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            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.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      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.

      If you are unfamiliar with my other novels and would like to check them out, please visit my website at www.laurascottbooks.com

      Best wishes,

      Laura Scott
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      Dear Santa,

      I’m writing to ask you a favor. My mom has been very sad since my daddy left us. She’s also havin’ a hard time findin’ a new job. For several months she was able to get jobs easy enough, but for some reason they didn’t last very long. I’m not sure why, but Mommy always says she didn’t like the job anyway. As you know (from your naughty and nice list) my brother Tommy is always getting in trouble, which isn’t helping any. I think Tommy was the reason she lost one of her jobs, the one where she was workin’ at the police station.

      I think if my mom could get a nice job that she likes, she’ll be happy again. Could you make that happen? I wouldn’t ask for anything else for Christmas. Oh, and you could also leave some black coal in Tommy’s stocking, cause he deserves it.

      Your friend, Olivia Shipley.

      
      Clara Goebel, postmistress of North Pole, Alaska closed up for the day and shoved Olivia Shipley’s letter into her coat pocket. She immediately marched over to the North Pole Do-It-Yourself Hardware store. She had to find a way to convince the owner, Rick Landon to give Doris Shipley a job. Plus it gave her an excuse to avoid another wedding planning session with Rudy. Oh, she loved him and wanted to marry him, but honestly his idea of the perfect wedding was vastly different from hers.

      Clara ducked her head against the blowing snow, shivering as a cold gust of air danced along the back of her neck. She picked up her pace, thinking of her wedding dress that was a mite tight, practically jogging to burn calories until she reached the store.

      “Clara, what brings you in on a night like this?” Rick Landon was an attractive man in his early fifties with salt and pepper hair and a warm smile. Not only did he own the hardware store, but he was a technology whiz and helped the North Pole residents with their computer needs. “Did your network router go on the fritz again?”

      “No, no, nothing like that.” Clara glanced around his near empty store with dismay. “Been busy lately?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “Oh, well, it’s only Thursday. I’m sure you have more business on the weekends, right?”

      He frowned. “Clara, what is this about? Why are you suddenly so interested in how well my business is doing?”

      “I’m looking out for the community, that’s all.” She forced a bright smile. “We depend on businesses like yours to keep our little town thriving.”

      Rick’s expression was skeptical and she couldn’t blame him. Businesses were always quieter at this time of year, picking up in the summer when cruise ships sent tours to the tiny town, famous for its year-round Christmas spirit.

      Though lately the town had been shaking things up a bit with a Valentine’s Day ball, a Fourth of July dance, and an October Halloween Celebration and Harvest Ball. Thanksgiving was only a few weeks away. Clara had thought it would be romantic to spend Thanksgiving with Rudy, but lately they couldn’t be in the same room without arguing. They hadn’t even settled on an actual wedding date yet.

      But she was getting sidetracked from her purpose.

      “Things are fine,” Rick said. “Is there something you need?”

      Clara let out a heavy sigh. So much for subtlety. She looked him dead in the eye. “Yes. I need you to give Doris Shipley a job.”

      “What? Oh, hell no. You know full well Doris doesn’t want to work as much as she wants to find another husband. News flash--I’m not interested.”

      “Rachel has been gone for over six years now.” Clara reminded him softly. “I’m sure she wouldn’t want you to live the rest of your life alone.”

      Rick looked away as if her comment had struck a nerve. “That’s not the point. Can you really see Doris working in a place like this? Selling hammers, drills, drywall, lumber and paint? She’ll freak out the first time she breaks a nail.”

      “That’s not fair. Doris is having a rough time, especially now that her ex-husband has been tossed in jail. She just needs to get back on her feet.”

      “Not on my dime. How long did her job at the Figgy Pudding last? Three weeks? And before that she was a sales clerk at Naughty or Nice which should have been right up her alley, except she kept telling all the female shoppers how horrible men were, giving Trish Wallace no choice but to fire her. Before that, she was a dispatcher at the police station, another job that only lasted a couple of months. What makes you think she’ll be any happier here?”

      He had a point, but she pressed on. “Won’t you please give her a chance? Maybe this,” Clara waved a hand at his loaded shelves, “is just what she needs?”

      “Clara--” he stopped when the door blew open again, revealing a slender woman with long, wavy blond hair speckled with snowflakes, her brown eyes full of anticipation.

      The young woman had to be new to the area, or Mavis Bettritt, the town gossip, would have already yapped on to everyone about her entire life story.

      “Good evening, may I help you?” Rick smiled as if the customer was a life preserver someone had thrown to save him from Clara.

      “Hi, yes, I need sheet-rock, maybe twenty to start, but probably more as I get going. Do you deliver?”

      “Sheet-rock,” he repeated as if he hadn’t heard correctly. Clara thought she should move away, give them privacy, but she wasn’t finished with Rick yet so she stayed right where she was. “Uh, sure. I have twenty sheets available and am happy to deliver. Where would you like it?”

      “I don’t believe we’ve met. My name is Ivy Templeton and I’m the new owner of the Shining Star Bed and Breakfast.”

      Clara’s ears perked up. The new owner? Interesting. The older couple who ran the place for the last year couldn’t make a go of it, and when they’d suffered a flood caused by leaky pipes, they’d packed up and headed back to the lower forty-eight.

      “Rick Landon, owner of North Pole Do-it-Yourself hardware. And this is Clara Goebel, she runs the post office.”

      “Nice to meet you, Ivy,” Clara said. “When did you buy the B&B?”

      “Just closed on the property a few weeks ago. The place is gorgeous on the outside, but obviously needs a lot of work on the inside after the massive water leak from the upstairs bathroom.” She glanced around in awe. “I can’t wait to get started on the repairs. Looks like you have everything a renovator would need. I have a feeling I’ll be in here a lot.”

      Clara couldn’t help wondering if this young woman had any clue what she was in for. Trying to get a B&B up and running in the winter wouldn’t be easy, especially since tourism was virtually non-existent during the winter months. Not that Clara was complaining, any business that had the ability to bring tourists to North Pole was more than welcome.

      “Let me ring up your order, then we’ll schedule your delivery. I’m usually here by 9 am, but if you want the delivery earlier, I’m happy to accommodate your schedule.”

      “Nine o’clock is fine. Thank you so much.” Ivy smiled and made her way toward the door.

      “No problem.” Rick watched her walk away as if wondering how much money Ivy would be spending at his store. Or maybe he was thinking about asking her out, even though she was roughly twenty years younger than he was.

      “Rick?”

      He jumped as if he’d forgotten she was there. “What?”

      “I bet Doris Shipley could be here at nine a.m. to open the store. You know, so you can deliver the pretty lady’s drywall?”

      “I can put a sign on the door letting customers know I’ll be back at ten.”

      She scowled because he was right. Most people wouldn’t think twice about coming back an hour later. “Rick, please? Just give her a chance. Think about her children. Do Olivia and Tommy deserve to be left high and dry? You were once her husband’s friend, before he discovered gambling and drinking. Couldn’t you lend her a hand?”

      Rick rubbed the back of his neck, then reluctantly nodded. “Okay, fine. I’ll offer her a job. But I’m also going to make it clear I’m not interested in anything but hiring an assistant, understand? If she can’t accept that, then I’ll let her go without an ounce of guilt.”

      “Understood. Thanks, Rick, you’re such a nice man.” Clara beamed at him, then hurried away before he had a chance to change his mind. She pulled out her phone to call Doris, but it buzzed in her hand with an incoming call.

      Rudy.

      “Clara, where are you? I thought we were going to look at wedding invitations.”

      “Oh, yes, of course.” She wrinkled her nose, glad he couldn’t see her. She didn’t want to send formal invitations. Her vision was a nice quiet ceremony without all the fuss. Who would have thought that introverted Rudy, the man who took months even to say hello. , would want the whole formal shebang? “I had to run a quick errand first. Be there in a bit.”

      “Okay, I have several possibilities picked out already, I hope you like them, too.”

      “See you soon.” Clara quickly disconnected from the call, nearly drowning in a wave of despair.

      No doubt Rudy would want some sort of elaborate invitation with their names engraved in swirls and loops. He was also talking about having their reception in the ballroom of the Silent Night Hotel. Just the thought of everyone staring at them made her suck in her stomach on a low moan.

      She’d been thrilled and relieved when Rudy had told her his divorce had finally gone through. Surely she’d find a way to survive the wedding planning without killing him.
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        * * *

      

      Ivy drove her four-wheel drive cherry-red truck back to her new home, mentally checking things off her to-do list. Her ex-boyfriend, Brent, thought she was crazy to take a large portion of the money she’d been granted in the sexual harassment lawsuit against her horrible boss to buy a mostly gutted bed and breakfast in North Pole, Alaska, but then again, Brent was a jerk and she’d been charmed the moment she set eyes on the Christmas themed town.

      She was excited to begin this new phase of her life. The Shining Star was her chance to start over. No more restaurant management jobs, dealing with stupid owners who only cared about the bottom line or trying to find a way into her pants. No more closing bars at two in the morning, only to turn around and reopen them at ten.

      No more working her fingers to the bone for men--why were most of the owners men?--who didn’t appreciate it.

      She pulled into the long curving driveway and stared at the beautiful navy blue paint accented with white trim. There were a total of six bedrooms, each with its own bathroom, in addition to the small owner’s quarters off the kitchen. Two bedrooms toward the north side of the house were okay, but the other four were nothing more than studs and wiring, needing to be completely redone.

      She hoped to be up and running in a month, but that timeline might be pushing it. Still, she liked to believe that with a little blood, sweat and tears, anything was possible.

      Sliding out from behind the wheel, she shrieked with alarm when a large man abruptly loomed before her.

      “Ms. Templeton?” The low male voice wasn’t necessarily reassuring. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you. I’m Jonah Stark.”

      She put a hand over her spastic heart. “Mr. Stark! Aren’t you a day early? I wasn’t expecting you until tomorrow.”

      “Yeah, well, I was able to make better time on the highways than I anticipated. I thought about staying in Fairbanks, but then decided to drive straight through, rather than spend the night in a motel.”

      Ivy ignored the flash of irritation that he hadn’t bothered calling to let her know, reminding herself that a paying customer was worth the minor inconvenience. “Certainly, welcome to North Pole. Please come inside. It will only take a few minutes to get your room ready.”

      As she led him inside, she was embarrassed that the main living area wasn’t completely finished. True, she’d warned him, but still. At least the wall with the fireplace was still intact and she’d brought her beige sofa from home to place in front of it. If she were honest, she’d admit it looked pathetic rather than homey. But she was giving Jonah a discounted rate because of the construction, so she shook off the embarrassment, gestured for her guest to take a seat, then scurried up to the second floor.

      Thankfully she’d already
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