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    To every young heart learning that love is strongest when it grows from faith.
To those who dare to build something beautiful on the solid ground of Christ,
who learn that honesty heals, grace rebuilds, and patience blooms.
And to all who are waiting for the right beginning—
may you remember that the truest relationships are not written in haste
but rooted in the One who first loved us. 
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Chapter 1 — New Roots
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The first thing Naomi Reyes noticed about Cedar Point was the way the lake held the sky like a cupped hand. On the drive in, the water spread out beside the two-lane road, winter-blue and glossy, mirroring clouds and a flock of gulls that tilted and flashed like loose coins. Her mom kept saying, “Almost there,” voice too bright, as if the cheerfulness could disguise the truth: they’d moved again, mid-semester, with cardboard boxes still breathing the scent of the last place—cinnamon from the little bakery pop-up they used to run on Saturdays, flour dust caught in the cardboard seams.

“New roots,” Mom had said, gripping the steering wheel. “We’re going to plant new roots.”

Naomi had nodded, because what else was there to do, and tucked her sketchbook deeper into her bag. She sketched when she couldn’t name things. She drew on bus rides and in cafeterias, in the corners of church bulletins and on napkins, trees and faces and odd angles of buildings, moving lines until some shape felt like home.

Lakeside Chapel sat a short walk from the lake, a brown-shingled building with a squat steeple and a bell tower whose small cross caught the light. On the first Sunday after they arrived, the wind carried a faint scent of damp pine and coffee. Inside, the chapel was all warm wood and sunlight making lattices on the pews. Naomi felt a tug-of-war between relief and that old prickle of being the new girl, everyone’s gaze unwrapping you the way you unwrap the new song in a setlist—curious, polite, uncertain.

“Welcome,” said a woman at the door—red scarf, open smile. “I’m Elena. This is my husband, Mark. You must be—”

“Naomi,” her mom answered. “And I’m Rosa. We just moved.”

“Well, we’re glad you’re here,” Elena said, and it sounded like something she said a lot but still meant. “Youth meets after service down in the hall. We’ve got donuts today. Tell Pastor Anya I sent you.”

Downstairs, the hall carried a clatter of folding chairs and the ordinary chatter that fills any room where teenagers cluster in safe, nervous bunches. A chalkboard along one wall read WELCOME in block letters, smudged by a palm. Naomi slipped to a side table, half behind a pillar, and opened her sketchbook to pretend this was a place she’d been all along. The bell tower intrigued her—its little shape against a big sky—so she started with pencil, sketching the outline, then the shadow beneath the eaves.

Across the room a boy hunched over a soundboard, dark hair falling forward as he adjusted a slider. He wore a gray hoodie with the sleeves shoved up, forearms freckled. When a mic squealed softly, he leaned in and the feedback quieted, like the sound recognized him and obeyed. He didn’t look up until a girl with braids tapped his shoulder and laughed at something. Naomi told herself to keep drawing lines, one after another, like a path.

After service, the youth group moved through a parade of announcements. A worship leader taught them a chorus; a freshman read a psalm and stumbled on a word, and everyone chorused “You got it!” until the stumbling felt less like failure and more like family. Somewhere in the shuffle, the boy from the soundboard scanned the hall, eyes landing on Naomi. His glance wasn’t the long stare of curiosity. It was a brief noticing, like he’d spotted a detail he recognized in a painting, an invisible label under a museum light: Oh, there you are.

She looked back down at her sketch, at the delicate lines of the bell’s lips. Her pencil paused. She added the rope inside the tower, frayed where hands had pulled at it over years.

A shadow fell across the page.

“Nice bell,” the boy said, and she flinched at being found. His voice was gentle, a little amused, but not teasing. “I mean the one on the paper,” he added quickly. “Though the real one’s great too when it decides to ring.”

“I’m just... getting the shape,” Naomi said. She closed the sketchbook halfway, her default defense—keep the lines to yourself until they’re something. “I’m Naomi.”

“Caleb. I run sound.” He extended a hand, then seemed to remember there was a donut glaze situation on his fingers and turned it into a little salute instead. “Sorry. Got here early and then someone put a plate in my hand. You new in town?” He grimaced. “That was obvious. Sorry again.”

“It’s okay,” Naomi said, and a small smile lifted her mouth without permission. She had met boys who talked too much to fill space. Caleb wasn’t like that. He made a lane for her to join. “We moved on Thursday. My mom bakes. We used to do a Saturday thing... a little bakery pop-up. Scones. Empanadas.” She caught herself. “Anyway.”

“We like food here,” he said solemnly. “Food is a central ministry. Welcome to our deepest doctrine.”

She laughed. “Is this how you evangelize? With carbs?”

“Shamelessly.” He glanced at the stack of flyers by her elbow, the top one smudged with some damp thumbprint. The title read NEIGHBOR TABLE: SPRING PROJECT. “Hey, that’s crooked. May I?” He picked up a cloth and dabbed the smudge like it was an instrument panel and not a copy-paper flyer. “Better.” He looked around. “You need help carrying anything? People keep leaving trays in the worst places. One time we almost baptized a dozen cinnamon rolls because someone put them on a music stand.”

“My mom’s bringing some samples to the car,” Naomi offered before she could overthink it. “I could use a hand.”

“Mission accepted.”

Together they threaded toward the stairs. She saw how he moved in the room, attentive to small needs: a chair askew, a cable at ankle height that he tucked under a table. See and serve, Naomi thought, filing the phrase somewhere she kept important lines. Maybe it became easier to breathe if you looked for what you could carry instead of waiting to be seen.

Outside, the January air was bright and brisk, the kind that slid a blade under your coat and reminded you to move. The parking lot faced the lake, where thin ice crusted in the corners. Naomi’s mom waved from an old hatchback whose paint had surrendered heroically in places.

“Caleb!” Rosa liked names immediately, almost as if she collected them. “You must be one of the kind ones Elena promised us.”

“I am a person with arms,” Caleb said. “That’s my primary qualification.”

They loaded two crates of small loaves and a box of paper plates. Caleb balanced the heavy one like it weighed nothing. Naomi tried to pretend her smaller box required careful attention, that she wasn’t watching him out of the corner of her eye, not to be impressed but because he moved like the project mattered to him before it belonged to him. She liked that.

Back inside, she set the plates by the coffee urns and noticed the flyer again. The NEIGHBOR TABLE had a sketch of a long table under a canopy of paper lanterns. Underneath, smaller text explained: A spring initiative to share meals and stories across the town—youth co-leading with adult mentors, bringing garden boxes to shut-ins, collecting utility gift cards for families in need, and making a community “story wall” at the church hall. There were bullet points. There were sign-up lines. There was possibility.

“Pastor Anya will explain it,” Caleb said, following her gaze. He tilted his head. “You like the idea?”

“I like... the table.” Naomi’s finger traced the outline in the air. “You can tell a lot about a town from its tables.”

Caleb nodded. “I grew up with one that always had an extra chair ready. My mom calls it ‘margin.’ My siblings just call it ‘another plate.’” He scratched the back of his neck, thinking. “If I’m honest, sometimes the extra plate felt like a lot. But when Mr. Ross lost his job and still showed up every Wednesday and we sent him home with leftovers—” He shrugged. “I guess the table taught me before I had language for it.”

Before Naomi could answer, the room shifted toward focus. A woman stood at the front with a mic, her hair piled like a messy bun she forgot to perfect and earrings shaped like leaves. She looked like someone who always brought a sweater because someone would need it. “Good morning!” she said. “I’m Anya. If you’re new, no pressure—we’re glad you’re here. Two quick things: we are a safe group for questions and we are a brave group for real life. Okay? Okay.”

A chorus of okay rolled back.

She opened a Bible, pages wrinkled with mileage. “We’re starting the year in the Psalms, so open to Psalm 1 or look it up on your phone if you want. ‘Blessed is the one...’ you know it. Or maybe you don’t. That’s okay too.”

Naomi’s eyes fell on the text as the words were read, steady and ancient: He is like a tree planted by streams of water, which yields its fruit in season and whose leaf does not wither... She swallowed. Planted. Streams. The lines twined around her mood like ivy, quiet and insistent.

“Listen,” Anya said, leaning on a stool. “We’re not asked to be spectacular here. We’re asked to be planted. Roots first. A life near living water. Then fruit comes—when it’s time. So, for this spring, we’re going to practice being planted together, near the water, literally and figuratively.” She grinned. “Enter: the Neighbor Table. It’s a series of small things we’re going to do with great love.”

Caleb’s elbow nudged Naomi’s as if to say, Here it is.

Anya continued, “We’ll pair you up—student teams co-leading a piece of this. Each pair will get an adult mentor. We’ll visit a few neighbors who can’t get out much and build garden boxes with them so they can grow herbs on their porches. We’ll make a story wall where anyone can share a few lines about what community has meant to them—no sermons, just lived lines. We’ll organize a weekly shared meal where nobody sits alone. We’ll ask for real needs and meet them quietly.”

Heads nodded. A girl with a guitar leaned it against the wall and lifted her phone to snap a photo of the flyer. A sophomore boy pretended not to be excited and failed.

Anya held up one hand. “But here’s the thing. You are not team ‘Make It Look Good.’ You are team ‘Make It Honest.’ That means we will mess up and repair. We will ask better questions. We will make room and give our seats away. This is a no-hype zone.”

Naomi felt something loosen in her shoulders. No hype. Honest. Planted. She could start there.

After the short teaching, they broke into small groups. Caleb led Naomi toward the soundboard corner again, clearing a space by moving a coil of cable with the ease of someone who had been told “put things away” since birth.

“You draw a lot?” he asked.

“When I can’t speak,” Naomi said, then winced at how dramatic that sounded. “I mean, I like it.”

“I fix things when I can’t speak.” He smiled. “But then sometimes fixing is how I end up speaking.”

He reached for a stack of event posters already printed and arranged them on the table, aligning edges. He looked at the smudged one, then lifted it into his palm. “You mind?”

She took it and, with a damp cloth, cleaned the worst of the smear. “Better,” she said, returning his earlier word.

Before they could drift into an awkward silence, a girl with a treble clef pin—Jada, someone had called her—appeared, waving a paint-splattered hand. “We’re in groups by January birthdays,” she said, breathless, “but everyone born in May thought that meant we had too many May people, so we’re doing pairs by random draw instead.” She jerked her chin toward the front, where Anya’s stool had been replaced by a big ceramic bowl. “Names in here. I wanted to rig it but Pastor saw me.”

Caleb laughed. “Justice prevails.” He glanced at Naomi. “Want to draw with me?”

“Sure,” she said, even though her chest felt stitched tight. She had drawn a lot of blinds in this life—new schools, new buses, new smiles. But here she was, standing in a hall that smelled like coffee and wood polish, holding a smudge-free poster and a weight she could carry.

As they stepped toward the front, Elena—red scarf—caught Naomi’s elbow. “We set up some trays by the back door, honey. Would you mind fixing the crooked sign by the coffee urn too? It keeps sliding and I don’t know why.”

“I’ll get it,” Naomi said automatically. She glanced at Caleb.

“Go,” he said. “I’ll draw a name and hold it like sacred scrolls until you return.”

She hurried to the coffee urn and pressed the thumbtack deeper into the cork board. The sign steadied. “Stay,” she whispered at it, as if speaking to more than paper. When she turned, her mom was at a nearby table, cutting small slices of a cinnamon bread sample she’d brought “just in case.” Mom’s smile was tentative but real, like a sunbeam through heavy cloud.

“You okay?” Mom mouthed.

Naomi nodded. She was okay. Not fixed or safe forever, but okay.

When she returned to the bowl, Caleb stood waiting with a slip of paper pinched between forefinger and thumb, eyes wide in exaggerated solemnity. “I resisted peeking,” he said.

“Very noble.” Her palm was suddenly damp. He offered the slip like a magician.

“You open it,” he said.

She hesitated. Then she slid a nail under the fold and unfurled the paper. The ink bled slightly where someone had pressed too hard writing the names.

She read, half under her breath. “Naomi Reyes—” She frowned, then realized each slip had two names. “—and...” She swallowed.

Her own handwriting—no, Anya’s—was curved and neat: Caleb Martin.

She blinked up. Caleb’s eyebrows jumped. “Well,” he said, slow grin starting, “looks like we’re... tablemates.”

“Co-leads,” she corrected, because the term felt like equal footing, not a dance led by one and followed by the other. Something steady settled in her ribs, like the thud of a shovel biting into soil. New roots.

“Co-leads,” he echoed, and the word hung between them for a beat like a small bell-chime.

Anya called the room back to attention. “Okay, pairs!” she announced. “You
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