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  Introduction


Challenging the Past, Embracing the Future 
Matt Knight has always been torn between honoring his family's legacy in the construction business and modernizing it to survive in an ever-changing world. With the company on the brink of losing a major contract to a rival developer, Matt must decide whether to stick with tradition or take the leap into the future. The pressure to succeed—and to keep the family business alive—is mounting, and his father’s resistance to change only complicates matters.
Jenna Walker is determined to prove herself in a male-dominated field as a doctor in rural medicine. After years of feeling overlooked by her renowned surgeon father, Jenna is carving her own path. But when a health crisis at one of Matt’s construction sites puts her in the spotlight, their worlds collide, and sparks fly.
As they work together to address the crisis and confront the challenges ahead, both Matt and Jenna must battle their families' expectations while exploring the growing connection between them. With the future of Matt’s business and Jenna’s career at stake, will they find the courage to stand up for what they truly want?
Breaking Barriers is a heartwarming romance about legacy, self-worth, and the power of embracing change—both in love and in life.
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  Chapter one
Matt

Blueprints and Boundaries


The office smells like cedar and stale coffee. That combination shouldn’t work, but it does. It's the smell of my childhood—sawdust, ambition, and too many takeout containers. I unlock the front door of Knight & Son Construction a little after five. The sun’s just starting to stretch over Maple Ridge, casting that peach-colored glow across the framed photos on the office wall.
I set my coffee on the drafting table and unroll the blueprints I’ve been tweaking for weeks now. A new community center. Sleek lines. Energy-efficient windows. An open-concept multipurpose room that can shift from yoga to book club to town hall meetings with just a few partitions.
I know this project could change things around here.
I slide my pencil along the margin, sketching an alternate layout for the atrium. Skylights. Natural light matters in cold months. I want people to walk inside and feel warmth without turning on a single bulb.
“Still romanticizing architecture?” My father’s voice cuts through the quiet like a buzz saw.
I glance up. Richard Knight doesn’t knock. He just is; broad-shouldered; thick gray eyebrows. Still wears flannel even in July. And always manages to look mildly disappointed, like life keeps undercooking his steak.
“Good morning, Dad,” I say, trying not to sound annoyed.
He walks in, eyes the blueprint like it personally offended him. “That’s a lot of glass.”
“It’s solar glass. Triple-pane, thermally efficient. It’ll pay off in energy savings in less than six years.”
“Six years,” he repeats, grabbing the pencil out of my hand and tapping it on the paper. “You think that matters to the budget committee? You think Ruth Cramer cares about solar panels when she’s asking how many bathrooms we can squeeze in?”
I fold my arms. “She might care about the heating bill once winter hits. I’m not just thinking about ribbon cuttings. I’m thinking ten, fifteen years out.”
Dad sighs and pulls out a chair, the old vinyl groaning under his weight. “Matt, you’ve got a good head on your shoulders. You always have. But this is Maple Ridge. We don’t need some urban fantasy complex. We need a sturdy building with plumbing that doesn’t leak and a roof that doesn’t cave in.”
I resist the urge to rub my temples. We’ve had this conversation a dozen times. Maybe more. “I’m not trying to build a skyscraper. I’m trying to build something this town can be proud of.”
“And you don’t think they’re proud of what we’ve done so far?”
I look away. That’s the thing—I am proud. Of all the homes we’ve built. Of the library renovation, the firehouse upgrade, and even the new gazebo in the park. But I know we could be doing more.
Before I can answer, the office phone rings. I reach for it. “Knight & Son.”
“Matt, it’s Linda from the zoning board,” the voice crackles. “Wanted you to hear from us first. Archer Development submitted a bid this morning. They’ve got renderings and a twenty-page proposal already in our hands.”
My stomach drops. Archer.
“Of course they do,” I say quietly. “Thanks, Linda.”
“Thought you’d want to know before the meeting next week. Their proposal promises a ninety-day build and claims they’ll hire only local labor.”
I thank her again and hang up, jaw tightening.
Dad raises an eyebrow. “What’s that about?”
“Archer Development is bidding on the community center.”
Dad lets out a grunt. “Figures. They’re slick.”
“They’re all surface. Flashy designs, cheap materials, and barely passable inspections. They make it look good on the outside and cut every corner behind the drywall.”
Dad leans back. “Town might not care, as long as they get it fast and cheap.”
I shove the pencil behind my ear. “Then I’ll show them that fast and cheap isn’t what Maple Ridge needs.”
“Just be careful, son,” he says, his voice lower now. “You try to change too much too fast, people start pushing back.”
I nod, but inside I’m already flipping through ideas. If Archer’s involved, I have to bring more than good intentions to the table. I need a plan that knocks the wind out of everyone else in the room—one they can’t ignore.
Dad stands, heading toward the coffee pot. “You want me to tell the crew we’re heading to the older site today?”
I shake my head. “I’ll handle it. I’ve got a meeting at the diner with Jake and Derek anyway.”
He nods. “Don’t forget your roots, Matt. That’s what built this place.”
“I haven’t forgotten,” I say, rolling up the blueprint. “I just want to add something new to the foundation.”
He doesn’t answer, but I swear his silence sounds like disapproval.
Outside, the day is warming up, air humming with the early buzz of summer insects. I hop in my truck and head to Patty’s Diner, the kind of place where the coffee is always strong, and the gossip is even stronger.
The bell above the door jingles as I step inside. The place is half full, mostly regulars. Farmers, shop owners, and retirees. Patty’s behind the counter, her curly red hair piled high, apron smudged with flour.
“Morning, Matt,” she calls. “Table by the window.”
Jake’s already there, sipping from a chipped mug. Derek’s got his phone out, tapping something into a notes app.
“Looks like you’ve seen a ghost,” Derek says as I slide into the booth.
“Archer’s bidding on the community center.”
Jake whistles low. “Those weasels.”
“I know.”
Derek leans forward. “Then we beat them. We do it better. Cleaner. Stronger. You’ve got the talent. And we’ve got your back.”
Jake nods. “And if you want, I’ll accidentally spill coffee on their mock-ups during the next council meeting.”
I grin in spite of everything. This is what I’ve got that Archer doesn’t—a group of friends like family who give a damn. Not just about the bottom line, but about me. About this town. About doing it the right way.
Derek waves Patty over and orders three more coffees. “We start fresh. What’s your biggest idea for this center? Forget the budget for one second. What’s the dream version?”
I lean back, eyes drifting to the window where Maple Ridge stretches out like an old quilt—familiar, worn, and full of stories. “A building with light. With space for kids to play and seniors to gather. A place that feels like the heart of the town—not just another box with beige walls.”
Jake grins. “Then let’s build the heart.”
I don’t know how yet. But I know this: Archer might have speed, shortcuts, and polished brochures. But I’ve got something better.
Skin in the game. A stake in the soil. And a blueprint that comes straight from the heart.

      ***Jake takes a loud slurp of his refill like he’s trying to drain the bottom of the mug through sheer willpower. “So, speaking of community buildings with a heart, Ethan’s mentorship clinic broke ground last week.”
Derek lifts his brows. “Already? I thought the permits were still tied up in red tape.”
“They were,” Jake says, leaning back and folding his arms behind his head. “But Ethan sweet-talked the mayor’s office. And by sweet-talked, I mean he brought in Charlotte with a clipboard and a glare that could level a city council.”
That earns a laugh from all of us.
“Honestly,” Jake adds, “it’s shaping up to be more than just a mentorship clinic. He’s adding a wellness room and, after-school study area. He said something about art therapy.”
“That sounds like Ethan,” I say, smiling as I stir a creamer into my coffee. “Always doing the extra ten percent when no one’s watching.”
“He’s got a soft spot for second chances,” Derek says. “Can’t blame him. Kid’s seen both sides of the coin—born into money, but still shows up with a shovel like the rest of us.”
I nod. Ethan doesn’t flaunt what he has. He uses it like a ladder for others. Quiet, steady, generous. The kind of guy who makes you want to do better just by being in the room.
Jake chuckles and lifts his mug. “To Ethan’s clinic. May it help a thousand screwups find their footing.”
We all toast with our mismatched mugs, clinking them together in the middle of the table. The comfort of this moment—the diner, my friends, the buzz of locals chatting around us—settles something restless inside me. 
These guys have been my crew since we were knocking around the high school soccer field and dreaming about life getting bigger. Turns out, life did get bigger—but it brought us back here anyway.
I’m halfway through another sip when my phone rings. The screen lights up with Nate’s name—our site foreman.
My gut tightens instantly. Nate’s a good guy, solid as they come, but he doesn’t call mid-morning unless something’s wrong.
I pick up fast. “Yeah?”
“Matt.” His voice is tight. Urgent. “We’ve got a situation at the site.”
My heart skips. “What happened?”
“One of the crew fell from the second-floor framework. Guardrail gave out.”
I’m already out of my seat, coffee forgotten, boots on the floor. “Are they conscious?”
“Yeah. Breathing, but his leg looks bad. EMS is on the way. Thought you’d want to be here before the inspector shows.”
“I’m five minutes out.”
I hang up, grabbing my jacket.
Jake stands immediately. “What’s going on?”
“Fall on-site. Guardrail failure. Someone’s hurt.”
Derek’s already reaching for his keys. “We’re coming with you.”
I don’t argue.
Patty catches my eye as we rush toward the door. “Everything okay, Matt?”
“Not sure yet,” I call over my shoulder. “Hold my tab?”
“You got it.”
We burst into the sunlight, the weight of the moment hitting me hard as we pile into our trucks. My brain is spinning through every corner of that site—what failed, what I missed, what could’ve been prevented.
The engine roars to life, gravel spitting behind my tires as I pull out onto Main. The construction site isn’t far—just down by the south edge of Maple Ridge where the trees thin and the land flattens out. The community center build was supposed to be a turning point. Something solid. Safe.
By the time we pull up, I see the flashing lights. An ambulance is parked beside the scaffolding. Crew members are gathered in tight clusters, faces pale and tense. Nate jogs over as I jump out of the truck.
“He’s stable,” Nate says quickly. “Broke his leg bad, maybe some cracked ribs, but the paramedics say he’s lucky. Could’ve been a lot worse.”
“Which guardrail?” I ask, already moving toward the structure.
He points. “North frame. Temporary panel. It snapped at the bolt line. I checked it this morning—it looked fine.”
I follow him to the base of the framework. The EMTs are loading the injured worker—Manny, I realize, one of our newer hires—onto a stretcher. His face is twisted in pain, but he gives me a thumbs-up as they wheel him toward the ambulance.
“Hang in there, Manny,” I say, voice thick. “We’ve got you.”
He nods, sweat beading on his brow.
I turn back to the guardrail and crouch. The bolts are rusted, brittle. Dammit. These weren’t what I ordered. Someone must’ve pulled from the old stock in the back shed—ones flagged for disposal.
“I want every temporary install re-checked today,” I bark, standing. “And we’re pulling the inspection records. I want to know who signed off on this one.”
Jake and Derek are with the crew now, calming people down, organizing a review of the rest of the perimeter. I catch Derek gesturing toward the gear shed with two fingers—he’s already thinking ahead, wondering where the breakdown happened.
This is on me. Not just because I signed off on the site plan, but because these guys trust me to keep them safe. I feel it in my bones—like the ground just shifted under my boots.
Richard’s words echo from this morning: “You try to change too much too fast, people start pushing back.”
But this isn’t about pushing. This is about building better. Safer. Stronger.
I exhale and rub a hand over my jaw. “Nate, tell the rest of the crew we’re halting vertical work for the day. Get everyone on cleanup and double-checks.”
“You sure?”
“I’m not losing another man over a damn shortcut.”
He nods. “You got it.”
As I walk back toward the trucks, Derek falls into step beside me. “You okay?”
I nod slowly. “I will be.”
Jake’s behind us, arms crossed. “You think Archer would’ve done any better?”
“No,” I say. “But that’s not the point.”
Jake lifts his brows. “Then what is?”
I look over the half-framed building, the way the wind pulls at the plastic sheeting, the scent of sawdust and hot metal hanging heavy in the air.
“The point is, we don’t just build buildings. We build trust. And I can’t afford to mess that up.”

      ***The site’s quiet now.
The ambulance is gone, tire tracks still fresh in the gravel. Most of the crew has gone home for the day, sent off with reassurances and promises that we’d get to the bottom of this. What’s left are stripped beams, a half-raised skeleton of a building, and the three of us—me, Jake, and Derek—standing under the north frame with our hands braced on our hips.
Jake’s crouched low, holding one of the fractured guardrail brackets up to the light. It’s thin. Too thin. It’s stamped with the old serial lot I specifically told Nate to pull last month—the one we flagged for disposal because the metal was borderline brittle. I glance at the markings on the inside of the screw plate. Rusted. Edged with corrosion. These didn’t just degrade overnight.
“See this?” Jake says, holding the bolt between two fingers. “This is a D-grade. Someone slipped junk hardware in with the good stuff.”
Derek walks the line, inspecting the other temporary rails one by one. He pauses every few feet, then calls out, “It’s not just that one. Half of these don’t meet spec. They’re either cheap imports or knockoffs. Look here.”
I join him. The next bracket is even worse. Lightweight. Dull finish. No pressure rating etched into the spine. Someone didn’t just make a mistake—they made a swap.
My pulse kicks up. “This isn’t just oversight.”
Jake mutters, “You sure none of this came from your usual supplier?”
“I double-checked our last delivery invoice two weeks ago. We paid for top-tier brackets. These aren’t even in the same universe.”
Derek straightens, arms folded, eyes sharp beneath his brow. “So someone swapped the materials after they were delivered?”
I don’t say anything right away. The weight in my chest makes it hard to get air in. Not only was a man injured, but now I’ve got potential sabotage on a site with my name on it.
I scan the rest of the rails. Every fourth or fifth bracket looks off. Almost like someone mixed them in just enough to pass a quick visual once-over. Not enough to raise alarms—unless something failed. Like it did today.
“I’ll check the supply logs and security footage,” I say, jaw tight. “Something’s not right here.”
Derek nods slowly, kicking a loose scrap of wood with the toe of his boot. “You think Archer’s behind it?”
I don’t answer. I don’t know. But Archer Development has made a career out of undercutting good builders and winning jobs by playing just inside the gray lines of legality. Still—sneaking defective hardware onto my site? That’s a new low, even for them.
Jake exhales hard. “Man, I hate politics.”
“This isn’t politics,” I say, dragging a hand down my face. “It’s a hit job. Someone’s trying to tank my bid before it even hits the council floor.”
Derek lifts one of the faulty rails and tosses it to the ground with a metallic clang.
Then he looks me dead in the eye, his voice low and even.
“Looks like someone’s planning to crush your vision already.”
The words hang there, heavy as cement.
The community center. My future with the business. The modern build I’ve staked everything on. If someone’s sabotaging this project from the inside… we’re not just talking about safety violations or delays.
We’re talking about reputation. Trust. The future of Knight & Son.
I clench my jaw, the wind picking up around us, rustling the loose tarp on the scaffold. My vision may be under attack—but I’m not backing down.
Not now. Not ever.






  
  Chapter two
Jenna

Under The Stethoscope


The office is all glass and tension. 
Dr. Andrew Halvorson’s corner suite overlooks Wilshire Boulevard, a polished panorama of ambition: tailored suits crossing intersections, coffee cups in one hand, glowing phones in the other. The traffic below hums like a heartbeat too fast for comfort.
“You’re making a mistake, Jenna.”
Dr. Halvorson’s voice is calm, but there’s a warning tucked behind every syllable. He leans back in his leather chair, hands steepled, expensive watch catching the light. The kind of man who never breaks a sweat—just raises an eyebrow and lets the silence do the heavy lifting.
I smile politely and cross one leg over the other. “No, I’m not.”
“You could be chief resident within two years,” he says. “You’re already leading the outreach trial at two clinics. And don’t forget, Cedars-Sinai doesn’t just hand out surgical assistant slots to anyone under thirty.”
“I’m not forgetting,” I say, smoothing my palms over the hem of my blazer. “I’m choosing.”
Halvorson lets out a quiet breath and lifts a single page off his desk. My fellowship acceptance letter. “Rural medicine,” he reads aloud, like the words taste strange in his mouth. “Maple Ridge. Population: barely four digits.”
I lift my chin. “That’s the one.”
He sets the page down with a whisper of paper against wood. “Does your father know?”
My smile tightens. “He will. Eventually.”
Halvorson arches a brow. “And when he hears you’ve traded big-city prestige for town clinic chaos?”
“He’ll survive,” I say, standing. “He’s a surgeon, not a toddler.”
“You could be doing ground-breaking work here, Jenna. In L.A. With real influence. Why throw that away to fight for scraps in a town that barely has a stoplight?”
Because that town has something this place doesn’t. Space to breathe. People who listen. Meaning beyond the metrics.
But I don’t say that out loud.
“I appreciate everything this program’s given me,” I say instead, lifting my bag. “But this isn’t the life I want to build. Thank you for understanding.”
He doesn't stand. Just watches me walk to the door like I’m turning in my badge.
I step into the hallway, head high.
Two floors down, I’m elbow-deep in a cardboard box when April pokes her head into my office.
“Tell me you’re not really doing this,” she says, leaning against the doorframe in her high-tops and messy bun.
“I’m doing this,” I say, sliding a stack of file folders into the box.
April’s my closest friend here—an ER nurse with more sarcasm than sense and a heart that doesn’t quit. She’s also the only one who didn’t try to talk me out of leaving.
“You sure it’s just about rural medicine?” she teases. “Or is there a certain flannel-wearing construction guy waiting for you under a pine tree?”
I laugh, rolling my eyes. “Matt Knight is not waiting for me.”
April lifts a brow. “So you do admit you’re thinking about him.”
I sigh and tuck my stethoscope into the side of the box. “I haven’t seen him in months. I don’t even know if he remembers what we talked about.”
“Who would dare to forget you?” she says, coming in to help fold my lab coat. “Plus, that was the first time I saw you talking about someone you met for the first time.”
I pause, a soft warmth settling low in my chest. It wasn't some romantic weekend or a perfect wedding backdrop—it was a Tuesday in Los Angeles. Hot, dry, ordinary. I was coming out of the hospital cafeteria, balancing a yogurt cup and trying not to spill coffee on my scrubs, when I nearly ran into him.
Matt Knight, standing in the middle of Cedars-Sinai’s main atrium, looking like he’d taken a wrong turn at a lumber yard and ended up in a sea of white coats and stainless steel.
He was here visiting his uncle after knee surgery, and we both reached for the elevator button at the same time.
“Sorry,” I’d said.
“No problem,” he replied, flashing that quiet, unassuming smile.
We made small talk. It stretched longer than it should have. Something about the way he asked questions—not to impress, but to actually listen—kept me from brushing it off. We ended up grabbing a coffee. He told me about his construction firm back home. I told him about my frustrations with hospital politics and my dreams of going rural.
He nodded and said, “You ever feel like you're the only person in the room not playing a part?”
That stopped me cold.
I looked at him. Really looked. “Every day.”
There was no grand confession. No phone numbers exchanged. But the conversation lodged itself in my memory like a splinter under skin—small, persistent, impossible to ignore.
That was six months ago.
Now, months later, with L.A. choking the life out of me and every hallway echoing with ambition I didn’t want, I couldn’t stop thinking about that conversation. About him.
“You know,” April says, pulling me back to the present, “you can still change your mind. Take the fellowship next year. Stay, date around, enjoy your twenties.”
“I’ve done that,” I say, taping the top of the box shut. “And I’m tired of chasing things that look good on paper but feel hollow in real life.”
She sighs and hugs me tight. “Fine. But if you come back married to a guy who smells like wood stain and has a dog named Moose, I’m going to say I told you so.”
I laugh. “Deal.”

      ***The drive up to Maple Ridge is long and winding. Miles of pine trees and sleepy towns stitched together by roadside diners and pickup trucks. I trade in my designer heels for snow boots at a gas station somewhere in the northern part of the state. When I cross the bridge, I roll the windows down, just a little, and breathe in air that doesn’t taste like exhaust and tension.
Maple Ridge is small, sure. But it doesn’t feel empty—it feels open.
By the time I pull up to the hospital’s side entrance, the sun’s dipping low, painting the town in gold. I pause for a moment before turning off the ignition. Just… absorbing it.
A place where people wave from porches.
Where names are remembered.
Where no one’s trying to outshine you, just see you.
I’m not sure what I’ll find here—medically or otherwise. But for the first time in a long time, I feel like I’ve arrived somewhere that might matter.
And if Matt Knight happens to be part of that equation?
Well. That’s a heartbeat I’m willing to follow.

      ***By the time I pull into Maple Ridge Medical’s staff parking lot, the clouds have thickened into a low-hanging silver sheet. The mountains in the distance look like watercolor smudges, and the air smells like pine and something about-to-rain.
The building itself is modest—two stories, red brick, ivy creeping up one side—but it’s clean and well-kept. There's a bench out front with a faded plaque, a ramp instead of stairs, and flower boxes in every window.
It doesn’t scream “cutting-edge medicine.” But it feels lived in.
I step inside and instantly feel overdressed in my tailored coat and boots with too-clean soles. The reception desk is cluttered with pens, hand sanitizer, and a “Guess How Many Jelly Beans” jar leftover from Easter. Behind it, a woman in purple scrubs is arguing with the printer and losing.
“I’m Jenna Walker,” I say, clearing my throat. “Here for the fellowship.”
She looks up, eyes bright. “Oh! Dr. Walker. Right—rural residency rotation. Dr. Simmons said you’d be in today. Welcome to organized chaos.”
“I’ve worked in emergency rooms with six-minute trauma turnover. I can handle chaos.”
She smiles like she’s heard that before and waves toward the back hallway. “You’ll want to find Dr. Lang. ER is down the hall, last door on the left. Good luck.”
The hallway smells like floor cleaner and latex gloves. I pass bulletin boards lined with hand-drawn flyers: CPR workshops, a lost cat poster, a bake sale to raise funds for a new ultrasound machine.
Not exactly Cedars-Sinai.
Dr. Lang is in the staff break room, sitting at a table strewn with paperwork and a half-eaten granola bar. He's older, probably late fifties, with graying hair, reading glasses perched on his forehead, and a no-nonsense vibe.
He looks up as I step in. “Walker?”
“Yes, sir.”
He stands and shakes my hand with a firm, practical grip. “I’m Lang. We’re glad you’re here—just don’t expect orientation. We’re short three nurses, and my second on call just came down with strep.”
“I learn fast.”
“We’ll see.” He pauses. “You’re aware rural medicine isn’t glamorous.”
“Neither is watching hospital boards make budget cuts while you fight to keep patients from falling through the cracks.”
That earns the smallest flicker of a smile. “Alright then. Let’s throw you in.”
He walks me into the ER wing, a compact six-bed unit where nurses move quickly, efficiently, like they’ve done this dance a hundred times. There’s no marble lobby, no shiny donor wall, no layers of bureaucracy.
Just care.
Before I can properly orient myself, I hear a commotion from down the corridor. Raised voices. Urgency. A gurney being wheeled in fast.
A nurse bursts through the doorway, panting slightly. “We’re short a doc—Lang’s with the cardiac transfer. Dr. Walker, you up?”
I hesitate only for a second. “Where?”
“Bay 3. Male, mid-thirties, construction site. Leg trauma, possible internal bleeding. BP’s dropping.”
I grab gloves, tie my hair back. The shift clicks into place. Training over ego. Instinct over doubt.
Inside Bay 3, the air is thick with antiseptic and adrenaline. A man lies on the stretcher, face pale, teeth clenched. His jeans are shredded at the thigh where a splint’s been strapped on, and there’s blood seeping through gauze near his ribs.
Two nurses work around me—one adjusting the IV, the other pressing a hand over the bandage.
“I need vitals on repeat every five minutes. Prep ultrasound. Get me a stat CBC and type and cross.”
The injured man groans, blinking up at me. “Hurts like hell.”
“I bet it does,” I murmur, pressing lightly along his side. “You took a fall?”
He nods, sweat beading at his temple. “Guardrail gave out. Damn thing just gave way.”
His name is stitched on the chest of his jacket. Manny Rivas.
A nurse to my left—plump, mid-40s, warm eyes—says under her breath, “That’s one of Matt Knight’s guys. Came in last spring, I think. Good worker. Always brings donuts on Fridays.”
I look at Manny again. “You work for Knight & Son?”
“Yeah,” he pants. “Boss is solid. Wouldn’t’ve used faulty rails. Someone—someone messed up.”
The nurse leans in, lowering her voice. “Rumor is the guardrail that gave out was cheap stuff. Doesn’t make sense—Matt’s known for doing it right. But now people are whispering.”
I nod slowly, heart picking up a notch. “Let’s focus on stabilizing him first. We’ll let the builders sort the rest.”
But inside, I feel the first ripple of dread.
Maple Ridge was supposed to be my reset button. A place to breathe, to build something meaningful. I didn’t expect to be tangled in construction drama—or worse, questioning the integrity of the one person in this town I actually felt a spark with.
I lean down close to Manny. “We’re going to take care of you. You’re not going anywhere on my watch.”
He nods weakly. “Tell Matt… tell him it wasn’t his fault.”
I press his hand. “You’ll tell him yourself.”
The next hour blurs into sutures, scans, and short, sharp commands. When Manny’s finally stabilized and the adrenaline tapers off, I step out into the hallway and pull my mask down, inhaling the first slow breath in what feels like hours.
And then I hear it.
Voices in the lobby.
Boots on tile.
One of them is deep and steady. Familiar in a way I can’t shake.
Matt Knight is here.
And whether I’m ready or not, our paths are about to collide—again.

      ***I take one last sip from the paper cup someone handed me after the trauma bay cleared. The coffee’s lukewarm now—bitter, a little burnt—but grounding. My pulse has finally started to come down, though my thoughts are still moving in every direction.
I step out from the ER hallway into the main corridor and turn sharply—right into a solid wall of flannel and muscle.
I stumble back a half step, startled. “Oh—sorry—”
“Jenna?”
The voice stops me cold.
I look up.
Matt Knight stands in front of me, six-foot-something of broad shoulders, tousled hair, and storm-gray eyes. He looks winded, like he just ran all the way here from the site. His jeans are smudged with sawdust, and he’s got that signature pencil tucked behind one ear.
His eyes scan my face in disbelief, then settle into something softer. “I… I didn’t know you were here.”
“I got in about an hour ago,” I say, tucking a loose strand of hair behind my ear. “Didn’t think I’d be thrown into the fire this fast.”
He exhales sharply, raking a hand through his hair. “I’m here to check on someone from my crew who was brought in—Manny?”
“He’s stable,” I say, keeping my voice calm and professional. “Took a nasty fall. He has a broken femur and some bruised ribs, but he’s conscious and responsive. We’re monitoring for internal bleeding, but it looks like he’s going to be okay.”
Matt’s shoulders visibly drop in relief, tension pouring out of him like a deflated lung. “Thank God.” He rubs a hand across the back of his neck. “I was scared it was worse. That guy’s got two kids. He’s one of the best on my crew.”
“I could tell,” I say, offering a small smile. “He was more concerned about how this would reflect on you than the pain in his leg.”
Matt lets out a short laugh, dry but sincere. “Yeah, that sounds like Manny.”
For a second, we just stand there in the quiet bustle of the hospital hallway. It’s a strange moment—years of separate paths, one shared coffee months ago, and now this. Both of us here, not entirely by accident, not entirely by design.
“Well…” he says, shifting his weight slightly. “Thanks. For what you did for him. I mean it.”
“You don’t have to thank me. It’s my job.”
“Still,” he says, his eyes meeting mine again. “I’m glad it was you in there.”
Something flickers between us—recognition, maybe. A shared sense that the timing is inconvenient, the setting far from romantic… and yet, somehow, this feels exactly like where we’re supposed to be.
Matt clears his throat, glancing toward the lobby. “Look, I know this is probably the worst time to ask, but… do you maybe want to grab a coffee later? I mean, after the dust settles. If you’re free.”
There’s a flash of that familiar grin. Casual. Curious. Just hopeful enough.
I hesitate—tempted—but then glance at the staff ID still clipped to my coat. “I’d like that. But I still have to check in officially. Paperwork. Staff protocols. And I haven’t even found the coffee machine here yet.”
Matt chuckles. “Trust me, it’s nothing to write home about. But the place down the road—The Roasted Bean—makes a mean hazelnut latte.”
I raise an eyebrow. “Flavored lattes, huh?”
He grins. “What can I say?”
I laugh—genuine, despite everything. “Raincheck?”
He nods, backing up a step. “Yeah. Raincheck. I’ll hold you to it, though.”
“I’m counting on it.”
As he walks off, I watch him go, that calm confidence still wrapped in just enough vulnerability to make it endearing.
It’s only been an hour since I arrived in Maple Ridge.
And already, the quiet flicker that started in L.A. is starting to glow again.






  
  Chapter three
Matt

Assessing The Damage


The walls in my father’s office feel like they’re closing in. 
They always have.
Not because the room is small—it isn’t—but because everything in here screams legacy. Mahogany desk. Blueprints from thirty years ago framed like museum pieces. A hardback copy of the town charter sits on the bookshelf like it’s a sacred text. And my father? He stands at the window, back stiff, arms folded, jaw locked.
“Sit down, Matt.”
I don’t. “We’ve got crews waiting. I don’t want to waste time.”
He turns, slow and cold. “You think I’m wasting time? You think reviewing a near-fatal accident is something we can squeeze in between your next grand design tweak?”
There it is. The voice. The edge.
“I didn’t say that.”
“You didn’t have to.” He picks up the accident report from the desk, gives it a shake like it might snap some sense into me. “You went off book. You used outside sourcing, new rail brackets, and skipped our standard checklist.”
“Because our standard checklist is thirty years old,” I snap. “It doesn’t account for updated materials or supplier variations. The ones we used should’ve been safer.”
“But they weren’t,” he cuts in. “And now someone’s in the hospital, and the town’s asking questions.”
I grit my teeth. “I’m handling it.”
“You’re supposed to prevent it, not handle it after the fact.” His voice drops, not louder—heavier. “I built this company by doing things one way. The right way. You want to rewire every protocol we’ve ever used? Fine. But you own the fallout.”
I feel like I’m sixteen again, defending a dented truck and a busted curfew.
Except this isn’t about growing pains or youthful mistakes. This is about trust. Leadership. Building something better.
“I’ll be at the site,” I say, heading toward the door. “That’s where the answers are.”
He doesn’t stop me.
But he doesn’t back me, either.
The sun’s already high by the time I step onto the site.
The frame of the building looms ahead, wrapped in temporary tarps that ripple in the morning breeze. The space smells like metal and dust and something sharper—uncertainty, maybe. Guys are quieter today. Fewer jokes, more side-eyes. No one’s walking around with earbuds in. They’re waiting—for an apology, or an explanation, or both.
“Morning, boss,” Nate says, clipboard tucked under his arm.
“Morning. Let’s walk.”
We move along the perimeter, stopping at the north scaffolding. I crouch near the faulty guardrail. What’s left of it, anyway. The fractured bracket lies next to a fresh replacement—this time from our verified inventory. The contrast is jarring. The defective one looks barely half the weight. I pick it up and turn it over in my hand.
“I told supply to pull the old stock months ago,” I mutter.
Nate nods. “I remember. But we had a gap shipment last week, and someone pulled from the backup bin.”
“Which wasn’t supposed to exist.”
He nods again, this time slower.
Dad arrives then, flanked by two of our senior guys—Walt and Sammy. They’ve been with the company longer than I’ve been alive. Good men. Loyal. But they’re looking at me now like I’ve betrayed the blueprint gospel.
“You figure out what went wrong?” Walt asks.
“Someone pulled outdated inventory into the active rotation. We’re updating the tags and bin locks to prevent it happening again.”
Sammy crosses his arms. “We never had this problem before you started changing things.”
“It’s not change that’s the problem,” I say, evenly. “It’s half-change. New methods running through old filters. That’s on me—I didn’t tighten the system before shifting it.”
Richard doesn’t say a word, just watches.
I scan the second-level frame. A few guys are checking rebar alignment near the southeast corner. “Let’s finish this walk-through,” I tell Nate. “Then I want to double-inspect every elevation rail on the scaffolding.”
We step forward—and that’s when I hear it.
A shout. Then a dull, sickening crack.
My head snaps toward the far side of the site. One of the younger guys—Danny—had been hoisting a drywall panel up the access ramp. The ramp gave out, sent him tumbling sideways into a pile of stacked lumber.
“Call it in!” I shout.
Nate bolts for the office trailer, phone already to his ear.
I sprint across the site, my boots pounding against plywood and dirt.
Danny’s groaning, one leg twisted awkwardly. Blood’s coming from somewhere near his elbow. My stomach flips. “Don’t move him,” I bark to a couple guys nearby. “Wait until we know what’s injured.”
“We need EMS,” one of them mutters.
“I already—” someone begins, but a car horn interrupts him.
A blue sedan pulls up right against the orange cones. The door flies open.
“Someone hurt?” Jenna’s voice cuts through the noise.
She’s out of the car before I can speak, medical bag in hand. She’s not in scrubs, just jeans and a fitted jacket, but her presence changes the air around us instantly.
I blink. “Jenna?”
She drops to a knee beside Danny, already pulling on gloves. “I was driving by—exploring the town. Saw the crew run. Saw him fall.”
She touches Danny’s shoulder gently. “Hi. I’m Dr. Jenna Walker. I’m with the hospital. Can you tell me what hurts?”
“Leg,” he groans. “My arm too. Maybe… ribs?”
Jenna’s already checking vitals, pressing fingers along his wrist, then his collarbone. “Deep breath for me, okay?”
She’s calm. Clear. Efficient. The chaos fades into her cadence, her steadiness. The rest of the crew stands back, watching like she’s some kind of myth—like this woman appeared out of nowhere and took charge before they even knew they needed her.
I kneel next to her. “You just happened to be nearby?”
She glances at me but keeps working. “I’m new, not psychic. I was driving around, getting familiar. Lucky timing, I guess.”
I nod slowly. “Yeah… lucky.”
A little too lucky.
She presses gauze against Danny’s arm, then looks up at me again. “EMS is still on the way?”
“Should be a few more minutes,” Nate announces.
“I’ll stabilize him until they get here. You have a board?”
“I’ll get one,” I say, standing and motioning to Nate.
As I walk to grab the equipment, I glance back.
Jenna is crouched over Danny, speaking softly, wiping blood away from his sleeve. She doesn’t flinch. Doesn’t show off. Just works.
And for the second time in two days, she’s on my site, handling the fallout of something I should’ve prevented.
I don’t know if it’s fate, guilt, or something in between.
But suddenly, I’m not sure which foundation is shakier—this job site, or the one under my own feet.

      ***The paramedics arrive within minutes, tires crunching over gravel, red lights spinning across the unfinished frame like a warning flare. They move quickly, efficiently, and with practiced precision. Jenna gives them a quick rundown of Danny’s vitals and steps back as they lift him onto the stretcher.
I stand near her, hands on my hips, sweat cooling against my back despite the sun. She watches them carry Danny toward the ambulance, arms crossed over her chest, her face unreadable.
“Thanks,” I say, clearing my throat. “Again.”
Jenna doesn’t turn toward me right away. “He has a possible compound fracture in the lower leg and cracked ribs on his left side. He’ll need imaging. They’ll probably do a trauma panel to be safe.”
“I’ll call his sister,” I murmur, watching the ambulance doors close. “She’s his emergency contact.”
She nods, eyes still on the red and white vehicle.
The tension between us thickens. I want to say something to lighten it, or maybe to explain myself, but I already feel on trial.
“This isn’t normal,” I offer.
Now she turns, brows raised. “No, Matt. Two falls on a single job site in less than forty-eight hours is definitely not normal.”
My jaw tightens. “I’m not cutting corners. These aren’t rookie mistakes.”
“I never said they were,” she replies, calm but pointed. “But I’ve done enough ER rotations to know patterns when I see them. Something’s wrong here—systemically.”
Her tone is professional, matter-of-fact, but it lands like a slap.
“I’m already pulling inventory logs,” I tell her. “And the safety tags. I have a meeting with our suppliers scheduled, and I’ve shut down all elevated work until further notice.”
She nods. “That’s a start.”
There’s no warmth in her voice, but no judgment either. Just facts. Just the truth.
Still, it stings.
“I know what I’m doing,” I say, and it comes out sharper than I intended.
Jenna pauses, tilting her head slightly. “Then you shouldn’t be this defensive.”
I open my mouth, then close it.
“I’m not trying to make this personal,” she continues, softer now. “But you have people depending on you. You don’t get the luxury of taking this lightly, even for a second.”
“I’m not taking it lightly.”
“Then prove it. Get ahead of it.”
She starts walking toward her car, her bag swinging at her side. She’s halfway there when she glances back.
“I’ll be at the hospital if Danny needs anything.”
Before I can think of a reply, she’s in the car and pulling away.
By the time the ambulance leaves and the sirens fade into the distance, the crew’s already talking. Not quietly, either.
I catch murmurs at every corner of the site.
“Two guys down in two days—something’s off.”
“You think this place is cursed?”
“No one even checked the support under the ramp this morning. That could’ve been any one of us.”
“Maybe we should walk.”
The words hit harder than any injury. Fear is spreading, fast and raw, and no amount of clipboard management or polite reassurance is going to fix that.
“I want everyone to take an early break,” I call out, raising my voice just enough to cut through the chatter. “Fifteen minutes. Grab water, cool down, then come back. No one’s going on elevated surfaces today. Full ground-only work.”
A few nods. A few mumbled “yeah, sure” replies. But most of them just scatter—groups of two or three retreating toward their trucks, the water cooler, the tool bench. Eyes wary. Conversations hushed but not hidden.
Nate walks by and mutters, “They’re spooked.”
“I know.”
He hesitates, then adds, “They’re looking to you to fix it. Fast.”
And right now, I don’t know if I can.
Jake and Liam arrive not long after, stepping out of Liam’s car. Jake is carrying a box of granola bars, as if they’re some kind of peace offering. Liam’s already scanning the site, taking in the tension in the air.
“Word’s traveling fast,” Jake says, passing the box off to Nate. “Ryan heard it at The Roasted Bean already. You’re the headline.”
“Perfect,” I mutter, rubbing a hand down my face. “Just what I needed.”
Liam walks over, arms crossed. “Second fall?”
“Ramp collapse,” I say. “Danny’s in the ER. Jenna just happened to be passing by and jumped in before EMS got here.”
“She just happened to be here?” Jake asks, one brow raised.
“Drop it,” I snap, too tired to joke.
Liam crouches near the access ramp remains, eyes scanning the boards, the brackets, the dirt where the supports were anchored. “This is deeper than materials, Matt. This looks like a setup. Or at the very least, gross negligence.”
“I
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