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      Dear Reader,

      The North Pole, Alaska series was originally published under the name Noelle Fox, the novels being written alternately by Lori Handeland, Isabel Sharpe and Laura Scott.

      To reach a wider audience, they are now being published under our own names. We hope you enjoy reading them as much as we enjoyed writing them.

      Reviews are critically important authors, so if you enjoyed this story I’d appreciate you taking a few minutes to leave a Review at the retailer where you purchased the book. It may be as short or as long as you’d like.

      Best Wishes,

      Isabel Sharpe

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WELCOME TO NORTH POLE, ALASKA

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Where the Christmas Spirit lives, all year long.

        Inspired by the real North Pole, Alaska and its dedicated residents who each year answer children’s letters to Santa, this North Pole and the characters living in or passing through are pure fictional fun.
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      Dear Santa (Clara the Postmistress?),

      I know you usually hear from kids, but I don’t know how else to do this.  My name is Troy Porter.  I went to Central Washington University with Lindsay Lockheart, whom I’m guessing you know.  Small town, right?  She used to tell me all about North Pole, which is how I know about you Elves and how you answer children’s letters to Santa.

      I’d like to get back in touch with Lindsay, which is why I’m writing to you, to find out if she’s still single.  If she’s married, I’ll stay away, no point going back there, for either of us.  But if not . . . let’s just say I’m pretty sure I made a big mistake letting her go five years ago, without a lot more discussion.  I had some growing up to do before I was ready to admit it, but she’s never been far from my mind.

      I know you have no reason to trust me, so feel free to check me out online.  I live in Seattle and work for Sea Castle cruise line as a tech geek.  You’ll find out I’m a pretty normal, nice guy.

      I hope you’ll help me,

      Troy
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        * * *

      

      Clara put Troy’s letter down on her kitchen table.  She’d been reading it aloud to fellow Elves Hope Thompson, nurse at North Pole’s medical clinic, and Ingrid Roth, the town’s child psychiatrist, who were over for post-dinner wine and frantic letter-answering.  The year-round influx of mail addressed to Santa built from a trickle over the summer to a raging deluge in December as kids realized they couldn’t postpone begging for Christmas gifts any longer.

      Hope was Clara’s best friend, in spite of the fact that she was much younger, thin, blond and beautiful.  Ingrid could be a royal pain in Clara’s ever-spreading butt, but she’d become a whole lot nicer since she started dating Moses Lazlow, North Pole’s veterinarian.  Maybe she’d just been hard-up for nooky.  Maybe Clara was getting used to her.  In any case, her insight into other people’s issues made her great to have on hand for difficult or complicated letters.  Like this one.

      “What do we do about this guy?  Answer him?  Ignore him?  Ask Lindsay?”

      “Oof.”  Hope poured herself a refill of bubbly water—seven months pregnant, she wasn’t sharing the bottle of Merlot that made letter-answering more fun.  “That’s a tough one.  On the one hand, it’s not our place to give out personal information without Lindsay’s permission.  The guy could be a complete jerk.  Or worse.  On the other hand . . .”

      “He could be completely sincere and wonderful, and ignoring him would mean we’d deprive Lindsay of a chance at happiness.”  Clara looked longingly at the chocolate fudge Hope had brought.  Talk about happiness.

      Instead, she chowed down on a handful of unbuttered, air-popped popcorn, feeling noble but unsatisfied.  She and Rudy were getting married Christmas Day, and she had to fit into her wedding dress.  Not that she had one yet.  She’d wanted to get married in a simple cocktail dress or a stylish suit, but Rudy had his heart set on the big fairy-tale wedding he hadn’t had with his first wife.  Marriage wasn’t about the dress; Clara could survive a few hours in a frou-frou Cinderella creation for Rudy’s sake.  She just hadn’t found one yet that suited her.  To put it mildly, she was not built like Cinderella.  In fact, if one more person mistook her for Mrs. Claus . . .

      “Clara, can I use your laptop?”  Ingrid was already pulling it toward her.

      “Absolutely not.”

      “Sorry, did you say something?  I didn’t catch that.”  Ingrid grinned, tapping the keys.  “Troy Porter . . .  Here we go . . .  Whoa.  Look at this.”

      “What?”  Clara and Hope spoke at the same time.

      “He’s married?”

      “He’s in jail?”

      Ingrid shot them a withering look—she was expert at those—and turned the laptop around.  On the screen, a man looking at the camera in slight surprise, as if he wasn’t expecting to be photographed.  He was handsome in a guy-next-door way, with thick brown hair, a clear gray gaze and a slight cleft in his chin.  Masculine and extremely appealing.  “Ladies, I give you Troy Porter.”

      “Oh my gosh, he’s adorable!”  Hope leaned forward.  “Look at those eyes.”

      “Uh-huh.”  Ingrid snuck another peek.  “We have a cutie on our hands.”

      “No kidding.”  Clara frowned.  “Though the cute ones are usually jerks.”

      Ingrid and Hope exchanged glances.  “Not always.”

      Clara snorted.  “Oh, yeah, I forgot.  You two landed Superman and Captain America.”

      “Darn right.”  Ingrid pulled the laptop back.  “Let’s see what else is here.”

      “Speaking of Lindsay, Ingrid did you ever find out why she won’t join the Elves?” Hope asked.

      “Nope.  I tried.  But she was not going to answer, so I gave up.”  Ingrid peered intently at the screen.  “Troy does work at the cruise line.  He’s Senior Drupal Developer.  Whatever that is.”

      “‘Droople?’”  Clara grabbed for more popcorn.  “Is that contagious?”

      “Must be.”  Hope stuck out her pregnancy-enhanced chest.  “I seem to be developing breast droople.”

      Clara nearly choked on a popcorn kernel.

      “Hmm.”  Ingrid’s lips were twitching.  “It says here he specializes in Headless Drupal.”

      “Headless!?”  Clara said.  “How do they eat?”

      Even Ingrid was laughing now.

      “Okay.  Seriously.”  Clara blew out a breath, interrupted by one last chuckle.  “Troy checks out on the details and he’s cute.  But what do we do?”

      “Maybe we should call him,” Hope said.

      “And say what, ‘Excuse me, are you sane or a nut job?’”  Ingrid tightened her blond ponytail.  “Trust me, the answer would be ‘sane.’  Nut jobs don’t know they’re nut jobs.”

      “‘Nut job’ being the technical term for you mental health professionals?” Clara asked dryly.

      “Only when we’re drinking wine with friends who will never, ever tell anyone.”

      “So we don’t call him.”  Hope pressed her finger onto a crumb of fudge and brought it to her mouth.  “What do we do?”

      “Drink more wine.”  Ingrid poured herself more.

      “Excellent solution.”  Clara held out her glass.

      Hope sneered at her sparkling water.  “Hmph.”

      “While we do that, why don’t we finish up here?”  Clara indicated the dwindling pile of mail on the table.  “And then come back to Troy?”

      “Good idea.”

      They worked in silence for another hour until the last letter had been answered.  Clara was pretty sure her handwriting wasn’t as clear as it had been when she started her first glass of wine, but there was still plenty in the bottle, so she couldn’t feel too debauched.  She had been drinking a little more lately.  Trying to marry Rudy was stressful.

      “Oh my God.”  Ingrid bounced back in her chair and stared at Clara and Hope with wide blue eyes.  “I’m an idiot.”

      “No argument here.”  Hope added her letters to the stack Clara would take to the post office.  “Clara?”

      “Absolutely agree.”

      “Oh, we are all so very funny.”  Ingrid leaned forward again.  “I can’t believe I forgot this.  Last summer, when I was first dating Moses, Lindsay said something about a guy that got away.  She made it pretty clear she still wasn’t over him.”

      “Troy Porter?” Clara asked.

      “She didn’t say his name.”

      “Oh, that would be so romantic.”  Hope gave a long sigh.  “The one that got away now wants to come back.  I lived that exact scenario with Eli.  Smartest thing I ever did was to give him another chance.”

      “Took you long enough,” Clara said.  “I practically had to push you into bed with him.”

      “Ha!”  Hope folded her arms over her swollen belly.  “That is not true.  I was being⁠—”

      “A coward.”

      “—careful.  I had to protect my daughter.”

      “Ahem.”  Ingrid raised an eyebrow.  “Ladies?  Back to business?”

      “Sorry,” Hope mumbled.

      “Why don’t I feel Lindsay out—carefully—to see if Troy is the guy?”

      “Absolutely!”  Hope clapped her hands together.  “This would be great.  I’ve wanted Lindsay to find someone for so long.”

      “You’re the best woman for that job,” Clara told Ingrid.  “I’d mess it up.”

      “I’m sorry, was that a compliment?”  Ingrid looked confused.  “I have trouble recognizing those coming from you.”

      “My God, it was.”  Clara bit her lip.  “I must be slipping.”

      “A toast.”  Hope raised her sparkling water.  Clara and Ingrid followed with their wine.  “Here’s to us doing whatever sneaky meddling is necessary to protect or ensure Lindsay’s future happiness, and here’s hoping that future will include the very adorable Troy Porter of the Headless Droople tribe.”

      “Hear, hear.”

      The women clinked glasses and drank.  Not long after, when Hope’s green eyes started glazing over, Clara sent them home, let her Siberian Husky Elsa out to do her business, and got ready for bed herself, thinking about Lindsay, hoping this Troy guy was exactly what he seemed to be, a man who had loved her so deeply that five years couldn’t erase his hope.  Clara would like to see that work out.

      She got into bed, petting Elsa who had curled up in her usual corner of Clara’s comforter.  Gruff and cranky as Clara knew she seemed to some people, and as much of a hard time as she gave poor Rudy, she was a romantic at heart, and a real sucker for a happy ending.

      Even without the vague rumors Clara had heard about Lindsay having gone through some kind of hell before coming back to North Pole, she couldn’t deserve one more.
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        * * *

      

      Lindsay flicked a glance at the lower right corner of her computer monitor, then chided herself.  She’d vowed not to keep checking.  But it was nearly time to go home, and winter afternoons went sooo slooowly.  She worked for three women, Miranda Paulson, Esq., Anna Tabachnik, CPA, and Dr. Ingrid Roth, town shrink—though Lindsay would never use the “S” word around her boss.  All three women had thriving practices, so Lindsay didn’t lack for work, but after five years it was all a bit . . .  What was a good word to describe it?

      Familiar.

      Another peek at the clock, she couldn’t help it.

      Five more minutes.

      Really, Lindsay had nothing to complain about.  She loved all three of her bosses, they loved her, the work was varied, mostly interesting and manageable, except when all three needed something at the same time, which hardly ever happened.

      Maybe it was just the short dark days of December, only a few hours of rather dim light.  Lindsay had grown up here in North Pole, the seasonal changes shouldn’t bother her.  They never had.  Drove her parents crazy, they’d packed up and high-tailed it to Arizona a year after Lindsay came back from Seattle, leaving her the house.

      Maybe she was PMSing?  She shouldn’t be, not yet.  But something felt off.  If she were being honest, it had been that way for quite a while.  She’d tried a few things to spruce up her life—joining the book club at the Let it Snow! bookstore, adding a weight-lifting regimen to her usual workouts at the Giddy Yap Gym, taking up knitting, making sure she got out regularly with friends . . .

      They all helped.  Just not that much.  And not on a Tuesday afternoon when she had nothing planned that night but dinner at home with herself.

      Tick-tick-tick-tick, and . . .

      Ding ding ding!  Five o’clock, she was outta there.

      “Lindsay, hey.”  Behind Lindsay’s desk, Ingrid poked her head out of her office.  “You busy?  Can you come in for a minute?”

      Grrrr.  Where had she been for the last half hour?

      Lindsay forced a smile.  “Sure.”

      Ingrid’s office was colorful, comfortable and pristine as usual, not a file out of place or a single therapy toy off its shelf or askew.

      “I need your opinion.”

      “Sure.”  Ingrid was a wonderful boss, and all her kid-clients and their parents loved her, but until she met her boyfriend Moses—a guy Lindsay had dated in high school—her personality had fit right in with North Pole’s climate.  Brrrrrr.  She was still herself, but she’d undergone enough of a thaw that she and Lindsay could chat once in a while about something other than work.  “On what?”

      Frowning, Ingrid pointed abruptly to a framed picture on her desk, then wrapped her arms around herself.  “Is it too personal?  Too much?”

      Lindsay couldn’t keep from smiling.  The picture was of Moses, looking happy and relaxed with his two dogs.  “I think it’s just right.”

      “Not too big?”

      “No, no.”

      “You don’t think people will mind?”

      “Why would anyone mind that you’re happy?”

      She shrugged.  “I don’t know.  It’s not my usual style.”

      “It’s good to try something new.”

      “Hmm.  True.”  She bit her lip, staring at the picture, then turned.  “How about you, Lindsay?  You dating anyone?”

      “Uh.  No.”  Lindsay took a step back.  This was not her favorite topic.  “Not right now.”

      “You once told me there was someone you’d never get over.  Is that why?”

      Lindsay swallowed hard.  She regretted telling Ingrid even that much.  “Partly.  Yes.”

      “I told you I could help if you ever wanted to talk about it.”

      “I know.  I appreciate it.”

      Ingrid gestured to her chair.  “So.  Sit.”

      “Uh.”  Had she said she wanted to talk about it now?  Or ever?  Lindsay sat on the edge of the couch, wishing this woman wasn’t her boss, so she could stand up and run screaming out of her office.  Starting five years ago when she came back to North Pole, exhausted and heartbroken, Lindsay had told herself she was better off without Troy Porter, and eventually had truly believed it.  After that she’d forbidden herself even to think about him, which she’d surprised herself by accomplishing.  Mostly.

      It just sucked how vividly he came back to her every time she allowed him to.

      “Something’s been on your mind lately, Lindsay.  You’ve been distracted and unhappy.”

      “Is it my work?”  She was appalled to think she might have been slacking off in some way.  “Have Anna or Miranda said anything?”

      “No no, nothing like that.”  Ingrid waved off the concern.  “I’m just worried about you.  Not as your boss, as a person.  A friend.  You were really good to me when I was a basket case over falling for Moses.  I just thought maybe I could return the favor if you were having a tough time for some reason.”

      “Thanks.  Really.”  Lindsay’s stiffly held body relaxed.  A little anyway.  She even felt willing to talk—though not about Troy—grateful for Ingrid having opened this door.  “Nothing’s really bothering me.  I’ve just been sort of . . . restless.”

      “You’re definitely overqualified for this job, much as I hate to say it.  Do you think that’s it?”

      Lindsay shifted, hunching her shoulders.  Originally she’d planned to become a teacher, had studied education in college and had expected to go on to graduate school.  That all went down the proverbial potty after her disastrous month of losses junior year.  Coming back to North Pole and taking a low-pressure job had felt like safety.  Maybe she was finally coming out of the grief and ready to move forward?  “Could be.”

      “Anything to do with the guy?”

      “Troy?”  His name came out before she could stop it.  She fisted her hands on the couch cushions, shaking her head.  “No.  No, absolutely not.  He’s history.”

      “Except . . .”  Ingrid smiled gently.  “You said you’d never get over him.  So maybe not quite history.”

      “That’s beside the point.  He doesn’t deserve me.  And I deserve better.”

      “If he changed?  Grew up?  Wanted to try again?  Would that be different?”

      To Lindsay’s horror, tears threatened.  Why was Ingrid asking her these questions?  She jumped to her feet.  “I couldn’t.  No.  I couldn’t go through that again.”

      “I’m sorry.”  Ingrid stood and laid a hand on Lindsay’s arm.  “I pushed at a raw spot.  I’d hate to see this guy keep you from trying to love again.  I know there’s someone out there who is perfect for you.”

      Lindsay lifted her chin, determined not to cry.  “I know there is, too.”

      She wasn’t going to add that she’d already met, loved, and left him.
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      Troy strained against the seatbelt that seemed to be cutting off his circulation.  Snowflakes streamed past the window of the tiny—did he mention tiny?—airplane he’d hired from Fairbanks to fly him to North Pole.  Originally he’d planned to drive the thirty-plus miles but heavy snow had closed the roads.

      Maybe they should have closed the sky too.  Wind buffeted the craft, and outside the glow of the plane’s tiny lights he could see nothing.  As in nothing.  The three hours of nothing between his home city of Seattle and Fairbanks had already astounded him.  Now, more nothing.

      The plane tipped and shuddered.  Troy gripped his armrest and snuck a peak at the pilot, who seemed totally unperturbed, thank God.  The sooner they landed the better, preferably at the North Pole airport and not somewhere down there in the vast . . . nothing.  Not only was Troy really anxious to be off this plane in one piece, but he had at least three people waiting at the Silent Night Hotel to grill him on his personal life.  Clara Goebel, postmistress and leader of the Elves, who had answered his letter; the police chief for some reason, Deacon . . . Rock?  Stone?  Boulder?  Something unyielding; and Ingrid Roth, a psychiatrist.  Before Troy would be allowed to see Lindsay, he had to go through whatever approval process this trio insisted on.
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North Pole, Alaska
Where it's Christmas all year long





