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CHAPTER ONE




“YOU’RE STARING AT him again.”

Zoe jumped, and then flushed from crown to collarbone as she turned back to her Bible study table, and found her friend, Addy, studying her, one delicate brow lifted in amusement. “Sorry,” Zoe said, breathless, and pulled her Bible closer to her. “Where were we again?”

Before she could pretend to read, or even try to catch up, Addy put a hand across the open pages of her book. “You like him, don’t you?” Addy asked, lowering her voice this time, but not without some amusement.

Zoe glanced back at the entrance to the church yard, where her childhood crush, Ethan, stood. He and the pastor both listened to someone at another table reading aloud from the passages they were indicated to study. 

With his dark brow furrowed in concentration, and his hands casually stuffed into the pockets of his pants, he looked every bit the God-honoring man that the church leaders always encouraged her to pursue.

“We’re friends. We always have been,” Zoe said, turning back to her book and moving Addy’s hand away.

“That doesn’t mean you can’t be more. You should talk to him, tell him how you feel—and this time, make sure he knows you’re not just saying you like him because you’ve known each other for so long,” Addy said. 

She gave Zoe a knowing look, one that told Zoe she was thinking of every other time the “I like you” conversation had gone south because Zoe was too chicken to be direct about her feelings.

Shifting in her seat, Zoe pulled her book onto her lap, settling in for real this time. “I’ll think about it,” she said. Except she found herself glancing up at Ethan again.

She perked up when he finally left the group he’d been listening to, and followed their pastor across the lawn. When their pastor branched right, Ethan stayed to the left. He sat down at the table next to her, only to nod to a girl named Emily, sitting on the other side of the lawn.

“Isn’t she great?” he asked, a grin spreading across his face.

Her heart fell even further as she leaned back, studying Emily from around his shoulder. The girl, who’d been at the table where Ethan and the pastor had been listening, sat up ramrod straight, pushing her glasses up onto her nose with one delicate finger, and then pushed her pin straight hair behind her ears as the person across from her finished speaking.

“Actually, that’s the wrong interpretation of that passage,” Emily said to her group, one finger already running down the page they’d been reading from in their Bibles.

Zoe could feel the heat of embarrassment run through her own body as the speaker blushed, jaw dropping. Painful memories of Bible studies past flitted through her mind, ones where Emily had said the same things to her. 

For a while, she’d been a particular favorite of Emily’s to pick on. It’d gotten so bad that Zoe froze up anytime Emily fixed her with that condescending, know-it-all stare.

“She’s just so smart, and she knows the Bible so well,” Ethan said, calling Zoe’s attention back to her own table.

“I suppose so,” she said, her heart falling as she caught the awe in his voice.

“Do you think she’d be interested in going on a date with me?” he asked, leaning closer, as if Emily might hear.








CHAPTER TWO




ZOE’S HEART DROPPED all the way into her stomach. She studied her old friend, dismayed at the brightness in his sculpted face, filled with the eager hope of a loving prospect in his future. 

Beside her, Addy cleared her throat. Her foot knocked into the side of Zoe’s. “Say something,” it seemed to prompt.

Zoe ignored it. “Never know until you try,” she said in a dull voice, glaring into the words on her lap so she wouldn’t have to look at him.

That didn’t stop her from feeling him stiffen beside her, though. Of course, she’d have been a fool not to feel it. Their shoulders were touching, and she knew him well enough to know that he would hear the deadness in her tone.

“You okay?” he asked, his voice low and concerned. It thrilled her to hear, just as much as it slowly ate at her that he was only asking because she was a friend. His oldest friend, at that. She longed to hear him be that concerned about her because he wanted her to be okay because he liked her as more.

It made the hand he put on her shoulder feel even worse. Again, she wanted the calm, comforting rub of his palm over her back to be a lover’s touch, not that of a friend.

And he was still waiting for her answer.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” she said, shrugging him off. “I just think she’s a bit…full of herself sometimes. We’re all children of the Lord, and He speaks to us in all kinds of ways, even in His texts. One interpretation isn’t the be-all, end-all.”

Even though she’d kept her tone neutral, she felt Ethan recoil. He definitely leaned away from her more. “Bit harsh, Zoe,” he said, pushing himself up from the table again. “You really think you can pass judgment on someone you barely know outside of Bible study?”

She deflated a little, but this time, she let herself be chastened as she met his gaze. He looked so wounded, she felt bad for saying anything honest. 

“No. You should ask her on that date. Maybe she’s cooler than I give her credit for,” she said.

He nodded, his expression slightly less wounded this time, and walked away. The moment he was gone, Zoe slapped her book closed and gripped it hard. This time, Addy whacked her on the arm, not so subtly.

“Why didn’t you tell him how you feel?” she asked, outraged. “You let him slip right past you!”

“Maybe he isn’t right for me after all, if she’s what he wants,” Zoe said, finishing the study and letting her Bible fall open to whatever page it wanted. This time, she focused on it for real. “Let’s just do this, and get out of here,” she said.

By the time they were done, though, she’d become mesmerized by Philippians 2:3-5. She could feel the Lord tapping her on her shoulder, pushing her to pay attention to the passage she’d opened her Bible to. 

Throwing open her journal, she made a few notes about it, copying the passage until it was burned into her brain, and then raced inside the church, Addy at her heels.

“Where are you going so fast?” her friend asked, breathless, as Zoe came to a halt outside the main offices. There, she grabbed the contact number off a flyer for the food pantry on the bulletin board.

“The Lord told me something today, after Ethan left. He wants me to stop focusing so much on that relationship. I need to trust in Him more. He’s asking me to feed the hungry, so that’s what I’m going to do. Maybe then He’ll have more answers about this whole Ethan situation,” Zoe said, already writing her name down on the list of volunteers for the food pantry.

Addy looked from her to the bulletin board, and then grabbed a contact for herself. “Alright, well, if that’s what He wants, I’ll come with you,” she said, and scribbled her name down beside Zoe’s.








CHAPTER THREE


“ARE YOU NEW here?”

Zoe glanced up from the cans of food she was stacking to find a man with kind eyes and a gentle smile staring down at her, carrying a box of even more food in his arms. He looked so familiar to her, with his soft, wavy brown hair, and his button-up shirt, but she couldn’t quite place him. 

Still, something about him took her breath away.

“You mean, to the food pantry, or to the church?” she asked, feeling dumb in front of him all of a sudden.

“To the pantry. You’re always at church,” he said, a laugh on his face that he seemed to be straining to hold back.

Confusion filled Zoe. She studied him harder than she normally would’ve, if he’d been any other cute guy who’d been standing beside her. But he was speaking to her, and she couldn’t place him at all. 

“Do I know you?” she asked, feeling herself growing more foolish by the minute.

His smile saddened a bit. “I’m Noah. We used to go to Sunday school together.”

Zoe’s jaw fell open. “Why don’t I remember you?” she wondered, and it took her that much time to realize she’d spoken it out loud.

“Because I sat in the back, and you and Addy always sat next to Ethan, and he always wanted to sit next to Emily,” he said, making her blush so hard, she was sure she’d light up a Christmas tree for the entire month of December. 

He gave her a casual shrug, but the slightly sad look on his face didn’t go away. “Made it kind of hard to talk to you at times. But we played angels in the Christmas pageant a couple times.”

Zoe wanted to make herself totally invisible right then. Oh right, she realized with a vague memory coming back to her of the itchy white gowns, and the wiry paper wings she’d been made to wear. 

“Oh my God! Yes! Hi! Sorry, you were the one who held my hand when I was too scared to go on stage,” she said, clapping her hands over her cheeks, as if she could hide her embarrassment.

“More than one time, if I remember correctly,” he said with a laugh and a nod.

If anything, Zoe’s cheeks went even hotter as the memory came back to her, too.

Beside her, Addy giggled, stepping away. “I’ll give you two a minute,” she said, sidling off down the aisle.

Zoe wanted to grab at her, to stop her from leaving so that she could have someone to fall back on if she made a fool of herself. Instead, she found she could only stare at her friend’s back. Her mind pulled a blank, the only thing alive in it being an alarm bell that kept going off.

You don’t know what you’re doing! It screamed. He’s
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