoid.”

Nathan opened his eyes. His gaze fell on the stack of cutoffs in the
corner. He had kept them because they were clean and straight.
Habit. Control.

“I did not call to talk about sermons,” Nathan said.
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Eli’s voice stayed calm. “I did not offer one. I am asking if you will
come to my place tomorrow night.”

Nathan frowned. “Why?”

“Micah has a school project,” Eli said. “He has to build a model
bridge. He asked for Uncle Nathan. He said Uncle Nathan knows
what holds.”

Nathan swallowed. The name landed hard. Micah. His nephew. A
kid who watched everything with wide eyes.

“I am busy,” Nathan said.

“It will take an hour,” Eli said. “‘Hannah will make chili. You will
eat. Then you will go back to being busy.”

Nathan rubbed his thumb along the edge of the phone case. His hand
carried a thin nick from a nail head he had caught earlier. “I will
see,” he said.

Eli did not push. “All right,” he said. “Get some sleep.”
Nathan almost ended the call, then stopped. “Eli,” he said.
CCYeS.V)

Nathan’s voice came out rough. “Do you ever get tired of being
glad?”

Eli’s breath moved through the line. “I get tired,” he said. “I do not
get tired of gratitude.”

Nathan stared at the sink. The faucet dripped once. “Good night,”
he said.

“Good night,” Eli said.
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Nathan ended the call. He stood still in the kitchen. He did not turn
on music. He did not turn on the television. He let the quiet press in.

He ate a simple meal. He cleaned up. He laid out his clothes for the
morning.

In bed, he stared at the ceiling. He listened to rain slow even more.
He tried to think about beams, joists, and costs. He tried to build a
wall inside his mind and keep everything else out.

Miriam’s face slipped in anyway. Her tired eyes. Her calm voice.
The way she had straightened a hymnbook without anyone
watching.

He turned on his side. He shut his eyes.

Sleep came in pieces. He woke once to silence. The rain had
stopped. The house felt too still.

He checked the time. Four-thirty.
He lay back down and did not sleep again.

When the alarm went off, he shut it off before it finished its first
sound. He dressed and left. He did not eat. Coffee felt like a small
kindness he did not deserve yet.

The sky held a dull gray edge of dawn. The air bit his cheeks when
he stepped outside. Wet leaves stuck to the driveway.

He drove to the church lot. The road glistened. A thin line of fog
hugged the river bend.

He pulled into the lot before seven. His tires crunched over gravel.
The church stood quiet and white. The steeple rose clean against a
lighter patch of sky.
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He parked near the lumber stack. He sat for a moment with his hands
on the wheel.

He thought about what he had said to Pastor Whitaker. I am here for
work.

It sounded smaller now, like a shield made of thin tin.

He got out. Cold air filled his lungs. He unlocked the tool trailer and
started pulling equipment out. The familiar weight of the nail gun
steadied him. The smell of lumber grounded him.

Soon Eli pulled in with his own truck. Eli stepped out with a thermos
in one hand and a grin he kept small.

“You look like you fought the night,” Eli said.
Nathan grabbed a level from the trailer. “Night fought first,” he said.
Eli held out the thermos. “Coffee,” he said.

Nathan hesitated. He took it. The heat seeped into his palms. He did
not thank Eli, but he did not hand it back either.

Eli nodded once, like it was enough. He walked toward the
foundation lines and checked the string.

They worked in the cold morning. They measured and checked and
marked. They spoke in short sentences. They moved like a team that
had worked together before, even after years apart.

By midmorning, the sky cleared. The sun hit the wet grass and
pulled up thin threads of steam. The air smelled like damp earth and
cut lumber.

A car pulled into the lot. Nathan saw it out of the corner of his eye
and kept working. He heard the car door shut. He heard footsteps on
gravel.
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Eli glanced over. “She is here,” he said, in a low voice.
Nathan did not ask who. He knew.

Miriam walked toward them with a canvas tote on her shoulder. She
wore a dark sweater and jeans. Her hair sat pulled back. The wind
tugged a loose strand near her temple.

She stopped a few feet away. “Good morning,” she said.

Eli’s face brightened. “Morning,” he said. “We did not expect you
out here.”

“I brought lunch,” Miriam said. “Mrs. Haskins packed more than I
could eat.”

Eli laughed. “She always does.”

Miriam looked at Nathan. Her gaze stayed steady. “How are you?”
she asked.

Nathan adjusted the string line with careful fingers. “Fine,” he said.

Eli gave him a sideways look, then faced Miriam again. “We are
framing the first section today,” Eli said. “If the ground stays firm.”

“It will,” Nathan said.
Miriam nodded. “I will leave this in the hall kitchen,” she said.

Eli gestured toward the fellowship hall door. “It is open,” he said.
“Pastor Whitaker left it unlocked for us.”

Miriam walked away. Nathan watched her for a second, then looked
down and forced his attention to the chalk mark.

Eli spoke without looking up. “She looks tired,” he said.
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Nathan’s hand paused on the line. “She came to bring lunch,” he
said. “People do that.”

Eli drove a stake with two clean hits. “People do it when they feel
strong enough,” he said.

Nathan did not answer.

They worked through the morning. Boards went up. Nails sank. A
wall line rose from the slab, making the extension feel real.

Nathan liked the moment a plan turned into structure. Paper became
weight-bearing truth.

Around noon, Eli called a break. They washed hands at the outdoor
spigot. The water ran cold and clear.

They went into the fellowship hall kitchen. The air inside held a soft
warmth and the smell of old coffee. Sunlight fell through the small
windows over the sink.

Miriam stood at the counter with her tote open. Containers lined up
in neat rows. Chili, cornbread, sliced apples, a jar of cookies.

“You two work like you have worked together for years,” she said
without turning.

Eli opened a drawer for spoons. “We grew up watching our father
build fences,” he said. “He taught us to keep the posts plumb.”

Miriam turned then. Her eyes moved from Eli to Nathan. “Your
father built fences,” she said.

Nathan felt a hard pinch behind his ribs. “He built a lot of things,”
he said.

Miriam nodded like she understood more than he had said. She
ladled chili into bowls with steady hands.
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Eli carried the bowls to the table. Nathan sat across from him.
Miriam sat at the end.

They ate in quiet for a few minutes. The chili warmed Nathan’s
chest. The cornbread crumbled soft.

Eli talked about Micah’s project. He described the bridge model and
how Micah had insisted it needed support beams “like real ones.”
Miriam listened with a small smile.

Nathan watched Miriam’s hands. She ate slowly. She chewed with
care. Between bites, she stared at the table as if her mind sat far
away.

Eli asked her about her morning. “Did you sleep better last night?”
he asked.

Miriam blinked once. “Some,” she said.
Eli tilted his head. “Some,” he repeated.

Miriam gave a faint smile. “I woke early,” she said. “I could not turn
my mind off.”

Nathan kept eating. He tried to ignore the way the sentence sounded
like his own.

Eli’s voice stayed kind. “Do you want to rest?” he asked. “You do
not need to keep helping everyone.”

Miriam lowered her spoon. “Rest feels strange,” she said. “I have
time, and I do not know what to do with it.”

Eli nodded as if he understood. “Maple Ridge has a way of filling
time,” he said.

Miriam’s smile faded. Her eyes grew distant again. “It does,” she
said.
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Nathan set his spoon down. He looked at her. “How long has it
been?”” he asked before he could stop himself.

Miriam’s eyes came back to him. “Since I left,” she said.

He meant sleep. He meant peace. He meant breath that felt full. He
did not correct himself.

Eli stood and started gathering empty containers. “I will take these
back to the kitchen,” he said. “Nathan, help me carry the cooler out
after.”

Nathan nodded.

Eli walked to the sink. Water ran. Dishes clinked. The sound gave
the room a safe rhythm.

Miriam sat still. Her shoulders looked tight under her sweater. She
held her spoon but did not eat.

Nathan watched her face. A fine line sat between her brows. Her jaw
held a slight tension, as if she were clenched without knowing.

He spoke low. “You did not have to bring food,” he said.

Miriam’s eyes stayed on the table. “Yes,” she said. “I did not have
to.”

He waited.

She lifted her gaze to him. “Sometimes people think missionaries
come home with stories and strength,” she said. “They think home
feels like relief. It does feel like relief.”

Nathan said nothing.
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Miriam’s voice stayed even. “Then the body remembers. The mind
slows down. The noise stops. All the things a person held back start
to rise.”

Eli’s hands moved at the sink. He did not turn around. He did not
act as he heard. Nathan knew he did.

Nathan’s throat went dry. “What rises?” he asked.

Miriam took a breath. Her eyes shone in the kitchen light, but she
did not cry. “Fatigue,” she said. “Grief. Anger I did not let myself
feel while people needed me steady.”

Nathan’s fingers tightened around the edge of the table. “You saw
hard things,” he said.

“Yes,” she answered.
Nathan tried to keep his voice neutral. “You knew you would.”

Miriam’s mouth tightened. “Yes,” she said again. “I knew. I did not
know what it would do to me.”

The sentence struck him. He knew what things did to wood. He
knew what weather did to nails. He knew what weight did to beams
over time.

He did not know what it did to a person who kept standing.

Eli dried his hands. He turned with a dish towel and kept his tone
light on purpose. “If you are staying long enough, Hannah will put
you to work in the nursery,” he said. “She will tell you it is rest. It is
not.”

Miriam let out a small sound that almost became laughter. “I will
take sick children in a clinic over nursery duty,” she said.

Eli grinned. “Smart woman.”
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Nathan stood. “We need to get back out,” he said.

Eli nodded and started packing the lunch containers back into
Miriam’s tote. Miriam helped him. Her movements stayed steady,
but something in her face looked thinner than before.

Nathan carried the cooler outside. Eli followed. Miriam walked
behind them.

Back on the lot, the sun sat higher. It warmed the gravel and released
the smell of wet stone. A few leaves skittered across the open space.

They went back to work. The wall line climbed higher. They lifted
and braced. Nathan gave short instructions. Eli followed without
argument. The work stayed smooth.

Miriam did not hover, but she stayed nearby for a while. She walked
along the edge of the stakes and string. She kept her hands in her
pockets. She watched the framing rise.

At one point, Nathan looked up and saw her sway. It lasted a second.
She caught herself and stood still. She turned her face away as if she
hoped no one saw.

Nathan lowered his nail gun. He watched her longer this time.

Eli called from the other side of the wall. “Nathan. I need you on
this corner.”

Nathan forced his feet to move. He went and helped Eli set the brace.
They checked the plumb line. They adjusted a shim.

When Nathan looked again, Miriam had stepped farther away
toward the prayer garden path. She sat on the low stone border near
the shrubs. Her head dipped for a moment. Her hands pressed
together in her lap.
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Nathan’s gut tightened. He tried to tell himself she needed a break.
He had told her he did not need help. He had no right to watch her
as he did.

Still, he handed the nail gun to Eli. “Hold,” he said.
Eli glanced at him. “Where are you going?”’
Nathan wiped his hands on his jeans. “I will be back,” he said.

He walked across the lot toward Miriam. Gravel shifted under his
boots. Wind moved through the trees and shook loose a few leaves.

Miriam looked up as he came close. She straightened quickly, like
someone caught in weakness.

“I am fine,” she said before he spoke.

Nathan stopped a few feet away. He did not sit. He stood with his
hands at his sides.

“I did not ask,” he said.

Miriam’s mouth pressed into a line. Her eyes stayed calm, but he
saw strain there. “People always ask,” she said.

Nathan looked at her. He chose his words with care. “You nearly
fell,” he said.

Miriam exhaled. Her shoulders dropped a fraction. “I stood up too
fast,” she said.

Nathan’s voice stayed flat. “’You sat down because you had to.”

Miriam looked away toward the cemetery. The grass there stood
short and neat. Headstones lined up in rows. A maple tree burned
red beside the fence.

“Yes,” she said.
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Nathan took a breath. “Do you need a doctor?” he asked.

Miriam shook her head. “No,” she said. “I have checked all the
things people check when they come home. Blood work. Sleep.
Food. Water. It is not that.”

Nathan frowned. “What is it?”’
Miriam’s eyes came back to him. “It is the cost,” she said.
Nathan held still. He did not know what to do with the words.

Miriam’s voice stayed steady, but it thinned at the edges. “I carried
a lot of people,” she said. “I carried their pain. I carried their fear. I
carried their stories. I carried their bodies when there was no one
else.”

Nathan’s throat tightened. He pictured her hands doing it. He
pictured her standing in heat and dust, in rooms with too many needs
and too little time.

Miriam continued. “I did it because the Lord called me,” she said.
“I did it because love does not wait for comfort.”

Nathan felt the old resistance rise. He swallowed it down. He did
not want to argue with her here, in the open air near the prayer
garden, with the church behind them and graves to the side.

Miriam’s gaze dropped to her hands. “I thought faith would keep me
strong all the time,” she said. “I thought if I prayed enough, if I
stayed thankful, I would not feel this tired.”

Nathan’s chest tightened. Her sentence sounded like confession. It
sounded like something she did not want to say.

She looked up again, and her eyes looked brighter. “I still believe,”
she said quickly, as if she feared he would misunderstand. “I believe
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as deeply as I ever did. [ have seen God show mercy in places people
forget exist. | have seen Him bring peace to a room filled with grief.”

Nathan’s voice came out low. “And you still feel tired.”

Miriam’s breath caught for a moment. She nodded. “Yes,” she said.
“I still feel tired.”

Nathan stared at her. He did not know what he had expected from a
woman everyone admired. He had expected steadiness without
cracks. He had expected her to return like a banner, bright and clean.

Instead she sat on stone with her shoulders tight, fighting for breath
she did not want anyone to see.

The sight moved something in him. He did not name it.

He spoke, careful. “You do not have to prove anything here,” he
said.

Miriam’s eyes held his. “I know,” she said. “I also know I do not
like weakness.”

Nathan’s mouth tightened. “Neither do 1.”
Miriam gave a small nod. “I have watched you,” she said.

The sentence landed as a tool dropped on concrete. Nathan’s posture
went rigid. “Why?” he asked.

Miriam did not blink. “Because you fascinate people,” she said.
“You walk in and build order. You do not charm. You do not beg.
You do the work. People relax around you.”

Nathan almost laughed, but no humor came. “You are wrong,” he
said. “People do not relax around me. They brace for bad news.”
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Miriam’s voice stayed gentle. “People brace for truth,” she said.
“Truth still gives relief.”

Nathan looked away. Wind moved over the lot. He heard the soft
pop of a nail gun as Eli worked alone for a few seconds.

Miriam spoke again, quieter. “You look tired too,” she said.

Nathan’s jaw clenched. “I do not want to talk about my face,” he
said.

Miriam nodded once. “All right,” she said.

He stood there, caught between leaving and staying. He did not
know how to do this part. He knew how to see a sag and measure it.
He knew how to brace and strengthen.

He did not know how to meet a person in the middle of fatigue
without trying to fix her like lumber.

Miriam shifted on the stone edge. She pressed her palm against her
knee, and her fingers trembled for a moment. She curled them into
a fist to hide it.

Nathan saw it anyway.
He took a small step closer. “Come inside,” he said.
Miriam’s eyes widened slightly. “I do not want to get in your way.”

“You are not in my way,” he said, and the words came out firm.

She studied him. “Why?” she asked, and her voice held a careful
edge. Not suspicion. Caution. Like she had learned kindness
sometimes came with strings.
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Nathan’s throat tightened. “Because you need to sit somewhere
warm,” he said. “And because you should not have to pretend in the
wind.”

Miriam’s eyes softened. Her chin dipped. For a moment she looked
like she might cry, and the sight made Nathan’s stomach twist.

She blinked and held it back. “All right,” she said.

Nathan turned toward the fellowship hall. He walked at a slower
pace than usual. He matched her steps without looking like he did.

Inside, the hall smelled like old wood and lemon cleaner. Sunlight
fell in clean squares on the floor. The building held a hush.

Nathan led her to a small side room near the kitchen. The church
sometimes used it for counseling. A couch sat against one wall. A
small lamp stood on a table. A box of tissues sat near the edge.

Nathan paused at the doorway. “Sit,” he said.

Miriam walked in and sat on the couch. She leaned back and closed
her eyes for a moment. Her shoulders dropped like she had carried
a pack for miles.

Nathan stood near the door. He did not enter all the way. He did not
want to crowd her.

Miriam opened her eyes again. “You do not have to stand there,”
she said.

Nathan stepped inside and shut the door halfway. He stayed near it.
“I will get you water,” he said.

She nodded.

He went to the kitchen. He filled a cup. His hands shook once as he
turned off the tap. He stared at his fingers like he did not trust them.
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He brought the water back. Miriam took it in both hands. The cup
looked small against her palms.

“Thank you,” she said.

Nathan nodded. He sat in the chair across from the couch. He kept
his elbows on his knees. He looked down at the floor for a moment,
then back at her face.

Miriam took a sip. She held the water in her mouth for a second,
then swallowed. Her throat moved with effort.

Nathan spoke low. “How long have you felt like this?” he asked.
Miriam stared at the cup. “A while,” she said.
He waited.

“On the field,” she continued, “there is always the next day. The
next patient. The next child. The next lesson. The next crisis. The
body runs on duty.”

Nathan said, “And here there is quiet.”

“Yes,” she said. “Here there is quiet. Quiet makes room.”
Nathan stared at her. “For pain,” he said.

Miriam nodded.

Nathan took a slow breath. “Do you regret it?”” he asked, and he
meant the years away. He meant the service. He meant the choice to

go.

Miriam’s eyes lifted. They held a clear honesty. “No,” she said. “I
do not regret obeying God. I regret how I judged myself for needing
rest.”

288



Nathan’s jaw tightened. He understood the second part more than he
wanted to.

Miriam’s voice softened. “In the places I served, people did not have
the luxury of stopping,” she said. “I stopped anyway. I sat with
mothers when they lost babies. I sat with fathers when they had no
work. I sat with children who shook with fever.”

Nathan listened. The room felt too small for the weight of her
sentences.

Miriam continued. “I prayed with them,” she said. “I read Scripture
in rooms with dirt floors. I sang hymns under tin roofs while rain
pounded overhead.”

Nathan’s eyes flicked to the half-closed door. He heard nothing
outside. Eli worked alone, and Nathan should have been there. He
did not move.

Miriam’s gaze dropped again. “And then I came home,” she said.
“People hugged me. People said they were proud. People said I must
have strong faith.”

Nathan watched her face. A muscle jumped in her jaw.

Miriam spoke more quietly. “Some days my faith feels strong,” she
said. “Some days it feels like a thread I hold between two fingers. |
do not let go. I do not always feel brave.”

Nathan’s throat tightened. He did not speak.
Miriam’s eyes lifted again. “You wrestle too,” she said.
Nathan’s body went still. “No,” he said.

Miriam did not argue. She only watched him with patience. Her
calm did not feel like pity. It felt like respect.
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Nathan stared at the floor. “I do not know what you think you see,”
he said.

“I see a man who trusts what he can measure,” Miriam said. “I see
a man who treats people like beams. Like they will hold if he checks
them enough.”

Nathan’s mouth tightened. “People fail,” he said.
“Yes,” she said. “And beams fail too.”
Nathan looked up fast. Miriam met his gaze.

“I have watched a roof collapse,” she said, and the sentence came
soft but sharp. “A family stood under it. A storm came. The roof
went.”

Nathan’s breath caught. He pictured it. He pictured the sound of
splitting wood, the sudden drop, the panic.

Miriam’s face held steady grief. “They had prayed,” she said. “They
had worshiped. They had done what they knew to do.”

Nathan waited, tense.
“The roof still fell,” Miriam said.

Nathan’s hands clenched together. “Then what good did faith do?”
he asked, and he heard the edge in his own voice.

Miriam did not flinch. She looked down at her cup. She took a sip.
She swallowed. Then she set it on the table beside her.

“It did not stop the storm,” she said. “It did not hold up broken
boards.”

Nathan held his breath.
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“It held them,” she said. “In the moment after. In the days after. It
held them when the shock wore off, and pain started to speak.”

Nathan stared at her. He wanted to dismiss it. He wanted to call it a
story people told themselves.

But he saw her hands. He saw how they trembled earlier. He saw
how she held her strength like a choice, not a trait.

Miriam’s voice grew quieter. “I do not offer faith like it is a
bargain,” she said. “I do not tell people obedience buys safety. It
does not.”

Nathan swallowed.

Miriam leaned back into the couch. Her face looked pale under the
warm lamp light. “Faith does not keep me from fatigue,” she said.
“It keeps me from despair.”

The sentence sat between them. Nathan felt it like a weight on his
chest.

He leaned forward without thinking. “You are close to despair,” he
said, in a low voice.

Miriam’s eyes closed for a moment. When she opened them again,
moisture shone there. “I am close to the edge some days,” she
admitted. “I do not fall. I do not plan to fall. I do not want to scare
anyone.”

Nathan’s throat tightened hard. He tried to speak, but no sentence
came.

Miriam wiped one tear with the side of her finger. She did it quickly,
as if she felt ashamed of it.

Nathan’s voice came rough. “Do not apologize,” he said.
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“I did not,” she said, but her voice shook.

Nathan held himself still. He kept his hands together. He did not
reach for her. He did not cross space he had no right to cross.

He spoke quietly. “Who have you told?” he asked.

Miriam looked at him. “No one,” she said. Then she corrected
herself. “I told Mrs. Haskins I needed to sleep. She patted my hand
and told me to drink tea. I did. It helped for an hour.”

Nathan nodded once. Maple Ridge knew tea, casseroles, and gentle
pats. Maple Ridge did not always know how to hold the deeper ache.

Miriam’s gaze drifted to the window. Sunlight lit dust motes. “I have
always been the steady one,” she said. “Even as a girl here. People
leaned on me. I learned how to let them.”

Nathan heard something in it. A pattern. A role she never set down.
He said, “It is heavy.”
Miriam’s eyes returned to him. “Yes,” she said.

Nathan looked down at his hands. His knuckles looked scraped. His
nails held dark lines of work.

He spoke without lifting his head. “I do not know what to do with
this,” he said.

Miriam’s voice stayed soft. “You do not have to do anything,” she
said. “You saw it. You did not turn away. That is something.”

Nathan lifted his gaze. “I would have turned away,” he said. “I
usually do.”

Miriam studied him. “Why did you not?” she asked.
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Nathan swallowed. He could have said, "Because you almost fell."
He could have said, "Because you looked tired." Those answers felt
thin.

He looked at her face. He saw strength. He saw strain. He saw faith
that did not shout. He saw a woman who had held pain without
making it a performance.

He said the truth he could reach. “Because you are honest,” he said.
“Because you did not pretend you are made of steel.”

Miriam’s lips pressed together. Another tear slipped, slow this time.
She did not wipe it right away.

Nathan’s chest ached. He hated tears. They made him feel helpless.
They made him want to escape.

He stayed.

Miriam wiped her cheek and gave a small, unsteady laugh. “I do not
feel honest,” she said. “I feel exposed.”

Nathan nodded once. “Exposure feels like danger,” he said.
Miriam’s eyes held his. “Yes,” she said.

Outside the room, a door clicked. Footsteps sounded in the hall.
Then Eli’s voice called, low. “Nathan.”

Nathan stood fast. He opened the door and stepped out. He shut it
most of the way behind him.

Eli stood in the hallway wearing a tool belt. He looked at Nathan’s
face, then past him to the closed door. His expression shifted,
careful.

“We need you,” Eli said.
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Nathan nodded. “Give me five minutes,” he said.
Eli did not press. “All right,” he said. He turned and walked away.

Nathan went back into the room. Miriam sat with her hands folded
tight. Her face had regained control, but her eyes looked tired.

“I have to go back out,” Nathan said.
Miriam nodded. “Yes,” she said. “You have work.”

Nathan hesitated. “You should stay here,” he said. “Rest. Lock the
door if you want.”

Miriam’s gaze softened. “I will rest,” she said. “Thank you.”

Nathan nodded. He moved to the door, then paused with his hand on
the knob. He did not turn around as he spoke. “If you want someone
to talk to,” he said, “Pastor Whitaker will listen.”

Miriam’s voice came gentle. “I know,” she said. “You are listening
t0o.”

Nathan’s throat tightened. He opened the door and stepped out
before the sentence could do more damage than it already had.

Outside, work waited. Eli stood at the corner of the framing with a
brace in his hands. He did not ask questions. He did not tease. He
only handed Nathan the brace and returned to the rhythm of nails
and levels.

Nathan worked, but his mind stayed in the small room. He saw
Miriam’s face under the lamp. He heard her sentence. Faith does not
keep me from fatigue. It keeps me from despair.

He kept working until late afternoon. The framed section stood
square and braced. The day had turned crisp. Sunlight slanted low
and gold. Leaves fell in slow spirals along the fence line.
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When they packed up, Eli wiped his brow with the back of his wrist.
“You are coming tonight,” he said. “Micah will be waiting at the
window.”

Nathan hesitated. His body felt heavy. His mind felt crowded.

Eli watched him. “An hour,” he said. “Then you can go home and
stare at your ceiling.”

Nathan gave a short breath through his nose. It almost became a
laugh.

“All right,” Nathan said.
Eli nodded once, satisfied. He loaded the last tools into his truck.

Nathan walked toward the fellowship hall door. He needed to check
on Miriam. He did not want to. He did anyway.

Inside, the hall sat quiet. The side room door stood closed.
Nathan knocked once, firm.
A pause, then Miriam’s voice. “Come in,” she said.

Nathan opened the door. Miriam sat on the couch with her coat
folded beside her. Her shoes sat neatly together on the floor, like she
had planned to stand soon. Her eyes looked clearer, but her face still
held fatigue.

“I did not mean to interrupt your work,” she said.

“You did not,” Nathan said. He stepped inside and shut the door
behind him. He stayed near it again, like before.

Miriam stood slowly. She swayed a fraction, then steadied. She
reached for her coat.

Nathan spoke low. “Do you have someone driving you?” he asked.
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Miriam shook her head. “I drove,” she said.

He frowned. “Are you steady enough?” he asked, keeping his voice
even, as if it were a practical question like a measurement.

Miriam met his gaze. “I am steady enough,” she said. “I will go back
and eat with the Haskins family. I will sleep early.”

Nathan nodded. He wanted to believe her.

Miriam slipped her coat on. She picked up her tote. “Thank you for
the room,” she said. “And for seeing me.”

Nathan’s jaw tightened. He did not know how to hold gratitude
aimed at him.

He opened the door for her. They walked down the hall together.
The building smelled like old hymnals and floor polish.

At the main doors, Miriam paused. “Nathan,” she said.
He stopped. He looked at her.

She hesitated, then spoke with quiet care. “You asked once what
good faith does,” she said. “I do not have a neat answer.”

Nathan did not move.

Miriam’s eyes held his. “I only know it holds when other things
break,” she said. “It holds quietly. People do not see it. People see
the loss. They see the fatigue. They do not always see the holding.”

Nathan swallowed.

Miriam’s voice softened further. “I think you have been held too,”
she said. “Even when you did not want it.”

Nathan’s chest tightened hard. He wanted to reject it. He wanted to
demand proof. He wanted to hide behind wood, steel, and numbers.
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Instead he stood still and let the sentence hit him.

Miriam turned and walked out into the late afternoon light. Nathan
followed a step behind. He watched her cross the gravel lot to her
car.

She opened the door and paused. She looked back once. Her
expression held a calm kindness, but it carried weariness too. She
lifted her hand in a small wave, then climbed in.

Nathan watched her drive away.

Eli’s truck waited at the lot exit. Eli leaned out the window. “You
coming?” he called.

Nathan forced his feet toward his own truck. He got in and started
it. He followed Eli out of the church lot.

As they drove through Maple Ridge, the town looked small and
steady under the fall light. Smoke rose from a few chimneys. A child
rode a bike along a sidewalk with a backpack bouncing. The bakery
sign swung in a light breeze.

Nathan kept his eyes on the road. Miriam’s fatigue stayed in his
mind as a bruise pressed too often.

He did not know what to do with it.

He only knew he had seen her weakness. He had seen her faith inside
it.

And he had not turned away.
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Chapter 14
The Builder’s Oath

Nathan Mercer sat in his truck outside the rental house and did not
shut off the engine.

The street stayed quiet. A porch light glowed two houses down. The
air smelled of wet leaves and chimney smoke. The wipers clicked
once across a dry windshield, then rested.

Eli’s words from earlier stayed plain in Nathan’s head. You coming.

Nathan had followed. He had done what he always did. He had
moved with the flow of work and expectation. He had not made
trouble. He had not asked for anything.

Now he sat alone. The dash lights threw a dim green across his
hands. His fingers still held the grit of sawdust in the lines. He flexed
them once. He did not feel tired in his body. He felt tired in a deeper
place.

Miriam’s voice came back. I think you have been held too even
when you did not want it.

Nathan stared at the windshield. He pictured her at the church doors.
Coat on. Tote in her hand. Calm eyes. A slight tremor of fatigue
beneath her words.

He had seen the fatigue. He had heard it. He had felt it land in his
chest. It had not pushed him away. It had pulled him close in a way
he did not know how to name.

He turned the key and cut the engine. Silence filled the cab. He sat
through it.
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He thought of the church lot. Stakes and string. Chalk lines. All of
it clean. All of it honest. A plan on paper did not hold weight until
wood met nails and load met beam.

Faith did not work like his plans. Faith lived in a place where he did
not get to test every piece before trusting it.

He opened the truck door. Cold air pressed in. He stepped out and
shut the door with care. Gravel shifted under his boots. He walked
up the short path to the rental house.

Inside, the house smelled of pine cutoffs and old paint. He had put
his tools in neat rows on the small kitchen table the night before.
Habit. Control. He had done it without thinking.

He hung his jacket on a hook. He washed his hands at the sink until
the water ran clear. He dried them slowly, then stood with the towel
in his hands.

He did not turn on the television. He did not pick up his phone. He
went to the small living room and sat on the couch.

The couch sagged in the middle. A thin throw blanket lay folded on
the arm. A lamp sat on an end table, its shade stained along one
seam. He had taken the rental because it stayed close to the church.
He had told himself he wanted to keep his drive short. He had told
himself he wanted to focus.

He had not told himself the whole thing.

He had come to Maple Ridge because work here did not ask
questions. Work here did not stare. Work here did not demand
spiritual answers. It needed skill. It needed time. It needed a steady
hand.

It had felt safe.
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Now the church stood at the center of his week again. The same
whiteboards. The same steeple. The same graves behind it, lined in
rows. The same prayers he had learned as a boy and dropped as a
man.

Nathan leaned forward and set his elbows on his knees. He clasped
his hands. His fingers pressed hard.

He had not prayed in months. He had not prayed in years, if he
wanted truth. He had spoken words in church when he had to. At
weddings. At funerals. At meals when he sat across from people who
expected it. He had bowed his head and waited for someone else to
do it.

He had lived as if God sat behind a closed door.

He heard Miriam again. I do not have a neat answer. I only know it
holds when other things break.

Nathan closed his eyes. He stayed still.
A memory rose, sharp and uninvited.

He stood in the old parsonage kitchen as a teenager. Pastor Whitaker
sat at the table with a Bible open. Eli stood near the counter with a
plate of cookies. Their mother sat with her hands wrapped around a
mug. Her eyes looked red. Nathan had come in from the backyard
with dirt on his shoes.

Pastor Whitaker had spoken in a low voice. Nathan could not hear
every word now. He only remembered the way the room felt.

It had felt like people waited for God to explain Himself.
It had felt like nobody had an answer.

Nathan had watched his mother nod, slow and polite, as if she were
trying to accept comfort she could not feel. Eli had stared at the
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table. Pastor Whitaker had read a Psalm. His voice had stayed
steady.

Nathan had left the room. He had gone to the garage and shut the
door. He had found a scrap of wood and driven nails into it until his
arm shook.

He had told himself faith belonged to people who did not need proof.

He had told himself he would build his life on things that held.

Now he opened his eyes. The living room stayed dim. The house
creaked as it cooled.

Nathan stood. He walked to the kitchen and poured a glass of water.
He drank it in three swallows. He set the glass down with care.

His phone sat on the counter. He stared at it. He did not pick it up.

He went to the small bedroom and sat on the edge of the bed. The
sheets felt rough against his palms. A thin curtain hung over the
window. The streetlight outside pushed a dull glow through it.

He breathed in, then out. He tried to name what he felt.
He felt fear. He felt shame. He felt a need he did not want.

He had built a life of competence. People trusted him with
structures. People trusted him with money. People trusted him with
deadlines. His work had a clean reputation. His word meant
something.

His soul felt like a room he kept locked.

He lay back on the bed and stared at the ceiling. He listened to his
own breathing.

After a long time, he sat up again.
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He did not want to sleep.

He walked back to the living room. He stood by the window and
looked out at the street. The trees had started to drop their leaves.
The sidewalk held dark patches from the last rain.

He thought of Miriam driving away. He thought of her serving in
places where sickness and loss came fast. He thought of her hands,
steady when she spoke. He thought of the weariness she did not hide
at the end.

He respected her. He had told himself respect did not require
agreement.

Yet her faith had not looked like a speech. It had looked like
endurance.

Nathan turned from the window.
He did not sit.

He stood in the center of the room as if he were waiting for
something to happen.

He heard his own voice inside, low and stubborn.

If God is real, why did He let it happen?

If faith holds, why does it still hurt?

If prayer matters, why do people still bury their dead?

Nathan pressed his lips together. He felt anger rise, clean and hot.

He did not want a gentle answer. He did not want someone to pat
his shoulder. He did not want a verse thrown like a bandage over a
deep wound.

He wanted honesty.
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He wanted weight.
His eyes stung. He blinked hard. He would not cry. He did not cry.

He stood there until his legs ached. Then he sat back down on the
couch.

He leaned forward again. Hands clasped.

The room held stillness. In it, he felt something else under the anger.
A quiet grief he had kept buried under schedules and job sites.

He whispered a word. It came out rough.

“God.”

He froze after he said it. He listened as if the house would answer.
Nothing answered.

He swallowed. His throat felt tight.

He spoke again, quieter. “If You are there.”

His hands clenched. His shoulders rose. He let them fall.

He did not know what to say after. He did not know how to be a man
who asked.

He tried anyway.

“I do not know what I believe.” The words scraped. “I do not know
what to do with You.”

He pressed his palms together hard. “I do not know what to do with
what [ saw.”

He saw again, clear as a photograph. His father’s face in a hospital
room. The thin light. The smell of antiseptic. The sound of a
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monitor. His father’s hand, dry and warm, gripping Nathan’s fingers
with less strength than it should have had.

His father had looked at him and tried to smile. “Take care of your
mother,” he had said.

Nathan had nodded. He had promised. He had kept the promise.
He had not forgiven God for the rest.
Nathan’s jaw trembled once. He clenched it tight.

He spoke into the quiet room. “I kept moving. [ worked. I did what
I had to do.”

He let out a breath. “I did not feel held.”
The words hung there.

He waited again.

Still nothing.

Yet the silence did not feel empty in the same way it had a moment
before. It felt like a pause. Like a space where he had room to speak
without being rushed.

Nathan’s eyes closed. He sat with his hands still clenched, as if he
held a beam steady while someone else drove nails.

He whispered, “If faith is real, show me. Not with noise. Not with
tricks.”

His mouth tightened. “Show me in a way that holds.”
He stayed still.

A soft knock came at the door.
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Nathan’s eyes snapped open. His heart jumped. He looked toward
the entry.

The knock came again. Slow. Careful.
He stood and walked to the door. He looked through the peephole.

Eli stood on the porch. His jacket collar sat up against the cold. His
hands stayed in his pockets. His face looked tired.

Nathan unlocked the door and opened it.

Eli did not step in right away. He looked at Nathan’s face. He did
not smile. He did not joke.

“You all right?” Eli said.
Nathan held the door. “I am fine.”

Eli’s eyes stayed steady. “You sound like you are fine in the way
you used to sound fine.”

Nathan swallowed. “What are you doing here?”

Eli glanced at the street, then back. “I drove by after I dropped
Hannabh off. I saw your light off and your truck there. I thought about
leaving you alone.”

Nathan waited.

Eli nodded once. “Then I thought about you sitting in the dark and I
did not like it.”

Nathan’s throat tightened. “You do not have to watch me.”
Eli did not flinch. “I am not watching you. I am your brother.”

Nathan stepped back. “Come in.”
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Eli walked in. He shut the door behind him. He looked around the
living room, then at Nathan again.

“You look like you were talking to somebody,” Eli said.
Nathan’s mouth went dry. “I was thinking.”

Eli held Nathan’s gaze. He did not push. He did not pry. He only
stood there and waited as if he had learned patience the hard way.

Nathan looked away first. He walked to the couch and sat. Eli sat in
the armchair across from him. The chair creaked under his weight.

Silence settled between them.

Nathan stared at his own hands. “Miriam said something.”

Eli nodded. “She does that.”

Nathan let out a short breath. “She said she thinks I have been held.”
Eli’s face softened. “She is not wrong.”

Nathan’s head snapped up. “How would you know?”

Eli’s voice stayed calm. “Because you are still here.”

Nathan’s chest tightened. “That is not proof.”

Eli looked at him. “It is nothing either.”

Nathan leaned forward. “Do you ever get tired of it? Of making
everything about faith.”

Eli did not move fast. He did not show offense. “I get tired of people
using faith to avoid truth.”

Nathan stared.
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Eli kept going. “I get tired of people acting like a Bible verse erases
a wound.”

Nathan’s shoulders eased a fraction. He did not expect Eli to say it.

Eli looked down at his hands, then back up. “Faith did not erase what
happened to Dad. Faith did not make your anger go away. Faith did
not fix Mom’s grief in a week.”

Nathan’s jaw tightened. “Then what did it do?”

Eli’s eyes held his. “It kept me from turning into somebody I did not
want to be.”

Nathan felt heat behind his eyes again. He blinked hard.

Eli’s voice stayed low. “It kept me from hating God until I had
nothing left.”

Nathan’s hands shook once. He hid it by clasping them.
Eli leaned forward. “You are tired, Nate.”

Nathan flinched at the nickname. It came from childhood. It came
from a time before he learned to keep distance.

Nathan’s voice came out flat. “I am not a child.”
Eli nodded. “I know.”

Another silence.

Nathan swallowed. “I said His name.”

Eli did not react with surprise. He did not grin. He did not act like
Nathan had crossed a finish line.

He only asked, “Tonight.”

Nathan nodded once.
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Eli’s eyes softened further. “Did you talk?”
Nathan stared at the floor. “A little.”
Eli waited.

Nathan forced the words out. “I told Him I do not know what I
believe.”

Eli’s breath came slow. “All right.”

Nathan looked up, sharp. “Do not do that.”

Eli frowned. “Do what.”

“Do not make it sound like I did something noble.”
Eli shook his head once. “It is not noble. It is honest.”
Nathan pressed his lips together.

Eli sat back. “When I came back to Maple Ridge after my own mess,
Pastor Whitaker told me something. He said God is not scared of the
questions.”

Nathan looked away. “He always says things like that.”

Eli gave a small, tired smile. “He does. He also lives as he believes
it.”

Nathan’s chest tightened. He did not want to think about Pastor
Whitaker tonight. He did not want to think about sermons. He
wanted quiet. He wanted the kind of truth that did not come dressed

up.
Nathan asked, “Why did you keep going?”
Eli’s smile faded. “I did not keep going every day.”

Nathan stared.
308



Eli spoke plain. “Some days I only got through the day. Some days
I got through an hour.”

Nathan’s throat tightened. He had never heard Eli say it so clean.

Eli looked toward the window, then back. “When Dad died, I got
mad too. I did not talk about it. I worked. I fixed things. I stayed
busy.”

Nathan felt seen in a way he did not like.

Eli continued. “Then Hannah came along. She asked me how I was
doing, and I lied. She did not accept it.”

Nathan’s mouth tightened.

Eli’s eyes stayed steady. “She did not force me. She stayed.”
Nathan heard Miriam’s words again. It held quietly.

He stared at Eli. “Did you ever feel like God answered?”

Eli paused. His gaze dropped for a moment, then rose. “Sometimes.”
Nathan waited.

Eli spoke slowly. “Sometimes the answer looked like strength I did
not have. Sometimes it looked like a person showing up. Sometimes
it looked like a door opening in work. Sometimes it looked like a
peace I did not earn.”

Nathan’s face stayed hard. “Sometimes sounds like a guess.”
Eli did not argue. “It is not math.”
Nathan let out a breath. “I trust math.”

Eli nodded. “I know.”
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Eli leaned forward again. “You do not have to pretend. Not with

2

me.

Nathan’s hands clenched. “I do not know how to come back to
church and stand there and sing words I do not feel.”

Eli held his gaze. “Then do not sing them yet.”
Nathan stared. “What?”

Eli shrugged, small. “Stand there. Listen. Let the words belong to
the people who mean them until you mean them.”

Nathan swallowed. “Pastor Whitaker will notice.”

Eli’s mouth pressed into a line. “He will. He will still be glad you
came.”

Nathan looked down. The room felt warmer. He did not know if it
came from the heater or from Eli’s presence.

Eli stood. “I should go. Hannah will want me home.”
Nathan stood too, out of reflex. He followed Eli to the door.

Eli paused with his hand on the knob. He looked at Nathan. “Do not
carry this alone.”

Nathan’s jaw tightened. “I am fine.”

Eli’s gaze stayed kind, but firm. “You already said you were fine.”
Nathan looked away.

Eli opened the door, then stopped again. “One more thing.”
Nathan waited.

Eli spoke quietly. “Miriam has seen things you and I have not seen.
She has buried kids far from home. She has watched people suffer
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without medicine. She has prayed in rooms where nobody came to
help.”

Nathan’s chest tightened.

Eli went on. “If her faith holds there, it is not a small faith.”
Nathan did not answer.

Eli nodded once. “Good night.”

“Good night,” Nathan said.

Eli stepped onto the porch. Nathan shut the door behind him and
locked it.

He stood with his hand on the deadbolt for a long moment.

Then he went back to the couch and sat again. The silence felt
different now. It did not feel like a wall. It felt like a room with
space.

Nathan bowed his head. He did not lace his fingers properly. He did
not search for the right words.

He spoke in a low voice. “I do not know if You are listening.”
His throat tightened. “I do not know if You care.”

He let out a breath. “I want to believe something holds. I want to
believe You hold. I do not know how.”

He stopped. He waited.
No voice came. No sudden warmth. No clean conclusion.
Yet he felt a slight loosening in his chest, as if a knot had shifted.

He lifted his head and stared at the dark window.
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He thought of the church extension plans. A new wing. More rooms.
More space for meals, classes, and prayer. People had asked him to
build it. People trusted his measurements.

He had said yes because he trusted wood and steel.

What did it mean that he kept showing up to build space for a faith
he did not claim?

The question sat heavy.
He did not answer it.
He went to bed late. Sleep came in thin strips.

In the morning, he woke before the alarm. Gray light pressed against
the curtain. Rain had stopped, but the air still smelled damp.

He dressed in clean jeans and a work shirt. He ate two pieces of toast
standing at the counter. He drank coffee without tasting it.

He drove to the church lot early.

The gravel crunched under his tires. The white church sat steady in
the morning light. The steeple rose clean against a pale sky.

Nathan parked near the fellowship hall. He sat with his hands on the
steering wheel. He stared at the stakes and string.

He got out. Cold air hit his face. He walked to the line and crouched.
The string ran tight between the stakes, straight and true. He checked
the level with a practiced eye.

He heard a car pull in behind him. Tires on gravel. A door shut.

He did not turn right away. He kept his eyes on the string line as if
it held his attention more than anything else.

Footsteps came closer.
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Miriam’s voice came soft behind him. “Good morning.”
Nathan stood and turned.

She wore a simple coat and a scarf. Her hair pulled back. Her face
looked rested compared to yesterday, but fatigue still sat at the edges
of her eyes. She held a paper cup of coffee in one hand and a small
bag in the other.

Nathan nodded. “Morning.”
Miriam looked toward the stakes. “You are here early.”
“I always am,” he said.

She gave a small nod. “I brought something from the bakery. Mrs.
Pierce insisted.”

Nathan glanced at the bag. The smell of cinnamon rose faintly
through the paper.

Miriam held it out. “For you and the crew.”

Nathan hesitated, then took it. His fingers brushed the edge of her
glove.

He stepped back as if he had touched something hot.
“Thank you,” he said.
“You are welcome,” she said.

A quiet sat between them. The church stood behind her. The
fellowship hall stood to their left. The cemetery lay beyond the field,
headstones pale in the distance.

Miriam looked at him for a long moment. “How was last night?”

Nathan’s jaw tightened. He tried to choose a safe answer. “Fine.”
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Miriam did not press. She only nodded once, slow. “All right.”
Nathan looked down at the bag in his hand. He felt the lie sit heavy.

He looked back up. Miriam’s eyes stayed calm. She waited without
demand. She did not look like someone hunting for a story. She
looked like someone who had learned how to sit with truth when it
came.

Nathan heard his own voice from the night before. I do not know
what I believe.

He had said it to God. He had said it to Eli.

He could say it here too. He feared what it would change if he did.
Nathan took a breath. The cold air stung his lungs.

“I did not sleep much,” he said.

Miriam’s expression softened, but she did not step closer. “I am

2

sorry.
He nodded once. “Eli came by.”

Miriam looked toward the lot entrance, then back. “He checks on
people.”

Nathan’s mouth tightened. “Yes.”
Miriam waited.

Nathan stared at the string line again, then forced his eyes back to
her. His voice stayed low. “I said His name.”

Miriam did not move. Her breath came slow. “All right.”

The same word Eli had used. It did not sound like approval. It
sounded like room.
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Nathan’s throat tightened. “I do not know if it counts as prayer.”
Miriam’s gaze stayed steady. “It counts as truth.”

Nathan swallowed. “I do not know what I am doing.”

Miriam nodded once. “Neither do I, half the time.”

A faint surprise moved through him. He had expected her to speak
with certainty. He had expected her to stand on the other side of the
line and call him over.

Instead she stood with him in the dirt and said she did not always
know.

Nathan’s voice came out rougher. “You have faith. You have done
things with it.”

Miriam’s eyes held his. “Faith does not erase my limits.”
He looked at her, searching. “Then what does it do?”

Miriam took a slow breath. “It keeps me from pretending I carry the
world.”

Nathan felt the words land. He had spent years pretending he could
carry his own.

Miriam added, “It gives me Someone to answer to when I feel tired
and angry and afraid. Someone who does not move away.”

Nathan’s jaw tightened. “People move away.”
“Yes,” she said. “They do.”
Her eyes stayed kind. “God does not.”

Nathan looked away. His chest tightened again. He wanted to argue.
He wanted to demand proof.
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He also wanted the sentence to be true.

He looked at the church. White boards. A tall steeple. A building
with old nails in old wood. Men had built it with hands like his. It
had held through storms and years and funerals and weddings.

He thought of Psalm words he had heard as a boy. Unless the Lord
builds the house, they labor in vain who build it.

He did not quote it. He only felt it rise like a forgotten tool in a
drawer.

Nathan spoke without looking at her. “I have an oath.”
Miriam’s voice stayed quiet. “An oath.”

He nodded once, still looking at the church. “It is not written. It is in
my head.” He swallowed. “I promised myself I would not build my
life on something I could not test.”

Miriam did not interrupt.

Nathan kept going. His hands shook, then steadied. “I promised
myself I would not ask God for things and then feel like a fool when
the answer did not come.”

Miriam’s breath caught soft, then evened.

Nathan’s voice stayed controlled, but the words carried weight. “I
promised myself I would never beg.”

He turned then and looked at her. “Because begging did not change
anything.”

Miriam’s eyes glistened. She blinked once. She did not let tears fall.
She stood in the cold with him and took the words as if they
mattered.
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Nathan’s chest ached. He pushed on. “I have lived by that oath for a
long time.”

Miriam nodded, slow. “It sounds like it kept you standing.”
“It kept me working,” Nathan said. “It kept me useful.”
Miriam’s face stayed open. “And did it keep you whole?”
Nathan’s mouth tightened. He could have lied.

He did not.

“No,” he said.

The word fell clean between them.

Miriam lowered her gaze for a moment, then looked back up. “Then
maybe it is time to speak a different oath.”

Nathan stared at her. The air felt colder.
He asked, “What oath?”

Miriam’s voice stayed soft. “One you speak to God. Not to force
Him. Not to control Him.” She paused. “One you speak to tell the
truth about where you stand.”

Nathan’s throat tightened. “I do not even know what to say.”

Miriam looked toward the stakes and string. “Builders speak truth
with lines and levels. You do it every day.”

Nathan followed her gaze. The line stood straight. It did not bend
for feelings.

Miriam looked back at him. “Say what is true.”

Nathan’s hands clenched around the bakery bag. The paper crinkled.
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He let out a slow breath. He set the bag on the hood of his truck. He
stood facing the church.

Miriam did not move closer. She stood beside him, a few feet away,
like she honored space.

Nathan stared at the church doors. They stayed closed. The windows
reflected the pale sky.

He spoke in a low voice, aimed at the air, aimed at God, aimed at
the place inside him he had kept locked.

“I have kept You at a distance,” he said.
His voice held steady. He did not add drama. He did not raise it.

“I did not trust You with my questions. I did not trust You with my
anger.”

He swallowed. “I did not want faith if it did not fix things.”
The words came harder. “I wanted a plan. I wanted an answer.”
He breathed in. His lungs hurt with cold. “I do not have either.”
Silence.

Nathan continued, slower. “I do not know if I believe. I do not know
if I will.”

Miriam stayed still. Her presence felt like a hand held out without
pressure.

Nathan’s voice dropped. “But I want to be honest.”

He stared at the church steeple. “If You are there, I will stop
pretending I do not need You.”
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His throat tightened. He blinked hard. “T will stop using work to
hide.”

He let out a breath. “I will bring You what I have. I have questions.
I have anger. I have a life built on control.”

He paused. The next words felt like stepping onto a beam before he
knew it would hold.

“I will give You access.”
He said it plain. He did not dress it up.

Miriam’s breath came in a quiet, shaky line. She looked down, then
back up.

Nathan kept his eyes on the church. “I do not know what You will
do with it.” His voice roughened. “But I will stop locking the door.”

He stood still after. His hands hung at his sides. The cold air moved
around him. A bird called once from a tree near the cemetery, then
went quiet.

Nathan did not feel lightning. He did not feel a rush.
He felt exposed.

He felt like a man who had set down a tool he used as a weapon and
picked it up again as a tool.

Miriam spoke softly. “Thank you.”
Nathan turned his head. “For what?”
“For saying it out loud,” she said.

Nathan looked at her face. He saw relief there, and respect. He saw
weariness too, as if his words had not fixed anything, yet they had
mattered.
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Nathan’s voice stayed low. “It is an oath.”

Miriam nodded. “Then keep it the way you keep your work. Slow.
Honest. One day at a time.”

Nathan swallowed. He glanced toward the fellowship hall. “We
have a lot to frame.”

Miriam gave a small smile. “Yes.”

He reached for the bakery bag again. He held it out. “You should
take some too.”

Miriam hesitated, then took the bag. Her fingers brushed his. This
time he did not step back.

She looked at him. “Nathan.”
He held her gaze.
Her voice stayed gentle. “You do not have to impress God.”

Nathan’s jaw tightened. He looked away toward the dirt. “I do not
know any other way.”

Miriam’s voice stayed calm. “Then learn a new way.”
He nodded once, sharp. “I will try.”
Miriam’s eyes softened. “Trying is honest work.”

A truck pulled into the lot. Gravel crunched. A door shut. Voices
carried, low and rough. Men coming to work.

Nathan glanced toward the sound, then back to Miriam.

He spoke quietly, so only she heard. “I do not know what this means
for me.”
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Miriam held his gaze. “It means you spoke to God without
bargaining.”

Nathan looked at her face. He saw no triumph there, only peace, thin
and steady.

He nodded once.

Miriam turned toward the fellowship hall. “I will put these inside
before the crew finds them.”

Nathan watched her walk. Her steps stayed measured. Her shoulders
stayed straight. She carried her fatigue without letting it collapse her.

He looked back at the stakes and string.

He pulled his tape measure from his belt and walked the line again.
He checked the distance between two points. He marked the ground
with chalk. His hands moved with calm skill.

Yet something inside him had shifted. He had opened a door.
He did not know what would walk through.
He only knew he had stopped pretending the door did not exist.

As the crew gathered and the morning work began, Nathan kept his
focus on the framing plan. He kept his voice steady. He gave clear
directions. He lifted lumber with the others and set it in place.

From time to time, he saw Miriam through the fellowship hall
window. She moved around a table, setting out pastries and cups.
She spoke to Mrs. Alder near the coffee urn. She smiled once at
something the older woman said.

Nathan kept working.

The oath sat inside him like a new beam set into an old frame.
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It did not finish the building.

It gave it a place to hold.
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Chapter 15
What Holds

The morning sun came low and clean. It slid through the unfinished
studs beside the fellowship hall and laid pale stripes across the dirt.
The new wing stood half-raised. Vertical posts held steady. Cross
pieces waited on sawhorses. A stack of trusses lay on blocks near
the gravel drive, banded tight.

Nathan Mercer stood with his hands on his hips and watched the
light move. He had slept a few hours. He had woken before the alarm
and lay still in the dark. He had listened to the rental house settle and
sigh. He had thought of the door inside him. He had thought of how
he had spoken to God without terms.

He had not found a clean answer in the night. He had found
something else, a quiet.

His breath showed for a second, then faded. Early fall held a bite,
but the sun promised warmth later, a crow called from the cemetery
oaks. A truck rumbled on the road and passed without slowing.

He walked the line of string again. Habit. He checked corners. He
checked spacing. He touched each stake as if his fingers could tell
him if the ground had shifted.

Boots crunched on gravel behind him.

Eli Brooks came from his truck with a tool belt slung over one
shoulder. He moved with the ease of a man who lived in work
clothes. His hair stuck up in the back like he had run a hand through
it and left it. He nodded at Nathan and took in the site with one
glance.

“Looks good,” Eli said.
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Nathan kept his eyes on the string. “It will hold.”

Eli stepped closer and crouched by a stake. He pushed it once. It did
not budge. He stood again. “It already holds.”

Nathan met his brother’s eyes for a brief moment. He saw no
pressure there. No demand. Eli had learned patience the hard way.
He had learned how to wait for a man to come to his own words.

Eli lifted his chin toward the fellowship hall windows. “She inside?”

Nathan glanced. He saw movement behind the glass. A figure
crossed the room, steady and measured. Miriam Carter carried a
tray. Her head stayed up. Her shoulders stayed straight. She moved
as if she had long practice at what needed doing, while her body
asked for rest.

“She brought pastries again,” Nathan said.

Eli gave a small sound of approval. “Mrs. Alder will declare it a
miracle.”

Nathan did not smile. His mouth stayed set, but warmth moved in
his chest at the picture of Mrs. Alder’s pleased face. He looked back
at the framing plan on the table by the sawhorses. The paper lay flat
under a block of wood. Pencil notes filled the margins in his
handwriting.

Eli watched him. “You all right?”
Nathan tightened his grip on the tape measure. “I am here.”

Eli nodded once, like he accepted the answer. He turned toward the
lumber. “We will start with the south wall.”

Nathan followed. He lifted his tool. The familiar weight settled on
his hips. A hammer hung where it always hung. A square sat where
it belonged. Nails sat in the pouch, sharp and clean.
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A second truck pulled in. Then a third. The crew arrived in a steady
stream. Men climbed out and called greetings. They talked about the
weather, a high school football game, and how the road work near
the feed store still took too long.

Nathan listened with half an ear and pointed them to their tasks. He
did not waste words. He did not raise his voice. He carried himself
with the calm authority that had earned him respect on sites far
bigger than Maple Ridge.

He set the rhythm. Measure. Cut. Lift. Set. Check. Secure.
The work started.

Boards came off the stack and moved to sawhorses. A circular saw
whined, sharp and clean. The smell of fresh cut wood rose into the
cool air. Dust drifted and caught in sunlight. Men called
measurements. A nail gun fired

Nathan moved among them, watching angles and plumb lines. He
corrected a brace with a tap of his hammer. He lifted a stud with one
hand and set it against a mark. He watched as a man nailed it in
place.

He stayed focused. He let his hands do what they had trained for.
Yet his mind kept drifting to the quiet place inside him. The oath.
The words from the night before.

Lord, I do not know. If You are there, I need You to hold what I
cannot.

He had not meant to speak it. It had come out of him like breath.

He felt a thin thread of trust. It did not feel like a sudden lift. It felt
like a beam set true. It did not move.
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The fellowship hall door opened. Warm air spilled out, carrying the
scent of coffee and cinnamon. Miriam stepped out with a cardboard
tray of cups. She wore a sweater under her coat. Her hair sat back
from her face in a simple style. She scanned the site and walked
toward the crew.

Men noticed. They straightened a little. Some smiled and lifted a
hand in greeting. They respected her. They did not tease her. Maple
Ridge did not treat missionaries like celebrities, but it did treat them
with a quiet honor.

Miriam stopped near the sawhorses and set the tray on a clear spot.
She lifted a cup and held it out to a man closest to her. He took it
with a nod and a soft thank you. She moved down the line.

Nathan watched her without meaning to. Her movements stayed
calm. She did not rush. She did not hover. She gave what she
brought, then stepped back. He saw the faint shadow under her eyes.
He saw it because he looked for it now.

She reached him last. She held out a cup.
“Coffee,” she said.

He took it. Their fingers touched. He did not step back. He did not
flinch. He held her gaze for a moment.

“Thank you,” he said.

Miriam looked at the wall frame rising behind him. Sunlight cut
through the studs and laid bright bands across his jacket. “It is
moving fast.”

He nodded. “We have a good crew.”

She kept her eyes on the work. “It matters to them.”
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“It should,” Nathan said. His voice came out rough. He cleared his
throat. “They worship here.”

Miriam looked back at him. “And you work here.”

Nathan took a sip of coffee. It burned his tongue. He welcomed the
sharpness. It helped him stay present.

Miriam held his gaze, her eyes steady. “You have been faithful to
the work.”

Nathan’s jaw tightened at the word faithful. He looked away toward
the framed section. Nails gleamed at each joint. Studs stood straight
and true.

“I have been consistent,” he said.

Miriam did not argue. She did not press. “Consistency holds things
together.”

Nathan looked at her again. He saw the corners of her mouth lift,
small and tired. He felt something soften in him.

Eli called from the other side of the wall. “Nathan. We need you on
this corner.”

Nathan nodded and glanced at Miriam. “I need to go.”
“I know,” she said.

He hesitated, then spoke low. “Thank you for telling me the truth
yesterday.”

Miriam’s eyes did not change. Her peace stayed steady. “Thank you
for hearing it.”

He went to Eli and crouched at the corner. They checked the square.
Nathan adjusted a brace. Eli held the level. They worked in easy
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sync, the kind that came from growing up side by side, holding
boards for their father and carrying tools through the back door.

After an hour, the wall stood higher. Another hour passed, and the
outline of rooms began to show. A hallway. A meeting room. A
storage space. The building’s bones took shape.

Pastor Whitaker arrived near midmorning. He wore a flannel shirt
and work gloves, his collar open to the air. He did not look like a
man who sat behind a desk all week. He looked like a man who had
repaired fences, dug graves, and hauled casserole dishes.

He walked the site slowly and stopped near the new framing. His
eyes took in details with care. He did not interrupt. He waited until
Nathan finished checking a brace.

“Nathan,” Pastor Whitaker said.
Nathan wiped his hands on his jeans. “Pastor.”

Pastor Whitaker looked at the wall and nodded. “It is a gift to see it
rise.”

Nathan answered with a quiet grunt. He did not know what to do
with praise. It felt like weight he had to balance.

Pastor Whitaker glanced toward the cemetery beyond the lot. A thin
fog still lingered low near the grass. “My grandparents are buried
right there,” he said. “They sat in this church when it had no proper
heat. They kept blankets in the pews.”

Nathan followed his gaze. Headstones sat in neat rows. Maple Ridge
kept its dead close. People visited. People remembered.

Pastor Whitaker’s eyes returned to Nathan. “They believed God held
them even when their lives did not look held.”

Nathan swallowed. He tasted coffee and sawdust.
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Pastor Whitaker did not push closer. He kept his voice simple. “I
heard you have been here early.”

Nathan stiffened. “Eli talks.”

Eli stood a few feet away and did not pretend he had not heard. He
kept his attention on a stack of boards, but his mouth twitched.

Pastor Whitaker smiled once. “Eli cares.”
Nathan looked away. “I do not need anyone watching me.”

“I know,” Pastor Whitaker said. “I am not here to watch you. I am
here to thank you.”

Nathan’s throat tightened. He nodded once.

Pastor Whitaker stepped closer to the framing. He laid a gloved hand
on a stud. His touch looked reverent, not sentimental. “Unless the
Lord builds the house, they labor in vain who build it.”

Nathan knew the verse. Psalm 127. He had heard it for years. It had
always sounded like a warning. Like a dismissal of human work.

Pastor Whitaker looked at him. ““Your labor has worth. God uses it.
He uses willing hands.”

Nathan’s chest felt tight again. He heard Miriam’s voice from
yesterday. You do not have to impress God.

He did not answer right away. His words came slow. “I do not know
how to be willing.”

Pastor Whitaker watched him without flinching. “Willing starts with
honesty.”

Nathan held his gaze. He did not look away this time. “Then I am
willing to be honest.”
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Pastor Whitaker nodded. “Good.”

He did not add more. He turned and walked toward the fellowship
hall, where Mrs. Alder stood in the doorway with a clipboard and a
purposeful look. Pastor Whitaker went to her and took the clipboard
without complaint.

Nathan watched them for a moment. Then he returned to the work.

By noon the sun had warmed the site. Coats came off. Shirtsleeves
rolled up. The air smelled of earth, pine, and hot metal from the saw.
A light breeze moved through the studs, making a low whistling
sound.

The crew broke for lunch. Men sat on sawhorses and tailgates.
Coolers opened. Sandwiches unwrapped. Laughter came in brief
bursts, then fell back into quiet chewing.

Nathan sat on the edge of his truck bed with his sandwich in hand.
He ate without hunger. He watched the framed walls and the lines
of studs. He counted them in his mind. He checked spacing without
meaning to.

Miriam stepped out of the fellowship hall with her own lunch,
wrapped in paper. She walked toward him but stopped a few feet
away, as if she instinctively gave him space.

“Is this spot taken?” she asked.
He shook his head. “No.”

She sat on the tailgate a few feet from him. She did not crowd him.
She did not put her shoulder close. She kept her posture straight, her
knees together, her lunch in her lap.

They ate in quiet for a few minutes.

The quiet did not feel empty. It felt shared.
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Nathan swallowed and cleared his throat. “How long will you stay?”

Miriam took a small bite and chewed, then answered. “I do not
know.”

He almost asked for a schedule. He almost asked for dates and
deadlines. He stopped himself. “What do you know?”

Miriam looked at the framing with soft eyes. “I know I needed to
come home.”

Nathan watched her face. “You look tired.”
Miriam held his gaze. She did not deny it. “T am.”

He felt a pull in him, a desire to fix it, to offer something concrete.
He had no plan for this kind of fatigue.

“What do you do with it?”” he asked.

Miriam’s fingers tightened around the paper wrapper. “Sometimes I
sleep. Sometimes I pray. Sometimes I sit in a room and do not
speak.”

Nathan nodded, as if he understood. He did not, not fully. His own
tiredness had always been handled by work. More work. He looked
down at his hands. They held calluses and small cuts. He knew how
to treat those.

Miriam’s voice stayed quiet. “The hardest part is when people
expect strength all the time.”

Nathan kept his eyes on his hands. “They expect it because you have
given it.”

Miriam’s gaze did not waver. “Yes.”
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He felt the truth of it settle between them. He did not rush to fill the
space.

After a moment, he spoke. “I have expected strength from myself.”
Miriam’s eyes softened. “I know.”
He looked up. “How?”

She gave a small shrug. “It shows in how you stand. In how you
speak. In how you measure a corner three times.”

A faint smile tried to form on his mouth. He did not let it fully form.
“Corners matter.”

“They do,” she said. “But so do people.”
Nathan’s throat tightened. He nodded once.

Miriam took another bite, then wiped her fingers with a napkin. “Do
you ever rest, Nathan?”

He stared at the framed wall. “I stop.”
“That is not the same,” Miriam said.

He let out a slow breath. “I do not know how to rest without feeling
like I am losing time.”

Miriam looked at him, calm and steady. “Time does not belong to

2

you.
The words landed with weight. He felt his jaw tighten again.

He wanted to argue. He wanted to say his life had proved otherwise.
Hardship had not paused for anyone. Bills had not waited for prayer.
Bodies had not waited for comfort.
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Yet he heard the truth under her words. He had lived as if he owned
his days and had to defend them.

He spoke low. “I do not trust rest.”

Miriam’s voice stayed gentle. “Then ask God to teach you.”
He looked at her. “You speak like it is simple.”

Miriam shook her head once. “It is not simple. It is steady.”
Nathan held her gaze. “Steady, I understand.”

She gave a small nod. “Then start there.”

The lunch break ended. Men stood and brushed crumbs from their
jeans. Coolers shut. Tools returned to hands. The site came back to
life.

Nathan slid off the tailgate and set his trash in a bag. Miriam did the
same. She stood beside him for a moment, facing the framing.

“Will you stay for the afternoon?” he asked before he could stop
himself.

Miriam looked at him. “Do you want me to?”

He felt heat in his face. He did not like questions like that. They
asked him to name his own desire.

“Yes,” he said, quiet but clear.
Miriam nodded. “Then I will.”

She walked back to the fellowship hall. Nathan watched her go, then
turned to the crew.

The afternoon brought the hardest lift, the trusses.
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Two men carried the first truss to the wall. Others followed. Nathan
climbed a ladder and took his place. Eli climbed another ladder
opposite him. They signaled. They counted together. They lifted.

Wood rose. Weight shifted. Men grunted. Boots slid in dirt.

Nathan guided the truss into place, his hands firm on the top chord.
Eli held the other end. They set it down on the marks and pinned it.
A nail gun snapped. Metal sank into wood.

The truss held.

Nathan exhaled. His arms shook with effort, but he kept them
steady. He reached for the next brace. He called out measurements.
He kept his mind on the load path. He thought in forces and angles.
He trusted those.

Still, as truss after truss rose and sat into place, he felt another
thought running under the work.

What holds people.

By late afternoon, the outline of a roofline showed. It did not yet
cover the new wing, but it promised shelter. Sunlight poured through
the open triangles of wood. It painted sharp shapes on the dirt.

Miriam stood a short distance away near the fellowship hall steps.
She watched. Her hands held a small notebook. She wrote
something now and then. Nathan wondered what. Prayer requests.
A list. A memory.

He caught her eye once. She gave him a small nod, as if to say she
saw the work, and she saw him in it.

The crew cleaned up near five. Tools went into boxes. Extension
cords coiled. Scrap wood stacked. The site shifted from noise to
quiet.
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Nathan walked the framing alone after the men left. It had become
a habit at the end of each day. He checked nails. He checked braces.
He ran his hand along a stud and felt the smooth grain.

Light came in low now. It turned the wood warm. The air smelled
of pine and the faint smoke of a distant burn pile.

Footsteps approached on the gravel.

Miriam came toward him with her coat in her arms. She had changed
into jeans and work boots, as if she had planned to step onto the site
if he asked. She stopped near the framing and looked up at the
trusses.

“It is beautiful,” she said.
Nathan swallowed. “It is unfinished.”
“Yes,” Miriam said. “So are people.”

He glanced at her. The line of her mouth held no judgment, only
truth.

He stepped into the framed hallway and stood where a door would
go. Sunlight fell across his face in narrow bands. Dust drifted in the
air, turning gold as it moved.

He looked around. “This room will be for classes,” he said.

Miriam stepped into the space beside him, careful where she placed
her boots. “Children?”

“Some,” Nathan said. “Youth too. Meetings.”
Miriam nodded. “A place to learn Scripture.”

Nathan’s hands tightened. He stared at a brace. “Scripture does not
always feel like something I can build on.”
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Miriam did not look shocked. She did not act hurt. She turned her
eyes toward the studs, as if she saw the same thing he did.
Framework. Spaces. Places where weight would transfer.

“What feels safe to build on?”’ she asked.
He answered without thinking. “What I can test.”

Miriam’s gaze stayed on the wood. “Faith does not mean you stop
thinking. Hebrews says faith is the assurance of things hoped for,
the conviction of things not seen.”

He had heard the verse. He had dismissed it as poetic. Yet standing
in the framed space, he felt its shape. A building started as a plan. It
started as stakes and string. Men trusted lines they could not yet walk
through.

He spoke low. “Assurance feels like a strong word.”
Miriam turned to him. “It is not the same as ease.”

Nathan looked at her face. He saw fatigue there. He saw steadiness
under it. He saw a woman who had held suffering in her hands and
still called God good. He did not know how she did it.

“Did you ever lose it?” he asked.
Miriam’s eyes stayed on his. “My faith?”
He nodded once.

Miriam took a slow breath. “I have felt it slip in my fingers. I have
felt tired. I have felt angry. I have felt numb.”

Nathan waited.

Miriam’s voice stayed calm. “God did not let go of me.”
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Nathan’s throat tightened hard. He looked down at the dirt floor. He
saw his boot print. He saw hers beside it. The marks stayed clear in
the soft soil.

“What if I do not have it in me?”” he asked.

Miriam stepped closer, but not too close. She kept her voice low, as
if the unfinished walls deserved quiet. “Faith does not come from
you proving you deserve it.”

His jaw clenched. “Then where does it come from?”

Miriam answered without haste. “From God. From truth. From
Jesus.”

Nathan flinched at the name, not from anger, but from the directness.
He had spent years speaking around it. He had kept it on the edges
of his life like a tool he did not use.

Miriam continued, her voice steady. “There is no other foundation.
First Corinthians says no one can lay a foundation other than the one
laid, which is Jesus Christ.”

Nathan stared at the studs. He pictured a concrete footer. He pictured
rebar. He pictured the way a foundation held even when the house
above took storms.

He spoke in a rough whisper. “I want to trust what holds.”
Miriam’s eyes softened. “Then tell Him.”

Nathan’s hands shook. He made them still by gripping his tape
measure. He did not want to perform. He did not want to impress
God. He remembered her words.

He looked up toward the open trusses, toward the sky. The blue held
pale and wide above the wood. He did not close his eyes. He did not
bow. He spoke as he stood, in work boots on dirt.
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“God,” he said, voice low.

Miriam did not move. She did not speak. She stood beside him and
let him be seen without turning it into a scene.

Nathan swallowed. “I do not know how to believe the way people
in this town believe.”

His throat tightened. He paused, then went on. “I do not know how
to stop measuring my life like it is a job I have to finish.”

He felt heat behind his eyes. He blinked it away. He kept his voice
even. “If You are there, hold me. Teach me what holds.”

Silence settled in the framed room. Outside, a leaf skittered across
gravel, a bird called once from the church roofline.

Nathan did not feel thunder. He did not feel a rush. He felt something
quieter.

He felt the absence of bargaining.
He had spoken a need. He had offered no trade.

He breathed out and looked at Miriam. Her eyes shone, but her
expression stayed calm.

“You did it,” she said.
Nathan shook his head once. “I spoke.”
Miriam nodded. “Yes.”

They walked out of the framed room and stood in the open space
where a window would go. The late sun hit Miriam’s face, warming
her skin. The light caught the curve of her cheek and the small line
at the corner of her eye. It made her look tired and strong at the same
time.
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Nathan’s chest ached with a feeling he did not have a name for. It
pulled him toward her. It made him want to protect her rest. It made
him want to earn her trust, even while he learned he did not have to
earn God.

He spoke softly. “You are leaving again.”
Miriam’s gaze did not drop. “T will.”

He nodded, as if he had expected it. He had. Yet it still hit him like
a nail in a place he had not planned.

“I do not want to pretend I do not care,” he said.

Miriam’s breath caught. She held it for a moment, then released it
slowly. “Then do not pretend.”

Nathan shifted his weight. He looked down at the dirt, then back up.
“I do not know what to do with what I feel.”

Miriam’s voice stayed gentle. “Bring it into the light.”

Nathan looked toward the church building. The white siding glowed
in the sun. The steeple rose clean and sharp against the sky. He had
noticed it on his first day back in town. It had stood like a question.

It stood like an answer now. Not a finished answer. A steady one.

He looked back at Miriam. “I want to know you,” he said. “Not as
the person everyone praises. As you.”

Miriam’s eyes filled. She blinked once, slow. Her voice stayed quiet.
“Then stay near. Ask. Listen.”

Nathan nodded. His throat felt tight again. “I will.”

A car door shut near the church lot. Voices rose, light and familiar.
Mrs. Alder walked across the gravel with a paper bag in her hand.
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Hannah Whitaker walked beside her. Behind them came Pastor
Whitaker with a small stack of hymnals under one arm, like he had
gathered them for some reason only he knew.

Mrs. Alder spotted Nathan and Miriam and lifted her free hand in a
wave. She did not slow. “There you are. I told Pastor Whitaker you
would still be here.”

Pastor Whitaker gave a small smile. “I did not doubt it.”

Nathan stiffened at being discussed, but he did not retreat. He stood
his ground.

Hannah Whitaker came closer. She carried herself with calm ease,
the kind grown from years of responsibility and prayer. Nathan had
known her since she was a girl. He remembered her sitting in a front
pew, her hair in braids, her eyes on the pulpit. Now she looked like
someone who had learned how to carry burdens without breaking.

She looked from Nathan to Miriam. “This is a good sight,” Hannah
said.

Miriam offered her a warm smile. “Hello, Hannah.”

“Hello,” Hannah said, then turned to Nathan. “You have done good
work.”

Nathan glanced at the framing. “The crew has.”
Hannah did not argue. “You led it.”

Nathan did not answer. Praise still felt like pressure. Yet he felt
something else too, a thread of belonging.

Mrs. Alder thrust the paper bag toward Miriam. “I brought soup.
You both look like you forgot to eat dinner again.”

Miriam took the bag with both hands. “Thank you, Mrs. Alder.”
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Mrs. Alder’s eyes narrowed at Miriam’s face. “You look tired. Do
not argue. [ know tired when I see it.”

Miriam let out a soft breath. “Yes, maam.”

Mrs. Alder nodded once, satisfied. “Good. Eat it. Rest. Pastor
Whitaker, tell them.”

Pastor Whitaker’s eyes held kindness. “Rest honors God too.”
Nathan’s jaw tightened. He did not object. He did not know how to.

Hannah glanced up at the open trusses. “It looks like a skeleton,”
she said.

Eli appeared from behind a stack of boards, carrying a bucket. “A
good skeleton,” he said.

Hannah smiled at him. “Hello, Eli.”
Eli lifted the bucket in greeting. “Hello, Miss Hannah.”

Mrs. Alder turned her head and fixed Eli with a look. “You look
thin. Are you eating enough?”

Eli’s mouth twitched. “Yes, Mrs. Alder.”
Mrs. Alder made a doubtful sound. “I will bring you soup too.”
Eli did not argue. “Thank you.”

The group stood together in the slanting light. The unfinished wing
rose behind them. The church stood beside them, steady and white.
The cemetery rested beyond, quiet and close. Maple Ridge held its
people with a simple kind of fidelity.

Pastor Whitaker looked at Nathan. “We are praying for this
building,” he said. “We are praying for what happens inside it.”
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Nathan’s throat tightened. He wanted to deflect. He wanted to talk
about load limits and snow weight.

He met Pastor Whitaker’s gaze. “It needs a good foundation.”
Pastor Whitaker nodded. “Yes.”

The pastor did not say more. He did not turn it into a sermon. He
looked only at Nathan with patient eyes, then at Miriam. “We are
grateful you are home,” he said.

Miriam’s smile held warmth and weariness. “I am grateful too.”

Mrs. Alder clapped her hands once, brisk. “All right. Enough
standing around. You two take the soup. Eat it. Then go home.”

Hannah laughed, soft. Eli grinned.

Nathan took the bag from Miriam for a moment and shifted it so it
sat secure in his hand. “We will,” he said.

Mrs. Alder nodded as if she had given an order on a job site. “Good.”

They walked away toward their cars. Gravel crunched under their
steps. The sun dropped lower and threw long shadows across the lot.

Nathan stood with Miriam near the framed opening again. The
others had gone. Quiet returned.

Miriam watched the last light catch the studs. “Do you ever think
about what will happen here?” she asked.

Nathan looked at the shape of the rooms. “Meetings. Meals.
Children running down a hallway.”

Miriam nodded. “Prayers in corners. Confessions. Forgiveness.”

Nathan swallowed. “You believe people change.”
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Miriam’s voice stayed steady. “I have seen it.”
Nathan looked at her, his face serious. “Even people who doubt.”

Miriam held his gaze. “Especially them. Doubt means you have not
stopped caring.”

Nathan felt the truth hit him. He had treated his doubts as proof he
had failed. He had treated them as a reason to stay away. He had not
seen them as a sign of hunger.

He breathed out. “I do care.”
Miriam’s eyes softened. “I know.”

He took a step closer. He stopped with space between them, careful.
His hand lifted, slow. He did not touch her without invitation.

Miriam watched his hand, then looked up at his face. She gave a
small nod.

Nathan rested his hand on her upper arm, gentle and steady. The
contact felt simple. It felt honest. He did not pull her close. He did
not make it more than it was. He only held her there for a moment,
a quiet promise.

Her shoulders eased under his touch.
He spoke low. “I do not know what the future looks like.”
Miriam’s voice stayed soft. “Neither do 1.”

Nathan nodded once. “Then I will do what I know to do. I will show
up. I will keep my word.”

Miriam’s throat moved as she swallowed. “That matters.”
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He lowered his hand and looked up at the trusses, then past them to
the steeple. The cross sat at the top, still and plain. The late sun hit
it, making it bright.

He thought of Isaiah, a verse he had heard once and forgotten, then
heard again in a different season. A stone set in Zion. A tested stone.
A precious cornerstone. A sure foundation.

He had always wanted a sure foundation. He had looked for it in
numbers and contracts.

He felt it now in a quieter place. Not complete. Yet real.

Miriam stepped beside him and looked up too. “What are you
thinking?”” she asked.

Nathan’s voice came slow. “I am thinking about what holds weight.”
Miriam nodded. “And?”
Nathan turned his head and met her eyes. “I do not think it is me.”

Miriam’s expression softened into something like relief. “No. It is
not.”

Nathan let out a breath he felt he had held for years. He looked back
at the framed wing. The wood stood in clean lines. Nails held.
Braces held. The building waited for more work, but it did not sway.

He spoke quietly, more to himself than to her. “Then I will build,
and I will let God hold what I cannot.”

Miriam’s eyes shone again. “Yes.”

They walked toward the gravel drive together, side by side. Their
steps matched without effort. The air had cooled again, and the smell
of leaf smoke grew stronger. Somewhere down the road a dog
barked once, then went quiet.
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Nathan carried the soup bag. Miriam carried her notebook.

At the edge of the lot, Nathan stopped and looked back one last time.
Sunlight still streamed through unfinished beams. It lay bright lines
across the dirt and made the new wing look both fragile and strong.

He did not feel finished. He did not feel certain in every way. Yet
he felt anchored.

He stood beside Miriam in the fading light and let the quiet truth
settle in him.

God held.

And for the first time in a long time, Nathan did not fight the
thought. He let it stand, like a cornerstone set true.
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Also in the Maple Ridge Redemption Series

Book 1: Beneath These Weathered Beams
Maple Ridge Redemption, Book 1

Hannah Whitaker is determined to save the Maple Ridge
Community Church, the cornerstone of her family's legacy, as
its very foundations threaten to give way. When Eli Brooks, a
gifted architect with a past he cannot outrun, returns to town,
their shared mission ignites a connection neither expected. As
old wounds resurface and daunting repairs loom, can they find
the courage to rebuild both the church and their guarded hearts,
or will the weight of history prove too great to bear?

Book 2: The Carpenter's Return
Maple Ridge Redemption, Book 2

Caleb Carter returns to Maple Ridge, burdened by the past he
thought he left behind, only to find Anna Blake, the widowed
florist, guarding her heart amidst blooms and memories. As
Caleb’s determination collides with Anna’s guarded spirit, their
shared history and unresolved pain threaten to keep them apart.
Can Caleb and Anna overcome the shadows of their past and
find the courage to embrace a love that has quietly endured, or
will they let fear dictate their futures?

Book 3: The Song in the Steeple
Maple Ridge Redemption, Book 3

In the heart of Maple Ridge, Caleb Mercer returns, haunted by
his past and seeking redemption through the music that once set
his spirit free. Lydia Bennett, the town's beloved schoolteacher,
finds herself amidst a sea of exhaustion, her once vibrant voice
now a whisper. As their paths converge in the sanctuary's choir
loft, can they find harmony in their brokenness, or will the
shadows of regret and fatigue drown out the song of hope that
beckons them forward?

Book 4: The Measure of Mercy
Maple Ridge Redemption, Book 4
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Rebecca Hale has tirelessly rebuilt Maple Ridge's church, but
the arrival of Nathan Cole, the banker whose decisions nearly
doomed it, brings tension she can't ignore. As they work side by
side, Nathan's precise calculations clash with Rebecca's heartfelt
devotion, challenging her faith and reopening wounds she'd
rather forget. Can Nathan prove he's more than the sum of his
past mistakes, and will Rebecca find the strength to forgive, or
are some divides too deep to bridge?

Book 5: When the Harvest Comes
Maple Ridge Redemption, Book 5

Daniel Mercer’s dreams for his family farm are wilting under
the relentless drought gripping Maple Ridge, leaving his faith as
parched as the soil beneath his feet. When Rachel Moreno
returns with scientific solutions and unresolved emotions, their
clashing approaches threaten to deepen old wounds. As the
community gathers for the annual harvest revival, will they find
the courage to trust each other and rediscover hope in the most
barren of seasons?

Book 6: A Light on Maple Street
Maple Ridge Redemption, Book 6

Micah Turner has spent years quietly proving himself in Maple
Ridge, a man defined by steady work and redemption rather than
his troubled past. When Naomi Whitaker arrives, she sees
beyond the whispers, drawn to the man Micah has become and
stirring emotions he thought buried. As they navigate the tender
complexities of new beginnings under the watchful eyes of the
town, can they overcome their fears and embrace the hope of a
future together?

Book 7: The Letters in the Attic
Maple Ridge Redemption, Book 7

When Lydia Bennett discovers a cache of forgotten letters
hidden in the attic of Maple Ridge’s church, she feels the weight
of history echoing her own untold stories. Dr. Samuel Park, a
history professor visiting to organize the archives, unearths more
than just old documents; he encounters personal truths that
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challenge his carefully controlled life. As the letters reveal tales
of faith and redemption, will Lydia and Samuel find the courage
to embrace their own legacies and the healing that awaits them?

Book 8: The Firehouse Promise
Maple Ridge Redemption, Book 8

When volunteer firefighter Gabriel Reyes rescues Evan Miller
from a twisted wreck one stormy night, he doesn't expect his life
to collide so intensely with Dr. Alana Brooks, the new ER nurse
who's made an art of emotional distance. As they navigate the
unpredictable crises of Maple Ridge, Gabriel wrestles with the
fear of failing those he swore to protect, while Alana grapples
with her own reluctance to open her heart. Can they find a way
to trust in each other when their pasts threaten to extinguish the
fragile flame of hope?

Book 9: Steady as the River
Maple Ridge Redemption, Book 9

Grace Park has dedicated her life to holding together the pieces
of her world in Maple Ridge, but when the riverbank threatens
the safety of the community church, she faces a challenge that
reaches beyond the physical. Daniel Chen, a disciplined
contractor with a reputation for solving visible problems, arrives
to repair the crumbling wall, unaware that he may also mend
Grace's guarded heart. As they work side by side, will Grace find
the courage to trust not just in the repairs, but in the possibility
of a life rebuilt with hope and quiet faith?

Book 10: The Builder's Oath *
Maple Ridge Redemption, Book 10

Nathan Mercer knows the weight of every beam and bolt, but
when it comes to matters of faith, the ground beneath him feels
unsteady. As Miriam Carter returns to Maple Ridge, weary from
years overseas with stories of hope and hardship, she challenges
Nathan's tightly held doubts. As they work side by side on a
church project, will their shared labor build a bridge strong
enough to span their differences, or will the ghosts of their pasts
tear it down before it can stand?
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