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Epigraph




Can a wounded warrior learn to trust her celebrity chef crush after discovering his secret? 

Horrified to learn that her young niece has arranged for her to visit a video blogger she’s never heard of, Winnefred “Fred” Carmichael is guilted into agreeing to the trip. Seeing how handsome he is in his videos doesn’t hurt in making her decision.

Tanner Frost is a phony. He is only the front man for his aunt’s cooking, so he’s shocked to find out she invited some soldier to spend Christmas at the family farm. He’s even more shocked to discover Fred is a woman. A beautiful, intriguing woman. Can he keep her from discovering the truth behind his cooking while he’s falling too quickly for her charms?







Dedication



Much thanks to big sis Karen Maskew for her military technical advice, and Tina Hairston for giving Fred a name and helping to flesh her out. Love you ladies! 






Chapter One




“Aunt Fred! Aunt Fred!” The shrill but heartwarming voice of Winnifred Carmichael’s niece shattered her peaceful sleep. 

“Kaleigh, not so loud.” Angie, Fred’s sister, was forever trying to make her six-year-old daughter into a girlie-girl, but the child was determined to grow up like her Aunt Fred. Snakes and spice, perhaps. A definite tomboy.

Throwing back the sheets, Fred rolled out of bed, wincing when her left leg hit the floor. Her skin itched beneath the cast on her foot. “Good morning, guys. What’s up?”

“I told Mommy we had to come tell you the news! You’re going to be so happy. It’s so awesome.” As Kaleigh bounced on her toes, her deep red curls followed suit.

Grabbing her crutches, Fred lifted her right eyebrow and squinted at Angie. What were they up to this time? It couldn’t be another fix-up—Kaleigh couldn’t care less about that. Maybe she was lucky this time and the news centered on the girl, herself. “Well, what’s up? Don’t keep me in suspense.”

Her niece bounded across the room and threw herself at Fred, who caught her without a stagger. “You’re going to be on No Nukes Allowed!”

“Uh-huh. Okaaay.” Fred met Angie’s gaze and mouthed, no nukes allowed? She was not about to speak to some anti-war crowd. They had a right to their own opinion, but first of all, the National Guards served communities as well as the country. They were more likely to brandish a shovel in the aftermath of a tornado than point a weapon at someone.

At least, in the six months since she’d enlisted, that was Fred’s experience. Two weeks ago, an F4 tornado hit the tiny community of Willow Bend, Missouri. The Victorian church on the town square, which functioned as the local storm shelter, had taken the brunt of the storm and the steeple had fallen, crashing through the roof over the front of the building. Luckily no one had died, and only five people were injured.

Until Fred showed up on the scene, that is. Large blocks of stone and mortar had to be moved to clear the basement doors, and she jumped right in beside her fellow soldiers. She and another soldier worked together to lift and haul blocks, then toss them on the growing pile of rubble in a corner of the parking lot. On one trip, they misjudged the stability of the pile, and it tumbled under the weight of the stone they added.

Tumbled right where Fred stood. Tumbled much faster than she could jump aside. Tumbled her to the ground and landed on her left foot. Even thinking about it brought back the sharp pain of trying to free herself.

The pain of embarrassment was worse. Six months into her enlistment and she had a pin in her foot for each month. It might be another six months before she was able to be available for weekend drills, according to her doctor.

Kaleigh flounced onto the couch, still chattering. “I told them you were a wounded warrior since you got hurt.”

Fred stumbled and caught herself on the kitchen counter. “Please say you didn’t.”

“They want you to be there when they shoot the Christmas shows,” said Kaleigh.

“I’m not—oh, honey, that’s so sweet, but I’m not…” She pleaded with Angie with her eyes. “Wounded warrior? Kaleigh, honey, that means someone who was hurt in battle. I’m just a klutz.”

“Uh-uh, you’re in the Nash’nal Guard. I’ve seen your uniform.”

Fred needed to put a stop to this immediately. She’d never been in battle, never even been overseas. Nothing she did compared with what she considered the real warriors. “Ang, how to I fix this?”

Angie spoke in a low voice. “Don’t worry. I emailed them and explained things. They still think it would be great promo.”

That didn’t come anywhere close to relieving her anxiety. Would she have to go on camera? First questions first, though. “What is No Nukes Allowed?”

The child froze, her eyes growing huge. “You don’t know? Tanner Frost is the cutest guy, you’ll love him—”

“You’re six, Kaleigh. When did you start thinking boys are cute?”

“It’s the new thing with her friends. Tanner’s the only adult she’s called cute though,” Angie answered. “He’s hot. I wish I was meeting him. But don’t tell Jimmy I said so.”

“When do I even talk to your husband?”

Kaleigh continued to talk, oblivious to the fact no one paid attention. “His girlfriend is Danica Freeman, the model. They look so good together.”

Fred hobbled around the kitchen and popped a coffee pod into the machine, remembering just in time to put her mug in place to catch the drips. “Are you going to tell me what Tanner Frost has to do with nukes? I can’t believe that kid pays attention to politics in addition to cute boys.”

“No, it’s microwaves, not weapons. It’s a cooking show. Well, podcast, or video blog, or whatever.”

“It’s a vlog,” Kaleigh said. “He has this farm where they grow apples and stuff and he makes all this stuff with the food he grows. Nothing frozen or nuked in a microwave.”

“You’ve eaten here. When did you last see me cook anything that didn’t come out of the jar or a toaster?”

Kaleigh’s eyes lit at the mention of the toaster. “Do you have any waffles?”

Fred glanced at her sister as she pulled the box of waffles from the freezer. “You want some, too?”

“Why not?” Angie set down her purse and helped with the minimal preparation needed, taking a can of frozen orange juice out of the freezer.

“Tanner squeezes oranges for breakfast.”

“Maybe he’ll make some for me. What else should I ask for?” Fred figured she might as well play along with the joke.

“He’s making Christmas dinner. And you get to help.” Kaleigh smiled widely, clearly proud of herself.

Angie nodded. “Tell her what you did, honey.”

The child came to sit at the counter. “I messaged him and told him you were a soldier who got hurt and you were home getting better. I said you love his show…that’s okay Mommy, isn’t it? To tell a lie if it helps someone?”

“We’ll talk about it later.”

“Well, I told him I’m so proud of you and I want to give you the best Christmas present ever. And he agreed. He said he wants you to fly to Connecticut and spend Christmas on his farm.”

Fred grabbed a waffle when it popped up, then dropped it onto a plate and shook her burning fingers. “But I spend Christmas with you guys,” she argued.

“But Mommy has Daddy, and Uncle Tom has Aunt Ali, and you don’t have anybody.” Kaleigh’s face sagged with sympathy over Fred’s miserable state of singlehood.

Hugging the girl, Fred kissed the top of her head and handed her the syrup bottle. “I have all of you guys. I’d miss you so much if I didn’t spend Christmas with you.”

“You’ll be able to see us when you get back. You can open your other presents then.”

Her niece was so earnest, it hurt Fred to even suggest she didn’t want to go. But, truth…she’d rather do anything other than fly halfway across the country to watch some guy cook.

Angie must have read her mind. She handed Fred her phone, open to a video site. “This is Tanner Frost, No Nukes Allowed.”

A video camera followed this guy from fridge to counter to stove, then back to the counter. He talked directly to the camera, but Fred didn’t hear a word. She couldn’t look away from Tanner. He’s hot! she mouthed to her sister.

“Right? It would be horrible to fly off to his farm and let him cook for you. Let him tell you about his family’s farm. Let him read the phone book—heck, his voice is amazing!”

“What’s a phone book?” Kaleigh asked.

Fred hobbled to the counter and grabbed the one she’d never gotten around to tossing when it was left on her doorstep. “It’s like everybody’s contact lists all put together.”

She couldn’t bring herself to eat. All she was capable of was watching this man chop onions. The camera zoomed in when he wiped his eyes on his shirt sleeve. “Oh. My. Tell me he’s married. Please. I would make a fool of myself if I thought he was single.”

“In a relationship with that supermodel Kaleigh mentioned. He’s been photographed at the farmers’ market with an older woman beside him, too. Probably his mom. Women get selfies with him when they go to his bakery-slash-farm stand, but those two are the only women he’s been seen with. He’s all yours.”

Fred snorted her orange juice in a laugh and cringed at the acid burn in her sinuses. She motioned to indicate her baggie t-shirt, legging pjs, and wild hair “That’ll never happen.”

“You’re going to go, though, right?”

Was she? The alternative was to sit on the couch and bide the time until she could stand on her feet and get back to work at her regular job at the cheese factory. A free trip to a farm. Who would it hurt? A week with this guy would give her sweet dreams for the next year, at least. “I kind of have to since Kaleigh’s so excited about it. Okay, I’ll go.”

“Yay!” Kaleigh yelled before wrapping her aunt in a hug.

Fred eased the syrup-covered fork from her hair. The things she did to please her niece. But she loved that girl with every ounce of her being. “I’ll take a picture with him and text it to your mom, okay?”

She wouldn’t mind taking a few of just him to post on social media. Look what Santa brought me! But she wouldn’t. She kept her personal life to herself and wasn’t about to change. Peace and quiet were her middle names, her mom used to say. No crowds, no cameras, and definitely no one paying attention to her. No one would ever know she’d spent a week with this hot chef.








