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      Struggling singer Merrily Sweet has five days and five thousand kilometres to figure out her life. As she drives across Canada, she must either find the inspiration to write some new songs or decide to abandon her musical career entirely. Then she gets an emergency call. She can’t leave fellow North Pole Unlimited employee Noel stranded over the holidays, so now she has company on her road trip.

      

      IT whiz Noel Sprouse loves the holidays, but he’s not ready to launch the Santa-based app he created. When he finds himself stuck on the wrong coast after an airport incident, his only chance to make it home for Christmas is as a passenger with a former teen pop sensation who becomes obsessed with his genius idea.

      

      With Noel providing the inspiration and Merrily supplying the encouragement, can these two road-trippers get everything they want for the holidays – success, romance, and home in time for Christmas dinner?

      

      Join Elle Rush’s newsletter to keep up with her latest releases and other news.
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      December 20th

      North Pole Unlimited Headquarters

      December, Manitoba

      

      Nick Klassen, vice-president of Human Resources at North Pole Unlimited and terrible present wrapper, set a massive box in the middle of his desk. The difficulty wasn’t in the size or the weight of the package. The problem was that his lovely wife snooped and spied on her presents, and he had to find a safe place to wrap her just-delivered Christmas gift before she sniffed it out like she had the previous year. And the year before that. All that he needed now was a full roll of tape, a tube of wrapping paper, and some music to set the mood.

      “New Songs for an Old-Fashioned Christmas” began playing quietly on his phone in the background. Soon he was out of tape and was hunched over, digging in a drawer for more when his desk phone rang. He didn’t officially start work until eight o’clock, but this close to the holidays, every call could be an emergency. “North Pole Unlimited. Human Resources. Nick Klassen speaking.”

      “Hi, Nick, uh, Mr. Klassen, sir. It’s Noel. Noel Sprouse. I’m trying to reach someone who can reschedule a flight home for me, but nobody in the travel department is answering their phones or responding to emails. Can you help me?” The man with the deep voice on the other end of the line sounded frazzled from what Nick could hear over the background noise.

      A nebulous picture of a slightly-younger-than-him, dark-haired man formed in his head. “Noel? Where are you?” As far as he knew, Noel Sprouse was due to start his shift in the Information Technology department in half an hour; he shouldn’t be stuck in an airport on company business during the busiest time of the year.

      “Vancouver. I was at a conference.”

      Nick nodded to himself, trying to shake the pre-coffee cobwebs loose. Now he remembered. “The Global Digital Marketing Experience conference. Dave Block sent you as his replacement after he broke his leg,” he recalled. “Did you miss your flight home? Jilly is going to have something to say if she has to book you another flight back to Winnipeg the week before Christmas.” Nobody liked it when Jilly Lewis-Fredericks, his executive assistant, started to rant, but Noel was relatively new to the company and might not know better yet.

      “No, Mr. Klassen, I didn’t miss it. It’s six o’clock here now, and my Air Canada flight was scheduled for seven-oh-five,” Noel said.

      “Just Nick is fine. Did you oversleep and now you can’t get to the airport in time?”

      “I’m at the airport,” Noel clarified. “They’ve shut down the entire Domestic Departures terminal. There was some kind of fire. Sprinklers have gone off and the fire department is on scene. I was here at five, and it was already a disaster area. They aren’t letting anybody through the doors.”

      “Oh!” That was an entirely different kettle of fish. Jilly refused to reward incompetence, but this was anything but Noel’s own fault. “Can you find some place nearby to wait it out for a while? Jilly’s not in yet, but I’ll get back to you as quickly as I can with a new itinerary.”

      “Thanks, Mr. Klas—Nick. I’m flying out of Winnipeg on the twenty-second. I haven’t made it back to Montreal for the last two Christmases and my mom will kill me if I miss another one.”

      “Hang tight, Noel. I’ll call you back soon.”

      Nick could go through Jilly’s desk and find the log-in codes to get into the various travel portals and start looking for a flight to get Noel home. But as the VP of HR, Nick prided himself on knowing all the employees and associates working for North Pole Unlimited. There might be someone in the vicinity who could offer a more direct hand. He was scrolling through potential allies in the area when his executive assistant arrived.

      “You’re at work early, boss.”

      “Good thing, too. Noel Sprouse is stranded in Vancouver. There’s been an incident at the airport and his flight is cancelled. I’m trying to find an alternative way to get him home.”

      Jilly groaned, and one of her brown eyes started twitching. “It’s going to be a nightmare finding a flight at this late date this close to Christmas.”

      “That’s what I said,” Nick agreed. “Especially out of Vancouver. I thought it might be easier to find one if he was departing from Calgary.”

      Jilly hummed as she waited for the travel site to load. “It would give us more options. How is he supposed to get there though?”

      The song on his phone changed to “I’ll Be Home For Christmas”, and it reminded him of an upcoming appointment in his calendar. “We have someone driving from Vancouver to Calgary today. Noel could potentially catch a lift.”

      That caught her attention. “Who?”

      When he spoke the name, Jilly began to giggle, then laugh in earnest.

      “What?” he asked.

      “You have no idea what you’ve done, do you?”
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      December 20th

      Vancouver, British Columbia

      

      The Christmas season on the west coast of British Columbia was a brand-new experience for Merrily Sweet. Growing up in Ontario meant that December was all about toques and mittens and wet snow, not golfing in a light jacket or strings of red bulbs hung on still-green trees. It was novel and weird, but she’d miss it.

      She pulled out her phone and took a selfie with the Pacific Ocean in the background to mark the start of her trip. Good-bye Vancouver. Heading east for a white Christmas. #Roadtripping #5000KM. Merrily posted it to her various social media accounts and slipped her phone back into her pocket. As gorgeous as the scenery was, she was looking forward to being home for the holidays. She threw her parka on the back seat, looked at the crashing waves one more time, and climbed into her bright yellow van—lovingly referred to as the Lemon Mobile—to start her trek to Ottawa.

      Vancouver had been a good layover city to earn a few dollars at the end of her summer tour. Her seasonal concert schedule had been a little sparser than last year, which had been worse than the year before that. Merry Sweet was a teenaged popstar who had been on her way out by the time she turned twenty-two. Then Merrily had been officially dropped by her music label at twenty-five and now, at twenty-eight, she was doing community concerts, filling school gymnasiums in small towns across the country.

      She’d ended her tour in central BC and made her way to Vancouver to visit friends and pick up some studio work. She did a few radio ads, sang back-up for a couple up-and-coming bands, and tried her hand at narrating an audio book. It paid the bills, but the work was nothing to write home about.

      Speaking of writing, or rather not speaking of it, she refused to look at the notebook in the bag beside her. She hadn’t written anything in months. Merrily couldn’t remember the last time she’d cracked one of her music books to play around with new lyrics. She’d been on a treadmill of singing covers and her old hits, although lately she’d been doing Christmas concerts wherever she could get a booking at a seniors’ residence or holiday party. She needed some heartfelt inspiration. Or at the very least some new scenery to get her creative juices flowing.

      Somehow, she didn’t think she’d find that inspiration on her cell phone, but it was the season for miracles. Merrily read the text again, frowned in confusion, and called the sender directly for clarification. “Hi, Nick. I got your text. Yes, I’m still planning on driving home to Ottawa from the west coast. I’m literally sitting in my car ready to leave. How did you know and why are you asking?”

      She’d thought it was an innocent question at the time
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