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A Note from the Author

Dear Reader,

Maple Ridge began with a church that needed repair — but what 1
discovered as I wrote was that beams and bricks are rarely the only
things in need of rebuilding.

This series is about the quiet miracles of ordinary faith. It is about

families fractured and restored, prodigals returning, second
chances granted, and love that grows stronger with time. It is about
a small town that learns, again and again, that redemption is not a
moment — it is a lifelong work of grace.

You will meet couples, young and old. You will walk through storms
and weddings, droughts and revivals, doubts and declarations. And
by the final pages, I hope you will feel what the people of Maple
Ridge come to understand:

God is faithful.

Community matters.

And love — when rooted in Christ — endures.
Thank you for stepping beneath the steeple with me.
With gratitude,

Katherine Knells



Prelude

Hannah stands in the empty sanctuary with the lights off, because
the dark is honest. Moonlight slips through the tall windows and lays
pale bars across the pews. Dust hangs in those stripes like slow
SNOw.

Hannah does not sit. She stays near the aisle where the floorboards
have a soft give. She knows the spots by memory. She knows the
places where the old wood groans, where the nails have worked
loose, where the building speaks in small complaints.

The air holds the scent of hymnals, pine cleaner, and something
older. Dry wood. Time. Prayer soaked into beams no one sees.

Her father had called it faithful wear. He had said it from the pulpit
more than once, smiling like the weakness in a joist was the same as
laugh lines on a face. But tonight, Hannah hears the strain. The
church is quiet enough for her to hear it.

A faint creak rolls through the rafters. Then another. The sound is
small, but it moves through her. She looks up at the ceiling where
the painted boards meet, where the trusses run like ribs. She pictures
what she has been avoiding. A crack hidden above the drywall. A
joint that no longer holds. A load is carried too long without help.

Hannah steps toward the front. The pulpit stands in shadow. The
cross behind it is a darker shape against a darker wall. She lifts a
hand and rests her fingers on the edge of the lectern. The wood is
worn smooth where her father’s hands have been. Where her
mother’s hands have been, too, when she leaned close to adjust a
microphone, when she set flowers down for Easter, when she tucked
a child’s paper angel into the nativity.

Hannah closes her eyes.



Unless the Lord builds the house, they labor in vain who build it.

The verse comes as it always does, steady and simple. It should
settle her. It does not. Not tonight. Tonight it feels like a question.

Hannah opens her eyes and looks at the pews. She pictures Sunday
morning faces. Mr. Harlan nods through announcements. Two boys
in the back whisper until she gives them a look. Mrs. Dorsey pressed
hard candies into small palms. She pictures the empty spot on the
second row where her mother used to sit when her father preached
on nights she was tired.

Hannah swallows. The church has carried her family. It has carried
this town. Now it is asking to be carried.

Her phone buzzes in her pocket. Hannah does not check it right
away. She already knows what it will be. Another message about the
roof. Another reminder about the insurance report. Another meeting
her father does not want to schedule because he believes hope should
be enough.

Hannah takes her hand off the lectern and lets it hang at her side.
Her fingers ache as if she has been holding something heavy.

In the dark, Hannah whispers a prayer she does not dress up.
Lord, tell me what to do.

The building does not answer. It only creaks again, like a warning,
like a plea.

And somewhere beyond these weathered beams, help is on its way,
wearing the shape of a man Hannah thought Maple Ridge had lost
for good.



Chapter 1
The Church That Might Not Survive

Hannah parked beside Maple Ridge Community Church and sat for
a moment with her hands on the steering wheel. The building looked
the same as it always had from the road. White clapboard. Tall
steeple. Narrow windows with old glass—a set of steps worn down
in the center, where so many feet had climbed.

Up close, she saw what she tried to ignore.

Paint peeled in long curls along the south wall. The corner trim had
split. The front columns leaned a hair out of true. The steeple had a
dark streak under the bell vent, like the sky had been weeping on it
for years. The shingles on the roof sat unevenly, some lifted at the
edges. When the wind hit, she heard a soft rattle from the gutter.

She grabbed her bag and locked her car. Gravel crunched under her
shoes. The air held early fall, cool and dry. A few maples along the
road had started to turn. The town looked like it always did on a
weekday morning—a pickup truck rolled by slowly. Mrs. Tinsley
waved from her porch. Hannah lifted her hand back.

Hannah climbed the church steps, careful of the crack in the third
one. She knew every flaw in this building. She learned them the way
other people learned a face.

Inside, the entry smelled like lemon cleaner and old wood. The
vestibule floorboards groaned under her weight. She paused and
listened, like she always did. The church had its own voice. It spoke
in creaks and pops and the soft hum of the ancient furnace.

She glanced at the bulletin board by the coat hooks. The flyers sat
in neat rows. Women'’s Bible study. Youth group. The fall potluck.
A handwritten note from her father, Pastor Whitaker, with a



Scripture written in dark blue ink. “Unless the Lord builds the house,
those who build it labor in vain.”

Her throat tightened. She swallowed and moved on.

She walked down the center aisle and took in the sanctuary. It sat
empty, but it never felt empty to her. The pews bore scars from
decades of belt buckles and restless kids. The aisle runner had worn
thin at the front where people had knelt. The pulpit stood solid, oak
and plain, with her father’s Bible resting on it even on days he did
not preach.

Sunlight slanted through the windows. Dust floated in the beams.
The cross above the baptistry looked small from the back row, but
it had always felt large enough to hold her whole life.

She set her bag on the front pew. She started her usual routine
without thinking. She straightened the hymnals. She put the offering
envelopes back in line. She checked the communion tablecloth for
lint. She did these things because it was what her mother did.

Her mother, Miriam Whitaker, never rushed around in a frenzy. She
moved steadily. She smiled and spoke low. She made this place feel
like home to people who had none.

Hannah still remembered her hands smoothing the choir robes, her
fingers moving over the seams as if she prayed through cloth and
thread. She remembered her standing in the kitchen off the
fellowship hall, stirring chili while she listened to a new widow talk
through tears. She remembered her voice in the sanctuary, singing
alto, strong and even.

Miriam died six years ago, and Hannah still expected to see her in
the front row at times, chin lifted, eyes on her father as he preached.

Hannah walked to the left wall and glanced at the small framed
photo of her in the hallway near the nursery. Someone placed a tiny
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vase under it with fresh daisies. Hannah touched the frame with two
fingers, then pulled her hand away.

She moved toward the side door that led to the fellowship hall. The
hallway narrowed there. The floor dipped. She stepped over the spot
where the boards sloped down and then up again. She learned to step
there without looking. She also learned to pretend it did not matter.

Today it mattered.

The church board meeting starts in an hour. Her father asked her to
come early to help set up coffee and cookies in the small conference
room. She agreed. She always agreed.

In the kitchen, she filled the coffee maker and scooped grounds. The
old machine gurgled as it started. She laid out store-bought cookies

on a paper plate and felt a stab of guilt. Her mother would have
baked.

She heard a knock at the back door. She wiped her hands on a towel
and opened it.

Deacon Earl Ramsey stood there with his hat in his hands. His
shoulders hunched forward like he carried the weight of the whole
county. His cheeks looked rough from shaving too fast. Earl farmed
land outside town, and he smelled faintly of grain and diesel.

“Morning, Hannah,” he said.
“Morning,” she said. “Coffee is on.”

He stepped inside and shut the door behind him. He looked past her,
down the hallway toward the sanctuary, as if he was checking if
someone was listening.

“Your father in yet?”” he asked.

“He is in his office,” Hannah said. “He asked me to set up.”

5



Earl nodded. He shifted his hat from one hand to the other. “We got
the report.”

Hannah kept her face calm. “I know.”

His eyes flicked to hers and then away. “I do not like what it says.”
“I do not either.”

He cleared his throat. “You are doing alright?”

Hannah wanted to tell him she was fine. She wanted to keep her
voice bright, keep her posture strong. She did not.

“I am praying,” she said.

Earl gave a short nod, then walked down the hallway toward the
conference room. His boots thudded on the boards.

Hannah poured herself a cup of coffee and took a sip. It tasted burnt,
like it always did. She drank it anyway.

She walked to her father’s office and knocked. “Dad?”
“Come in,” he called.

Hannah opened the door and stepped inside. His office looked the
same as it had her whole life. Books on every wall. Sermon notes
stacked in piles—a worn armchair by the window where he read.
The desk had a blotter and a pen cup, and a small framed picture of
her mother.

Her father sat behind the desk with papers spread in front of him.
His shoulders sat stiff. His eyes looked tired.

“You set up?” he asked.

“Yes,” Hannah said. “Earl is here.”



Her father rubbed his forehead. “Good.”
Hannah glanced at the papers. “Is that the engineer's report?”
He watched her. “Yes.”

She took a step closer. She did not touch the pages, but she read the
top line. “Structural assessment. Maple Ridge Community Church.”

Her father’s hand rested on the report as if he guarded it. “Hannah.”
“I know,” she said. “You do not want me to worry.”

“I do not want you to carry it,” he said.

“It is my church too,” she said.

His jaw tightened. “It is the Lord’s church.”

“Yes,” Hannah said, softer. “And He placed us here.”

Her father exhaled slowly. “The board meeting will be hard.”
“What will you say?” she asked.

He looked down. “The truth.”

Her stomach twisted. She forced her voice steady. “If we close the
building, where will we meet?”

He leaned back in his chair. “We could meet in the community
center for a while. Or the school cafeteria. We could also do house
gatherings.”

She pictured folding chairs in a bright gym, a basketball hoop behind
the pulpit. She pictured people drifting away, because routine broke
and distance grew. She pictured her mother’s kitchen quiet, her
apron hanging unused, her voice no longer heard. The church felt



like more than walls. It felt like the only place Maple Ridge
remembered who it was.

“You think people will come?”” Hannah asked.
“They will at first,” he said. “Then life will press in.”

Hannah sat in the chair across from him. “Dad, we must not let it
happen.”

He looked at her with a mix of grief and resolve. “We will do what
the Lord tells us.”

Hannah nodded, but it felt like nodding at a storm. “Will you pray
with me?”

Her father reached across the desk and took her hand. His palm felt
warm, rough from years of work; no pastor job description
mentioned. He bowed his head.

“Father,” he said, “You know the needs of this church. You know
the hearts in this town. Give us wisdom. Give us unity. Give us
courage. Help us trust You when we see no clear path. Build this
house, Lord. In Jesus’ name, amen.”

“Amen,” Hannah whispered.

Her father released her hand. Hannah stood. “I will go check the
coffee.”

He nodded, and she left.

People trickled in as the hour neared. Mrs. Tinsley arrived first, her
hair pinned tight and her purse held close. She offered Hannah a
tight smile.

“I brought muffins,” she said, and held up a tin.



“Thank you,” Hannah said. “We will put them out.”

Mrs. Tinsley looked down the hallway toward the sanctuary. “Are
we meeting in the conference room?”

“Yes,” Hannah said.
Mrs. Tinsley pressed her lips thin. “I heard a rumor.”

Hannah kept her face smooth. “We are meeting to talk about the
building.”

Mrs. Tinsley gripped her purse strap. “My Harold built those pews
with his own hands. He sanded them in our garage. He sealed them
twice so they would hold up. He said, ‘These will outlast me.””

Hannah swallowed. “They have.”
Mrs. Tinsley stepped closer. “Tell me we are not losing this place.”

Hannah met her gaze. She chose honesty, but she did not want to
crush her. “We are looking at options.”

Mrs. Tinsley’s eyes filled, but she blinked fast. “You tell your father
I am praying.”

“I will,” Hannah said.
Mrs. Tinsley walked to the conference room, shoulders straight.

Next came Mr. Daley, head of the finance committee. He carried a
folder thick with papers. He looked like he had not slept. He nodded
to Hannah without smiling.

“Morning,” he said.
“Morning,” Hannah replied. “Coffee is hot.”

He lifted his folder slightly. “Not sure coffee helps.”
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Hannah gave a small nod and did not argue.

Soon, the room filled. Earl Ramsey. Mr. Daley. Mrs. Tinsley. Mrs.
Alvarez from the quilting circle. Nate Caldwell, who ran the
hardware store. Two younger members who joined the board last
year. Hannah’s father sat at the head of the table. Hannah sat along
the wall with a notepad, because she always took notes for meetings
when needed.

Hannah watched faces as people settled. Some avoided eye contact.
Some looked angry. Some looked scared.

Her father stood. He rested his hands on the back of his chair.

“Thank you for coming,” he said. “We have a serious matter to
address. Before we begin, [ want us to pray.”

Heads bowed. Her father prayed short and plain. He asked for unity.
He asked for courage. He asked for trust in God’s provision. When
he finished, people lifted their heads as they did after prayer, as if
they hoped a clear answer lay on the table.

Her father sat. “You all received the structural report,” he said. “I
asked a licensed engineer from Cedar Falls to assess the building
after the new cracks appeared in the fellowship hall and the
sanctuary floor began to shift.”

Mr. Daley cleared his throat. “He did more than glance at it,” he
said. “He crawled under the building. He checked the beams.”

Nate Caldwell leaned forward. “Tell them what he found.”

Mr. Daley opened his folder. His hands shook a little. “The main
issue is the support beams under the sanctuary and part of the
fellowship hall. Water damage has weakened them. Termite activity
exists in two sections. The floor joists have sagged. The foundation
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piers have shifted. The report says the building is unsafe for regular
use until we shore it up.”

Mrs. Alvarez lifted a hand to her mouth. “Unsafe,” she whispered.

Earl Ramsey looked down at his hat in his lap. Mrs. Tinsley stared
at the wall like she could not process it.

Hannah’s father held up a hand. “The engineer did not say it will fall
tomorrow,” he said. “He said we have a risk if we keep gathering
without repairs.”

Nate frowned. “What kind of risk?”

Mr. Daley turned a page. “Best case, someone trips when the floor
shifts more. Worst case, a beam fails. We do not need to speak about
it any further. You know.”

Silence pressed down. Hannah heard the coffee maker click as it
finished a cycle. The sound felt wrong in the stillness.

Her father looked around the table. “We need to decide our next
steps.”

Mr. Daley spoke again. “We asked for estimates. To stabilize the
structure and repair the damage, we are looking at $240,000. That
is, if we find no more issues once they open it up.”

Mrs. Tinsley made a small sound. “Two hundred and forty.”
Nate shook his head. “We do not have it.”

Mr. Daley slid another page forward. “Our general fund has
seventeen thousand. Our designated building fund has eleven.”

One of the younger board members, Lila Jensen, sat up straighter.
She had two small children and a job at the clinic. “We can raise it,”
she said, but her voice cracked.

11



Earl lifted his eyes. “We are a small church.”

Mr. Daley nodded. “Average attendance is one hundred and twenty
on Sundays. Giving is steady, but it is not enough for this.”

Mrs. Alvarez spoke softly. “What about a loan?”

Mr. Daley looked at Pastor Whitaker, then back at the table. “We
asked the bank in town. They will consider it, but they want
collateral and a repayment plan. We do not have a clear one.”

Nate leaned back. “So we close.”

Hannah’s father did not flinch, but Hannah saw pain in his eyes.
“We might need to stop meeting in the building until repairs
happen.”

Mrs. Tinsley gripped the edge of the table. “Stop meeting,” she
repeated, as if she tried the words in her mouth.

Lila shook her head. “People will drift.”
Earl nodded once, slowly. “Some will.”

Nate tapped his finger on the folder. “We can meet somewhere else
and keep the church alive.”

Mrs. Alvarez looked at him. “This is the church.”
Nate’s face tightened. “The people are the church.”

“Yes,” she said. “And this building has held our weddings. Our
funerals. Our baptisms. Our altar calls. My husband met the Lord in
the second pew on the left.”

Hannah’s chest ached. She kept her pen still. She did not want to
make a noise.
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Mr. Daley leaned forward. “We need to talk about options. Sell the
parsonage. Sell land. Ask the district for help. Apply for grants. Ask
churches in Cedar Falls to partner. Run a capital campaign. Or we
close and worship elsewhere while we save.”

Hannah’s father spoke with care. “We also need to talk about what
this building means to this town.”

Earl’s jaw worked. “It means stability.”
Mrs. Tinsley nodded. “It means our faith is rooted.”

Nate looked down. “It means my boy learned Scripture in the
basement.”

Lila wiped under her eye. “It means my daughter got dedicated
here.”

Each voice added weight. Each memory felt like a nail driven into
Hannah’s heart. Her mother’s face rose in her mind again. Miriam
stood in the fellowship hall, handing a casserole to a tired family.
She laughed with the youth group. She knelt by the front pew,
praying with a girl who could not stop shaking.

Hannah spoke before she planned to. “It also means legacy.”

The room turned toward her. She rarely spoke in these meetings.
She took notes. She refilled the coffee. She stayed quiet.

Her father watched her, his gaze gentle but wary.

Hannah kept her voice even. “My mother gave her life to this
church. Not because of the wood. Because of what happens here.
But she believed this place mattered. She believed the building
served the work.”

Mrs. Tinsley nodded hard. “Miriam loved this place.”
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Heat rose behind Hannah’s eyes. She blinked it back. “We need to
fight for it. We need to do it in a way that honors God. We need to
do it with honesty. But we need to do it.”

Nate shifted in his chair. “You got a plan, Hannah?”

Hannah did not yet. Her mouth felt dry. She chose the truth she had.
“I have a resolve.”

Mr. Daley looked tired. “Resolve does not pay contractors.”
Earl held up a hand. “Let her speak.”

Hannah took a breath. “We can start with what we know. We know
the building needs repairs. We know we cannot ignore it. We know
we cannot keep gathering here without taking steps.”

Her father nodded once, slowly.

Hannah continued. “We also know God has provided for this church
before. We do not control the outcome, but we do control whether
we act in faith.”

Nate’s brows knit. “Faith does not mean pretending numbers do not
exist.”

“I agree,” Hannah said. “Faith means we do the work and we pray
for God to do what we cannot.”

Lila leaned forward. “What work?”

Hannah looked around the table, meeting faces one by one. “We
need a clear fundraiser. We need a calendar. We need teams. We
need to ask for help beyond Maple Ridge. We need to tell the truth
to the congregation on Sunday. People will give if they know. Some
will give money. Some will give labor. Some will give materials.
Some will give connections.”
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Mr. Daley flipped a page, as if he were looking for something to
hold. “We need someone to lead it.”

Earl looked at Pastor Whitaker. “Pastor?”

Pastor Whitaker’s shoulders sank. “I will lead spiritually. T will
preach. I will pray. I will counsel. I will not run a capital campaign
alone.”

Nate glanced at Hannah. “Hannah?”
Hannah’s stomach dropped. She kept her face calm. “I will help.”
Mr. Daley raised his eyes. “Helping is not the same as leading.”

Hannabh felt the room waiting. She thought of her mother again. She
thought of her hands, steady and sure. She thought of her father’s
tired eyes. She thought of the sanctuary floor dipping under her feet.
She thought of kids running down the hallway after church, laughter
echoing.

She nodded once. “I will coordinate what I can.”

Her father opened his mouth, then closed it. He looked like he
wanted to protect her and also like he knew she would do this with
or without his permission.

Earl grunted approval. “Good.”

Nate leaned forward. “You need a contractor or builder to tell you
what is real. Not someone selling you a dream.”

Mr. Daley nodded. “We need a project plan. We need bids. We need
someone who understands structural work.”

Mrs. Alvarez whispered, “We need a miracle.”

15



Pastor Whitaker looked at her with kindness. “We need God. He
often works through people.”

Mr. Daley cleared his throat again. “There is another issue we need
to name. The engineer said that if we do not stabilize soon, costs will
rise. If winter water gets in, the damage spreads.”

Nate’s gaze sharpened. “How soon?”

Mr. Daley looked down. “He recommended we stop using the
sanctuary immediately. He also said we should not host large groups
in the fellowship hall.”

A low murmur ran through the room. Someone whispered, “Where
will we have the potluck?”” Another said, “What about the Christmas
program?”’

Hannah’s heart clenched. Christmas in this church meant evergreen
branches along the windows. It meant candlelight service. It meant
her father reading Luke 2 in the soft glow. It meant her mother’s
favorite hymn, sung slowly.

Pastor Whitaker raised his hand. “We will make decisions tonight.
We will communicate with the church on Sunday morning.”

Mrs. Tinsley looked like she might faint. “We cannot close before
Christmas.”

Earl looked at her. “We cannot risk someone getting hurt either.”
Mrs. Tinsley pressed her lips together. She nodded once, stiff.

Pastor Whitaker turned to Mr. Daley. “What are our immediate
options?”

Mr. Daley tapped the report. “We can rope off areas, but the
engineer said it is not enough. We can move worship to the
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community center starting this Sunday if we must. We can keep the
office open here for a bit, but even that might change.”

Lila whispered, “This feels like grief.”
Hannah understood. It did.

Pastor Whitaker looked around. “I want us to remember. God does
not live in a building. He meets us wherever we gather in His name.”

Nate nodded, but his jaw stayed tight.
Earl shifted. “We also need to talk about insurance.”

Mr. Daley sighed. “Insurance will not cover this. It is neglected in
their eyes. Wear and water over time.”

Mrs. Alvarez closed her eyes. “Lord, help us.”

Hannah’s pen pressed into the paper so hard that it left a mark. She
forced her hand to relax.

The conversation turned practical. They listed what they could sell.
Old sound equipment. The unused van. Some land is behind the
church. Each suggestion felt like cutting off pieces of a body to keep
it alive.

Then came the question no one wanted to ask.
Nate asked it.

“What if we cannot raise it?”

The room went still.

Pastor Whitaker answered with a quiet steadiness. “Then we
worship without this building. We keep serving. We keep loving.
We keep preaching Christ. We do not quit because wood fails.”
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Mrs. Tinsley looked down. Tears dropped onto her hands. She did
not wipe them.

Mr. Daley looked at the table. “If we lose the building, we lose
people.”

Lila shook her head. “We might also find out who we are.”

Earl gave a slow nod. “Sometimes God strips away what we lean

2

on.

Pastor Whitaker’s gaze shifted to the window. “Sometimes He
rebuilds stronger.”

Hannah held on to that word. Rebuilds.

The meeting ran long. Hannah took notes until her hand cramped.
They agreed on the next steps. Move the Sunday service to the
community center for now. Close the sanctuary to regular use
starting today. Ask Nate to call a few contractors for bids. Ask Mr.
Daley to set up a giving plan and a separate account. Ask Earl to
arrange a town hall-style meeting for the whole congregation next
week.

Then they looked back at Hannah.

“You will coordinate communication?” Mr. Daley asked. “Flyers,
phone tree, social media.”

“Yes,” Hannah said.

“You will organize volunteers?” Lila asked. “People will want to
help.”

“Yes,” Hannah said again.

“You will lead the fundraiser committee?”” Earl asked. “At least until
we pick a chair.”
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Hannah'’s throat felt tight. “Yes.”
Pastor Whitaker watched her with a mix of pride and concern.

The meeting closed in prayer. This time, Earl prayed. His words
came rough, like stones in his mouth, but they came honest. He
asked God to forgive them for waiting too long. He asked God to
guard their unity. He asked God to send help from places they did
not expect. He asked God to keep Maple Ridge anchored.

When the last “amen” sounded, people stood slowly. Chairs scraped
the floor. Mrs. Tinsley hugged Hannah without warning. Her arms
felt thin and strong.

“Y our mother would be proud,” she whispered.
Hannah'’s eyes burned, but she kept her voice steady. “Thank you.”

People drifted out. Some stopped to touch Hannah’s arm. Some
avoided her gaze because they did not know what to say. Mr. Daley
left with his folder held tight, as if it were a shield. Earl paused at
the door and looked back.

“You call if you need,” he said.
“I will,” Hannah replied.

When the last person left, the building felt louder in its silence.
Pastor Whitaker stepped into the hallway with Hannah.

“You took on a lot,” he said.

“It needs doing,” she answered.

He studied her face. “You are trying to save your mother.”
The words landed hard.

Hannabh lifted her chin. “I am trying to save what she loved.”
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Pastor Whitaker’s eyes softened. “Hannah, I miss her too.”

Hannah nodded, because if she spoke more, her voice would break.
She picked up the empty coffee pot and took it to the sink. She rinsed
it out and set it to dry. She wiped the counter. She stacked the
leftover cookies into a container.

Pastor Whitaker left for a hospital visit. He grabbed his coat and his
worn Bible, then paused at the back door.

“I will be back before dinner,” he said.
“I will be here,” Hannah replied.

After he went, Hannah walked through the church alone, like she
checked on an old friend who fell ill. She passed the nursery, where
a soft rocking chair sat in the corner. She passed the Sunday school
rooms, with their faded posters and small wooden tables. She passed
the fellowship hall, where the floor dipped more than it used to.

She crouched and placed her palm on the boards. She felt a faint
vibration as the furnace kicked on. She pictured the beams beneath
her, dark and damp, eaten away over the years.

She stood and walked back to the sanctuary. The door creaked as
she opened it. The room felt cooler than the hallway. The air smelled
like old hymnals and wood polish.

She walked down the aisle slowly. Her shoes made soft taps on the
runner. She stopped halfway and looked at the pews. She pictured
the people who sat in them. Earl with his hat in his lap. Mrs. Tinsley
had her hands folded tight. Lila is bouncing her baby and whispering
hymns. Teen boys slouched low, pretending they hadn't listened.

She pictured her mother in the second row, hair pinned back, eyes
bright. She pictured her turning to greet someone new with a smile
that made them feel safe.
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Hannah reached the front and set her hand on the pulpit. The wood
felt smooth under her fingers. She closed her eyes for a moment.

“Lord,” she whispered, “You know what this place means. You
know what it has held. You know every prayer prayed in these pews.
Show me what to do.”

She opened her eyes and looked up at the cross. Her chest lifted with
a breath she did not know she held.

She looked down at the floor near the steps to the platform. A thin
crack ran along a seam. She knelt and touched it. The wood edges
felt rough.

This building did not need paint and flowers. It needed bones made
strong again.

Hannah stood and turned in a slow circle. She heard the faint ticking
of the wall clock. She heard a distant truck on the road. She heard
the church settling, as if it were sighing.

She thought of the numbers Mr. Daley read. Two hundred and forty
thousand dollars. She thought of the size of Maple Ridge. She
thought of the small offerings dropped into the plate each week. She
thought of the work needed under the sanctuary, the beams, joists,
and piers.

She pressed her hand to her stomach as if it would steady her.
She had resolve. She had love. She had faith.
She also had limits.

Hannah looked around the empty sanctuary again, and the weight of
it hit her in a new way. She could not save this place alone. She
could not lift a building with her bare hands. She could not call in
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favors she did not have. She could not fix years of rot with
enthusiasm.

She stood at the front, alone under the cross, and she faced the truth.

Saving the church would require help she did not yet have.
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Chapter 2
The Fundraiser Idea

Hannah stood in her kitchen the next morning with a legal pad and
a pen. She stared at the blank page until her eyes stung. She wrote
one word anyway.

Repairs.

She underlined it once. The line looked too thin to hold what she
needed.

She flipped open the folder her father left on the counter last night.
Invoices. A note from the insurance agent. A printed estimate from
a roofing company. Every number felt like a door closing.

She set the folder down and pressed her palm to the table. She
breathed in. She breathed out.

Do the next right thing.
She wrote another word.
Money.

She tapped the pen. Her mind ran through every church fundraiser
she had ever watched from the side. Bake sales. Yard sales. Chili
suppers. Love offerings. Donation jars at the hardware store. None
of it felt big enough.

She did not let herself stop there. She turned the page and started
listing what Maple Ridge knew how to do.

Food. Music. Work days. Auctions. Sports. craft fairs. Raffles.
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She paused at the last word and crossed it out. She remembered the
deacons and their rules. She did not need another argument over
gambling.

Her phone buzzed on the table—a text from her father.
Fellowship hall. Seven. Thank you for leading.

She stared at the message. Her chest tightened. He did not ask. He
trusted her with it.

She set the phone down and whispered, “Lord, You sent help.” She
did not feel brave when she said it. She felt like she stepped onto a
porch step she was not sure would hold.

At six forty-five, she pushed open the side door of Maple Ridge
Community Church. The hallway smelled like old paint, brewed
coffee, and lemon cleaner. Voices carried from the fellowship hall.
Chairs scraped. Someone laughed in a way she recognized.

She walked in with her legal pad tucked under her arm.

The fellowship hall lights buzzed overhead. The long tables sat in a
loose rectangle. Someone set out paper cups and a metal coffee urn.
A plate of store-bought cookies sat beside it, still in the plastic tray.
Someone tried. It mattered.

Her father sat at the far side with his Bible and a thin folder. He
looked tired. He looked like he slept in his shirt. He lifted his head
when she entered and gave her a small smile. It did not reach his
eyes.

“Morning,” he said.

“Morning,” she said. She kept her voice steady.
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Around the tables sat people she had known since she was born.
Some of them called her Hannah. Some of them still called her Miss
Hannah. A few still called her Hannah Beth, as if she were five.

Mrs. Albright sat nearest the coffee with her purse on the table and
her reading glasses on a chain. She wore a cardigan no matter the
season. She ran the church nursery like it was a government office.

Walt Mercer sat across from her with his arms crossed. He owned
the feed store. He spoke in blunt sentences and acted like feelings
were a waste of time.

Tina Jo Haskins sat at the corner, tapping her pen. She ran the diner.
She knew every piece of gossip in town, and half of it was true.

Eli Brooks sat beside Tina Jo. He was the town building contractor.
He kept his hands folded as if he did not trust them to stay still. He
built sets for Christmas programs. He repaired broken pews when
no one asked.

Carla Denton sat near the door. She was a young mom with a baby
on her hip and a diaper bag at her feet. She volunteered for
everything and always looked like she made it out of the house by
prayer alone.

And then there was Mr. Fitch, the oldest deacon, with his combed-
over white hair and his notebook. He looked at the ceiling as if he
were waiting for it to fall.

Hannah took an empty chair near her father. She set her pad on the
table. The scrape of her chair sounded louder than it should.

Her father cleared his throat. “Thank you for coming,” he said. “We
are here because we need to address the repairs. We have a leak in
the roof. We have damage in the attic. We have cracks in the
sanctuary plaster. We have...” He glanced at his folder. “We have
more than we can cover in the regular budget.”
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Walt snorted. “We have a mess.”
Mrs. Albright shot him a look. “We have a need.”
Walt shrugged. “Same thing.”

Her father nodded once. He did not argue. “Hannah offered to lead
this discussion. She has been thinking through options for raising
funds. I asked her to share ideas.”

He turned toward her. He did not push her into it. He handed her the
moment like he believed she could hold it.

Her mouth went dry. She looked at the faces around her. She saw
worry. She saw curiosity. She saw skepticism. She also saw love for
this place, even on the faces that did not show it easily.

She laid her palm flat on the paper. “Thank you for coming,” she
said. “I know everyone has jobs and families. I know time is tight.”

Tina Jo leaned forward. “We brought coffee,” she said. “So we are
set for anything.”

Carla bounced her baby and smiled. “I brought wipes,” she said. “So
we are also set for anything.”

A low chuckle moved around the table. It loosened the tightness in
Hannah’s shoulders by a small amount.

She nodded. “All right,” she said. “We need a plan. We need money.
We need it in a way that does not drain people who already give. We
need it in a way that fits who we are.”

Mr. Fitch cleared his throat. “We need it soon.”

She met his eyes. “Yes,” she said. “Soon.”
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She took a breath and tapped her pen. “I want to hear ideas first. I
have a few. But I want this to be something the whole church owns.”

Mrs. Albright spoke at once. “Bake sale.”
Walt spoke over her. “Auction.”

Eli raised a hand slightly, like he was in class. “Work day. We do
some of the labor ourselves.”

Tina Jo waved her pen. “Chili cook-off.”

Carla said, “Silent auction with gift baskets. I can ask the moms to
help.”

Mr. Fitch said, “Special offering.”

Walt shook his head. “We do those every time the copier breaks.”
Mrs. Albright said, “And the Lord provides.”

Walt said, “And the same ten people pay for it.”

Her father lifted a hand. “Let us speak with care,” he said.

Walt looked down at the table. “Yes, Pastor.”

Hannah wrote the ideas on her pad in quick lines. Bake sale.
Auction. Work day. Chili cook-off. Silent auction. Special offering.

She looked at the list. She pictured the amounts. She pictured the
roof estimate.

She kept her tone calm. “These are good ideas,” she said. “We have
done most of them before. Some of them we do well.”

Mrs. Albright nodded, satisfied.

Hannah turned her pad slightly and kept writing. “What has worked
best in the past? What brought in the most?”
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Tina Jo said, “The quilt auction, three years ago.”

Mrs. Albright said, “Those quilts took months.”

Eli said, “The men’s breakfast fundraiser did okay.”
Walt said, “Because Tina Jo donated the bacon.”

Tina Jo pointed her pen at him. “And you ate half of it.”
Walt looked offended. “I did no such thing.”

Carla smiled. “You did.”

Walt held his hand to his chest. “I do not know why I even come to
these meetings.”

Eli smiled without showing teeth. “Because you love the church.”
Walt grunted. He did not deny it.
Hannah let the humor land. She needed it. She also needed direction.

She leaned forward. “If we do a bake sale and a chili cook-off, what
do you think we'll raise?”

Mrs. Albright said, “If we do it right, a few thousand.”
Mr. Fitch shook his head slowly. “We need more than a few.”

Her father slid his folder toward her. “The roof estimate alone is
thirty-eight thousand,” he said. “And that is without addressing the
attic beams.”

Silence spread across the tables. Even the coffee urn seemed louder.
Carla whispered, “Oh.”

Hannah felt the number like a weight on her ribs. She kept her face
steady.
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Walt leaned back. “We are not raising that with brownies.”

Mrs. Albright stiffened. “Do not mock the women of this church.”
Walt held up a hand. “I am not mocking. I am stating facts.”

Tina Jo tilted her head. “We need a bigger idea.”

Hannah nodded. “Yes,” she said. “We need a bigger idea. We also
need something people outside our church want to support.”

Mr. Fitch frowned. “Why would they support our church? Half of
them do not attend.”

Hannah heard the fear under his question. She also heard pride.
Maple Ridge held long memories. People carried old hurts. Some of
those hurts happened inside these walls.

She answered with care. “Because this building is part of the town,”
she said. “People have weddings and funerals here. People vote
here. People bring their kids to the Christmas program even when
they do not come on Sundays. They still call it their church.”

Her father watched her. His eyes softened. He knew she spoke the
truth.

Eli nodded. “We had forty kids at the last Easter egg hunt. I
recognized parents I have not seen in years.”

Carla said, “And the moms group uses our classrooms every
Tuesday.”

Mrs. Albright pursed her lips. “And they leave crumbs.”
Carla smiled wider. “Yes, ma’am.”

Hannah tapped her pen once. “So we aim wider,” she said. “We
invite the town.”
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Mr. Fitch said, “We do not have the manpower.”
Walt said, “We do not have the money to raise the money.”

Tina Jo pointed her pen at Walt again. “Stop. You always start with

2

no.
Walt looked at her. “No.”

A few people laughed. Even her father’s mouth twitched. The
moment felt human. It felt like home. It also felt fragile.

Hannah looked down at her list and then back up. She decided to
speak her idea before fear swallowed it.

“We do a community restoration fundraiser,” she said.
Mrs. Albright blinked. “A what?”

Hannah kept going. “A weekend event,” she said. “One big push.
Food. Music. A live auction. A silent auction. Kids activities. A
historical display of the church. A pledge wall for people who want
to give toward repairs. We ask local businesses to sponsor parts of
it. We invite the whole town. We do not hide the need. We tell the
truth. The building needs work. We want to keep the doors open.”

Walt squinted. “A festival.”
She nodded. “Yes. A festival. But centered on restoring the church.”
Mr. Fitch looked worried. “People will think we are begging.”

Hannah felt her face heat. She fought the urge to shrink. She kept
her voice even. “We are asking,” she said. “There is a difference.
We give people a way to help. We work hard. We do not manipulate.
We trust God with the result.”
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Mrs. Albright clasped her hands. “I like the history display,” she
said. “I have photographs. I have the old dedication program from
when the fellowship hall was built.”

Hannah’s throat tightened at the word built. She pictured her father
when he was younger, standing in sawdust with his sleeves rolled
up. She pictured her mother bringing lemonade to the men working
outside. She pictured the beam her father insisted on saving from an
older church structure, the one he called weathered but sound. She
pictured it above the sanctuary now, dark wood against the white
ceiling.

She swallowed. She did not let her mind slide into grief. She stayed
in the room.

Tina Jo nodded. “I will run food. I can do pulled pork sandwiches
and chili. I will get the diner staff to help.”

Walt looked at her like she had lost her mind. “You will close the
diner.”

Tina Jo shrugged. “For one day. People can survive.”
Walt shook his head. “It sounds big. Big means messy.”
Eli spoke up. “Messy does not scare me.”

Carla raised her hand, then dropped it because she was not in school.
“I can organize volunteers,” she said. “I can set up sign-ups. I can
work with the moms.”

Mr. Fitch still looked unconvinced. “It will cost money to run it,” he
said.

Hannah nodded. “Yes,” she said. “We keep costs low. We ask for
donations in-kind. We ask the hardware store for lumber for booths.
We ask the print shop for flyers. We ask farmers for hay bales to use
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as seating. We ask the grocery store for buns. We ask, and we say
thank you, whether they say yes or no.”

Walt rubbed his jaw. “People will ask why we did not plan better.”

Her father spoke. His voice stayed calm, but it carried weight. “We
will tell them the truth,” he said. “We did not see the damage until
it showed itself. We will not pretend we are above need. We are the
church. We are a body. When one part hurts, we respond.”

Mr. Fitch looked down at his notebook. “Pastor, with respect, you
know some folks will use it as an excuse to talk.”

Her father nodded. “They will,” he said. “They always do. We still
do the work in front of us.”

His words landed in Hannah like a hand on her back. She wanted to
believe them without struggle. She did not. She felt the struggle
anyway.

She glanced at the far wall of the fellowship hall. She saw the framed
picture of the church groundbreaking. Her father stood in the center,
younger, smiling, holding a shovel. Men around him grinned.
Women stood behind them, including her mother. Her hair sat
pinned up. She looked straight at the camera as if she already knew
what would come, and she chose faith anyway.

Hannah looked away.

She said, “If we do a big fundraiser, we need clear numbers. We
need a target. People give toward a goal more readily than toward a
vague need.”

Eli nodded. “We put a thermometer chart in the hallway.”
Mrs. Albright’s eyes brightened. “I can draw it.”

Walt groaned. “Please do not draw it like a cartoon.”
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Mrs. Albright looked offended. “My handwriting is legible.”
Walt said, “I did not comment on your handwriting.”
Tina Jo muttered, “You commented on everything else.”

Hannabh lifted a hand. “Okay,” she said, and her voice carried more
authority than she expected. The table quieted.

She felt a strange mix of relief and fear. She could lead a meeting.
She could hold people’s attention. But she could not guarantee the
outcome. She could not guarantee she would not fail.

The thought hit her hard.
Failing the church her father built.

She stared at her legal pad, but she did not see the words. She saw
her father’s hands on the pulpit. She saw him standing in the rain
during construction, talking to the contractor. She saw him giving
his life to this place. She saw her mother wiping dust off hymnals
before the first service.

If she failed, it would feel as if she had let their work rot.
She pressed the pen into the paper until the tip bit. Her fingers ached.
Her father’s voice pulled her back. “Hannah,” he said softly.

She blinked and looked up. He did not look impatient. He looked
like he knew her mind ran to a painful place.

She straightened. “Sorry,” she said. “All right. Let us talk through
what a community restoration fundraiser would require.”

Mr. Fitch leaned forward. “What would we call it?”” he asked.

Tina Jo snapped her fingers. “Raise the Roof.”
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Mrs. Albright shook her head. “That sounds like a dance.”
Walt said, “It also sounds like we are partying.”

Carla smiled. “What about Homecoming at the Church?”
Eli said, “That sounds like football.”

Hannah thought for a second. “What about Maple Ridge Restoration
Day?” she said. “Simple. Clear.”

Her father nodded. “I like it,” he said.
Tina Jo said, “Fine. But I still want a banner. A big one.”
Walt said, “We do not need a banner.”

Tina Jo pointed at him. “You do not get to say no again for at least
five minutes.”

Walt looked at her father. “Pastor, is this allowed?”

Her father’s eyes held humor. “If you need a rule, Walt, I will write
one,” he said. “Five minutes of yes.”

Walt looked pained. “This church has lost its discipline.”
Mrs. Albright said, “This church is trying to live.”

Hannah watched the exchange and felt something ease in her.
People cared. They argued because they cared.

She turned to practical steps. “We need teams,” she said. “Food.
Donations and auction items. Advertising. Set up and clean up. Kids
activities. Music.”

Eli said, “I can handle setup. I can get some of the men to build
booths. I will need a materials list.”

Carla nodded fast. “I can do volunteering. I will set up time slots.”
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Mrs. Albright said, “I will handle the historical display and the
children’s corner. I will do Bible memory games.”

Tina Jo said, “Food is mine,” she repeated, like she dared anyone to
take it.

Walt sighed. “Fine,” he said. “I will talk to the feed store vendors.
Some of them donate. I will ask for supplies. And I will talk to the
hardware store.”

Hannah looked at him. “Thank you,” she said.
He grunted, but he met her eyes. “Do not make me regret it.”

Her father looked around the table. “We also need prayer,” he said.
“We need wisdom. We need unity. We need to remember we serve
God, not a building.”

The words should comfort her. Instead, they pricked at her. She
wanted to serve God. She also loved the building. She loved what it
held. She loved what it represented. She feared she loved it too
much.

She kept her face neutral.

Mr. Fitch tapped his notebook. “Pastor,” he said, “with respect, if
the building fails, the ministry fails.”

Her father leaned back slightly. “The ministry does not live in
wood,” he said. “It lives in people. But I agree the building matters.
It gives us a place to gather. It gives us stability.”

Mr. Fitch nodded, but his mouth stayed tight.

Hannah decided to voice what sat beneath the whole meeting. “We
are going to work,” she said. “We are going to ask. We are going to
plan. But we also need to accept we cannot force the outcome.”
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Walt said, “So we do all this, and it still might not work.”

She met his gaze. “Yes,” she said. “It might not. But we still do the
next right thing.”

Mrs. Albright nodded slowly. “Faith without works is dead,” she
said.

Eli added, “And works without faith will wear you out.”

Hannah glanced at him. His voice stayed quiet. His eyes looked tired
in a way she had not noticed before, as if he carried his own burdens
and still showed up for other people.

She looked back at the table. “We set a date,” she said. “We need
enough time to organize, but not so much time that we lose
urgency.”

Tina Jo said, “Four weeks.”

Walt choked. “Four weeks. No.”

Carla said, “Six weeks.”

Mrs. Albright said, “Eight. People have calendars.”

Eli said, “We need to see the extent of the damage first.”
Silence returned. His point landed clean.

Hannabh felt heat rise in her cheeks. Of course. She had been talking
about money and plans, but she did not even know what she was
fixing. She knew there was a leak. She knew there was sagging in
places. She did not know what was safe. She did not know what was
urgent.

Her father opened his folder and pulled out a sheet. “The roofing
company said they could patch the worst area,” he said. “But 