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  Prologue
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The thing about broken things is that they have sharp edges. Irvin McCready had learned this truth early, carved it into his understanding of the world with the precision of a master craftsman. At forty-two, his hands bore the evidence—scars from carelessly handled glass, calluses from gripping tools too tightly, knuckles that had healed crooked from fights he should have walked away from. 
But it was his heart that carried the deepest cuts.
He stood in the pre-dawn darkness of his Greensboro apartment, coffee growing cold in his hands as he stared out at a city that was just beginning to wake up. In two hours, he'd drive to Havenwood to begin the renovation of an old community church. It was good work—honest work—the kind that let him create something beautiful from something broken. The kind that reminded him, on his better days, that redemption was possible.
On his worse days, it felt like penance.
Irvin had spent the better part of two decades trying to outrun the man he'd been in his twenties. The angry young man who'd solved problems with his fists, who'd drowned his pain in whatever bottle was closest, who'd left a trail of burned bridges and broken promises in his wake. He'd gotten sober at twenty-eight, found his calling in construction work, built a reputation for reliability and skill that had taken him from framing houses to managing major commercial projects.
But some mornings, like this one, the weight of who he'd been pressed down on him like a physical thing. Some mornings, he wondered if you could ever really escape your past, or if you just learned to carry it more quietly.
The church renovation was supposed to be straightforward—six weeks, maybe eight if they ran into complications with the foundation. Fix the roof, update the electrical, restore the sanctuary to something approaching its former glory. He'd done dozens of similar projects, could walk through a damaged building and see not what was broken but what it could become.
What he couldn't see, standing in his kitchen with yesterday's regrets and tomorrow's uncertainties weighing on his shoulders, was that in a few hours he would meet a woman who would change everything.
Ardrey Winters had her own relationship with broken things, though hers came wrapped in different packaging. At thirty-eight, she'd perfected the art of being exactly what everyone needed her to be—the reliable ministry coordinator who never missed a deadline, the compassionate counselor who always had time for one more crisis, the faithful church member who volunteered for every committee and showed up early to every service.
She sat in her own pre-dawn kitchen, forty miles away in the parsonage she'd called home for the past five years, praying prayers that felt increasingly hollow. Not because she didn't believe—she did, with a faith that had been both anchor and sail through every storm of her adult life. But because somewhere along the way, she'd lost track of where her service to God ended and her fear of disappointing people began.
The church renovation had been her project from the start. She'd written the grant applications, managed the contractor bids, coordinated with the building committee through months of meetings that somehow made simple decisions feel impossibly complex. It was important work—the old sanctuary leaked, the electrical was a fire hazard, and the building that had served their community for over a century deserved better than the gradual decay of neglect.
But if she was honest with herself, and honesty was something she'd been practicing more lately, she was also looking forward to the disruption. The construction would force her out of her comfortable routines, require her to think creatively about how to maintain their ministries while the building was torn apart and rebuilt.
Maybe, she thought as she sipped her coffee and watched the sun begin to paint the horizon in shades of gold and pink, being forced out of her comfort zone was exactly what she needed.
What she couldn't imagine, sitting in her quiet kitchen with her carefully ordered life spread out in neat piles around her, was that in a few hours she would meet a man who would teach her the difference between serving God and serving expectations, between faith and fear, between the life she'd built and the life she was meant to live.
Neither of them was looking for love. Both of them had convinced themselves that their lives were complete as they were, that wanting more was selfish, that contentment was the same thing as happiness. Both of them had learned to be grateful for what they had while secretly wondering if this was all there was.
They were about to discover that sometimes God's greatest gifts come disguised as complications. That sometimes the most sacred spaces are construction sites where two people learn to build something beautiful together. That sometimes the very thing you think will disrupt your carefully ordered life turns out to be the thing that finally brings it into focus.
In a few hours, Irvin would drive his truck into the parking lot of Havenwood Community Church, tool belt slung over his shoulder, expecting nothing more than another job to complete with his usual quiet competence.
In a few hours, Ardrey would unlock the church doors for the construction crew, clipboard in hand, expecting nothing more than the controlled chaos of a renovation project to manage.
Neither of them expected their hearts to be the thing that got rebuilt.
But that's the thing about grace—it shows up when you least expect it, often in the form of exactly the person you didn't know you needed to meet. It takes the careful plans you've made for your life and offers you something infinitely better: the chance to build something new, something beautiful, something that could only exist because two imperfect people chose to trust each other with their broken places.
The sun was rising over North Carolina, painting the sky in promises neither of them was ready to believe.
But promises, like grace, have a way of finding you whether you're ready or not.
And this one was just getting started.






  
  A Chance Encounter
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Listen, here's the thing about construction sites—they're not exactly known for their romantic ambiance. The air thick with sawdust that clings to your throat like regret, the relentless symphony of hammers and power tools that could wake the dead, and the kind of heat that makes you question every life choice that led you to this moment. But sometimes, just sometimes, the universe has a sense of humor about where love decides to show up. 
Irvin stood there in the middle of what used to be the old Havenwood Community Church sanctuary, sweat dripping down his temple despite the morning chill, surveying the controlled chaos around him. At forty-two, he'd learned to read construction sites like other people read books—every crack in the foundation told a story, every beam placement held a promise or a warning. His hands, scarred from years of wrestling with unforgiving materials, gripped his coffee mug like it was the only thing keeping him tethered to sanity.
But here's the truth about Irvin that nobody bothered to dig deep enough to find: those same hands that could build anything, fix anything, create beauty from chaos, trembled every morning when he looked in the mirror. Because looking back at him was a man who'd spent the better part of two decades running from himself, and the exhaustion was starting to show in the lines around his eyes, in the way his shoulders curved inward like he was protecting something fragile inside his chest.
He wasn't supposed to be here. Not really. This church renovation was supposed to go to Martinez Construction—they had the reputation, the portfolio, the kind of pristine record that made church boards feel all warm and fuzzy inside. But Martinez had a family emergency, and somehow Irvin's name had come up. Probably because his bid was low enough to make the church treasurer weep with joy, not because anyone had faith in the man who used to get into bar fights on Saturday nights and show up to work hungover on Mondays.
The irony wasn't lost on him that he was rebuilding a house of God when he wasn't even sure God would want him in the building once the work was done.
"Hey, boss!" called out Tommy, his youngest crew member, all twenty-five years of enthusiasm and energy that made Irvin feel ancient. "That woman's been watching you for the past ten minutes."
Irvin's head snapped up, following Tommy's gesture toward the church entrance. And that's when the world decided to tilt sideways, just a little, just enough to make him question whether he was having some kind of heat stroke at nine in the morning.
She was sitting in a folding chair near the doorway, and the morning light streaming through the damaged stained glass windows seemed to gravitate toward her like she was some kind of beacon. Not because she was dressed to impress—her simple blue dress was practical, the kind a woman wears when she knows she'll be in and out of construction zones. Not because she was trying to get his attention—she held a book in her lap, reading glasses perched on her nose, looking for all the world like she belonged exactly where she was.
No, what stopped Irvin cold was the way she looked at him when their eyes met across the chaos. Not with the wariness he'd grown accustomed to from church folk, not with the judgment he could practically feel radiating from the board members when they thought he wasn't looking. She looked at him like she was trying to solve a puzzle, like there was something about him worth figuring out.
And for the first time in longer than he cared to admit, Irvin wondered what she might see.
Ardrey had come to the church that morning for reasons that had nothing to do with construction workers and everything to do with the quiet desperation she'd been carrying around like a stone in her chest. At thirty-eight, she'd perfected the art of looking like she had it all together—ministry coordinator, volunteer extraordinaire, the woman everyone called when they needed something organized, someone comforted, a crisis handled with grace and efficiency.
What they didn't see was how she sat in her car in the church parking lot some mornings, hands gripping the steering wheel, trying to remember why she'd chosen a life of service when some days it felt like she was pouring from an empty cup. They didn't see how she stayed up at night wondering if her dedication to everyone else's spiritual journey was somehow stunting her own.
She'd walked into the sanctuary that morning hoping for a few minutes of quiet reflection before the chaos of her day began. What she found instead was organized pandemonium and a man who looked like he was carrying the weight of the world in the set of his shoulders.
There was something about the way he moved through the space—careful, deliberate, like he was afraid one wrong step might bring the whole place down around him. She watched him direct his crew with quiet authority, his voice steady but never harsh, and she found herself wondering what had put that shadow in his eyes, that careful distance he kept even from his own workers.
When he straightened up and wiped the sweat from his brow, when his gaze swept the room and landed on her, Ardrey felt something shift inside her chest. Not the flutter of superficial attraction—Lord knows she'd outgrown that kind of foolishness years ago. This was deeper, more unsettling. Recognition, maybe. The sense that she was looking at someone who understood what it meant to feel like a stranger in your own life.
Their first words to each other were nothing special. Forgettable, even. She'd apologized for being in the way, he'd mumbled something about the work schedule, both of them dancing around the electric current that had somehow materialized in the space between them.
"Good afternoon," she said, standing from her chair, book clutched against her chest like armor.
"Ma'am," he replied, his voice rougher than she'd expected, like he didn't use it for much besides giving orders and asking for coffee refills.
But then he'd asked her name, and when she'd told him—"Ardrey. Ardrey Winters. I coordinate some of the youth programs here"—he'd repeated it back to her like he was testing how it felt in his mouth. "Ardrey." Like a prayer, or maybe a question.
And when she'd asked for his name in return, when he'd hesitated just long enough for her to notice before saying, "Irvin. Irvin McCready," she'd heard the weight of whatever stories he wasn't telling her.
The conversation that followed was surface-level. Safe. They talked about the renovation timeline, the challenges of maintaining the church's historical character while updating its functionality. She mentioned the youth programs she'd have to relocate during construction, he assured her they'd work around the congregation's schedule as much as possible.
But underneath the polite exchange, Ardrey felt an ache she hadn't experienced in years. Not loneliness—she'd made peace with that particular companion long ago. This was more like recognition, like looking across a room and seeing someone who spoke your language in a world where everyone else was chattering in incomprehensible dialects.
When she finally excused herself, when she gathered her things and headed toward the door, she could feel his eyes on her. Not in a way that made her uncomfortable, but in a way that made her wonder if he was feeling the same strange pull she was. The same sense that something had just shifted in both their worlds, something neither of them had been prepared for.
As she reached the doorway, she turned back. He was still watching her, that careful, guarded expression softened just enough for her to catch a glimpse of something vulnerable underneath.
"Mr. McCready?" she called out, her voice carrying across the construction noise.
"Yes, ma'am?"
"I come by most mornings around this time. For... quiet reflection. I hope that won't be a problem."
The smallest smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. The first genuine expression she'd seen from him. "No problem at all, Miss Winters. Place could use some praying over, I imagine."
And there it was. The first crack in both their carefully constructed walls. Not much, barely noticeable to anyone else. But for Irvin and Ardrey, standing in that half-demolished sanctuary surrounded by dust and possibility, it felt like the beginning of something neither of them had been looking for.
Something that might just save them both.

      ***That evening, Irvin sat in his small apartment, a beer growing warm in his hands, staring at nothing in particular. He couldn't stop thinking about her—the way she'd looked at him, really looked at him, like she saw something worth seeing. It had been so long since someone had looked at him that way, he'd almost forgotten what it felt like.
He thought about the careful way she'd spoken, the kindness in her voice when she'd wished him well with the renovation. Most church people, they talked to him like he was a necessary evil—someone they needed but didn't particularly want around. But she'd talked to him like he was just a man, doing a job, deserving of basic respect and courtesy.
It scared the hell out of him.
Across town, Ardrey sat at her kitchen table, a cup of chamomile tea growing cold as she stared out the window at the evening sky. She was supposed to be reviewing the youth program curriculum for next month, but her mind kept drifting back to the construction site, to calloused hands and careful eyes and the way her name had sounded in his voice.
She'd built a good life for herself. Safe, meaningful, predictable. She helped people, served her community, found purpose in making other people's lives a little brighter. It should have been enough. Most days, it was enough.
But sitting there in her quiet kitchen, she had to admit there was something missing. Some part of herself she'd locked away so thoroughly she'd almost forgotten it existed. Until this morning, when a stranger with sad eyes had looked at her like she was worth puzzling over.
Both of them went to bed that night thinking about someone they'd just met, about connection and possibility and the thousand ways the universe might be trying to tell them something they weren't quite ready to hear.
Neither of them slept particularly well.
And in the morning, they'd both find excuses to be exactly where they'd been the day before, hoping for another chance at whatever had sparked between them in a room full of sawdust and broken stained glass.
Because sometimes love doesn't announce itself with fireworks and orchestras. Sometimes it starts with nothing more than the way someone says your name, like it matters. Like you matter.
Sometimes it starts with recognition—the bone-deep knowledge that you've just met someone who might understand the parts of you you've never known how to explain.
And sometimes, if you're very lucky or very brave, you let it start. You let it grow. You let it change everything.
Even if you're not sure you deserve it.
Especially then.
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