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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,

      How are you?  I am fine.  I know we just had Christmas, but that means you aren’t busy now and can help.  I’ve been good except the time I got really mad and hit my sister with a car—a toy car, I mean.  I’m still too young to hit her with a real one.  You are always watching so you know I did that.  But you don’t watch grown-ups so I have to tell you that my Aunt Willow lost her job.  I wasn’t listening outside my mom’s room or anything, but I heard Aunt Willow crying through the door.  That made me want to cry too.   I’ve knowed Aunt Willow since I was a baby, and she is always happy.  She is also funnier and more fun than any other grown-up.  Mom says that’s because she’s a free spirit.  I don’t want anyone to trap her.

      Aunt Willow said it would take a miracle to find another great job, so I thought of you, ‘cuz you are the only real magical person I know.  Please do a miracle and get Aunt Willow a great job.  She marketed a really nice hotel in California, the Seemest Inn, but some bad person stole its money and got it bankruptured.

      Thanks, Santa.  You are the best thing about Christmas.  Though I am pretty into the cookies, too.

      Love,

      Frances
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        * * *

      

      Clara Goebel, postmistress of North Pole, Alaska and head of the Elves—volunteers who answered every child’s letter to Santa—finished Frances’s note with raised eyebrows.  How about that?  Only last week old Mavis Bettritt had shuffled into the post office as she did about every morning, wearing her wig backwards, to yammer on about everybody’s business in town.  That morning she’d reported that her friend Tilly Drummond, longtime owner of North Pole’s Silent Night Hotel, was looking for someone to be in charge of sprucing up the elegant old place, bringing its historical bones creaking into the twenty-first century.

      Mavis thought this was par-tic-ularly interesting since next week Tilly’s grandson, Grant, was expected back in North Pole to take over the hotel.  Why Tilly would hire someone before he arrived, ostensibly without his input . . . well! . . . Mavis could only speculate as to the reason.  Which she had, for another ten minutes, until Clara shooed her off in order to get back to work.

      Clara would pass little Frances’s letter along to Tilly Drummond.  Not that the girl’s Aunt Willow would necessarily be right for this job, or consider working in Alaska to be all that fabulous—Clara peered at the postmark—especially coming from sunny California.  But who knew?

      Clara would hand-deliver the letter this afternoon right after work.  She’d take any excuse to visit the luxurious private apartments on the hotel’s top floor where the Drummond family had lived for generations.  If she was lucky, Tilly would invite her in and pour a finger or two of her excellent sherry, served alongside a crystal bowl of salted almonds.  For an hour or so, Clara could pretend she was part of that world—not that it would suit her for much longer—at heart she’d always be a beer and pretzels girl.

      
        
        But while she was enjoying how the other half lived, Clara could see if there was a chance of making a little girl’s fondest dream come true.#

      

      

      Grant paused at the sight of Candy Cane Lane, even though his blood had thinned in the decades he’d spent in Connecticut and the mid-January Alaskan wind felt bitter.  Twenty-two years since he’d last been in North Pole, a ten-year-old boy in love with his hometown.  The street looked smaller than he remembered—but then he was over a foot taller.  To his grown-up eyes it also looked decidedly less magical.  Still picturesque, though, still permanently decorated for Christmas with candy-cane striped light poles, ornamented trees and lights strung on and between the shops.

      Marla would hate it.  His long-time girlfriend’s idea of a small backwater town was Milwaukee, Wisconsin.  North Pole, population two-thousand five-hundred, a four-hour flight from Seattle and another hour’s drive from Fairbanks, didn’t even make her list.

      He’d never pretended his future held anything but the Silent Night Hotel, so he wasn’t sure why she’d been so stunned, hurt, and angry that he was moving.  When he left she’d promised to visit and to keep an open mind, and Grant had promised that if he didn’t love being back in North Pole he’d return east, but truthfully, her reaction had left him doubtful their relationship would survive the separation.

      A sudden shiver reminded him that he was standing in a deep freeze and had better get moving.  Nearly four o’clock and it was already deep twilight.  The temperature would only plummet further in the coming darkness.  Pulling his suitcase, he passed Christmas Tree Circle, at the other end of which stood the enormous Christmas-themed department store Santa’s Workshop, where tourists shopped their wallets empty, and where he’d blown his allowance every month.  He could still picture its wonders, room after room of toys, decorations, clothes, food—everything Christmas.

      Another half block and he was grinning in front of the Silent Night Hotel.  Until he was three, he’d lived in one of the top floor apartments; then Dad decided the family needed its own space, a pretty bungalow on Holly Place.  But nearly every day after school he was back here, exploring, playing, probably driving everyone crazy.

      Face starting to burn from the cold, Grant pushed through the stained-glass decorated front doors and stopped, hit by a wall of blessed warmth and a strong and unexpected feeling of coming home.

      The lobby smelled the same, of musty potpourri mixed with woodsy aromas from the logs burning in the stone fireplace.  On the floor, the same green and red geometric carpet on which he’d played hockey and marbles and WWIII games, slightly worn now.  Same low white plaster ceiling with exposed dark wood beams.  Same hefty leather couches and moose antlers on the walls.

      Grant’s heart gave a nostalgic tug.  It was great to be back.

      But . . . he wasn’t a kid anymore, and this was no longer his playground.  There was plenty of work to be done to freshen the place up.  He’d replace the carpet, add a fresh coat of whitewash to the ceiling, scrub the stone hearth clean of ash and smoke stains, refinish the front desk and woodwork around the windows—routine maintenance Tilly had put off for too long.  He wouldn’t touch the fundamental look and feel of the place.

      “Can I help you?”  An attractive young woman with blond hair nearly to her waist stood behind the reception counter.

      Grant strode over, embarrassed to have been caught daydreaming.  “I’m here to see Tilly Drummond.”

      “Oh my gosh, you must be Grant!  Am I right?  I have to be.  Those blue eyes are just like Tilly’s.  Welcome back to North Pole.  It’s great to have you here.”  She stretched her hand across the wide oak counter.  “I’m Josie Rawlins.  I left North Pole also, to pursue an art degree but came running back a couple of years ago.  It’s the best feeling to be here again, isn’t it?  I’d envy you but to feel that again I’d have to leave again, and I totally don’t want to do that!”

      Grant blinked.  Apparently he’d gotten used to East Coast reticence.  “Thanks.”

      “How does the place look after all these years?”  She leaned on the counter, apparently settling in for a long winter’s chat.  “The same?  Different?”

      “Mostly the same.”  He pointed behind her to the Drummond’s private elevator, impatient to see his grandmother.  “There, right?”

      “Oh.  Yes, sorry.”  Josie straightened, her smile fading.  “Sixth floor, she’s expecting you.”

      “Thanks.”  He gave her a brief nod, reminding himself to steer clear in the future if he wanted any free time, and moved toward the elevator, the old-fashioned two-door variety his mother had always been terrified would sever one of Grant’s fingers.

      Inside, he yanked the scissor gate closed and pushed number six.  The car paused, then heaved itself up, creaking and clanking.  On the sixth floor, he opened the doors into the lavish lobby of the penthouse, with its three entrances to three equally lavish apartments that took up the entire top floor.  He’d be moving into the east one.

      He knocked on the door belonging to Tilly’s place, then pushed in, remembering that she never bothered locking.  Dark wood, stained glass partitions and windows, fabulous antiques and art—an eclectic combination of European, Alaska native and twentieth century United States.  Her apartment was also unchanged.  He felt as if the whole town had been preserved in a time capsule for the past twenty-two years.

      “Grant!”  Grandma Tilly was beaming.  She also looked remarkably the same, walking swiftly toward him in a tailored gray suit accented with a teal patterned scarf and gold brooch, white hair upswept in the style that probably hadn’t changed since her twenties.  “How lovely to see you.”

      “Good to see you, too.”  He enveloped her in his arms, shocked at how small she was, feeling her slender fragility in too-prominent bones.  A lump grew in his throat as he held her.  Tilly might still be vigorous but since he’d been gone, she’d become an old woman.

      “How is Marla?”

      “Fine.”  He felt his face stiffen.  “She says hello.”

      He’d like to say Dad had sent love, but he hadn’t, and Tilly didn’t ask about him.  Grant didn’t think she and his father had spoken since Dad abandoned North Pole and the family business.

      Stupid Drummond pride.

      “Please say hello back to her.”  Tilly pulled away abruptly and fumbled in her pocket for—yes, still, a lace handkerchief—and dabbed impatiently at her eyes.  “Forgive an old woman’s sentimentality.  Come into the parlor.  We have much to discuss.”

      That was Tilly.  Five seconds allotted to emotionalism, now down to business, though compared to his mother and father she was an old softie.

      He followed her into the room, still crowded with upholstered chairs, teak and ebony tables and carved-cherry glass-fronted bookcases, all accented by a stunning Oriental rug.  Hard to believe that as a kid he’d taken all this wealth and luxury for granted.

      “Sherry?”  She gestured him onto a red velvet sofa with an ornate curving back, one he’d been forbidden even to approach as a kid.

      “Sure, thanks.”  So some things had changed.  First, he was allowed on the couch, and now he’d gain entry into the sacred world of the crystal sherry decanter and the small, ornate glasses that probably weren’t even sold anymore.

      Tilly glided over to the sideboard and poured, then handed over a glass with a monogrammed napkin, TSD.  She’d been married to Grant’s grandfather for such a short time, and being a Drummond was so important to Grandma Tilly, that she’d changed back to her maiden name after Edgar’s death.

      “So.”  Tilly lowered herself into a brocade wing-back chair across from the sofa and toasted Grant with her glass before she drank.  “There has been a change of plans.”

      He sipped the sherry tentatively.  Not bad.  Dryer than he expected.  Definitely not his usual drink.  “How so?”

      “I’m hiring someone to help you.”

      “An assistant?”  He resisted the urge to smile.  Tilly must still be living in the world of typewriters and steno pools.  “I don’t think I’ll need⁠—”

      “No, not an assistant.”  She took another rather smug sip.  “A partner.”

      “Partner?”  He did not like the sound of that.  The Silent Night was his hotel, his and Tilly’s.  They didn’t need anyone else.

      “I’ve decided you’ll need help.”

      Grant took a breath for patience.  “Grandma Tilly, I have been in and around the hospitality field all my life, what makes you think I’ll need help?”

      “I want the hotel to have a new sense of spirit.  Of fun.  We need a new approach.”

      He didn’t like the sound of that either.  “I can’t provide that?”

      “No.”  She pressed the napkin to her lips.  “You’ve become too much like your father.  Too businesslike.  Too . . . adult.”

      Grant hid a surge of irritation.  He’d traveled well over twelve hours to get here and was not in the mood for surprises—or insults.  But if he wanted Tilly to change her mind, he’d have to avoid phrases like “the hell I have.”  “Do you have someone in mind?”

      “Oh, yes.”  She smiled triumphantly.  “A former employee of the Sea Mist Inn.”

      Grant’s eyebrows rose.  Impressive credential, but the Sea Mist wasn’t his or Silent Night’s style at all.  That resort was all about mindfulness and meditation and yoga and self-actualization and who knew what else—very California, very not Alaska and extremely not Grant.  “I heard the place was in trouble.  Did you poach someone from management?”

      “Marketing.”

      Grant’s insides turned cold, then hot.  He gulped some sherry, wishing it was stronger.  Marketers had concepts, they had themes, they had personal visions and pet projects.  They couldn’t just polish up a beautiful piece of Alaskan history and be done with it.  Grant didn’t want to accommodate someone else’s idea of what Silent Night could become.  He wanted his hotel to stay as it always had been.  A comfortable and tasteful tribute to pioneer Alaska.

      “Well.”  He couldn’t think of anything else to say without setting Tilly off.  “When is he coming?”

      “She is arriving tomorrow.  Her name is Willow Raine.”

      Good God.  Willow Raine from the central California coast.  She probably read daily affirmations and had a meditation labyrinth in her backyard.  What would she want to do to this place?

      He smiled blandly, aware of Tilly’s inspection.  “Tomorrow.”

      “I interviewed her over the phone and found her extremely qualified, energetic and articulate and full of fresh and interesting ideas.  But I wanted you to meet her before we came to an agreement since you’ll be working closely with her.”

      Translation: You’ll be expected to rubber stamp this idea. “You think she’ll want to move to North Pole?  At this time of year?  From California?”

      “What?”  Tilly blinked in surprise.  “Of course she will.  Why wouldn’t she?”

      “Right.”  It never ceased to amaze Grant that Tilly—and, according to his father, most of the town—truly believed North Pole to be the greatest place on earth, and the Silent Night Hotel to be the best of the best, and were unable to imagine how anyone could think otherwise.

      Little-boy Grant had certainly been in despair when Dad broke the news to him and his younger brother that they were moving.  A better job he’d said.  A more connected and relevant life.  Grant had stopped listening after “moving.”  How could their father uproot them from paradise on earth for a place as mundane as Connecticut?

      Eventually he’d adapted and thrived, even through the trauma of his parents’ divorce.  Grandma Tilly had kept in touch via phone calls, letters and presents.  She’d also made it clear to Grant from an early age that as the eldest Drummond son, she expected him to take over the Silent Night.  The hotel had been in the family for eighty years, and that was not going to change on her watch.  She loved this place, loved this town, and had given her life to both in a way Grant never would or could.

      He shoved aside an inexplicable pang of regret.  No time for soul-searching now.  He had to prepare for an unexpected battle.  Instead of stepping seamlessly into this job, he’d have to fend off some California girl who would undoubtedly sail in and do whatever she could to turn the beautiful and classically elegant Silent Night Hotel—his hotel—into a New Age wacko spiritual retreat.
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      “Hey, Frances, guess where I am?”  Willow grinned, cell to her ear, scanning North Pole’s Candy Cane Lane, a riot of color and Christmas.  Yes, the air was cold enough to make her lungs burn and her nostrils freeze, but the town buzzed with energy and joy, something she’d been missing in the mellow beauty and peace of central California.

      “North Pole!”  Her niece sounded as excited as Willow felt.  “Is Santa there?  Have you seen him?”

      “Not yet.  But it’s so beautiful here, it’s like magic everywhere.  If I get the job you have to come visit.”

      “Okay!  I mean if Mom and Dad let me.  Do you have my necklace on?”

      “Of course I do!”  Willow reached for it instinctively, then realized she had on bulky mittens, a parka, a sweater, heavy shirt, thick camisole . . .  And even if she could reach, when open air hit the necklace, its metal would probably freeze her skin.  “My special dragon’s eye necklace.”

      “For good luck and to keep you safe.”  Frances’s pride was audible.  During her and Willow’s tearful goodbye, she’d solemnly presented the lopsided piece of jewelry she’d made at school, and Willow had just as solemnly promised to wear it, carefully leaving off “always” in case her niece held her to it.

      “Cross all your fingers for me.  I’m about to meet the woman who might hire me.”

      “They’re crossed.”

      “Thanks, peanut.  I’ll text your Mom a picture of the street I’m on.  Bug her until she shows it to you.”

      Frances giggled.  “She won’t like that.”

      “Tell her I told you to.  I’m almost at the hotel, I have to go, sweetheart.”

      “Okay.  Call me tomorrow, too.”

      “I will.  Bye!”  She took a couple of quick pictures of Candy Cane Lane, focusing on the nearby store, Santa’s Toy Sack, then a shot of the hotel entrance.  Fingers stiff with cold, she sent the pictures to her sister and stood frowning across the street at the quirky building housing Silent Night.  Columns of rounded dormer windows on the upper levels gave the structure wonderful motion, but the first floor and entrance were rigidly square and cried out for something to soften them, make them more welcoming, more in line with the free-flowing floors above.

      Ideally, Willow would have liked to come to North Pole a day early to absorb the aura of the place before she met with Ms. Drummond and her grandson.  But the interview summons had included a prepaid plane ticket, and Willow wasn’t in any position to demand changes.  She got the feeling people didn’t cross Ms. Drummond often.

      So she’d done the best research possible online, but most of the content was geared for tourists and the hotel’s website was woefully inadequate—another thing she’d suggest changing.  Add in that her ride from Fairbanks had been delayed, leaving her no time to shower and rest, and she was coming to this appointment feeling grubby and under-prepared.

      Nose starting to burn from the cold, she hurried across the street, dragging her suitcase, and pushed through the hotel’s stained-glass front door into the blessed warmth of Silent Night’s firelit lobby.

      Immediately the sixth sense she inherited from her mother told her that this place gave off a strong spiritual force and a sense of rightness or of inevitability.  She couldn’t quite get a read on it, but its power stopped her in her tracks.

      What was this?  A spirit?  A past life?  Fate?  Was she simply meant to be here?

      Her heart pounded with excitement.  Last time she felt power like this—though not nearly this strong—she’d just walked into the lobby of the Sea Mist Inn, a place she’d been very happy and where she’d been able to do a lot of good.  The time before was when she met Silver, the man she’d come close to marrying, before she realized she wasn’t cut out for marriage.





OEBPS/images/break-dinkus-palatino-screen.png





OEBPS/images/heading-swash-ornate-screen.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/isabelsharpe_thechristmasspirits_hr.jpg





