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Lyssa Kay Adams read her first romance novel at way too young of an age when she swiped one from her grandmother’s stash. After a long journalism career in which she had to write way too many sad endings, she decided to return to the stories that guaranteed a happy ever after. Once described as ‘funny, adorable, and a wee-bit heartbreaking,’ Lyssa’s books feature women who always get the last word, men who aren’t afraid to cry, and dogs. Lots of dogs. Lyssa writes full time from her home in Michigan, where she lives with her sports writer husband, her wickedly funny daughter, and a spoiled Maltese who likes to be rocked to sleep like a baby. When she’s not writing, she’s cooking or driving her daughter around from one sporting event to the next. Or rocking the dog.
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‘Tis the season to take out the mistletoe – and for a second chance at love.

Country music’s golden boy Colton Wheeler felt the most perfect harmony when he was with Gretchen Winthrop. But for her, it was a love-him-and-leave-him situation. A year later, Colton is struggling to make music, with only the Bromance Book Club standing between him and self-pity.

It’s hard for immigration attorney Gretchen not to feel a little Scrooge-ish about the excess of Christmas when her clients are scrambling to pay rent. So when her estranged, wealthy family makes her an offer that could help, she can’t say no. She just needs to convince Colton to be the new face of their whiskey brand. No big deal. . .

Colton agrees to consider Gretchen’s offer in exchange for three dates before Christmas. With the help of the Bromance Book Club, he’s determined to prove there’s still a spark between them. But can Gretchen and Colton overcome the ghosts of Christmas past to build a future together?




To Meika

Thanks for talking me out of that tattoo
of mashed potatoes




THE BACKSTORY

Last December

Now this was how Colton Wheeler liked to wake up.

Naked, warm, and pressed against a woman who’d blown his fucking mind.

His groomsman’s tuxedo was a mound of black-and-white fabric on the floor of his hotel suite, tangled up with a silky green dress that had been discarded in a flurry of frantic kisses, heated whispers, and desperate pleas to hurry.

He’d always heard about people who met the one at a wedding, but that was for, like, other people. He was Colton Wheeler, after all. Multi-platinum country star. But last night, after standing up along with his best buddies to watch their friend Braden Mack marry the love of his life, he’d fallen under the spell of the most unlikely woman.

The groom’s ex. It made no sense. They made zero sense. But she’d kissed him, and even though he’d been kissed by a lot of women before—often without warning—this one had been different.

No doubt about it.

Colton Wheeler was smitten with Gretchen Winthrop, esquire.

It would be complicated, of course. She was Mack’s sort-of ex-girlfriend. They’d dated for three months before he met his now-wife. There was always a risk when you dated someone in your own social circle. But here he was, watching her sleep and writing songs in his head, his mind afire with the promise of This could be something good.

Sometime in the wee hours of the morning after they’d finally fallen into an exhausted sleep, the sheet had slipped from her torso, leaving her bare to his gaze. Colton pressed his lips to her shoulder. The deep breath she took brought the soft curve of her stomach more fully against his hand. He still couldn’t believe what she’d been hiding beneath that sensible dress she’d had on last night.

She inhaled deeply again, but this time it was followed by a long stretch of her legs against his. She was waking up. Colton slid his knee between both of hers, and she made space for him. The toes of her right foot caressed a path up and down his shin.

Colton nuzzled her jaw with the tip of his nose. “Good morning.”

Gretchen let out a little sigh and snuggled into his chest. But then she froze. Her eyes flew open. “What time is it?”

“Time to wake you up properly.”

He leaned in to kiss her but met blank air instead. She rolled away from him like a rabbit evading a predator. “Oh my God . . . it’s light outside.”

Colton chuckled and rose on one elbow. “Do you turn into a pumpkin soon?”

“I—I can’t believe I slept all night there. I didn’t mean to.”

“Well, I sure didn’t mind.” He sat up fully and reached out his hand. “In fact, I’d love it if you came back to bed for a few hours more.”

“I can’t. I have to go.”

He reclined on the bed and folded his arms behind his head, satisfied for the moment to just watch her naked body as she skittered about the room. Until he realized what she was doing.

Looking for her clothes.

“Are you actually leaving?”

Her head swiveled until she spotted her dress. She threw it on, covering her nudity. Colton kicked away the blankets and rose from bed. “Come on,” he said, holding out his hand for her. “Slow down. We have plenty of time before brunch, and—”

She jumped as if he’d just suggested they leave the room naked. “I—I’m not invited to that. That’s just for the wedding party.”

“And I’m the wedding party, which means I can bring anyone I want.” He finally succeeded in getting his hands on her again. His hands lightly stroked her hips over the green silk. “And I want to bring you.”

“No, I—I can’t. I have a lot of work to catch up on today.”

Well, that was a relief. For a moment, he was starting to worry that she might be evading him because she didn’t actually like him. “Then let me take you somewhere.”

Her head swiveled again in search of God only knew what. “You don’t have to drive me. I drove my own car here.”

He chuckled, reaching again for her. “No, I mean away. Let’s go somewhere. Spend a week just talking and getting to know each other and—”

She laughed quietly, but whether it was with him or at him remained to be seen. “Sure. Where should we go?”

“Belize.”

She finally met his gaze. “Belize?”

“Ever been?”

She laughed again. This time definitely at him. “No.”

“Well, believe me when I say you’re going to love it.” He watched as she located her bra. He remembered the precise moment when he’d taken it off her and flung it across the room. “I’m serious, Gretchen. Come away with me. I’ll tell my pilot to get my plane ready, and we can just get away—”

Her mouth dropped open. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

“Hell, yes.”

“I can’t go to Belize with you.” She found her purse and shoved both her bra and panties into it.

Colton stepped in front of her and gripped her shoulders. “Hold up. What’s going on here?”

“I’m leaving. I have a lot to do today.”

“When can I see you again?”

She blinked.

Well, this was a first. “I—I can see you again, right?”

She chewed on her lip. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” She stepped around him, searching the floor again. She let out an ah at the sight of her shoes. She bent to pick them up, one finger hooked through the sexy black slingbacks that had damn near given him cardiac arrest last night.

“Wait. Just wait. Can we start this over, please? I feel like I’ve screwed something up, but I have no idea what.”

“You didn’t screw anything up. It’s me. I shouldn’t have done this. I’m sorry.”

“Shouldn’t have done what?”

“I started this. I shouldn’t have kissed you.”

“I was a willing participant. More than willing.” He set his hands on his hips and was instantly, painfully aware of his own nudity. And not in a good way.

She stopped her frantic searching and hugged her things to her chest. “Look, I know everyone felt sorry for me last night. Even though I never had anything serious with Mack, and I mean, I was actually at the wedding for Liv because she and I have become friends, but still, I felt everyone looking at me as if I was about to break or something, and I know you only approached me to dance because of that—”

It was his turn to laugh. “You think I asked you to dance out of . . . pity?”

“Maybe.” She shrugged.

“I asked you to dance because you had the same reaction to Liv’s mother that I did when she almost fell out of her chair.”

Her lips quirked finally with a smile.

Thank God. He took advantage of her stillness to creep closer, lowering his voice as he approached. “And then I kept asking you to dance and pretty much never left your side after that because you might be the most amazing woman I’ve ever met.”

Her cheeks flushed, and he had the most delicious flashback to that very color on her face when she arched her back and shuddered his name.

But that wasn’t the look she was giving him now. She shook her head and pressed her warm hand to the center of his chest, right above the spot where his heart was gearing up for a game of brink of death. “You don’t have to do that.”

He quickly covered her hand with his. “Do what?”

“Soothe my ego. I’m a big girl. I know what last night was.”

“You mean incredible and the start of something that could be amazing? I agree.”

Her blush deepened. “Look, I had fun too. But this would never work between us.”

“It worked pretty well last night.”

She started rapidly backing away from him. “But now it’s today. And you’re you and I’m me, and—”

“And we could be a pretty damn good we.”

She smiled softly. “That sounds like one of your songs.”

“Gretchen.” He held out his hand. She stared at it with unmistakable longing.

But then she snapped out of it and walked to the door. “Thank you,” she said, looking over her shoulder. “For everything.”

Colton crossed his arms. “You can say anything you want except that. Just don’t thank me.”

She paused once again before turning the handle. “Can I count on you to keep this between us?”

“Trust me, my lips are sealed.”

Then, without a single backward glance, she walked out the door.

For the first time in his life, Colton Wheeler was someone’s dirty little secret.




CHAPTER ONE

One year later

Colton Wheeler lived by very few hard and fast rules, but one of them was when someone asked you to keep a secret, you took it to your grave. So it was with no small gut punch of betrayal that he realized that these guys, of all people, would go back on their word to him. They were supposed to be his best friends.

Colton adjusted the strap of his duffel bag on his shoulder with an annoyed jerk. “You swore you wouldn’t tell anyone.”

“Come on, man,” said Gavin Scott, a yoga mat tucked under his arm. He wore a sleeveless training shirt that showed off the line across his bicep that separated pasty-white shoulder from perpetual farmer’s tan. “It’s not like we told total strangers.”

“It doesn’t matter who they are. I promised her I would keep this quiet.”

“We didn’t mean to put you in a bad position,” said Del Hicks, jumping in. “Honestly.”

“And we didn’t even think you’d be here anyway,” Gavin added, officially pouting.

“Why wouldn’t I be here?”

“Because of the meeting. Isn’t that today?”

Ah, yes. The Meeting. It had taken on such infamous significance that it was now preceded only by the followed by a capital M. The Meeting in which he would find out if he still had a career left. But his friends didn’t know that. They only knew he was meeting with the music label to discuss his next album after a two-year recording hiatus.

And now he was the one who felt guilty, an emotion he’d become all too familiar with in the past year. How could he expect these guys to live up to some standard of friendship when he was betraying them every single day with the things he’d been keeping from them?

For a global music star, true friendships were hard to come by. The more famous he got over the years, the lonelier life became. It was hard to trust who really wanted to be in his life and who just wanted the bragging rights of being associated with a superstar.

But these guys, they were the real deal. The best friends he’d ever had. And they’d met in the unlikeliest of ways—through romance novels. They called themselves the Bromance Book Club, a group of men who read romance novels to learn how to see the world through a less toxic lens than the ones that all cisgender heterosexual men are taught to look through. Braden Mack was the one who had started it all and pulled Colton into it. He’d been skeptical, as most of the guys were when they first joined the book club. But Colton quickly learned it was about a lot more than books. It was about camaraderie and brotherhood. The lessons of romance novels had taught them all how to be better men, better partners, and better friends to one another.

“It’s okay,” Colton finally sighed. “I’ll talk to—”

“Mr. Wheeler, what is the meaning of this?”

—her.

Shit. Colton steeled himself as he turned around and looked straight into the eyes of one of the most intimidating people he’d ever met. Peggy Porth. Retired elementary school principal. Certified ballbuster.

Silver Sneakers instructor.

“Hey, Mrs. Porth.” Colton’s voice squeaked like the time in fifth grade when he’d been caught selling Pokémon cards during recess for twice their market value. In his defense, he’d needed the money for Christmas presents for his siblings.

Mrs. Porth stood just five foot three but somehow managed to look down at him when she spoke. “Need I remind you, Mr. Wheeler, that when you asked if you and a couple of friends could attend our classes, I agreed to just a small group. This class is supposed to be for people over fifty exclusively, but you talked me into it. But now I see three others standing by the door waiting to come in.”

The others in question were huddled in a nervous circle a few feet away, occasionally casting furtive glances as if to gauge whether they were about to be tossed out by a bouncer. Colton knew them, of course, but not well, and only because they were Gavin’s and Del’s teammates on the Nashville Legends professional baseball team. His circle of friends included several athletes. Besides Gavin and Del, there was Yan Feliciano, another Legends player. And Vlad Konnikov, a player for the Nashville NHL team, and Malcolm James, who played for the city’s NFL franchise. Which was why Colton had invited them in on this secret in the first place. Silver Sneakers was the most effective workout he’d ever had. He’d never been as strong, fit, or flexible, and it had all started by accident. He’d thought he was taking a Six-Pack Abs class but had gotten the room wrong and instead found himself sweating his balls off as he tried to keep up with the sixty-something-year-old women who made step aerobics look like a mere jaunt through the park. He’d been sore for days but kept coming back because, damn, but also because no one in the room gave a single flying fuck who he was.

Turns out, he was sort of into not being fawned over because he was Colton Wheeler.

It was one of the things that had attracted him to . . . Fuck. The Number of Days Since I Thought About Gretchen Winthrop board in his mind went back to zero.

“It’s our f-fault, Mrs. Porth,” Gavin said, his lifelong stutter emerging in fear of the woman. “We just wanted to share it because our teammates are getting jealous of how flexible we’ve become.”

To prove it, he dropped his yoga mat and sprang into a deep lunge that would’ve sent Colton straight to the emergency room.

“See,” Gavin grunted, voice strained. “I could practically play first base now if I wanted.”

Mrs. Porth pursed her lips. “Stand up, Mr. Scott. You’re making a fool of yourself.”

Del grabbed Gavin’s elbow and helped him up. Mrs. Porth sighed and looked again at the men waiting nervously by the door. “Fine,” she said. “They can join. But let me remind you that if you disturb anyone—”

“They won’t,” Gavin said quickly. “I mean, we won’t. Thank you, Mrs. Porth.” Gavin raced to the door and gave the guys the good news.

A moment later, Gavin returned with his teammates in tow, all wearing variations on the standard professional athlete uniform—basketball shorts, moisture-wicking shirt, and kinesiology tape on whatever body part hurt today. After depositing their yoga mats and duffel bags, they shuffled over to Colton.

One of them extended his hand. “Hey, man. Thanks for letting us join. Jake Tamborn. We met at Gavin’s birthday party last year.”

“I remember,” Colton said, accepting the handshake because it was the polite thing to do. He still wasn’t thrilled about them being here, but he repeated the gesture with the other two men—Brad Eisenberg and Felix Pinas. Both men were in their midtwenties and had the confident posture of two dudes who had no idea what they were in for.

“Did you warn them?” Colton whispered to Del as the three men walked away.

“That they’re about to get their asses kicked? Yeah.”

“Did they believe you?”

“Nope.”

Colton grinned for the first time since arriving at the gym. “This is going to be fun.”

The door to the fitness room opened, and Vlad ran in, flustered. He dumped his yoga mat next to Colton’s and shoved a Santa hat on his head. “How does this look?”

“Surprisingly good. Why?”

“Elena says I have to dress up as Santa for our Christmas party to hand out presents to all the kids.”

Vlad and his wife, Elena, were hosting their first-ever Christmas party in a couple of weeks. Normally, Vlad would never have had time because of his hockey schedule, but he was still recovering from a broken leg suffered during last year’s Stanley Cup playoffs. So when the guys decided to organize a Bromance family holiday party, Vlad jumped at the chance to host it because it might be his only chance.

“I’ve never played Santa before,” Vlad said. “We don’t do Santa in Russia.”

“No Santa?” Gavin gasped and looked up from stretching his quads as if Vlad had just admitted to barking at the moon on Christmas Eve.

Del smacked the back of Gavin’s head. “Damn, dude. Get out of your American bubble every once in a while.”

“We call him Grandfather Frost,” Vlad said.

Gavin sat all the way down, crossed his legs under him, and began to bounce them butterfly-style. “How is he different from Santa?”

Vlad started stretching as he spoke. “Well, he has a white beard, so that is the same. But he does not wear a red suit. He wears long robes. And he does not have reindeer. His sleigh is driven by three horses. And he is not just about giving gifts. He is about good deeds. He gets cold when he is around bad people.”

“I like that. Maybe you should play him, instead,” Colton offered. “No reason to change your own traditions.”

“But Elena says that will confuse the kids and make them question if Santa Claus is real.”

Del shrugged. “Tell them that he and Santa are friends and help each other out.”

“I don’t know,” Gavin said. “I do kind of want to see Vlad in a Santa suit.”

Vlad got a panicked look on his face. “What if I screw it up?”

Colton patted him on the back. “You’ll do fine. We’ll help you get ready. Just practice saying ‘Ho, ho, ho.’”

Mrs. Porth clapped her hands loudly and walked to the front of the room. Next to her stood a woman about ten years younger. “Those of you who are new to the class,” she said, staring directly at Jake, Felix, and Brad, “can follow a modified version of all of our exercises.”

As predicted, the three new guys snorted because, of course, professional athletes would have no reason to follow a modified workout routine. They had no fucking idea what was coming.

The guys spread out in a long line extending from one side of the room to the other. In front of them, roughly thirty-five other exercisers took their places next to their own mats and bottles of water. Later, they would all grab an aerobics step for the part of the class that truly separated the women from the men.

“All right, everyone. We’re going to start with some light stretching and warm-up,” Mrs. Porth said. The speakers began to play a quiet, calming music, like the kind you’d hear in a day spa. “Let’s get those arms loosened up with some nice, easy shoulder shrugs . . . That’s it. Now start to roll them back and forward . . . Very good. Now some arm circles.”

Colton spread his arms out wide and smacked hands with Felix. Colton gave him a sharp look, and Felix inched sideways with a quiet Sorry.

“Okay, everyone,” Mrs. Porth said. “Now for some easy yoga poses to get those legs nice and ready to work.”

Colton followed her instructions into goddess pose and several others. A moment later, he looked up from his mat to a disturbing sight. “Dude, get your downward dong out of my face.”

“Isn’t it called downward dog?” Brad whispered back, his face upside down between his legs.

“Not when you do it.”

Brad crab-crawled a few inches away.

“Okay, everyone, excellent job,” Mrs. Porth said. “Now, everyone grab your step and place it in front of you. Remember that you can adjust it to whatever height is most comfortable for you.”

Mrs. Porth had the highest setting.

A moment later, Jake groaned. “Shit, you didn’t tell me it would be this hard.”

“What did you expect?” Colton snorted. “This is the Jazzercise generation. They’ve been kicking asses in leotards since the dawn of MTV.”

“So what time is the meeting with the label?” Noah grunted.

“Three.”

“You worried?”

Colton glanced over quickly. Did they suspect something? “No. Why would I be worried?”

Noah shrugged. “I don’t know. I mean, just that you’ve never had a meeting like this since I’ve known you.”

“It’s just a formality,” he said, adopting the no big deal attitude he’d perfected at ten years old. No one wanted to see him worried. Or mad. Or anything other than the carefree, aw-shucks playboy who had sold millions of records around the world.

Because Colton Wheeler had one job, and one job only. To make other people happy.

Even if it killed him.
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