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            SAVANNAH SHEPHERD

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m sweating in areas that haven't sweat before.

      That, combined with the fact that my hair’s a mess, my hands are wrinkled from all the suds, my nails are chipped and my back aches, has me feeling all the seven months pregnant that I am.

      So, of course, that’s when the front door chimes, and I look up from where I’m on hands and knees, scrubbing the floor, to see one of the most devastatingly handsome men I think I’ve ever laid eyes on in real life.

      “Hope I’m not interrupting?” He steps in, all towering muscles, looking down on me with a furrowed brow.

      With my hands still wet with suds, I blow out a sharp breath to move the hair that’s dangling in my face and wonder how the heck I’m going to get off this floor to greet him like a normal person.

      “No… not at all.” I quickly wipe my hands on my overalls, the pair of secondhand threads that are starting to fit a little more snug than usual due to my expanding belly. Although, I’m still carrying small, and the bump is barely noticeable to most people. “Welcome to Betty’s Bakery.” I try to stand, thanking God above when I succeed in that task.

      “I’m Tanner Whiteman…” He pauses, and it has the effect he was hoping for. Everyone around here knows who Tanner Whiteman is. This guy might as well own Whispers. It’s one of the reasons I moved here. Whispers is a sleepy little town, yet the businesses do a roaring trade, all thanks to his rich friends and his amazing distillery. My heart races, knowing the man in front of me could close me down before I even serve my first customer.

      “I’m Savannah. Savannah Shepherd. Owner of…” I raise my hands to gesture around and try to smile. There’s so much work to do; it’ll be a miracle if I get it all done and the bakery opens before my little cherub arrives. When I submitted the paperwork to open the bakery here in Whispers, I thought the process would be quick. I needed it to be. But the interest in Whispers has intensified in the past few years and local government shuffling paperwork seemed to take months. Hence why I’m about to pop and open a bakery at the same time. But I trust God’s plan.

      “I came to welcome you to town. It’s nice to have new people invest here, and opening a bakery is a welcome addition to Whispers.”

      Great, he’s good-looking and kind. I also happen to know that he’s very, very taken so I put my hormones in check.

      “Thank you. Everyone’s been really nice so far. I love it here in Whispers.” My smile is genuine. Compared to where I came from, Whispers might as well be a luxury destination, not the small town it is. I’m still finding my feet, but I’ve never felt so free. Probably because I never was. My family’s increasing fanatical religious beliefs were so suffocating, I’m surprised I survived it at all.

      “Is it just you or…” Tanner looks around, seemingly obvious to how much work needs to be done here. Probably expecting a man to pop out. But my father disowned me, I have no brothers, and the man who contributed to my bump made it clear that he wasn’t interested in me beyond the gratification he gained from putting me in this situation. He skipped town almost immediately, leaving me to face the community and our families on my own.

      “Yeah.” I wipe my hands on my legs again, the familiar sense of loneliness sweeping through my body. “It’s just me.”

      Tanner’s eyes flick back to mine, and his frown deepens.

      “I mean, I have a help wanted sign in the window. I’m looking for a part-time employee who can assist when I’m not here.” I try to convey that I’m an organized businesswoman, even though I don’t look like it. But this bakery has been a dream of mine for forever. Something I never thought possible, and I’m making it happen.

      “When do you think you’ll be up and running? I’d like to talk to you about supplying my distillery.” My eyebrows shoot to my hairline.

      “Ahhh, supplying?” I’m not deaf, but I do have baby brain so I don't trust myself to believe my ears at times.

      “Yeah, well, I have a restaurant at the distillery. They need fresh bread daily, pastries, that kind of thing. My accommodations will be opening soon. I like the idea of providing a fresh basket of local produce to every visitor, of which your bakery can provide for as well.” He nods, like it's a done deal. Excitement blooms. My first real customer already! This conversation almost makes all the months of anguish I’ve endured worth it.

      Biting my lip, I look around, seeing the mess of the place. Secondhand professional mixers in the back that I’m still trying to get used to. The old oven needs to be cleaned, but it’s in working order. The floor is now almost sparkling, the dust and grime something that had built up for many years. I also need to paint the walls, fix the counter, and install some new display cabinets here at the front, and then I should be able to open it to the public while perfecting the rest at night.

      “I’m hoping to be open in a few weeks. I still have all this to fix up.” I wave my hand around. It should feel impossible, but I’d rather be here than back with my family.

      “Who’s doing your carpentry?” I look back at Tanner quickly, my brain scrambling.

      “Oh… me?” I don’t know how to repair a countertop or how to build the cabinets, but I’ll watch some videos online and figure it out. That’s pretty much what I’ve been doing since I got here. My family made it clear what they thought of me when I unexpectedly fell pregnant. Kept me inside, with their fear of community backlash at the forefront. More concerned about my actions tarnishing their good name in the religious community we were a part of than they were about what I was going through. They were adamant I would stay hidden, place my baby for adoption, and then just enter the world again like nothing happened. But I have other plans. Although going through it alone feels harder every day.

      Tanner’s eyes move down to my belly, then back to my face. I’m not sure if he can tell that I’m with child, since I kind of look like I ate a huge bowl of pasta, but these overalls don’t hide it.

      “I have a builder. He can help.” As soon as the words leave his mouth, he nods. Again, like it’s a done deal.

      “Uh… I… um…” My grandmother left me some money when she passed, which is how I ended up here, with this bakery and all the secondhand equipment. But the little funds I have left need to see me through the birth and until the bakery can start bringing in a solid, consistent income.

      “Sounds great, but my budget doesn’t extend to builders’ fees, so I’m okay. I’m figuring it out as I go.” I smile, hoping he doesn’t think I’m being ungrateful.

      “My builder’s the best. He’ll have this done in a few days. No charge.”

      Back aching, I stand rooted to the floor in shock. Blinking wordlessly at him. No charge? Like the miracle inside of me knows I’m staring, the baby kicks, helping me to get my mouth working again. But as generous as his offer is, nothing is free. Everything comes at a price, and I start to feel unsettled.

      “Why would you help me?” I didn’t always suspect people of having ulterior motives. I went through life thinking everyone was kind and genuine and honest. But that all changed a few months ago when those closest to me showed their true colors. Now I doubt everyone.

      Tanner's face blanches for a moment before he looks me in the eye.

      “This town likes to see people succeed. A thriving bakery like this gives a place for tourists to stop, somewhere that can cater for the diner or my distillery. We help each other out here. Not sure what you’ve experienced before”—brow furrowed, he looks down at my belly again—“ but here, in Whispers, we don’t leave our people to fail.”

      I take in a small breath, still not agreeing to anything. I’m not sold on the idea of accepting so much free help. Especially from a man I just met. Regardless of how good-looking and rich he is.

      “We could always barter?” he suggests, clearly noticing my hesitation.

      My head tilts at that. “Barter?”

      “I’ll get my builder to help fix this place up. You supply me a fresh loaf of bread every morning until you’ve paid back the fee.”

      “But that could take a year. Or longer!” I’m astounded. A man I’ve never met, offering to give me essentially a loan and allowing me to pay him back in gluten.

      “I know a good investment when I see it. And my builder will too.” His eyes twinkle, like he knows something I don’t. But as I look around my bakery, spotting the chipped counter and the cupboard doors almost off their hinges, I know I could use the help.

      Something deep within tells me I can trust this man. That he isn’t someone who’s going to push me out of town or bury me out in the large acreage of forest on the outskirts that I saw on the map recently—apparently, locals call it Serial Killer Forest. Yikes. I get a chill just thinking about it. Actually, from what I’ve read, Tanner Whiteman is one of the most wealthy and upstanding members of not only this town and this state, but I dare say, most of the country.

      Maybe this is the small break I’ve been hoping for. Maybe this is part of God's plan. Maybe Grandma is looking down on me from above, giving me the helping hand I need. I take a deep breath, praying that I don’t make the wrong decision.

      “Do you like sourdough or…?” The corners of my lips start to curve. I need to learn to trust again. I have to lean on someone to make this bakery a success. For me and my little one.

      “Sourdough will be just fine.” He grins, offering me his hand again, and I shake it, sealing our agreement. Completely unaware of how much this deal will change my life.
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      I sip the warm coffee, wondering how Rochelle gets it so flavorful. I have coffee all over the country, and never once has another cup come close to the quality that Delish Diner offers.

      “Good, you’re still here.” Tanner strides into the diner like he owns it, heading in my direction and taking a seat in the booth opposite me without an invitation.

      “Not for long. Just grabbing lunch, then flying out to Colorado.” I’ve spent the past few days here with him at the new distillery accommodations we’re building, of which we’ve had plans drawn up for a while now. I have a team at the distillery who are almost finished with the structural build. We’re at the fit-out stage, so I flew in this week to check on it. I’ve also had meetings with Victoria, Tanner's wife, and my interior’s contractor about what she has finished for my new place that I’ve built here at Billionaire Boulevard. I don’t have a home. I have houses. And I decided to build one here to add to my portfolio.

      “I need a favor before you go.”

      I both sigh and grin. His favors are never small things. Instead, always something like, I'm building an extension; could you finish that in a few days. Or, build my ranch; I need it done yesterday.

      “I need you to go over to the bakery across the road.”

      Eyes narrowed, I look at him over the rim of my coffee cup, where it’s stalled halfway to my mouth.

      “Is it open?” I saw newspapers covering the windows, so I assumed someone was doing work over there. But commercial fit-outs aren’t really my thing. Certainly not that small size. Give me a world-class distillery, and I can build your dreams, but a small bakery isn’t worth my time.

      “No. It needs a fair amount of work. The new owner seems to think they can do it all on their own.”

      I can tell by how his jaw clenches that he isn’t happy about something. But while he’s my closest friend, a bakery builder I am not.

      “I gotta fly out today. I need to sign off on the plans for my new Colorado project before I hit Sundown Valley in the morning.”

      I’m a busy man. My construction company does luxury builds all around the country. Work is my life. I built my business from the ground up. Something I’m proud of. Something that gives me purpose. Keeps me busy. I need to be busy.

      “Sundown Valley? What are you doing over there?”

      I give Tanner a grin. “Winery. Stonemore’s making some additions.”

      His eyebrows rise. He knows who I’m talking about. The Stonemore family has been around for a while and making a name for themselves. One of the best wineries in the country. I have no idea what it is about these men and their liquor, but Tanner Whiteman and Grayson Stonemore could be two peas in a pod. Both grumpy assholes, but they would give you their last dollar if you needed it.

      “They’re already the largest winery in the country. What the hell else do they want.” Tanner frowns as he scrubs his chin. His distillery is on par with what the Stonemore family has. But they might get one up on him with this new fit-out.

      “Yeah, well, they obviously have some things going on.” I don’t delve into the private lives of my clients too much. Tanner and the guys here at Whispers are an exception, since we’ve all become firm friends over the years. I built the distillery with Tanner decades ago, and it was one of my first big major projects that helped put me on the map. So the place he calls home is full of my own blood, sweat, and tears. My connection to it, to him, to this town, it’s one I don’t have anywhere else.

      “What about your house here?” He frowns, not happy I’m leaving already. But I never stay in one place for long. I live a transient life. Always have. Growing up in foster care with quasi-parents who didn’t give a shit about you will do that to you. Home is not where the heart is in my experience. Violence? Yes. Abuse? Also, yes. Love? Never.

      I shrug. “It’s here. Victoria will finish it off.” Real estate is the one thing I invest my money into. Having not had a real home growing up, I collect them now like people collect stamps or coins.

      Because I can.

      But having a house here in Whispers will allow me not to live out of a suitcase when I come here so often. The decor will be comfortable, and I like Whispers. My friends are here. I hope to spend more time with them. But with no family, I have no roots. Nothing tethering me. So I continue to float around the country, building dreams for other people. My bank balance has never seen as many zeros as it does now. My needs are minimal. Social life is nonexistent. I can’t even remember the last time I took a vacation.

      “When can you take a look at it?”

      I sip my coffee, wondering why the rush.

      “The bakery?” I look at him like he’s crazy. He knows how busy I am and that I don’t have time to look at a fucking bakery.

      “Yes, the bakery. They need help.”

      My mouth opens to respond, but I’m cut off before I can. “Are you talking about the bakery?” Rochelle slides up to the table, pouring a fresh cup of coffee for Tanner. That’s the thing about small towns. Everyone knows everyone. Clearly a new person and a new bakery are talk of the town.

      “Didn't think you were talking to me…” Tanner murmurs, looking a little remorseful.

      “I'm not,” she snaps at him, and I raise an eyebrow in question.

      “I took Charlotte from her and gave her a job at the distillery,” Tanner says with a sheepish grin. Charlotte Titan is his new Sustainability Officer who used to work here with Rochelle. She’s making huge improvements on the distillery; so much so, I’m thinking she could come and consult with me on some builds. Not to mention, along with her movie star husband, Sutton Silvers, they’re both my neighbors here on Billionaire Boulevard.

      “My best worker!” Rochelle looks at Tanner with a huff, and I wonder if she’ll pour the full coffee pot all over him. I’d pay money to see that.

      “Fine. I’ll go take a look…” I try to ease the tension. Besides, Tanner knows I can’t say no to him.

      “I’ll ask Victoria to pop by as well. She might need help with the interior design.” He scratches his chin again. It’s not unusual for Tanner to take an interest in what happens in this town. But he sure is pulling out all the stops to help the bakery if he wants Victoria and me to be involved.

      “She?”

      “Yeah… she.” Something in the way Tanner looks at me makes me think there’s more going on, but he doesn’t elaborate, and I don’t care enough to ask anything more.

      “I’ll be in Sundown Valley for a few days, then back here. I’ll pop in then,” I offer. It’s the best I can do. I have commitments. My jet gets lots of use. It’s more a necessity than a luxury at this point.

      “Fine. It won't take much; she just needs a hand. I’ll pay for your time.”

      My head rears back as I look back at him quickly. “You're paying the bills? Shit, she must bake good bread.” I laugh as Tanner sips his coffee.

      “I haven’t tried it. But I’m hopeful.”

      Bewildered, I shake my head at him. His love for this town runs deep. I’m jealous of it. To have ties to a place. To have people that you’ve known for a long time, who are all by your side each day. To have a bigger purpose in life than building a business and making money.

      I had that once. But like everything else in my life. I lost it. And I lost a piece of my soul with it.

      I shake my head to dislodge the thought as I take my final sip of the caffeine I desperately need. No point in remembering what I had. I swore to myself years ago to never hold on to someone like that again. And so far, I’ve kept myself away from everyone and everything that comes remotely close.

      I live a transient life for a reason. And I’ll continue to do so.
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      A frown pulls at my lips as I look at the measly box of baby items I have stored under my bed. I’ve been buying bits and pieces for months, not sure exactly what I’ll need. The small expecting mother’s handbook taking over the Bible in the top drawer of my bedside table has been my only nightly read for months. But each page I read is overwhelming.

      I’m scared. Anxious. And I’ve been throwing myself into the bakery build so much that I have little time to concentrate on the life I’m creating. But the familiar flutters in my tummy bring me right back to my reality every time.

      I pull in a deep breath. “We’ll just work it out together.” Rubbing my belly, I push the box back under the bed, knowing I need to visit the home wears shop in town to see if they stock blankets and baby clothes, the two things I think I do need more of.

      I also need to book a doctor’s appointment now that I’m settled here. I had one initially. When I felt different and wondered why I was so bloated, I visited the local doctor who informed me that one night from months earlier, when my boyfriend at the time said that it felt better without a barrier had resulted in a pregnancy.

      So not only was I pregnant, but to everyone’s shock and surprise, I was already thirteen weeks along. I don’t remember the drive home. I barely remember the words when they fell from my mouth as I told my family. But I do remember my father’s face turning red. My mother’s tears of disgust. And that within ten minutes, despite being a twenty-three-year-old woman who can decide her own future, they had planned my life out for me without consultation.

      Their plan was that I was to remain hidden at home for the remainder of the pregnancy. The baby would be adopted by my older and married sister who’s been trying to conceive for years. She had plans to fake a pregnant belly. Spend more time at home to be away from people who would take too much notice. They wanted the whole thing to be secret and to pretend that Eden had been pregnant all along. Leaving me with nothing and no one.

      I walked into my room that day in complete shock. Stayed like that for weeks until I felt the flutters and knew I needed an alternative. I wanted this baby. I wanted out of the house that felt like a prison and from the life that felt so controlling and constricted it was unhealthy.

      Pulling myself up from the floor, I make my way down the stairs from my apartment to the bakery kitchen, knowing I forgot something.

      As I hit the bottom and smell smoke, I remember what.

      “The dinner rolls!” Frantic, I run around the bakery, grabbing a towel and flinging open the old ovens. Smoke billows around me, making my eyes water, and I internally scold myself for being so forgetful. Clearly, the timers on the ovens don’t work either. This baby brain I have developed isn’t serving me well at the moment.

      I look at the tray of dinner rolls I just pulled from the oven, my eyes now stinging with frustration and defeat. They’re a little brown on the edges; although they look better than the burnt rocks I pulled out earlier. I need to start writing things down. I can’t make mistakes like this.

      “Hello?”

      My breath catches as I turn quickly at the sound of a voice, my fingers catching on the hot tray.

      “Ow!” I pull my hand back quickly, the burn instant.

      “Shit.” That same gruff voice comes from over my shoulder as the tray of burnt rolls falls to the floor. Their large hand grabs my wrist, the other fits on the small of my back, and I’m manhandled toward the sink.

      “I… I…” My voice is half-breathy and half-panicked, and I can’t get my words out.

      While burns in my line of business are common, I know I need to get my hand underwater quickly. Add that to the fact that this baby is pushing right against my diaphragm, limiting my air intake, and I’m panting like I’ve run a marathon.

      But all that combined isn’t half of what I'm feeling. Because suddenly, I smell the most masculine scent of a pine cologne, and my hormones take over, my body becoming almost weak against it.

      It has me quickly remembering that a strong, unknown male is at my back. Tall, if the way his chest connects with my shoulders is any indication. My skin prickles with the feeling of being touched. His hands are large and warm. It’s been seven months since I've had a man's hands on my body, and even then, it wasn’t memorable. The small human growing inside of me is the only link.

      The man turns on the faucet, pulling my hand under it, and I breathe out in relief as the cool water hits my hand and the sting subsides. As does any lingering fear at being manhandled by a stranger right here in my kitchen. He led me to safety; it would be odd for him to now hurt me. Though I remain wary.

      “Thank you… I—” I turn to see who’s helping me, wanting to offer my thanks, but I still. At a loss for words all over again.

      Brown eyes, hidden by dark eyebrows, look at me from under a deep frown. He hasn’t moved, his body, strong and hard, leaning against my back as he ensures my hand is under the cool water. My eyes widen and heart pounds harder as I realize exactly how close we are.

      He’s like Heaven answered all my questions. I've never seen a man like him before. Sure, big, tall, gruff guys are common. But there's something in his eyes. Something that tells me he’s the kind of strong and dependable man you only find once in a lifetime. That thought has my stomach doing somersaults.

      Before I get too lost in my hormone-induced fantasyland, the baby kicks, knocking some sense into me. I’m a pregnant woman. I may be single, but I’m no catch. I’m a commitment and shouldn’t even be looking for a man in my state. My mother's words ring in my mind. You’ve ruined yourself. The devil got into your soul, and now you’re filthy.

      I swallow roughly as I look up at him. His gaze is roaming over my face, from my eyes to my lips and back again, like he’s making sure I’m okay. Somehow, I feel safe.

      “You make a habit of burning yourself?” Okay… there goes my fantasy. He sounds like a complete asshole.

      “Part of the job,” I sass back, yet I don’t move from where I’m positioned between him and the sink. I’ve never talked back like this, but this is my bakery, my home, and my protective motherly instincts are already setting in.

      His brow pinches slightly. “You should be more careful.”

      My anger rises at his condescending tone. I’m so sick of people telling me how I should do things. I thought I left all that back in Williamstown.

      “Well, you shouldn’t sneak up on people and scare them.” I quirk an eyebrow, totally shocked by my tone. This is so not me. I’m meek, mild, well mannered. Seems like he’s bringing something else out in me.

      “You also shouldn’t leave your front door unlocked. Any asshole could walk in here.”

      “Looks like one did,” flies past my lips next, and my eyes widen. I bite my tongue not immediately apologizing.

      He blinks quickly a few times, like he’s coming back to himself. Clearing his throat, he steps back, giving me some space, yet my skin feels cold without him close. For some reason, I hate it.

      “My name is Griffin. I’m a builder. Tanner Whiteman sent me over to see if I can help you with your carpentry.” His Adam’s apple bobs as he swallows, like he’s as thrown off as I am. But then his eyes drop to my body before snapping back to my face. I don’t know what he’s looking at. I’m a mess. A long, flowing dress that hides my bump and almost hits the floor. My hair pulled back into a top knot. Not a scrap of makeup on.

      But God, you could cut glass on his jaw and that five o'clock shadow is really doing something to my insides.

      I’m quiet, distracted by how attractive I find this man, but then my brain connects the puzzle pieces. Shoot. This is awkward.

      “Oh… Oh. Yes, Tanner did come by a few days ago.” Is it hot in here? Did I leave the oven on? I can’t remember the last time I was this flustered. “Oh my gosh!” From the corner of my eye, I see smoke leaking through the oven, and I run back to it and fling open the large oven door. Panic kicks in as I grab the tray of burnt croissants and start fanning the billowing smoke. Running to the small window, I whip it open, the screech of it almost deafening, and Griffin runs to the back door to do the same, but as he does, the screen comes off its hinges and falls to the ground outside, and I cringe.

      “You’ll be needing a new back door.” Griffin's voice is tight. Angry, almost. Like this is the last place he wants to be. Like me and my bakery are a mere annoyance.

      “I can fix it,” I grit out. I hate being a burden to someone. Hate having people in my space who don’t want to be here. Sure, Tanner was nice to offer, but I don’t want to be a charity case.

      “Your hand?” Griffin’s frown is pinned to the red welt throbbing on my palm, but it’s nothing I can’t handle. He takes a step toward me before he pauses, like he thinks better of it. My heart trips over itself, not used to any care or attention from anyone, let alone a stranger.

      “The downside of being a baker.” I throw the towel on the counter, where my flour and butter still reside. Today was meant to be productive. Testing the new equipment and ingredients and baking goods that I could deliver to the diner down the street as a small gesture of goodwill. Apparently, that isn’t working out. “This is the third batch I’ve burned already today. At least I now know the ovens aren't working as they should be.”

      “Or your smoke alarm.” Griffin assesses my kitchen. I look up at the faint smoke still lingering at the ceiling and, sure enough, the smoke alarms aren’t blaring as they should be.

      “Another thing to add to my list.” I scrub my face, trying not to feel overwhelmed that my list is getting longer and longer every day.

      “Are you living upstairs?” he asks, his tone a bit softer.

      I look back at Griffin, who's eyeing the staircase leading up to what is my current home. The small studio above the bakery is one of the reasons I took this building. I could have a business and a home all in one, making baking with a baby so much easier.

      I nod. “Yes.”

      He’s back to being serious. “Then the fire alarms need to be fixed today.”

      I swallow past a lump in my throat as his gaze moves around the room. Is he worried about my safety? I mean, there’s no fire escape, so I’d need to jump out of the upstairs window if there was a fire. That jump would not be painless.

      I watch him taking it all in, seeing his mind turning over, and I wonder what he thinks. Does he see the potential like I do?

      “You’ll need some new cupboards in here. A longer counter to work on. Stainless steel would be best, I think.”

      I glance at where my ingredients and materials are all gathered on top of each other, the space nowhere near enough to roll out the right sized batch of my famous chocolate chip cookies. But while the top-of-the-line bakeries all have stainless-steel counters, it’s way too expensive for my budget.

      “Oh, laminate will be fine.”

      He looks back at me. His face seems to be in a permanent scowl. I wonder if that old wives’ tale is true, never frown when the wind changes or it will stay like that.

      By the looks of this man, it potentially is. I’m almost tempted to ask when it happened and how strong the wind was. But my mom always said to mind my manners because God is always watching.

      He nods to himself. “I’ll get you stainless steel.” I don’t miss it as his jaw clenches a little under his stubble.

      I have no idea what it is about Griffin that has my stomach in knots and lungs empty. But he’s authoritative, brooding, and mysterious, mixed with a kindness that appears to be buried under a grumpy, dominant, rugged exterior. He’s extremely magnetic to someone like me, who’s opposite in every way.

      Forcing my eyes off him, I look over to the side, where I plan to put the baby's things once it arrives. The baby. The little life in my stomach. The reason I can’t be swooning over a very alpha male who stands right in front of me in my kitchen, wearing jeans that look like they fit all too well and a shirt that, for some reason, I want to unbutton.

      “Out front is the priority… I mean, if that’s okay?” I feel myself retreating. The years of subordination that have been drilled into me from my parents is what I revert to time and time again.

      I can’t afford a total renovation. My dream bakery will be one that’s built over time, not all at once. I’ll make do with what I have out here. But I need the front to be fixed, that’s what people will see. I swallow down my embarrassment at not having this all done already.

      His eyes drape over me again, like he’s trying to figure me out.

      “I have some time now. My tools are in my truck. I’ll get started on the back door, because if you live upstairs, then security is important. Then I’ll change your smoke alarms.” He doesn’t wait for a reply, seemingly ignoring my statement about focusing on the front, before he pushes off the doorway and strides out the front of the shop.

      I suck in a breath, roll my head on my neck, and try to calm my insides. My hips hurt, my back aches, and I now need a cool drink of water. Not only did a man just swan in and offer to fix everything, but he left me feeling a certain way. A way I haven’t felt in a long, long time. Or maybe ever.

      Damn hormones.
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      I fixed the back door, then went to Bob’s hardware and picked up new smoke alarms that are now all fitted and tested. I ripped up the front counter and sanded back some timber, ready to build some cupboards for her to display her baked goods in the shop front.

      I’ve also measured and ordered a new stainless-steel workbench, something that has cupboards underneath for storage that will allow her to work freely. She thinks it will be laminate, which tells me that she’s clearly on a budget. But I saw her eyes light up a little when I mentioned stainless, so that’s what I’ll make her.

      I’ve been laser-focused all afternoon, trying to get as much done as possible. Because if I don’t focus on work, I’ll be focusing on her. She’s here on her own, that much is obvious. No one else has come by to check in, no one has called. We’ve worked in relative silence, yet I notice no ring on her finger and no mention of a partner, business or romantic.

      I’ve watched her move around the space, fixing this or that. She’s graceful, reminding me of my mother. Memories swirl, which isn’t a good thing. My mother was one of the only shining lights of the past I think of. Even if I only had her for a short time, every memory I have after her is nothing but dark and traumatic.

      Nothing I want to revisit, especially not today.

      So I look back at the new local baker and take my fill.

      Sweet baby Jesus, she’s beautiful. Round, soft, feminine. Wearing some kind of floaty summer dress that’s alluring and sexy as hell. God, the thoughts I have of pulling up that material and sliding my hands up her thighs has my throat thick.

      But it sure as hell isn’t OHSA friendly. Not with the big ovens she has here. If I didn’t think it would piss her off, I’d tell her to go change. Not because I don’t love what she’s wearing, but because she needs to be safe. Here, all on her own. The damn smoke alarms weren’t even working. The entire thing pisses me off. My scowl is well dented on my face and has been all afternoon.

      I wasn’t sure what I was walking into when I came to Betty’s Bakery today. I wanted to assess things, do as much as I can while I have the time, and then walk out. A favor to Tanner, that’s all it is. But when I saw her… all I could think of was Tanner who?

      She’s been in the kitchen for the entire afternoon. Baking. Burning. A mixture of smoke and sweet pastries wafting through the air. The kind of home-cooked smell that I haven’t experienced… ever.

      My phone vibrates in my pocket. It has been since I arrived, yet I’ve ignored every call. Something I never do.

      “Ahhh, Griffin?”

      I look up at the sound of her sweet voice, her sparkling blue eyes twinkling as she walks toward me hesitantly with a plate of pastries. I stand to say something in response, but my heart is pounding so powerfully I can’t think straight. When we first met earlier, she was full of sass and confidence. Now, she’s more reserved and has barely spoken to me since I started working, approaching me like she isn’t allowed to. I know I act and look like an asshole, but a woman scared to approach me is new.

      “Can you do me a favor?” She stops in front of me, and her cheeks tint a little. “I mean, you already are, so I feel bad asking. I just…”

      “What do you need?” I force my eyes to stay on hers and not flick down to her chest. I’m a breasts guy. Always have been. And the way hers are sitting round, perky, and full has me feeling a certain way. A way I shouldn’t be feeling. Fuck, it’s been too long since I felt the love of a good woman.

      “Can you… taste test these for me?” I sure as hell want to taste something. I frown at my own thoughts. I need to get it together.

      Her eyes are almost pleading, like she really needs my help.

      “Do you need a second opinion?” I ask, sounding rougher than I’d like.

      “Yeah… I know these recipes by heart. I’ve baked ever since I was little, but my memory isn’t good these days, and I’m sure I’m forgetting something. Maybe it’s me. It doesn’t help that my taste buds are off, too. They have been for a while, so I can’t taste what ingredient I’m missing…” That confuses me. Not sure what would cause a baker to lose their sense of taste, but I don’t pretend to know much about women, and I sure as hell don’t know anything about this one.

      Despite my best efforts to create distance, I find myself nodding before I reach out and grab a cinnamon roll. It’s still warm. The smell of the spice hits me as I lift it to my mouth.

      Not telling her that cinnamon rolls are my all-time favorite food, I take a bite. But this one… No, this one is shit.

      It’s dry, tasteless, and it’s like chewing cardboard. Her eyes widen as she watches me, so I force myself to keep chewing, my jaw working double time to get through it before I swallow, feeling it move like a rock down my throat.

      “Tastes great,” I lie, and it was worth it as her shoulders lower and a small smile brightens her face.

      “Really? I’ve been cooking them forever, a recipe my grandma taught me. But I haven’t been able to test the taste of them for weeks. I have a constant metallic taste in my mouth lately, and I’m using all new brands of ingredients that I haven’t used before. Plus, the mixers and ovens are all new to me, so I wasn’t sure if they needed more or less cooking time.” She shrugs and then yawns, and as she does, her chest lifts and lowers teasingly. I shove the remaining roll in my mouth, forcing myself to concentrate on chewing and thinking about all the work I need to do. Anything to get my mind off her.

      “You from town?” I start to finish up what I was working on, my attempt at small talk something I don’t often do.

      “Williamstown, the next town over. But they already have so many bakeries, so competition is fierce over there.”

      I nod, having only been to Williamstown a few times, so I see the appeal of Whispers.

      “What about you? Local?”

      I huff a little, because I don’t know the answer.

      “Not born here. Not raised here. But I seem to aways be here,” I tell her honestly.

      “Whispers seems to attract good people.” As she looks at me pointedly, my eyes meet hers.

      “Yeah. Yeah, it does.”

      She offers me a small smile, one that you wouldn’t think could penetrate my hardened chest, yet it does. As she tries to stifle another yawn, I lift my gaze above her head to the clock on the wall. It’s getting late. I could keep going for hours. I’m used to working around the clock. But something tells me this woman needs to rest. She’s beautiful but I can tell she’s weary.

      “Tired?”

      “Oh, sorry… I’ve been awake since five, and it’s catching up with me. I don’t sleep very well anymore.”

      I frown. “Five a.m.?” I thought I was the only one up at that hour.

      “Yeah, life of a baker!” She laughs lightly, shrugging her shoulders, and I nod. It makes sense.

      “I’ll be back tomorrow. Early then.”

      “Thank you, Griffin. Truly.” She looks around at what I’ve already achieved, and if I didn’t know any better, I’d say her eyes are glassy. Women and tears, the two things I don’t do well with, so I grab my things and focus on heading out.

      She shuffles closer as I start to edge toward the door. “Oh, before you leave, I know Tanner said he was paying you, but I want to as well.”

      “I’m not accepting your money.” I won't even accept Tanner’s. I’m here. I’m capable. The constant work keeps my mind busy.

      “I can pay in other ways,” she says with a smile.

      My eyebrows hit my hairline.

      Seeing my reaction, her words rush out. “Oh, I mean with pastries…” Her cheeks tint bright pink, and I grit my teeth, mentally telling my dick to stand down.

      I remain silent as I look at the container she stretches out to me, filled with cinnamon rolls, and my throat dries. I’m not sure I can stomach it. But when I grab the container, her smile hits me straight in the chest.

      “Oh, and here. I popped in an extra cupcake for later.”

      I nod because I have no words. I secretly hope the cupcake tastes better, but I doubt it.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow,” I confirm, and she follows me to the door. Seeing this woman standing here on her own, in what’s effectively a worksite, has me feeling protective. “Lock up after I leave.”

      She nods. “I will.” There’s something in her gaze that makes it hard to take another step away.

      Snapping out of it, I head outside and load my truck. But unable to help myself, I pause and look back at her, where she’s still standing at the shop entrance, like a woman I sure as hell shouldn’t be looking at like I am.

      I wait and watch as she closes the door, and once I hear the click of the lock, I jump into my truck and start the drive to my new place on Billionaire Boulevard.

      The drive is quiet as I snake through the streets, my eyes moving from the road in front of me to the container next to me. Before I can think about it, I open it and shovel the dry and overly salted pastries into my mouth for the entire drive and force myself to like every single one of them.

      Stomach be damned.
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      “Miss Shepherd?”

      I look up, meeting the kind eyes of the local doctor.

      “That’s me.” Heart thudding, I nod and stand.

      “I’m Dr. Hamilton. Right this way.” He smiles, and I follow him down the hallway to his office, ignoring the anxious swirls in my stomach. I haven’t spent a lot of time in hospitals, so the strong smell of cleaning products isn’t helping my nausea.

      “How can I help you today?” The local doctor appears charming as we take a seat, and he looks at me with kind eyes. Yet another good-looking man in what is fast becoming a town of them. They should rename this town Handsome instead of Whispers, because the men in this place are next level.

      “Ahhh, well, I’m new in town…” I wring my hands together, my palms sweating.

      “The bakery, right?” He grins, and I nod.

      “That’s right. And… I thought it would be best to get a checkup. It’s been a few months.”

      Prenatal care is something I take seriously. I always ensure I do my nightly reading to understand what my body is going through and how the baby is growing. I try to look at blogs and websites to get information without feeling overwhelmed about certain topics. Yet with everything that’s been happening in my life, I haven’t made it to a doctor to check on things in a little while. But I sleep, I eat all my vegetables, and I take my pregnancy vitamins. Plus, I feel the little one kicking almost every hour, so I know things are all okay.

      He frowns, looking confused. “A checkup for what, exactly?”

      “I’m due in about six weeks.”

      At that, he blanches. “You’re pregnant?”

      “Yes.”

      “Sorry, I just didn’t even see it.” He looks down at my stomach, complete surprise on his face.

      “I’ve been carrying small. It just started to pop.” I shrug because I have no other answer as to why I’m not showing unless I put it on full display.

      Ever since I told my family, their unimpressed scowl burned into me, they were adamant that I didn’t flout the fact that I was with child out of wedlock, and my mother forbade me from wearing anything remotely fitted. So now, in my flowing dresses and baggy tops, it wasn’t even noticeable. I’m also a voluptuous woman naturally, so my curves do hide it well. But I know the little human is tucked in tight. My bruised organs are proof of that.

      “Father?”

      I shake my head. “Not in the picture.”

      “Family support?”

      Clearing my throat, I swallow hard. “None of that either.”

      He nods. I don’t have to tell him. It’s like he already knows.

      “Okay, well… with six weeks to go, it’s a good time to see how things are going. Do you have your medical files from your previous doctor?” He starts tapping on his computer, setting up my file, I’m assuming.

      He looks at me briefly when I don’t respond, feeling uneasy, and I shake my head, but I offer no explanation. What is there to say? I grew up in a highly religious household that was part of a strict religious church. My parents told me I needed to give my baby to my sister and I wasn’t to see a medical professional again? I know not everyone in Williamstown went to our church, but sometimes it felt like that, since my world was made up entirely of other church members. All I could think about from that point onward was escaping and doing things on my own for the sake of myself and my baby.

      “I see…” He grabs his blood pressure cuff and slides it on my arm. I feel the tightening and try to relax. “Blood pressure is fine. How have you been feeling?”

      “Fine. I mean, it’s been a big few months, with the new business and moving to town, but aside from being tired and losing my sense of taste, I feel good.”

      “Sense of taste?”

      “Yeah, not ideal as a baker. Is it common?”

      “Very. Caused by fluctuating hormones usually. What vitamins are you taking?”

      I tell him the brand and watch him think it over.

      “Here, swap them out for this one.” Reaching over, he grabs a bottle of pills from his cupboard. I look them over, familiar with the brand. They are the more expensive option.

      “The ones you’re using do have a small side effect that will alter your sense of taste. This one has a slightly lower iron level, so you might find it helps.” Making some more notes on his computer, he continues. “I would like to do a thorough workup. Urine samples to test for proteins to ensure we have no issues with preeclampsia. We can do an ultrasound today to check the baby's heart and formation. Do a thorough check of everything. Do you have insurance?” His smile is genuine. Warm. But his question leaves me feeling sick.

      A sigh leaves me. “No. I-I don’t.”

      His face falls a little before he brightens. “I have a new program here for prenatal care and new moms. I found that when I moved here to Whispers, there was a need to help support pregnant women, many who, like you, haven’t had the care they needed due to work or other such commitments. What that’ll mean is that you’ll come and see me, and I’ll help you here at the hospital with your pregnancy and delivery. We’ll monitor you both and start a new file for you here at the hospital.”

      That all sounds too good to be true, and it makes me wary. “What’s the catch?” I ask, sounding weaker than I’d like.

      “Catch?” His eyebrows pinch.

      “What will I need to pay?”

      “Well, the program itself is funded by some local residents. It’s a fully philanthropic program to ensure that Whispers is a town that will flourish with new children. It covers any hospital and birth related costs, but also meals, delivery of any medications, ongoing emotional support through connection with other women in the community. The program is completely free for you, however I’m also conducting research on how well it works, but you don’t need to participate in the research. For those who do participate, I record their outcomes and use it for research purposes. All anonymously, of course. I’d include your data in a subset with other moms, so we can see the benefits of new babies in a small community and track if there are any commonalities among either medical or social outcomes.”

      I swallow roughly. “Anonymously?”

      “One hundred percent. I use figures only, no names, no identifying information at all. It’s a small study, one that I will probably collect data for quite some time before I publish any robust research. I’m using data from my own baby as well. I have a little girl; she keeps me on my toes.”

      For a moment, I sit with the information. Free healthcare is a game changer, especially for a new baby.

      “Okay.” I nod, feeling like I can take a full breath.

      He smiles in a way that only assures me more. “Great! I’ll start the paperwork. We’re going to take good care of you, Savannah.”

      Free healthcare and a free builder… So far, things are looking up. Looks like moving to Whispers was the right decision, after all.
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      After getting the all-clear from the doctor and seeing my baby on the small screen for the first time, I feel like I’m on cloud nine. To say that I got emotional when I heard the heartbeat and saw the tiny hands and feet would be an understatement. Tears fell quicker than I could catch them, but for once, they were happy tears. The baby is perfect. Healthy, happy, and everything is as it should be. Relief fills me and excitement builds.

      He did say that my fundal height is smaller than expected, which explains why my bump is so small. Although medically, there’s nothing to worry about. I didn’t find out the gender, deciding to keep it a surprise. All I cared about was looking at those ten little fingers and ten little toes. The doctor also mentioned how active the baby was, asking me if I was prepared to have one energetic child once they’re born.

      I was at the hospital all morning, which is why when I walk into the bakery, I’m shocked at what I see.

      “Griffin?” I call out. He turned up early today, like he said he would. The now familiar frown on his face greeted me as I pulled out a fresh tray of cookies from the oven, the shape of which looked odd, telling
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