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    To every young believer who has ever wondered if faith still matters in a world that questions everything—
this story is for you.
May you remember that the cross isn't the end of the journey,
but the beginning of a love that walks, rebuilds, and forgives.
And to all who dare to ask what lies beyond,
may your questions lead you not away from God,
but deeper into His grace. 
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Chapter 1 — The Word on the Wood
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The bell of Maplebrook Community Church didn’t ring so much as breathe on cold mornings, one long exhale that fogged the street and made the sparrows pause on the telephone wire. June Avery pedaled into that breath with her scarf tucked up to her nose and her eyes watering from the wind. The sky over the mill chimney glowed a pale apricot, the kind of color that tricked you into thinking the day would be warm. It would not be warm. This was New England, and spring only arrived after it finished playing practical jokes.

She coasted to the curb outside the church and let her sneaker drag until the bike slowed. The wrought-iron gate complained quietly when she lifted the latch, the way it always did. June had grown fond of that sound, a little eccentric sigh like an aunt settling into a couch. She rolled the bike through the courtyard and stopped as she always did, because the view always made her stop: weathered cedar rising in a plain cross above river stones and lavender, a piece of the old paper mill’s bones reassembled into a sign that outlasted its factory.

The second thing she saw was red.

Paint bled across the cedar, tall letters scrawled with urgency and a steadier hand than she expected. The word itself felt like a shove and a dare at once:

BEYOND?

June set the kickstand and missed; the bike fell against the wall with a clatter that sounded sacrilegious and too loud for morning. She stepped forward, her breath hitching. The paint shone wetly in the frail light, beads pooled in the seams of the wood. One drop gathered at the curve of the question mark and let go, pattering onto a lavender sprig that had dared to be green.

For a moment the world narrowed to the cedar and her pulse. She felt hot and then cold, the way she did when an adult swore in traffic with the window open. The cross had come from the dismantled mill—her grandfather had told stories about those beams, how they smelted work and sweat into something like dignity. Last spring, the youth group sanded and oiled them until their fingers turned the color of tea. They’d planted lavender with a dozen small prayers under their breath. It was their cross. Their daily landmark. Their silent, reliable yes.

Today it looked like an argument.

June took out her phone with hands that didn’t seem to belong to her and snapped a picture before she could decide if that was wrong. Her thumb hovered over Luca’s name. She typed.

—Courtyard. Cross is vandalized. Red paint. Says “BEYOND?”

The dots marched, paused, marched again.

—I can come after dropping Mom at work. 20 mins. U okay?

She wasn’t sure. —I’m mad. And I don’t know.

She sent a second message to Priya and then, after a moment’s hesitation, one to Ben. He’d fallen into the kind of absence that didn’t feel like a dramatic exit; it felt like the slow easing of a door that might still swing open. He still showed up for food pantry days and cleanup Saturdays when he could, but Sunday mornings had become a coin toss. She typed anyway.

—I know you might not be coming, but the cross... it’s got paint on it.

He answered in thirty seconds, which meant he was awake, which meant hope. —Be there. Donut Den first—need anything besides sugar and napkins?

—Gloves, she wrote, feeling foolish and practical at once. And maybe... an argument for why I shouldn’t explode.

She stood alone in the chill and looked at the word until it did the thing words sometimes do: became more than letters. Beyond—the kind of word Mrs. Sloan liked to put at the top of the whiteboard with a question underneath: “Beyond what? Beyond where? Beyond who?” In youth group they had talked about “beyond Sunday,” “beyond the building,” phrases that sounded shiny on screen and true when you tried them for real. But the red paint on cedar made it feel like someone had taken their slogan and pressed it against their teeth.

Footsteps scuffed behind her. Ben shouldered through the gate with his hood up and a paper bag tucked to his chest like a small animal. He stopped when he saw the cross. His expression didn’t wry. It sobered.

“Wow,” he said, which was a better first word than any of the ones churning in June’s stomach.

He held out a pair of blue nitrile gloves and a glazed twist. “Fuel,” he added. “And don’t touch anything yet. You’ll smear it and ruin the evidence. Or the theology. Or both.”

June huffed a laugh that lodged somewhere under her ribs. “I wasn’t going to touch it.”

“You always want to fix things.” He tilted his head. “Which I admire and sometimes resent.”

“Noted,” she said, too sharp, and then gentled it. “Sorry.”

They stepped closer. Up close, the paint had its own smell, sharp and chemical, that broke the illusion of blood. Red freckles dotted the lavender and the stones, a constellation of audacity. The question mark hooked downward, an unkind fishhook you could still hang a hope on.

Ben folded his arms and hunched deeper into his hoodie. “It’s not a slur. It’s not a pentagram. It’s a... question.”

“It’s vandalism,” June said. Her anger felt clean-edged and useful: a tool in the hand. “It’s ours.”

“I’m not defending the method,” Ben said. “But if you ignore the paint and read the word, it sounds like something you would say.”

June turned toward him so fast her scarf swung. “Me?”

“You-in-youth-group-world,” he clarified. “Mrs. Sloan. The whole Jesus-is-a-verb crowd. ‘Beyond the cross’ is like a hashtag.”

“Not on the cross,” June said. The righteousness in her chest flared and flinched at the same time. “On paper? Fine. On a screen? Fine. But... this is—”

“Personal,” he finished. “I get it.”

The gate clicked again. Priya hurried in with her scarf wrapped twice around her neck, cheeks pinked by wind. She stopped without saying anything, as if the word had thrown up a hand. Her eyes filled, not with tears exactly, but with the glossy weight of seeing something sacred hurt.

“Awful,” she breathed. “Also a question.”

“Oh come on,” June said, then heard herself and closed her eyes for a second. “I’m sorry. You’re right. Both can be true.”

Priya stepped beside her and touched June’s arm with mittened fingers. “We can call Officer Rios. And we can do something that... answers.”

“We’re not sanding that off by ourselves,” Ben said. “If you sand cedar wrong, you make a mess.”

June swallowed. Some stubborn part of her wanted to scrub until her fingers bled. Another part wanted to cover the word so it couldn’t bruise anyone else’s morning. She looked at the office window. The blinds were still lowered.

“Mrs. Sloan has a drop cloth,” she said. “Supply closet, behind the hymnals with the broken spines.”

“On it,” Priya said, already moving.

They worked in the brittle quiet of early Sunday. When Mrs. Sloan arrived—cardigan flapping, hair escaping its clip like it had been running too—she took in the scene with a hand to her mouth and then moved straight into motion. The drop cloth was heavy and smelled of dust and old stage sets. June climbed the low stone wall and handed a corner over the crossbeam. Ben tied twine with surprising gentleness. Priya checked that the lavender wasn’t crushed flat. The cloth transformed the cross into its own x-ray: a pale shape of itself, an outline of a promise.

Mrs. Sloan tied the last knot and stepped back. She didn’t say who would do this? or this world has no respect. She rocked a little on her heels and said, quietly, “Well. It is Palm Sunday.”

“Does that make this...festive?” Ben said. It wasn’t one of his dart jokes; it was nervousness trying to keep up.

“It makes it honest,” she replied. “Crowds can shout Hosanna in the morning and Crucify by Friday. Humans are... inconsistent. And God is steady.”

June’s voice scraped as she pulled it out of herself. “Do we call the police?”

“Yes,” Mrs. Sloan said. “And we pray. And we ask our own question, right back.” She pointed with her chin at the cloth-covered beam. “What do we think is beyond the cross?”

June’s throat tightened. “Everything,” she wanted to say. “Nothing,” she almost said. She looked down at her gloves and realized her hands shook.

They called Officer Rios, who took photos and promised to look at the camera on the corner of Birch and Mill later. Worship started. The courtyard murmured with people walking awkward laps around the white-draped shape, eyes flicking and away and back again. June poured coffee for the stoic and the shocked and the newcomers who asked, “What’s under the sheet?” and then wished they hadn’t.

Inside the sanctuary, children waved palm branches and shouted on cue, and the choir’s soprano section lifted a note that seemed too clean for the world as it was. June sank into a pew and tried to make her heart stop clattering like her bike had. The red word pulsed beneath the drop cloth in her mind: BEYOND? It didn’t feel like a question anymore. It felt like a pressure.

Mrs. Sloan abandoned her printed sermon half a paragraph in. She spoke about Jesus’s announcement—whoever wants to be his disciple must deny themselves, take up their cross, and follow him. Mark 8:34–35 was a familiar street for their congregation; she walked it slower this time, letting them see the cracks.

“Denying yourself,” she said, “is not hating yourself. It’s surrendering the right to be the center of the story. Taking up your cross is not hunting for a hardship. It’s choosing the way of sacrificial love when a hundred cheaper loves present themselves. Following is not admiring. It’s moving your feet behind his.”

June felt the words like fingers finding a pulse. She wanted to stand and shout, “But there’s paint on ours,” as if God might say, “Oh, right, never mind then.” Instead she held still and let the three sentences sort themselves in the rooms of her heart.

After the closing hymn, people crowded the aisle to shake hands and make the expected jokes about palm fronds and spring allergies. June slipped to the courtyard with Priya. The drop cloth hung like a winter fog. Luca appeared, windburned and apologetic, and set his backpack down with a thunk.

“Traffic by the mill,” he said. “Two cars stalled. My mom’s car hates mornings.”

“You’re here,” June said, and meant *thank you*.

He took in the word beneath the cloth like a mechanic listens to an engine. “We mending it?”

“Yes,” June said, too fast, startled by the fierceness in her own voice. “We’re not replacing it. We’re not getting something shiny and new. We heal this one.”

“Then we need a plan.” Luca rubbed his hands and looked happy to have a problem with solutions. “Paint remover for graffiti, not regular. Plastic sheeting to keep runoff out of the soil. Soft brass brushes. Masks. It’ll take days.”

Priya tugged a bit of jute from her pocket. “While we wait,” she said, “we let people tie prayers. Or questions. We don’t make the hurt vanish. We let it speak, and then we answer with love.”

Ben shrugged, but not dismissively. “Honesty bulletin board, but with less cork and more courage.”

They set a little table by the gate with tags cut from cardstock and pens in a jelly jar. Mrs. Sloan wrote the first one in looping script: Lord, teach us to follow when we want to manage. A child drew a stick figure Jesus with excessively long arms and wrote, Jesus hugs. An older man wrote, Help with chemo and tied the tag with fingers that trembled. A teenager with chipped black nail polish wrote, Are you real? and didn’t make eye contact when she looped the jute. Ben stared at that one a moment longer than the others before stepping back.

When the courtyard thinned and the wind remembered its job, Officer Rios returned and shook his head. “Camera was pointed more at the pigeons than the gate,” he said. “We’ll ask the shops for footage.”

“Thank you,” Mrs. Sloan said. “We’ll keep the cloth on this week. After Easter, we’ll do the long work.”

“Looks like you already started,” he said, nodding toward the tags fluttering. “That’s not a bad kind of long work either.”

The four of them stayed after everyone left, elbows brushing as they swept grit from the stones and picked stray palm fibers from the lavender. It was the kind of useless task that still mattered—a reassertion of care. When they finished, their breaths came out in one cloud.

“We could... do something,” Luca ventured.

“We are doing something,” June said, then softened. “I mean, besides the cross.”

“The depot,” he said, and June felt the idea click into place like a train coupling catching. He didn’t need to explain. They’d all
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