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To all the volunteers out there.

Your quiet service does not go unnoticed.

And

To the ladies of the

Sweet and Swoony Holiday Box Set in which this story first appeared.

Thanks for having me along.

When dedicated receptionist and volunteer Sage Taylor is looking for help with the Christmas holiday toy drive, she seeks the assistance of the local fire hall. She isn’t expecting to be saddled with the entirely too attractive, Brad Putnam. He may be cute, but his Christmas spirit is lacking. She’ll have to make do. After all, kids love firemen, even taciturn ones. Watching Brad’s attitude soften might just steal her heart.
Fire fighter Brad Putnam isn’t one for helping out. He’d rather stay in the fire hall, out of the public's eye, and hold down the fort. When his boss assigns him to a charity drive, he’s annoyed. Much to his surprise, Sage Taylor is lovely, and her generous heart draws him in almost as much as the grateful smiles of their gift recipients. He finds he’ll do anything to make Sage happy. Maybe even his Grinch persona.
Christmas, it seems, is a time of giving, and if Brad and Sage aren’t careful, they might just give each other their hearts.
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“Do you really think the fire hall is the best place to get volunteers?” Sage scraped a hand through her shoulder length blonde hair and gave her boss a quizzical look. “I was thinking more along the lines of nurses from the hospital.”

Firemen were big, burly, and too enticing for her peace of mind. Nurses were calm, quiet, and reassuring.

“The nurses are too busy,” her boss said. “The boys at the hall have more free time. We’ve used them before. Cherry Lake doesn’t have many fires. Those boys are sitting around waiting for something to do. Wander over and ask the chief if they can assist us again this year.” Dr. Ingram went into his office and closed the door behind him. By us, he meant her.

“I guess that ends the discussion.” She’d only been in this job for six months and she’d learned that her late thirties boss rarely changed his mind. He was a fabulous doctor, kind and understanding with their patients. What he lacked was social skills. He was pretty reclusive. Which made the clinic running the toy drive every year something of a puzzle to Sage. She shrugged it didn’t really matter. The task was hers, so she’d take it on full throttle.

She had no issues with heading the Christmas toy drive. In fact, she couldn’t wait to get started, but she’d been hoping for assistants who were less...manly than firefighters. The only female on the squad was out with a broken femur, and would be no help beyond record keeping.

Sage packed her lunch bag into her backpack and locked up. Dr. Ingram always stayed late to finish his charting. “Off to the fire hall,” she muttered to herself. She might as well stop on the way home; she was passing right by.

Bundled up against the November air, she hurried down the block, her breath crystalizing in the icy cold. She ignored the pretty flakes falling from the sky. She was a woman on a mission. Get help with the drive, get home, get a dinner, and unwind. The clinic had been bustling with patients today. There was an intestinal bug running through the elementary school. As much as she loved her job, it was a relief to get out of there. Pinch hitting for the nurse wasn’t her idea of fun.

Like the clinic, the fire hall sat on Main Street, just down from the retail shops. She waved at a crew of civic employees who were busy taking down Halloween decorations and replacing them with snowflakes and candy canes. Halloween stayed up for a week or two after the big day and then began its slow transformation to Christmas. By the last week of November, Cherry Lake would be a holiday paradise.

One thing her new hometown did was go all out for the holidays. The Halloween weekend events had brought hundreds, maybe a thousand tourists to their sleepy town, and she adored the way her friends and neighbors threw themselves into every event. Civic pride was one of the things she adored about Cherry Lake.

The firehall was a large red brick building with white trim. All three bay doors were closed, though there were lights on inside and someone was busy stringing multicolored lights around the inside of the front window.

She paused at the end of the walkway to watch him. She’d met a lot of the fire fighters, but this man was unfamiliar to her and he was good looking. Very good looking. Maybe drool-worthy. He wasn’t overly tall, but he had thick dark hair and broad shoulders. Man, she did love broad shoulders. Other women went for height, not Sage, she loved a solid chest. The man looked up once or twice with a puzzled expression. After a few glances, he disappeared from view. Ten seconds later, the front door opened.

“Hey there. Are you okay?” He strode toward her, a concerned frown etched on his handsome face.

She swallowed hard and attempted to keep a blush from heating her face.

“Miss? Are you okay?” He scowled down at her, his expression somewhere between frustration and concern. Snowflakes drifted around him and his blue eyes squinted at her. Somewhere nearby she heard Hark the Herald Angels Sing playing softly.

“Miss? Are you okay?”

“What?” She realized she’d zoned out for a second. “Yeah. I’m fine.” She shook her head to clear away the cobwebs of her over-active imagination. The street was silent, the snow dampening all sound. There was no music. She’d imagined it. Weird. “You caught me daydreaming.”

“Oh yeah” He winked. “About what?” There was a flirty quality to his voice that went straight to her feminine ego, though she doubted he was serious.

“The holidays, of course. It’s the time for good cheer and generosity. Is Chief Ramirez in? I’m here to see him.” She forced herself to look away from his lovely blue eyes.

“Sure. Let me help you inside. Watch the snow.” He took her elbow and gently led her to the station’s front door.

She was so astounded by the chivalrous action she didn’t think to protest. The sidewalk and driveway only had a skiff of snow and as they approached the building, a bulky man in a blue parka came out and started sweeping the fluff away.

“Come in.” Her guide paused to wipe his boots.

She wiped hers and unwound her scarf. She pulled off her wool hat and stuffed it into her pocket before unbuttoning her coat. His gaze followed her actions. His interest was somewhere between unnerving and titillating. 

The fire hall was quiet. In the distance she heard a television and deep male laughter. The sounds were comforting, like all was right with the world.

She thrust her hand at her guide. “Hi. I’m Sage Taylor. I work in Dr. Ingram’s clinic.”

They clasped hands and a wave of warmed washed up her arm. Probably just because he was warm and she was chilled from being outside. Yeah, that was it.

“Nice to meet you, Sage. Brad Putnam. Come on, I’ll take you to the chief,” he said briskly and waved for her to follow him.

She tried not to ogle his backside as he walked away, but even in his relaxed fit uniform trousers, it was taut and enticing. His hips were lean, his back strong, and his shoulders broad. Pure masculine perfection. She blinked away the attraction before he caught her drooling. It wasn’t that she wasn’t interested. She was. But she didn’t want a man in such a dangerous position. He could get hurt at any time. Give her a nice safe dentist, or maybe an accountant.

Brad rapped on an open office door. “Chief Ramirez, there’s someone from the clinic here to see you.”

The chief looked up from behind his battered wood desk. Oak unless she missed her guess, and it matched the framed pictures of his family that hung from all the walls. The photos were intermingled with awards for his service.

“Sage, come in. What can I do for you today? Come in. Sit down. Putnam, get our guest something warm to drink. What can we get you, Sage? Coffee? We have a tasty eggnog hot cocoa.”

“No, thanks.” She tried not to sound dubious about the weird combination of tastes.

“It’s better than it sounds,” Brad put in from the doorway. “It was my mother’s secret family recipe. I don’t share with just anyone.”

She perched on the edge of a chair across from the chief and glanced back at Brad. His brows pinched together and there was something sad in his voice that prompted her to accept the beverage. “I guess, since it’s so special. I will have one. Thank you.” She turned away before she got caught up in his mesmerizing blue eyes.

“You’ve got it.”

She explained her mission to the chief. “Dr. Ingram says your crew helps out every year. This year we’re collecting for the hospital as well as for a couple dozen less fortunate families. We just want everyone to have a wonderful Christmas.”

“Is it just toys this year?” he asked.

“Not at all. We’re doing clothing, toys, school supplies, anything really. There’s another group doing food, and one doing outerwear. I’m sure there will be crossover. The heads of the groups will meet once a week to exchange information. The back room of the clinic is full of boxes waiting to be delivered to stores so people know where to drop items off. We just need to assemble and wrap them.”

“I’ll have one of the guys pick them up. We can wrap them up for you. The last few months have been blessedly quiet. Although now that the snow has arrived, that’s likely to change.” His eyes were sadly thoughtful. He visibly shook off the morose expression.

They discussed her needs over the coming weeks. A soft step behind her alerted her to Brad’s return. 

“Ah, Putnam, just the man we needed.” The chief grinned.

Brad frowned.

No! Not him. His mood had fluctuated too much in the few minutes they’d been together. The kids need a cheerful, level-headed person. She bit her lip to keep from blurting her dismay. “I’m happy for any help I can get,” she said graciously despite her inner turmoil. 

“What can I do, chief?” His voice was wary as he set two steaming mugs on the desk. Each was topped with whipped cream and a light sprinkling of nutmeg. Chocolate and cinnamon swirled on the air. Despite herself, she was eager to try the tempting treat. Who could resist whipped cream?

“Oh, it smells delicious,” she exclaimed. “Thank you.”

The chief made a show of checking a list he pulled from his desk drawer. “Putnam, it’s your turn on the charity roster. You’ll be helping Sage with the holiday toy drive. You’re at her beck and call until it’s finished. Consider yourself off duty unless there’s a fire or major accident. Give her as much time as she needs. This charity is near and dear to my heart.”

Doc had told Sage that eight years ago, the chief’s sister’s family had been
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