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      She’s a Scrooge from the city and he’s a holiday-loving, small-town fire chief, but being thrown together to plan the Charming Lake Christmas Fair might land them on the naughty list.

      

      Whitney

      I’m not a fan of small towns or the distraction Christmas brings every year, but when my boss asks me to help with Charming Lake’s annual Christmas fair, I see an opportunity to impress the man who holds my career in his hands. The plan is to be my usual focused and efficient self, get the job done, and get out. Then I meet the hot, funny guy in the Charming Lake Fire Department T-shirt and the plan blows up. Things get festive fast, but there’s no way I’m giving up my city life for a man I’ve just met.

      

      Rob

      When my brother-in-law assigns his assistant to help me with the town’s Christmas Fair, I want to tell him to pound snow, but he’s a hard man to say no to. I don’t expect a gorgeous, notebook-wielding woman to walk into my fire station and shake my life like a snow globe. I know I’m supposed to be focusing on the festival, but suddenly it feels like my only job is making Whitney laugh…and proving to her good things can happen in a small town.

      

      If you’re in the mood for a festive read full of love, laughter and happily ever after, the HOLIDAY HEA series is here for you!
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      There’s Only One Sleigh takes place in the weeks leading up to the epilogue of book one, Stranded in a Small Town Christmas. This story stands alone, but I wanted to clarify the timeline for those who’ve read the first book.
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      Whitney

      

      There’s nothing worse than Christmas in a small town.

      Small towns look cute in the movies and, sure, sometimes I’ll pause while scrolling if Instagram’s algorithm inexplicably serves me a picturesque photo. There are probably hundreds of pictures of Charming Lake, New Hampshire online because it’s definitely picturesque. Christmas wreaths and lights and inflatables are everywhere, and I think every single building has an electric candle in every single window.

      I think Charming Lake could have spent a little less of the town budget on wreaths for every pole, and more on basic infrastructure—like a drive-thru coffee shop or having separate stores for eggs and wool socks instead of packing everything into one general store—but nobody asked me.

      I’m also not a big Christmas person. I don’t hate it or anything. There’s no trauma. There’s no childhood memory of the year I didn’t get a doll I asked for and thought it was because I was on the naughty list. Christmas is just…super annoying. It’s a distraction.

      It’s pretty enough on the surface—all white glitter and sparkling red garland—but the holiday is an invasive weed that spreads and chokes off regular life. The root system is so well-established, it’s not even contained to the weeks between Thanksgiving and New Year’s anymore. Now you wake up the day after Halloween and—ho ho ho—Merry Christmas.

      After the holidays is one of the worst symptoms of the Christmas infection, and it’s one of my least favorite phrases. Every year, though, I hear it a little earlier. Work is put on pause while people obsess over cookies and how to buy the perfect gifts for everybody they’ve ever met without taking out a second mortgage on their homes.

      When it comes to work, I don’t have a pause button. I don’t defer matters of business in favor of building gingerbread houses. It’s one of the reasons I went to work for Donovan Wilson. You don’t become a billionaire by slacking for two months out of every year.

      Donovan is technically a millionaire now, I guess, because he’s giving so much money away, but that makes it even better. I can get the experience I need while working for a man I respect. Thanks to Donovan’s executive assistant going on maternity leave, I finally have a chance to stand at his side and prove myself. Even if the position is temporary, it’ll go on my resume, along with an excellent recommendation from the boss. I know it’ll be excellent because that’s the standard I hold myself to.

      But Donovan got stranded in this small town by a winter storm just before Christmas a few years ago and fell in love with a local. And somehow I’ve been tasked with being his liaison with the town committee and acting as their assistant to ensure Charming Lake’s Christmas celebration is the best it can be.

      Christmas in Charming Lake.

      It sounds like the title of a horror movie, and I’m the lingerie-clad co-ed being sent into the basement without a flashlight.

      I’m actually being sent to the fire station, which feels like a weird place to have a meeting. I assumed we’d have a meeting room at the town hall, which is definitely a lot easier to find than the fire station. I think I’ve passed that front porch with the bear carved out of wood on it three times, but it’s hard to tell because there are a lot of wooden animals in this town. And a lot of front porches.

      I knew public transportation was out of the question, but I assumed they’d have the bigger rideshare options. I should have guessed from the way Donovan chuckled as he tossed me the keys to a small all-wheel-drive car that this would be an adventure.

      Okay, I’ve definitely seen that inflatable Nativity set at least twice. How is it so hard to navigate a town this small?

      Maybe I should just set something on fire and let them come to me.
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      Rob

      

      Rich people are a pain in the ass.

      I know this because my sister married one. And then the guy Natalie married sent his assistant to assist me and I don’t seem to get a say in the matter. Actually, I do have a say because I’m in charge of the Christmas fair this year, but my entire family pressured me to let Donovan do this favor for me, so here I am, waiting for an assistant I don’t want who’s supposed to help me with things I don’t need help with.

      Because, again, rich people are a pain in the ass.

      A sound distracts me and it takes me a few seconds to place it—the authoritative clack of high heels on the cement floor. It’s not something I hear around the station very often. There’s nobody else around, so I leave my office and walk to the top of the stairs that lead down to the equipment bay.

      The woman with a black satchel over her shoulder is standing between the ladder truck and my red SUV. She has one hand on her hip and the other is holding a go-cup of coffee. Black seems to be the theme—black hair flowing down her back, black business suit with a skirt that shows off stunning legs, and black heels that make sure I don’t miss those legs.

      She’s definitely not from Charming Lake. There’s no way I would forget having seen her before.

      My battered leather work boots aren’t quiet on the wood steps as I descend the stairs to find out what she wants. She looks up and the overhead lights hit her hair differently. It’s not black, just a really dark brown, and her eyes are a light brown.

      “Can I help you?” I ask when I reach the bottom.

      “I’m looking for Rob Byrne.”

      While that would explain why this woman is in my fire station, I still can’t wrap my head around why she’s looking for me at all. She looks like a lawyer. Is somebody suing the fire department? Sure, Mrs. Hoover was really upset we ruined her flower garden back in August, but we were trying to put out the fire in her kitchen at the time. Even for her, a lawsuit seems like an extreme level of crankiness, and not a proper thank you for the fact we saved the rest of the house.

      Then it hits me—she’s Donovan’s assistant. This is the woman he sent to help me, even though I told him not to.

      “That’s me,” I tell her.

      Her scowl deepens, and she tilts her head slightly. “You’re Rob Byrne?”

      “Yup. Still me.”

      “Sorry, I was expecting⁠—”

      Her words cut off and she takes a deep breath while I wonder what she’d been about to say. She was expecting somebody older? Younger? Taller? Somebody dressed in a suit like my brother-in-law wears, sitting at a conference table?

      “I’m Whitney Forrester,” she says, shifting her coffee cup to her left hand so she can extend her right. “I work for Mr. Wilson, and he decided I’ll be helping you with the Charming Lake Christmas Fair this year.”

      He decided. The way she phrases that isn’t lost on me, and I wonder if she thinks this situation is as ridiculous as I do. When she withdraws her hand, I realize I’d held on to that handshake a few seconds more than necessary.

      “I apologize for being late, but my phone’s GPS didn’t seem to be accurate,” she continues, talking fast. “And directions like ‘take a right after the old feed store’ would be more helpful if the old feed store hadn’t—according to the third person I asked for directions—burned down when I was seven years old.”

      “Sorry about that. We’ve been trying to get that GPS issue fixed so out-of-towners stop getting lost, and so we won’t have to rescue anymore cars from the snowmobile trail their phones told them to take, but it’s an ongoing process.”

      She takes a quick breath and straightens her spine even more before pasting on a fake smile. “Well, I’m here now and ready to get started.”

      I wonder what it would take to make her really smile. She’s here to help me plan this year’s Christmas fair, but that doesn’t mean I can’t make a little side quest out of making Whitney Forrester smile.

      “We’ll be outside a lot. Did you bring boots with you?” I like the way her nose wrinkles when I say the word outside.

      “I brought boots, yes, though planning is more of an indoor activity.”

      The planning is, but the execution is not. I’ll probably keep that to myself for now, though. “Real winter boots? Or boots that look cute with your outfit?”

      “Cute? I don’t do cute, thank you.” She doesn’t smile. “I packed appropriate footwear for this trip. My mistake was thinking the Christmas fair committee would meet in an actual committee meeting room.”

      My brother-in-law might be a suit-wearing pain in my ass, but he’s actually a really great guy. When he puts his phone down and closes his laptop, he’s warm and funny and madly in love with his family. But I have a hard time seeing this woman putting her phone down and being warm and funny. If I asked her to hold a snowball, I probably wouldn’t have to worry about it melting.

      “Committee?” I chuckle, even as I start plotting some way to get back at Donovan for this. “I’ve been called a lot of things before, but never a committee.”

      “There’s no committee?” The icy mask slips, leaving confusion and maybe some anxiety in its wake. “It’s just you?”

      “Just me,” I confirm. “If you’re looking for the Christmas fair committee, I’m your guy.”
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      Whitney

      

      I’m a confident woman. I’m smart, I’m very good at my job, and people find me physically attractive. But right now I feel like I just walked into a middle school cafeteria wearing all the wrong clothes and I’m about to slip on spilled ketchup.

      This is not at all what I expected.

      I’m your guy.

      I know what he meant, but the phrase echoes through my body, pinging a whole lot of nerves I’d rather not have pinged right now.

      In my world, men wear layers. Even the most impeccably cut suit covers everything from the neck down. Sure, sometimes a guy will take the coat off and roll his shirt sleeves up, showing off some forearm, but mostly it’s all left to the imagination.

      Looking at Rob Byrne doesn’t tax my imagination one bit. A dark blue T-shirt bearing a CLFD logo hugs his body as though it was painted on him this morning. His dark uniform pants are snug, and his feet are shoved into old, unlaced leather work boots that are broken down in a way that makes me think he just steps in and out of them as necessary.

      He has thick brown hair and really dark eyes, and there’s nothing about him that’s my type. Literally nothing. He’s also my boss’s brother-in-law.

      I need to get this meeting back on track, so I lift my computer bag slightly. “Should we set up my access to documents pertaining to the Christmas fair? I have all of the most common programs and platforms on my laptop. Do you use Google Docs? Airtable?”

      He snorts and then gestures up the stairs. “I have the information in my office if you want to see it.”

      “It would probably be helpful.” His eyebrows shoot up at my dry tone, but my feet are freezing and starting to ache from standing on a cement floor in heels. But this man will be reporting on my performance to Donovan, even if it’s casually over a family dinner, and I force a smile. “After you?”

      He hesitates and I know he’s thinking ladies first, but if I try to walk up those stairs with Rob Byrne eye-level with my ass, I’ll be so self-conscious, I’ll probably fall and take him down like a bowling pin.

      He finally goes first, but he pauses on the second step. “Be careful on these stairs. I’m pretty sure they grabbed some old barn boards to build them back in the 1800s and never replaced them.”

      “Unsafe stairs in a building dedicated to public safety? That’s a little ironic.” It’s probably for the best, though, because having to look where I’m stepping keeps me from staring at his ass all the way to the top.

      “Replacing them is on the list, but every time a little money shakes loose from the budget, it goes to something more important. Equipment or training, usually.”

      At the top of the stairs, he takes a right into a room that’s so cluttered, I might actually break out in hives. There’s a desk covered in papers and a computer that might be older than I am, and a table covered with…stuff. A narrow bed with a duffel bag on top. Does he sleep in here? A large window overlooking where the trucks are parked and a window over the table keeps the space from being claustrophobic, but it’s obvious the man spends a great deal of time in here.

      After rummaging through a drawer in a gray metal filing cabinet that might be older than both of us combined, Rob turns and hands me a three-ring binder so fat and overstuffed with papers—many of them not in the rings—I have to use both hands to take it from him. It’s the kind of binder that has a clear vinyl sheet on top so a cover can be inserted, but it’s so tattered and taped, it’s hard to make out the words typed in a large font.

      Charming Lake Christmas Fair.

      I look up at him. Is that amusement I see around his eyes and mouth? He looks like he’s trying not to laugh at me. “What is this?”

      “The Christmas Fair binder. You said seeing it would probably be helpful.”

      I’m too horrified by the object in my hand to react to his unflattering imitation of me. “I meant something from this century.”

      He leans back against the table and crosses his arms in a way that draws attention to the bulge of his biceps under his T-shirt sleeves. “Has anybody ever told you that you’re very judgmental?”

      My cheeks burn, and I’m not sure if it’s from the insult or the extreme effort it takes me not to stare at his forearms. “I apologize for coming across that way. What I am is very good at my job and that’s due in large part to my excellent organizational skills and efficiency. This is…neither.”

      I’m really making a horrible first impression, so I keep talking before he has the chance to throw me out. “I think a good use of my time right now would be taking this back to the inn and becoming familiar with the material, so I can have a clearer picture of the event, what goes into it, and how I can best assist you with the planning.”

      He’s shaking his head before I even stop talking. “That’s not just a messy binder of information. It’s like an archive of sorts—a history of the event. Some of those notes are pretty old, and the people who wrote them aren’t with us anymore.”

      The way Rob looks at the binder sends a strange and very unwelcome warmth through my body. When the lines of his face soften and a sentimental smile plays with the corners of his mouth, he’s even more handsome.

      I need to get out of here—with or without the binder. Preferably with, though, because Donovan’s going to ask me how this went and I don’t want to tell him my dislike of holiday festivities and an inexplicable attraction to his brother-in-law threw me off and nothing got accomplished.

      “I’ll take excellent care of it,” I promise. “I know I don’t really fit in here, but I can tell you I’m good at my job and right now, my job is to help you put on the Charming Lake Christmas Fair.”

      He blows out a breath as he runs a hand through his thick hair. My fingers tighten on the binder. “Look, Whitney. This is my first time being in charge of the fair, and because Sophie—she ran it for at least the last fifteen years—asked me personally to take it over, I’m feeling the pressure. I know you’re good at your job because Donovan told me you are, but this isn’t about software and data and efficiency. The Christmas fair is about tradition and community and holiday festivity the Charming Lake way.”

      Panic claws at my gut, but I do my best to give him a reassuring smile. I can’t lose this opportunity to work on something meaningful to the boss. “Maybe we’d make a good team, then, because between the two of us, we bring to the table everything we need to plan the best Christmas fair that Charming Lake has ever seen.”

      After a long moment of silence broken only by my heart beating and the hum of the station’s HVAC system, Rob grins.

      And yup, he’s even more attractive.

      “You might be right,” he says, much to my relief. “But just to be clear, the fair is always supposed to be a little better than the year before, but also fundamentally the same.”

      “Right. Tradition and nostalgia and all that,” I say. “Generational memories all blending together.”

      “Just take good care of that,” he says, dipping his head toward the binder I’m still holding. “I’ll be around tomorrow all day, but you should know that I rarely get through anything without being called out.”

      “You’re not the only one, are you?”

      “I’m often the only one actually in the station, but we’re a volunteer department. If a call comes in that requires a full response, the rest of them will leave whatever they’re doing and show up.”

      Suddenly I have so many questions I want to ask. Does he sleep here every night, or does he have a home he gets to visit occasionally? Is there a reason he chose to be a firefighter in his hometown? Does he secretly want to leave Charming Lake behind and join Boston Fire or some other city’s larger and presumably more exciting department?

      Does he have a wife? A girlfriend? Kids?

      “I’ll get started on this right away,” I say quickly, before I can go down that conversational road. “Thanks for this information, and I can see myself out.”

      “Careful on the stairs,” he calls after me.

      It’s hard to make a quick or graceful exit when navigating ancient barn boards in heels, but I make it to the bottom without humiliating—or hurting—myself. And then I force myself to walk across the cement floor to the exit door without looking back to see if Rob’s watching me through that window.
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      Rob

      

      I stand in front of the table in my office, looking through the massive sheet of safety glass that lets me watch over the equipment bay. Right now I’m watching Whitney Forrester walk toward the door and listening to her heels click on the cement floor.

      She walks as if she runs the entire world, which I didn’t realize is something I find sexy until right now.

      If only she wasn’t my brother-in-law’s assistant—and presumably an employee Donovan values if he brought her here to Charming Lake.

      And then there’s her attitude. Whitney’s clearly a city girl who wants nothing to do with our town, our celebration, or even the holiday in general. She’s all business and that’s definitely not my vibe.

      I snort, turning away from the window as the door closes behind Whitney. I don’t think I even have a vibe anymore. The fire department, my family, and our community take up all of my time and energy. Over the last couple of years, I’ve lost interest in casual dating and hookups, but it’s hard to make space in my life for finding a woman I can share a future with.

      That’s definitely not Ms. Scrooge with the leather satchel and snappy heels. She made it pretty clear she wouldn’t darken Charming Lake’s doorstep if Donovan hadn’t given her the assignment. Any effort she put in would be to please her boss and not from a sense of community or holiday spirit. Granted, it’s not her community, but she could pretend, at least.

      I wait long enough for Whitney to have settled in her car and driven away before grabbing what I need and hitting the button to raise the overhead door. There’s a pickup sitting in my driveway at home, but I usually drive the red SUV I was issued when I became the fire chief because it has the lights and sirens and equipment I need to respond from anywhere.

      The drive to my sister’s house involves returning the waves of almost every local I pass, either on the road or on the sidewalk, but eventually I turn onto the road that follows the lakeshore. About a mile down on the left is the house Donovan and Natalie bought and renovated.

      I thought, when they bought it, Donovan would tear down the three-bedroom Cape that had been in that spot for a century and replace it with some glass and steel monstrosity. But he’d kept the original bones and lines on the exterior, other than larger windows, and stuck to cosmetic work. They’d gutted the inside, though, updating pretty much everything. But driving by and seeing the old historic lakefront property so lovingly restored was one of the reasons I’d decided Donovan Wilson wasn’t so bad for a rich guy.

      When he’s not being a pain in my ass, of course.

      I’m not surprised when he opens the door before I’ve even touched the doorbell. One, it might be discreet, but a top-notch security system was one of the upgrades. And two, when a man has a rambunctious child and a very pregnant wife, he doesn’t let the doorbell ring.

      “Hey, come on in,” he says, stepping out of the way so I can enter.

      I step out of my boots, nudging them off to the side, where there’s an existing pile of footwear. Then I drop my coat on top. There’s a coat closet, but I’m not going to be here long enough to fuss with it.
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