
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



​Trigger Warnings


This novella contains themes and situations that may be sensitive for some readers, including:


●  Discussions of military service and PTSD (non-graphic)

●  Pregnancy (unplanned, but welcomed)

●  Emotional vulnerability and healing

●  Mild profanity, dirty talk, and steamy romantic scenes



Reader discretion is advised.
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​Summary
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She bakes cupcakes for the whole town.

He growls at anyone who tries to thank him for his service.

When a stubborn, plus-size baker decides to drag a reclusive veteran into her Veterans Day celebrations, neither expects a kiss on the porch to ignite something neither can walk away from.

One night of unexpected heat leads to an unplanned pregnancy—and a grumpy man forced to face the possibility of love, fatherhood, and community again.

With cupcakes, banter, and a wooden bassinet full of history, Celebrating the Grumpy Veteran is a steamy small-town romance about second chances, soft places to land, and the one person who refuses to give up on you.
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​Dedication
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For everyone who’s ever met a grump and decided, “Yeah, I can work with that.”

And for the veterans who deserve love, rest, and really good cupcakes.
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​Chapter One
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Grayson

Veterans Day Morning

––––––––
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The parade, a vibrant ribbon of sound and color, had already begun to unfurl along Main Street by the time I finally coaxed my beat-up, forest-green F-150 into the sprawling, sun-baked expanse of the grocery store parking lot. I’d been running behind, caught in a tangle of unexpected Saturday morning errands and a construction-induced detour, and the distant, muffled thump of a bass drum was already a steady pulse in the air as I circled for a spot. Finding an uncharacteristically empty corner, far from the cluster of minivans closer to the street, I cut the engine, letting out a small sigh of relief as the truck’s low rumble died, replaced by the rising crescendo of the festivities.

From this slightly elevated, secluded vantage point, an almost cinematic panorama unfolded before me. The warm sun glinted off stray bits of tinsel on the asphalt and the chrome of my own bumper, but my gaze was fixed on the parade route. A dozen large American flags, held aloft by unseen hands further down the line, snapped with a vibrant, rhythmic crack in the gentle but persistent breeze, their deep crimson and stark white stripes a stark contrast against the flawless blue of the late morning sky. Then, a tidal wave of brass and percussion, a familiar cacophony that announced the high school band's arrival, washed over the street. Their instruments, polished to a blinding sheen, reflected the sunlight as they marched with awkward enthusiasm, their white uniforms bright blurs of motion. 

They were blaring a spirited but somewhat discordant rendition of something vaguely patriotic – a valiant attempt at "Stars and Stripes Forever" that perhaps suffered from a lack of sleep or excessive enthusiasm, but was patriotic nonetheless in its earnest effort. The air, thick with the scent of hot asphalt and a faint, sweet smell emanating from the grocery store bakery, hummed with the energy of the crowd and the slightly off-key brass.

I killed the engine but stayed inside, hands wrapped around the steering wheel like it might keep me anchored.

Veterans Day.

My least favorite holiday.

Don’t get me wrong—I served. Ten years in uniform, boots in the sand, brothers beside me. But being thanked for surviving when others didn’t? I never knew what to do with that. Most years, I avoided the whole thing.

This year was no different. Or at least, it wasn’t supposed to be.

I spotted her before I even realized I was staring.

She moved through the bustling, twilight crowd with the focused, illuminating energy of sunlight hitting the pavement directly outside the glass front of her own bakery. She was impossible to miss, a vibrant, magnetic force: her dress was a cheerful splash of deep, warm yellow—a bold marigold hue that seemed to defy the chilly autumn air and make every face she passed look a little brighter. Her smile was neither practiced nor reserved; it was a broad, crinkling warmth that reached her eyes and instantly melted the slight formality of strangers. As she effortlessly navigated the density of coats and scarves, she performed an act of communal generosity, navigating two heavy trays laden with treats: miniature paper cups, crimson and steaming with thick, dark hot chocolate, and dozens of vanilla bean frosted cupcakes. 

Each tiny confection was topped not just with a swirl of perfect frosting, but with a whimsical dash of patriotism or flair—a minuscule flag toothpick bearing a celebratory message or simply acting as a charming, bright accent. People naturally parted for her, drawn by the scent of cinnamon and the sheer, radiant force of her good humor. Even as the local brass band launched into a booming, celebratory set, her beautiful, rich laugh sailed clear above the music, a distinctive, melodic peal. It was a sound utterly warm and completely unguarded, a sound that signaled instant joy and insisted that everyone within earshot feel a little lighter, a little more included in the vibrant, golden sphere she created.

And then she saw me.

Our eyes locked for maybe half a second. Long enough for her brows to lift in curiosity. Long enough for my stomach to drop like I’d been caught somewhere I shouldn’t be.

She started walking toward me.

“Nope,” I muttered under my breath, shifting in the seat. Maybe if I looked mean enough, she’d get the message.

She didn’t.

She walked straight up to the driver’s side window, tray in hand, and knocked on the glass like she owned the place.

I sighed, rolled it down. “Can I help you?”

“Hi!” she chirped. “Happy Veterans Day. Hot chocolate? Cupcake?”

Her voice was warm. Not fake warm—the kind that seeps under your skin before you can stop it.

“No thanks.”

Her smile didn’t falter. “You sure? They’re free for veterans. My bakery’s doing a little giveaway.” 

The small, perfect orb of cake was presented with a reverence that bordered on the absurd. Her fingers, slender and pale, delicately cupped the paper liner, elevating the dessert to the status of a holy relic or a priceless jewel just unearthed. She held up the cupcake like she was presenting treasure, her expression hopeful, almost pleading.

The confection itself was aggressively cheerful, a monument to uncomplicated pleasure. The vanilla frosting was thick, swirling high into a perfect, architectural peak that caught the light, gleaming like fresh snow. Embedded in the pristine white expanse was a confetti-burst of sprinkles: sharp, glittering flecks of ruby red, stark white, and deep cobalt blue. It was the taste of innocent summer holidays and uncomplicated patriotism—a genuinely American, thoroughly sweet offering.

I stared at it without interest, feeling the chasm between her simple kindness and my impenetrable mood. The sight of the manufactured sugar rush should have been comforting, but it hit me like an unwelcome demand. I wasn’t in the mood for sweets; the saccharine promise of temporary happiness felt utterly meaningless. My energy was depleted, my focus fractured.

I wasn’t in the mood for anything. Not conversations, not sunlight, not the effort of blinking. My entire system felt shut down, waiting for a reboot that wasn't coming—a desolate, apathetic stillness had taken root in my chest.

And yet, despite the emotional flatness, a single, sharp current of desire managed to pierce the gray fog. It had nothing to do with the fluffy sponge cake or the sugar rush she was offering. It was raw, immediate, and utterly predatory. The sweetness I craved wasn't synthetic; it was the flush beneath her collarbone, the curve of her lower lip, the simple fact of her pulsating life standing so close to my static existence.

I still wanted to take a bite out of her—a primal, consuming urge to draw blood and sweetness, to internalize her vitality, to finally feel something real, even if it was just the sharp, regrettable sting of possession.

“I don’t do celebrations,” I said.

She tilted her head, assessing me with eyes that were way too observant. “You don’t have to celebrate. You just have to accept a cupcake. It’s bakery law.”

“Bakery law,” I repeated dryly.

“Yup.” She popped the p and grinned wider. “It’s a very serious ordinance. Section one: no grumping allowed while holding baked goods.”

I should’ve told her to move along. Should’ve rolled the window up. Instead, I found myself fighting back a laugh. A real one. It startled me.

She saw it. Her grin softened, turning less playful, more... knowing. Like she recognized something under my scowl.

“Take it,” she said gently, holding the cupcake out.

The little voice of responsibility—the one dedicated to tracking calories and avoiding unnecessary distractions—got immediately drowned out by the simple, tempting aroma of cinnamon and sugar. Against my better judgment, I nodded once, surrendering to the immediate, sugary whim. I watched as she sealed the treat in a small, folded paper bag, the movement of her wrists precise and efficient.

She slid the bag across the wooden counter. The laminated paper liner, still creased and slightly tacky from where the fresh pastry had rested, was noticeably warm beneath my fingertips, radiating the recent heat of the oven. It carried the faint, delicious scent of scorched sugar.

Before I could tuck the bag away, she reached beneath the counter. A moment later, a heavy, steaming paper cup, capped with a plastic lid and protected by a thick, corrugated sleeve, was presented. “And the hot chocolate,” she murmured, her gaze meeting mine briefly as she offered the drink.

As I reached out to secure the cup, our hands inevitably connected. It was a fleeting, microsecond encounter, the very definition of an accidental brush. Our fingers brushed for a fraction of a second. But in that instant, I registered the undeniable sensation: her skin—surprisingly warm, almost hot, the texture delicate beneath the faint dusting of flour or sugar, yet moving with a certain practiced, confident surety that belied its softness.
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