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    To every young heart learning that grace is not weakness, but the quiet strength to begin again.
To those who've loved imperfectly, prayed through the ache, and chosen honesty over image — this story is for you.
And to the God who never tires of rebuilding what we break — thank You for writing love stories that lead us closer to You.
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Chapter 1 — Meet-Cute, Messy Grace
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The floor of the church gym had been a gym long before it was a sanctuary for sweaters. Lines for free-throws and three-pointers still ghosted under the avalanche of donation bags. Cardboard boxes towered like beige apartment buildings. Somebody had taped printer paper over the exit sign that read COATS / KIDS with an arrow, as if you could herd winter with a Sharpie.

“Boots?” Lena called, raising a pair of scuffed lace-ups high enough to be seen over the mountain of puffer jackets. “Any bin for—”

She took two steps, pivoted to dodge a rolling laundry cart, and plowed face-first into a wall of denim. The wall said “oof” and staggered backward, and then the wall sprouted arms that caught her before she slid down a pile of sweaters like a moderately graceful avalanche.

“Sorry!” she blurted into someone’s flannel. “I swear I warmed up and stretched but not for this.”

“Occupational hazard.” The voice belonged to a boy with a bassist’s calluses and hair that needed a decision. He steadied her, and Lena realized the wall of denim was a person—a very tall person wearing a denim jacket with a band patch and a name tag that said EVAN in all caps, as if the labeler had been shouting.

“Welcome to St. Mark’s Annual Clothing Flood,” he added, smiling like he didn’t mind being a wall.

“Annual Clothing Drive,” she corrected from habit, then wished she hadn’t. “Sorry. Pastor’s-kid reflex.”

“Ah.” He nodded as if that explained everything—from the way she wore a ponytail like a crown to the way she had two ballpoint pens tucked behind her ear. “I’m Evan. Transfer senior. They told me to find the girl who looks like she could bench-press a bag of coats and call her ‘boss.’”

“I’m not—” she began, defensive, then saw the sparkle in his eyes and exhaled. “Okay, I am a little bossy. Lena.” She offered a hand. “Varsity track. Also varsity folding because I grew up in this gym.”

They shook, and the handshake came with that weird electricity of meeting someone whose face you will have to pretend not to seek out for the rest of the day.

Pastor Cruz—also known as Dad—stood on the stage with a megaphone he insisted made him “relatable.” “Friends!” he boomed, feeding the megaphone what it wanted. “If the sweater you’re sorting looks like a cat slept on it for a decade, it goes in RAGS, not in Somebody Else’s New Favorite Thing.”

A chorus of “yes, Pastor” and polite laughter drifted up like steam. Youth group kids in beanies and parents in quilted vests formed an assembly line, while toddlers discovered the spiritual gift of hiding inside coat sleeves.

“Boots in that bin by the piano,” Evan said, pointing. “But you’ll have to squeeze past the pile of ‘mystery scarves,’ which the sign suggests are evangelistic.”

Lena glanced. Someone had indeed written MYSTERY SCARVES — LET THE HOLY SPIRIT LEAD on a paper plate. She grinned, deposited the boots, and returned to the denim wall. “Thanks.”

He shrugged like it was nothing. She noticed the way he kept shifting his weight, like he was used to making himself smaller. She glanced down. Calluses lined his fingers. “You play?” she asked.

“Bass,” he said. “The youth worship team let me sit in Wednesday. I’m the new kid who doesn’t know where the extra picks live, so my job is not knocking things over.”

“You already knocked me over,” she said, and regretted it the moment it left her mouth. “I mean—like—because I ran into you. Not—you weren’t—”

He laughed, head tipped back just enough to make her stomach do a slow cartwheel. “We’ll call it a collaboration.”

Dad clapped the megaphone again. “Delivery teams, gather by the stage! We’ve got three shelters and two family drop-offs to bless today.”

Lena felt the small, satisfying click of a plan snapping into place. This was her zone—clipboards, routes, and the feeling of being needed. She jogged over, caught Dad’s eye—I’ve got this—and he nodded. “Lena will pair you up,” he said, then in a smaller voice to her, “Leave two strong backs for Mrs. Alvarez’s piles, please.”

“Yes, sir.” She tried to keep her tone air-traffic-controller calm as she matched people: runners with broads shouldered jackets; a mom with a toddler to a route near a naptime option; two goofballs to a job that could survive a detour to Taco Barn. She landed last on a crumpled address at the bottom of the list: Riverside Apts., Bldg. C, #214 — family of four. Dad had scrawled above it: new to town and handle with care.

She looked up to find Evan hovering like he had read her mind.

“You free to make a delivery?” she asked.

“I can be,” he said, glancing toward the worship team kids herding amps into the side room. “I told them I’d be back before practice.”

“Perfect.” She handed him a dolly handle and grabbed a box with winter kids written in Sharpie on the top. “Follow me, rookie.”

They shouldered through the double doors into winter. The air had the bite that says don’t get cocky. Evan loaded boxes into the church’s borrowed van—a loyal, wheezing beast that smelled like coffee and crayons—and Lena climbed into the driver’s seat. She adjusted the mirrors out of habit even though she always set them the same way and turned the heater to hopefully.

“You’ve lived here long?” she asked once they were blinker-deep in a line of SUVs.

“Three months,” he said, scraping fog off the window with the side of his hand. “Moved in August. We were supposed to move in June, but, um. Plans changed.”

“What instrument do you play besides bass?” she said, because she knew fully well the car could hold silence, but she didn’t like how it echoed in her chest.

He smirked. “Deflection is also a stringed instrument.”

She pressed her mouth into a line. “So is leadership,” she said.

“Touché.” He opened his palms. “My dad—he was in recovery for two years. Relapsed in May. We... delayed everything. Now we’re here. He’s here too. We’re rebuilding. Emphasis on ‘re.’”

Lena gripped the wheel, felt the plastic bite her palm. She hated that the first thing that flickered in her brain was run the script—say I’m sorry, say we’re praying, volunteer casserole like a soldier. She swallowed the script. “Thank you for telling me,” she said instead. “I’m glad you’re here. Not because of the relapse. Because... you’re here.”

He let out a breath that fogged the window. “Thanks.”

They sat with it. The van creaked like an old pew.

“Also,” he added with a lopsided grin, “I do play guitar. Badly. And drums. Badly. And Mario Kart. Less badly.”

“I don’t lose at Mario Kart,” she said.

“Challenge accepted,” he said.

She merged onto Riverside, watched the curve of the river in her peripheral vision the way you watch a friend: warily, fondly, aware it knows stories you don’t. In her head, she wrote a clean line for the day’s highlight reel: Clothing drive, check. Delivery, check. Be useful, be kind. She liked when life could be bullet-pointed. It made grace feel like a list you could complete if you were efficient.

At Riverside Apartments, Building C leaned like it was tired. Kids’ bikes crowded the stair rail; a grocery cart stranded itself beside the mailboxes like it had given up on a better job. Lena knocked on 214 with her knuckles and pasted on the smile she saved for church new-comers: friendly, not too toothy.

The door opened on a girl who could not have been older than thirteen but stood like a person who knows how to fill a doorway: chin up, hand on the frame, eyes like explain yourself.

“Hi,” Lena said, adjusting her tone. “We’re from St. Mark’s. We brought winter stuff?”

The girl’s eyes flicked to the boxes under their arms, to the van behind them, to Evan, whose shoulders somehow found a way to be both big and small at once.

“You can put them on the table,” she said, stepping back. “Mom’s at work. I’m Amber.” She added it like a dare, like if they were going to know anything, they might as well know that.

“I’m Lena,” Lena said. “This is Evan.” She let the second beat hang. “We’ll be quick.”

The apartment smelled like cinnamon gum and laundry detergent trying to lift something heavier than it could. A Christmas cactus sat on the windowsill with one pink bloom like an unhinged hope. Evan glanced at the little plants lined up beside it, the way a person checks on small living things before they check on themselves.

“Thank you,” Amber said to the table, which received the gratitude because the words could not face them yet. Lena started unpacking: coats by size, mittens, hats with ridiculous pom-poms. “Can I label the boxes?” she asked, and when Amber shrugged, she took the Sharpie from behind her ear and wrote too small, fits now, save for spring on tape like it mattered. Because it did.

Evan set a smaller box on a chair and hesitated. “I brought some... extras,” he said, voice low. “My old skateboard. Some beanies. They’re clean. Promise.”

Amber’s eyes did a quick dart to him, then away. She tried for nonchalance and got halfway there. “Cool.”

Lena saw it—the way Evan tried to shrink the gift so it wouldn’t shine a light on anything they hadn’t agreed to see. She wanted to hand him a megaphone and make him brag. She settled for pushing a coat hanger under a size eight until it fit right, like that small victory could count for two.

“We won’t keep you,” she said. “Do you want us to pray before we go?”

She asked like her dad taught her—no pressure, no weird, give them an easy out. Amber gave them a sideways look. “You can. I’m not... I don’t—” She stopped, head tilted as if listening to her own heart. “You can,” she repeated, and the permission held.

They prayed short. Lena kept her eyes open because it felt right with the girl standing there, brave in her sweatshirt, and because she’d learned you can see where to place your words if you don’t close your eyes to the room. Evan said amen with a voice that caught once and then steadied. As they stepped back onto the breezeway, the cold slapped them like a reminder they were not in charge.

“Thanks for letting me...” Evan started, then stopped. “For letting me not say the whole thing.”

“You said enough,” Lena said. “We’re... we’re saved by grace, right? Not by how good we are at telling the worst parts.” She winced at herself. “That sounded like a bumper sticker.”

“A surprisingly accurate one,” he said, mouth crooked. “Ephesians two, right? ‘By grace you have been saved through faith... not a result of works, so that no one may boast.’” He recited the verse like a person who had needed it this week, not last year. The words warmed the air between them in a way the heater never could.

“Grace as a gift,” Lena said softly, almost to herself. “Not a performance.” Her brain wanted to argue, to present the spreadsheets of the last four years of perfect attendance and leadership awards, as if God kept a file labeled Cruz, Lena: Achievements and weighed it every morning. But the verse had walked with her since she was eight, recited so often it had worn a groove in her mind. She imagined setting down the file and letting it slide away on that groove into something larger.

They loaded back into the van. As Lena backed out, Evan’s phone vibrated. He glanced, winced, and silenced it. “My mom,” he said. “She checks in a lot. She’s earning the highest badge on the ‘Is my son okay?’ app.”

“Tell her you delivered and did not, in fact, knock over the pastor’s kid in front of a mountain of cardigans.”

He laughed again, easier this time. “I’ll leave out the colliding until we’re in a safer season.”

Back at the church, the gym had shifted from avalanche to organized mountain range. Rows of coats hung by size on borrowed racks. Teenagers sat cross-legged eating pizza on paper plates balanced on their knees. The worship team noodled on a chorus in the corner, sound bleeding through the space like a polite neighbor. Lena felt the hum of belonging settle into her bones the way it always did here, even when her brain was a swarm.

Dad caught her eye. “How’d it go?” he mouthed.

“Good,” she mouthed back, then felt the lie in the simplicity. She made a mental note to tell him the whole later. She hated half-truths in reporting and in prayer.

She turned to Evan to say thanks for driving with her and found herself looking at his side profile—his thinking face, the one that scrunched near the temple like he was doing math no one else could see. “Want to...” she began, then trailed off because she had no official church reason to finish the sentence with hang out.

“Label more boot bins?” he supplied, rescuing her.

“Obviously,” she said, relieved.

They spent the next hour sliding into a rhythm that didn’t announce itself: she stacked sweaters by color as a joke and he undid the system by size because he liked a good fight; she told him the story of the time a well-meaning usher put a live goldfish in the baptismal and he told her how his little sister snuck “Goodwill trips” with their mom so she could help pick jackets for other families. It was not flirting, exactly. It was something slower, a careful building that felt like stacking Jenga blocks, both of them aware a wrong grab could topple something but equally aware there were more right moves than wrong ones if you took your time.

At some point, someone took a picture. Not of them, at least not on purpose—just of the gym, the abundance, the volunteers. But in the corner of the frame, Lena and Evan stood mid-laugh, his hand on the edge of a box, her ponytail caught mid-swish. She didn’t know the photo existed until later, after the last box had been blessed into a minivan and the last mystery scarf had found a neck.

She was wiping down tables when Grace skidded up in socks, phone in hand, eyes bright
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