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    To every young heart learning that real love is more than emotion — it's a choice, a practice, and a daily act of grace.
To the dreamers who draw their own blueprints and find that God quietly holds the ruler.
And to those who build with prayer, patience, and purpose — may your relationships stand firm on Christ, the sure foundation.
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Chapter 1 — Ground Lines
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The first time Aria noticed Lucas, he was measuring silence.

Not the awkward kind, the kind that tastes like swallowed words. His was a careful quiet; he stood at the drafting table near the window, tape measure in one hand and pencil tucked behind his ear, running his gaze along the edge of a foam board model as if the air itself needed to be squared. Sunlight turned the sawdust clinging to his flannel sleeve into constellations. It was the first day of the Riverbend Community Design Workshop, and the room hummed with introductions, the squeak of stools, the shuffle of cardstock. Aria slid into the seat by the supply cabinet and tried not to stare.

“Good morning, folks.” Mrs. Callahan, hair in its usual silver bun and glasses on a chain, tapped a roll of butcher paper. “This spring we’re doing something more than diagrams. We’re doing a gift. The town council has approved a small budget to build a reading gazebo in the square. It will serve kids, elders, anyone who wants a quiet spot under the maples. You’ll work in pairs—design to installation, collaboration to conflict resolution. Riverbend will live with your decisions.”

A few people exchanged looks. The workshop usually centered on hypothetical projects—a dream café, a bridge sketched on vellum. A gazebo in the town square was a declaration. It would require buy-in. It would require conversations with the library, with the gardening club, with the neighbors who believed benches attracted teenagers and trouble. It would require, Aria thought, courage.

Mrs. Callahan unrolled the paper. Boxes of names waited beneath. “I’ve paired you based on skills, schedules, and the two questions you answered on your application: ‘What do you hope to build?’ and ‘What are you afraid to build?’ You’ll recognize common threads. You’ll also meet your opposites.”

Aria felt the quick thud in her chest that happened whenever a teacher said her name. She had moved to Riverbend in August, after her mother’s new job brought them north from Pennsylvania. At Lincoln High she was still “the new Aria,” the one who drew in margins and kept a sketchbook in her backpack like another organ. The workshop had felt like a lifeline—graphite and glue and grown-ups who used words like cambium and tensile.

“Aria Novak,” Mrs. Callahan called. “You’re with Lucas Hale.”

The pencil behind Lucas’s ear fell into his hand as he turned. He had the solid look of someone who lifts more than books and the easy, steady focus of someone who learns with his hands. She noticed a threadbare patch at his flannel’s elbow and a plain, dependable watch. He slipped the pencil back up and gave a small nod.

“Hi,” Aria said as he came over. Her voice did that annoying thing where it tried to be both confident and light and came out thinner than either. “I’m Aria.”

“Lucas,” he said. His handshake was warm, callused. “You’re the one who wrote about wanting to build ‘quiet places that don’t feel empty.’”

Heat pricked Aria’s neck. She’d forgotten Mrs. Callahan loved to read application answers aloud—in private, apparently, to everyone else. “And you’re the one who said, ‘I want to build something that lasts longer than my mood.’”

He half-smiled. “My brother said it sounded dramatic.”

“No,” Aria said, surprised. “It sounds honest.”

They sat at a table with the other pairs, and Mrs. Callahan started a slideshow of gazebos that had failed—too heavy for the soil, too fussy for winter, too dark for reading. “Remember the people,” she said, flashing a photo of two kids leaning against a post, noses in books, legs threaded like vines. “This isn’t a stage; it’s a shelter. Remember the maple roots, the snow load, the angle of morning light. A gazebo is simple if you pretend the world will never touch it. It’s complex if you tell the truth.”

Aria opened her sketchbook. On the inside cover, she had taped a verse her grandmother copied for her in loopy handwriting: Unless the Lord builds the house, those who build it labor in vain. She’d read Psalm 127:1 a dozen times since August, sometimes stubbornly, sometimes like a glass of water. Moving had stripped away her old scaffolding—best friend two blocks over, art club advisor who knew her style, a church where she knew where the light hit the stained-glass best on winter mornings. In Riverbend, everything needed to be re-measured. It seemed fitting that her first project here would begin with ground lines.

“Okay,” Lucas said, easing a roll of tracing paper toward her. “If we’re thinking reading gazebo, we need to ask who reads there and when. Saturday moms with strollers? After-school kids? Grandpa Yates—”

“You know him?” Aria asked. She had only seen him—tweed cap, cane, slow orbit around the square—twice.

“Everyone knows Grandpa Yates,” Lucas said. “He critiques everything. He’s usually right.” He drew a small plan view: a circle for the gazebo, rectangles for benches, dots for posts. “We also need to figure out where the snow slides off. You don’t want people getting dumped on.”

“And sound,” Aria said, leaning in. “Cars on Main. The bus stop. Dancing School on Thursdays. We can’t make silence, but we can make a space that feels like it holds the quiet.”

“That line from your app,” Lucas said. “‘Quiet places that don’t feel empty.’”

She shrugged, embarrassed and a little pleased. “It’s just—some spaces feel lonely because they’re bare. Others feel quiet because they’re loved.”

“My mom says that about kitchens,” he said. “We have a weird corner that somehow holds people. You can’t build that, but maybe you can try.”

They began with site visits. Mrs. Callahan shooed them out. “You can’t draw from memory,” she said. “Go walk the square. Count paces. See where the shade falls at two in the afternoon. Listen for the train.”

They zipped sweaters and stepped into the Riverbend morning, where the trees were just thinking about putting on their first blush of green. The square wasn’t really a square, more a long oval of lawn held by brick sidewalks and the pale stone of the library. The town had hung strings of lights from pole to pole in December and never took them down. Someone had left a chalk hopscotch near the fountain; a shopping list leaned from the rim of a trash can and read like a poem: eggs, twine, tomato paste, raisins, grace.

“Where would you put it?” Lucas asked.

Aria walked the perimeter, boots pressing the half-thawed ground. “If it’s only pretty,” she said, “we’ll put it where it photographs well and forget that winter wind slices from the river. If it’s only practical, we’ll cram it where it doesn’t bother anyone and no one will want to sit there.” She stopped near the maples that made a V toward Main Street. “Here, maybe. You can see the library door. You can wave to people. But you’re tucked.”

Lucas lowered to a crouch and pressed his palm to the soil. “Roots run here,” he said. “We should map them with the tree committee. We’ll need footings that respect them. And the snow comes from that side.” He pointed along the line of shops where the wind slit between storefronts. “So the roof slope should throw off to the back, not toward the bench.”

“You talk like you’ve done this before,” Aria said.

He stood, brushing dirt from his knee. “My granddad built barns. My mom calls it ‘Hale heritage.’ I call it ‘things you learn when your toys are offcuts.’ I’m apprenticing at Calder’s Shop after school. Mostly tables. Sometimes fixing drawers.”

“Is that why your application said you’re afraid to build something flimsy?” Aria asked, then worried she’d pried too far. “Sorry. You don’t have to—”

“It’s okay,” he said. He looked toward the river, where ice broke in a slow, steady tumble. “My dad was big on grand gestures. Starts, not finishes. We chased a lot of projects that collapsed because he got bored or mad. ‘We’ll get to it,’ he’d say. He didn’t. I think I’m building against that all the time. I want something to stand.”

Aria thought of the house she’d left, the pencil marks on the kitchen doorframe measuring her growth each birthday. “I used to be afraid of change. Now I’m afraid of sameness,” she said softly. “Of waking up and realizing I never decided anything—I just let life decide for me. Maybe this gazebo is a small way to decide something that helps other people decide—like they matter. Like their reading matters.”

Lucas glanced at her, and the kind look in his eyes didn’t feel like pity. “Then let’s build like that.”

They sketched under a maple, backs against bark, paper balanced on knees. Aria drew lines that softened into curves, a roof that flared like a welcoming hand, posts that felt like trees echoing the trees. Lucas drew joinery—mortise and tenon, hidden screws for maintenance, a rail that sat at a height comfortable for little legs swinging and old hands resting. They argued gently about trim—Aria’s instinct for a simple carved vine, Lucas’s caution about fussy details—and found a middle that felt like Riverbend more than either of them: honest wood, a few thoughtful gestures.

Back in the workshop, they cut cardboard models. Aria loved the sound of a sharp blade slicing clean, the way a curved roof was a puzzle that unfolded when you found the right crease. Lucas’s hands were sure with the metal square, tapping corners so they met with no daylight between. When Mrs. Callahan made rounds, she raised a brow at their V-shaped placement.

“The tree committee will say you’re too close,” she warned.

“We want to collaborate,” Lucas said. “We’re not married to the exact angle.”

“Good,” she said, then grinned at Aria. “And the vine motif, Ms. Novak—something to say there?”

“Only that sometimes we need a reminder that life grows,” Aria said, hearing her own voice steady. “Even in public. Even when we feel watched.”

“Make the vine subtle,” Mrs. Callahan said. “Weather and teenagers are cruel to delicate art. Consider carving inside a beam where fingers, not boots, will find it.”

At lunch, they perched on the workshop steps with two turkey sandwiches Lucas had brought—“My mom packs extra,” he’d said, not making a big deal of it—and a bag of apple slices Aria had grabbed from home. Snowmelt dripped a rhythm somewhere, and the spruce by the parking lot whispered.

“So,” Lucas said between bites, “how new are you to Riverbend?”

“Seven months,” Aria said. “I still put my shoes in the wrong closet.”

“Do you like it?”

“I like that the river isn’t bored,” she said. “I like the library, how the stairs try to make you exercise and the old clock ticks loud enough to make people whisper. I like that the bagel shop remembers I like sesame.” She tore an apple slice in half. “I don’t like that I don’t know where to sit at lunch yet. And that I keep comparing everything to the old place.”

Lucas chewed, considering. “You can sit with me,” he said. “If you want. In the Calder Shop, not school—I graduate in June, so my schedule is weird. But there’s a workbench that’s good for sketching when the planers aren’t screaming.”

She smiled, surprised by relief. “I might take you up on that.”

The week grew a rhythm—school for Aria and internship for Lucas, then afternoons bent over drafts, evenings at town meetings where citizens talked about benches with the fervor of constitutional lawyers. Aria learned the names behind the faces: Ms. Duffy from the library whose eyes crinkled when she said “story time,” Mr. Patel who ran the hardware store and knew the exact screw length for every misadventure, Sienna and Oliver from the gardening club who spoke of pollinators the way some people spoke about celebrities.

Riverbend had opinions. It also had hands. The more Aria sketched, the less the gazebo felt like hers, the more it felt like a translation of neighbors. A slope here to shed snow. A rail there to help knees stand. A nook for a stroller and a book bag. A plaque with the names of volunteers, small but legible.

One evening, after a library listening session, Aria and Lucas walked the square with hot chocolates the size of modest rain barrels. A fine grain of snow sifted down, the kind that accumulates like a secret. They stopped where they’d first placed their model and stood without talking.

“Do you ever think,” Aria said finally, “that you can do everything right—measure, ask, draw, re-draw—and still miss something important?”

“All the time,” Lucas said. “But also... I keep hearing Mrs. Callahan’s line about telling the truth. If we tell the truth at every step—and fix what we miss when we see it—that’s building with humility. My granddad used to say, ‘Perfect is a bully. Sturdy is
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