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  All I wanted was a tree, not to fantasize about the farmer’s large… axe.


  I knew this was a bad idea the moment my friend dragged me to the Christmas tree farm. Me—the girl who can’t even assemble Ikea furniture—cutting down my very own tree?


  Within two minutes I fail to pick one, stumble over my own feet, and fall flat on my ass right into a puddle. Just my luck—making a spectacle of myself in front of the hottest lumberjack in a Santa hat I’ve ever seen.


  He’s as solid as I’m flustered. Serious, bordering on grumpy, with an intriguing spark in his eye—like he’s secretly laughing at me. And when he helps me up, his gaze lingers just a little too long.


  I’m in my single era, not looking for a man. Yet my heart insists this quiet, rugged grump might be the Christmas miracle I didn’t know I needed.


  In this steamy yet humorous holiday-themed curvy girl / dad-bod romance, Ruby and… cough Nick navigate Christmas tree disasters, unexpected flirtations, and an attraction strong enough to pin you against the wall and take your breath away.
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  Chapter One


  Before you start: Can't get enough of them dad bod heroes? Me neither, that's why I keep writing about them!Click hereto grab another Dad Bod Romance, completely FREE!



  * Ruby *



  “Are you sure this is right? This wouldn’t be the first time someone drove their car into a hedgerow on the advice of GPS navigation!” I ask, squinting through the mud-speckled windshield.


  Amber chuckles in the passenger seat. “Jesus, where’s your sense of adventure? Who drives into a hedge in broad daylight? I’m sure we’ll be there soon—the directions confirm it’s right up this road.”


  I grumble something under my breath while easing off the accelerator just enough to keep my tiny car from skidding across the slushy lane. This is a dumb idea, and I have no idea why I let her talk me into it. A Christmas tree farm. Really. What’s wrong with shopping for trees at the DIY store—or even the overpriced stall at the Teddington Christmas Fair?


  “Be grateful! I’m spending what little time off I have this month helping you pick your very first tree for your very first Christmas in your new home!” Amber reminds me, leaning back with a grin. “Plus, it’s bound to be a beautiful place to get some seasonal footage for your Insta. Your followers will love it.”


  I swallow my complaints. She’s right. I’m grateful, I really am. I just don’t know if my first Christmas since breaking up with my good-for-nothing ex deserves such a big fuss. I’ve earned my freedom, and am in the process of getting back my sense of self and even the modeling gigs are picking up. But beyond that? Even if all I manage is a potted conifer with some tinsel, I’ll consider that a win.


  The narrow road widens suddenly, revealing a rustic gate and a weathered sign: Pine & Needle – Cut Your Own Christmas Trees. A row of evergreens stretches into the distance, half-melted snow sparkling on their branches. My stomach does a little flip when I pull into the bumpy parking lot.


  Amber smiles and claps her hands. “We’re here! Come on, Ruby, let’s do this!”


  I exhale, trying to steady my nerves. Tools. Saws. Trees. Me. No experience, zero talent with anything requiring strength or precision. And now I’m supposed to cut down my very own tree? This sounds like an excellent way to mess up a perfectly good manicure. My mind scrambles for an excuse, a distraction, anything.


  “That’s… a lot of trees,” I mumble, more to myself than anyone else.


  Amber waves dismissively and marches ahead. “That’s the point! You’ll be able to find the perfect one just for you! Check out this view, it’s glorious! And the little bit of frost on the branches… Just perfect!”


  I follow reluctantly, taking careful steps across the uneven, compacted clay ground, the heels of my boots digging in where the grass is worn. And then, as if on cue, I see him.


  Or rather, Amber sees him first. “Ruby,” she says, elbowing me. “Hot guy, twelve o’clock. Jesus, isn’t he just a big hunk of deliciousness in a plaid shirt?”


  I allow myself a moment just to admire him. Broad shoulders, thick arms, even thicker thighs and a barrel chest to match. He has the solid stance of a man who knows exactly what he’s doing. Serious, almost scowling—but with a warmth to him that’s hard to explain. Or maybe that’s just because he looks rather cute in that Santa hat.


  And now I’m making a fool of myself staring at a complete stranger. Who’s… who’s staring back. Great.


  I mutter under my breath, “He’s impressive.” Ugh. Who says that?


  Amber snorts. “Understatement of the year. We’re not talking about a thoroughbred horse here.”


  I wish. I glance at the ground, then at the impossibly large selection of trees ahead of us, while trying my best to ignore Hot Lumberjack Santa.


  “We’re here for a tree, not this nonsense,” I grumble, and resolutely march straight into a field of pines that are just about as tall as me in stilettos.


  “Wait up!” Amber calls out behind me, but I don’t stop.


  “What do you think about this, huh?” I point at literally the first tree that looks symmetrical-ish.


  “Yep…”


  I turn to find Amber glancing back at the parking lot.


  “Well?”


  “We’re here now. You don’t have to settle for the first thing you see. Maybe we should take some pictures first.”


  “Funny you should say that, after pointing out the literal first guy you saw to me,” I argue.


  “You know what I mean. I’m actually just glad you dumped that asshole once he started showing his true colors. Been where you are and it totally sucks. I just want this Christmas to be special for you. And try to convince you that you deserve only the best. Whether that's trees or men.” She smiles sweetly.


  That hits a nerve and my eyes grow moist within a split second. “Thanks… I really am okay, though.”


  “You keep saying that. But then I catch you sometimes in the middle of a shoot, staring off in the distance like a part of you still hasn’t come back online.”


  I take a shaky breath, blinking fast. “I’m fine,” I insist, though my voice goes soft and wobbly at the end.


  Ugh. Emotion, my old enemy.


  Amber softens instantly. “Hey. I didn’t mean to poke the bruise.” She slings an arm around my shoulders and squeezes. “This is why we’re doing this properly. Fresh tree. Fresh start. Fresh… plaid shirt guy, if you play your cards right. You know I met Richard when I had just gotten out of my relationship with Jasper? Best thing that’s ever happened to me.”


  I release myself from her grasp, desperate to change the topic. And eager to find a damn tree and get out of here before the cold starts to creep into my bones. “I’m not here for games. I just want a tree, not a date—”


  Crunch.


  My foot catches on something hard and immovable. A root? A stump? My other foot? I stumble back with a flailing, undignified windmill motion that absolutely no one in the history of gravity has ever recovered from.


  Amber steps ahead to reach for me, but it’s already too late.


  I pitch backward, fail to brace and bam. There’s a puddle. Of course there’s always a puddle.


  A shallow, ice-rimmed, mud-slicked wet mess the size of a dinner plate—directly beneath me. I find myself on my ass while the splosh my impact makes still echoes through the trees.


  For a moment I just sit there, blinking up at the soft gray sky while cold muddy water seeps into places it has no business going. I consider dissolving into the earth. Becoming compost. A nice, useful mulch. Anything, just to disappear right now.


  “Oh my god, Ruby!” Amber gasps, suppressing a laugh. “Are you okay? Babe, you went down like a clumsy baby penguin.”


  I would flip her off, but my hands are currently failing to brace against the mud.


  And because the universe loves to watch me squirm, I hear a voice deep enough to warm me up right in that same spot the water from the puddle has ended up, coming from somewhere behind me.


  “You all right over there?”


  No. No, no, no! I turn my head slowly, praying to every holiday saint that it isn’t— Oh god. It is.


  Hot Lumberjack Santa strides toward us with long, confident steps, boots squelching through the mud and slush that got the better of me. He’s even more devastating this close—tall, broad, beard slightly scruffy, eyes that could slice through ice and stare straight into my soul. His plaid shirt stretches across a chest that looks like it was built specifically to ruin my life. And those forearms… wrapped in rolled-up flannel and lightly dusted with faint water droplets that shimmer in the weak midwinter gloom.


  He stops a few feet away, hands on his hips, the faintest hint of amusement tugging at the corner of his mouth. “I do hope you didn’t hurt yourself.”


  Amber beams at him like she’s trying to claim him for herself, which would be fine if she wasn’t already taken. Because I’m totally not interested in the opposite sex right now. No way. “She’s okay. Just testing the soil density. Very scientific.”


  I shoot her a murderous look. I look down to find my ivory-colored leggings turning browner by the second as they soak up more of the dirty water. Ugh! So much for trying to dress cute today. I guess we won’t be taking any pictures here after all.


  He crouches beside me, movement easy and unbothered, and offers a hand.


  A big hand. Warm, reassuring, steady.


  Heat rushes to my face while I resist the urge to swat it away. “I—I’m okay. Really. I can get up.”


  He waits, unmoving, eyes steady on mine. “Allow me. I have to make sure you’re uninjured. For insurance purposes.”


  My pride curls up and dies. I place my hand in his. And for a second I wish I wasn’t wearing gloves. Because I’d love to know what his skin feels like. Rough like weathered tree bark or warm and–


  “Oh!” I squeal.


  He pulls me up with exactly zero effort and I never saw it coming. My boots skid slightly and I pitch toward him—straight into his chest. Solid muscle with just the right amount of padding. And he smells like wood smoke and pine sap and the most tempting aftershave I’ve ever encountered. The hint of brown hair peeping out from his unbuttoned collar makes my knees even weaker.


  I jerk back a few steps with a mortified squeak. “Sorry! Sorry, I—uh—slippery—mud—boots—”


  He purses his lips, but doesn’t crack a proper smile. “Clay soil gets treacherous in these conditions.”


  Yeah, he’s totally laughing at me. This sort of thing doesn’t just happen. Not to normal people, anyway. But it’s fine, right? Because I’m totally not trying to impress him
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    * Ruby *
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