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  Introduction to Noel in Time 



I’m a sucker for time travel and romance any time of the year, but the magic  is ramped up a thousand-fold during the Christmas season whether sparkled by snow or ignited by a tropical sun. 
During the weeks leading up to Christmas, I watch my favorite romance movies on the Hallmark channel. For a few, I can repeat the dialog along with the actors—just the scenes that I really, really love. In fact, “The Heart of Noelle was inspired in part by the backdrop of the canals and exquisite architecture of Bruges, the Belgian city featured in one of the movies. 
For me, the holidays aren’t holidays without sharing traditions and baking cookies for loved ones. Not just a plate or two, but a Santa’s sled-load of cookies! It’s no wonder baked goods are key ingredients in so many of my stories. There is no holiday without them! And if we are what we eat, then during the holidays I am gingerbread and royal icing.
Of course, no one survives the holidays without a healthy and inexhaustible sense of humor, but it doesn’t hurt to have a few short stories to read for relaxation and inspiration.  
For me, writing stories about romance and time travel is an opportunity to explore the familiar and the extraordinary. Adding snowflakes, jingle bells, and a glamorous velvet gown for a holiday gala is an added bonus. I happily and eagerly go wherever my imagination takes me, and sometimes that’s a long way from home. I’m delighted for you to join me in the adventure.
I hope these stories bring a smile to your face and warm your heart. 
Merry Christmas! 
Susan Burkart
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  The St. Claus Workshop Fiasco


Neon-haired troll dolls, cute in their ugliness, pink Barbie accessories, and a platoon of GI Joe dolls in camo fatigues lay scattered on the polished oak floor of the large room whose decor screamed ‘Alpine Pre-School.’ 
Frost on the window panes looked deliberate, artistic snowflakes sparkling in the late afternoon sun. An odd combination of pine, nutmeg, and wood chips filled the air. For all the chaos, the room was freakishly quiet, the only sound the rhythmic puffing of her breathing.
“Hello?” Phoebe Daughton scanned the room for signs of life.
Her voice echoed in the long rectangle of a workshop that looked like it had been tossed by burglars searching for the holy grail. If she wanted to walk through the room, she would have to sweep aside piles of game pieces, stuffed animals, and Flintstones cars with a disk-shaped rock for a steering wheel.
A million-dollar movie set of Santa’s Workshop couldn’t have nailed the details of the toy factory any better. Except that this was a factory in chaos.
Had the elves run amuck, tossing toys, upending the tiny-tot tables, and scribbling on the walls with every crayon in the ‘artist’s level’ box of sixty-four? 
A large, carved wooden chair, presumably where Santa sat to oversee happy elves at work, occupied a dais at the far end of the room. Near it, a Christmas tree lay on its side as though it had been toppled in a fight, the popcorn and cranberry garland leaking kernels on the oak floor. Red and green Christmas balls pooled between two plush, life-sized pandas reclining against a bookcase. 
Two pink wreaths covered in white flocking hung on either side of Santa’s chair, their silvery ribbons glittering in the overhead lights. A half dozen of them had been removed from their wall hooks and smashed, their powdery flocking a sudden snowstorm covering the toys and floor.
“Hello. Anybody home?” She called in her talking voice, not wanting to startle a stray soul who might be camouflaged in the mess or elves returning to the studio to finish their work.
If this is Santa’s Workshop, where are the elves? Christmas Eve is seven days away. The workshop doesn’t look ready to ship out millions of toys to impatient, antsy kids all over the world.
Anxiety shivered her nerves. The glacial temperature in the workshop wasn’t the sole cause of the goosebumps on her arms. She hugged herself to warm up and to spark her confidence. This catastrophe probably wasn’t the problem, but a symptom of the problem she had been sent to fix. 
She had her work cut out for her this year, although she could say the same for each and every one of her time travel adventures. Why she had been chosen for these Christmas assignments was a mystery, but she suspected it was the universe nudging her toward her purpose in life. 
She had never thought of herself as selfish, at least no more selfish than most people she knew. Maybe she was wrong. The year before these adventures had begun, she had an adventure of her own.  
Rebuffing family and turning down invitations from friends, she spent Christmas in Cancún, drinking margaritas on the beach, dancing until dawn, and blowing off steam like she was on spring break. The wild spring break she never had when she was in college.   
Your problem is not my problem became her mantra, loud and proud throughout the following year. Maybe she had overdone it, but it didn’t stop her from planning another guilt-free holiday in Cancún the following Christmas. 
Before she could book her vacation, she found herself in Braunschweig, Germany. In 1850. And in a bone-chilling state of shock. How could that be? She didn’t know a word of German. 
Surely she was dreaming. Her first and only objective was to get back home, but the universe had other plans. 
Before she could go home, she had to solve an important and urgent problem. Innocent souls depended on her swift and successful triumph. Her reward was the joy of connecting talents, skills, and spirit to bring joy to the world. That part of the world and in that time. 
She possessed no magic solution for these problems, no magic at all except what was in her heart. 
Every year since then, she arrived in a location years or centuries before her time, conveniently dressed in the style of the day and, luckily, with a few coins in her pocket. The problem she was to solve had always made itself known immediately. 
This ransacked workshop seemed too frivolous to be this year’s challenge. Where is the person who needs her help? Why aren’t they here?
She exhaled a deep breath and noticed the peace sign medallion dangling in her cleavage. The blue and green tie-dye tee-shirt, sisal macramé vest, and wide bell-bottoms at the ankles of her jeans smacked her consciousness. Her hand shot up to her hair to find a headband of faux flowers. 
She was a hippy. Same as her maternal great-grandmother in the photo in the family keepsake box, standing with a group of long-haired guys and girls wearing flower crowns holding up a bed sheet on which was painted an enormous peace sign in every color of the rainbow. 
So she landed back in the 1960’s. Were Santa and his elves hippies back then? Had they gone on a weed break and hadn’t bothered to come back? Maybe they got the munchies.
Speaking of munchies, she wouldn’t mind finding a plate of cookies or a candy bar. Seeing this mess made her nervous. Nervous enough to want to medicate with sweets. 
Was it possible that this disaster was the natural aftermath of a busy season? Were the toys, games, and other gifts already packed and ready to be delivered? 
Possible, but unlikely. This mess looked like trouble. The trouble she was sent to fix. 
She brushed aside crayons and debris with the outer edge of her sandal and took a step forward, glancing around for any sign of life. She thought she heard guitar music. 
Not a song. Just a couple of chords. 
“Hello? Can I speak to someone here, please?” 
The universe had missed the boat giving her sandals instead of boots. If the snow on the windows was real, and not the handiwork of a creative elf with a can of spray snow, it was too cold to be trotting about outside with nearly naked feet. Besides the cold, her toes had no protection from falling hammers or die-cast model cars. A distinct danger given the state of the workshop.
She carefully picked her way through scores of friction-powered cars, a stack of portable phonographs, and overturned painted wooden rocking horses with manes of yellow yarn. 
It’ll take seven days just to clean this up! 
Frustrated and impatient to get started, she put muscle and volume into her request this time.
“Santa? Where are you? I need to speak with you.” 
*****
His office was his piece of heaven. His hideaway. A little bit Indian, a little bit hippy, and mostly rock and roll. Strands of painted wooden love beads hung over the Jimi Hendrix concert poster. It smelled like a neighborhood bazaar in Bombay, spicy and mysterious, the air warm and heavy.
Every last trace of the North Pole had been eliminated, erased, or disguised. He had covered the windows with thick plastic sheets painted with multi-colored peace signs so he wouldn’t have to see the snow that completely devoured the trees and buildings in the St. Claus complex, turning everything glacial and promising more cold to come. 
The thin cotton Indian bedspreads, hung like tapestries, gave the room an exotic vibe with their henna tattoo print. He had bought them at Eileen Garrish, the head shop on the main street in Potsdam while visiting his friend Sam who had a teaching position at Potsdam State in upstate New York. 
Potsdam was a snowball’s throw from the Canadian border. The winter weather in that region was similar to North Pole weather, except that the girls there dressed for delight, not utility. 
College girls. Their floral perfume smelled like summer in the middle of winter. Cute in their miniskirts and knit caps, sipping a Singapore Sling at the Dew Drop Inn just off the main drag. He had stayed a few extra days to enjoy the scenery. 
He could see himself living there. Or California. Learn how to surf. Or New Mexico. Apprentice with a silversmith, hammering shiny metal into stylish earrings and wide cuffs to sell to tourists. 
Rem leaned back against the large silk pillow, cobalt blue and twice the size of the other three on the mattress, hugging his Gibson with its cherry sunburst finish. A ribbon of smoke trailed sensually from the little green cone of incense on the stone plate. 
“Is the patchouli haze meant to cover the smell of weed?” His father had coughed as he searched the room for a chair a week or so ago. Shaking his head at the mattresses and pillows, he gave up and leaned against the door frame instead. 
“You know I don’t smoke,” Rem had protested. “Can’t afford to be coughing for the next two hundred years.” 
That was true. He didn’t smoke. Not cigarettes or weed. Not cigars or pipes, either. 
The patchouli took him to another world. Mysterious. Enigmatic. White sand shaded with palm trees. Lying in a hammock strumming his guitar while macaws and parrots warbled above. 
He wanted to be there. He wanted to be anywhere, but here. The longer he stayed, the more difficult it would be to leave. He was the heir apparent. Remington St. Claus. Destined to take over his father’s business and his Christmas route. 
The family business was more than tradition, as his father had told him a decade ago on his twenty-first birthday.
“The St. Claus men are blessed with longevity,” his father had said, “but like any prize, there’s a catch. You need to put in 171 years of service, and you earn another twenty or thirty years of retirement.”
Rem had been speechless for a good five minutes. A long time to have nothing in your mind but shock and disbelief. He thought it was a joke, but then remembered the photo album, and the photos of the women. Not just friends or girlfriends, but his father’s wives. Ella, Marielle, Yuki, and others. The last had been Nancy. His mother. That was the downside of living two hundred years. 
If he found the right woman, he might give up the extended life span. But who would take over the business? If they had a succession plan, potential candidates would float to the top. 
It was difficult to fight tradition. His dad nearly had a coronary when he suggested that Jaxon would be perfect in his place.
“As competent as Jaxon is,” his father had huffed, “the business would collapse. It takes a St. Claus to keep the holidays running on schedule and on point.”
A St. Claus with his heart in the game. 
He held his fingers over the guitar strings, listening. Was that someone calling from the workshop? 
Probably Jaxon or Uxbelle, the Elf Captains, giving instructions to the new elves in the workshop. They’d send someone to get him if they needed his help, which wasn't likely. They were motivated and resourceful enough to solve any problem that arose. He never had to worry about them.
He strummed a few chords and then switched to picking “Chopsticks” to exercise his fingers. 
Next year his dad would have put in his time, 171 years of service. It was expected that he would step up and take over the reins, literally. If he had an ounce of sense, he would run as fast as he could to a tropical island, remote and untouched by phone service or internet. Inaccessible and incommunicado. 
His plan was the same as his dad’s plan for retirement. Except for the running part and the remote part. His dad and Ariadna Utrillo Cádiz, who would soon add St. Claus to her multiple surnames, were giving up cold white snow for white hot sand. He couldn’t deny his father this well-earned relaxation.
He was glad to welcome Ariadna as his step mom. Her dulce de leche cake was the best he had ever tasted. Was there a chance a slice remained from last night, hidden behind a container of leftover broccoli? A few bites would lift his mood. 
He had to resign himself to working 171 years here in the frozen north before he could sink his toes in the comforting heat of tropical waters while sipping a tall, icy piña colada topped with a pineapple wedge and a yellow paper parasol. 
How depressing was that? Now he needed that cake more than ever.
“Santa? Where are you? I need to speak with you.” 
The voice rang loud and clear from the workshop. Setting aside his guitar, Rem bolted up from the mattress, silk pillows scattering, and rushed to the workshop. 
*****
Phoebe strode toward the open doorway to the left of the large wooden chair whose intricate carvings of holly leaves and candy canes gave it a festive air. 
She never had to search for the person she was to help. She wondered if this recipient wanted her help. 
Maybe the universe had dropped her off at the wrong place. GPS isn’t infallible, especially travelling through time.
She forged ahead, ignoring the fear that she was intruding or might come face to snarl with guard dogs as she had in Budapest. It was 1790, and the dogs were convinced that it was their duty to protect the park where she had been dropped to start her work.
Her goal today, as it was every year, was to complete the task set before her and get back to her time even though nothing and no one waited for her there. 
In the next instant, strong hands gripped her arms. 
“Whoa! You about knocked me down. Where are you going so fast?”
She looked up into the darkest charcoal eyes she had ever seen and forgot why she was here. The black turtleneck stretched over muscular arms that had kept her from colliding with him. He hadn’t let go as he searched her face for an answer.
She felt an overwhelming urge to kiss him and get lost in those eyes, as dark and shiny as obsidian. A total stranger. She should be ashamed of herself. Should be, but she wasn’t. 
A smile tugged at his lips. Had he seen the desire in her eyes? The fringe on his brown suede vest rippled. 
“Is this Santa’s workshop?” She managed, a whiff of patchouli teasing her nose and confusing her brain. 
“St. Claus,” he said, enunciating both syllables. 
It didn’t matter to her if it was Santa’s workshop or a commercial toy factory. The universe dropped her where she was needed to make the holidays cheery, bright, and right. 
The smile flew from his full lips as his eyes focused on the room behind her. 
“What did you do to the workshop? The toys!” He glared, dropping his grip and pushing past her to the middle of the room, plastic and metal toy pieces pinging and clacking as they scattered under his boots.
“It was like this when I arrived. I’m here to help.”
“What did you do with the elves?” He bent to look under the tables, straightening two toys, dogs on wheels with a pull string on the collar. 
This was going to be harder than she had anticipated. 
The mess was enough to send anyone into distress. The disarray, toys upended, tools scattered and broken made her uneasy, like a fissure in the universe. The flagrant disregard for craftsmanship sent chills up her spine. 
She watched as he reverently lifted a hammer and drill, placing them at one of the work stations, his large hands gentle and graceful. His hair was black, straight, and kept off his face with a blue paisley bandanna. His boots matched the wintry weather more than the rest of his outfit. 
The vest was charming, but it wasn’t him. She couldn't find words for it, but felt it deep in her bones. 
She picked her way through the clutter toward him, the hem of her bell-bottoms sweeping tiny game pieces aside like windshield wipers brushing snowflakes off a windshield. 
“Where do the elves hang out when they aren’t working?” 
She hadn’t thought twice as to whether elves were real, or the word was a job title for the toy craftspeople. Ten years of solving holiday problems across time had taught her to reserve her judgment and go with the flow. 
He looked up at her, those dark eyes so deep she had to remind herself to focus on his mouth. Not the best advice either since she hadn’t squelched the urge to kiss him. 
“In their condos, at the rec center, the gym. Shopping. Same stuff you probably do.” His gaze traveled up and down her body, making her wish the universe had clothed her in a cute minidress and skipped the woven jute vest.
“Did you think they were skiing or tobogganing?” He smiled and raised his eyebrows.
Was he flirting? She hoped so, but right now she needed to stay on course. She hadn’t failed an assignment yet. What would happen if she did? She had no idea. 
Would that end the annual problem-solving trips, or would she be stuck in that time and problem forever? She didn’t want to find out. Not in this frigid climate.
“How do we get them back here?” she sighed, leaning against a workbench, feeling exhausted in the middle of this disorder. 
He surveyed the room, hands on hips. “I’ll make a few phone calls. If we can’t rouse the troops, we’ll have to go round them up.” His eyes went to her feet. “Are you okay wearing those?” 
“Not for walking in snow and ice, and not even indoors this time of year.” 
“I’m sure we have something that will fit you that’s more appropriate. Don’t want your toes to fall off from frostbite.” 
She followed him down a hallway to a room a third the size of the workshop whose decor bordered on 19th century boudoir. Pale lavender walls highlighted white dressers with turquoise and gold filigree trim. A full-length mirror leaned against the far wall, flanked by several yards of closet rods on which were hung clothing bags, each with a label. Clear plastic containers stacked on a wall of shelving held ladies’ footwear. Boots, slippers, fancy high-heeled sandals, and everything in between. 
One pair caught her eye. She had been outfitted with shoes like that, simple and rustic, when she helped a seamstress in London in 1730. Not the most comfortable shoes, but she had been grateful for the protection they had provided from sharp cobblestones and freezing cold. 
“Be my guest.” He gestured to the boxes of shoes, labeled and organized by type. “Same with the clothing. The clothes you’re wearing won’t cut it in this cold. There are coats in the armoire.” 
The chandelier glimmered, speckling the pale gray carpet with tiny stars. At least she wouldn’t freeze to death. 
“I’m gonna make those calls.” He paused for a long moment. “Feel free to put aside any outfits you like. Getting the workshop back on track will take us more than a couple of hours.” 
The corners of his mouth turned up in a slight smile, softening his face. She could have sworn she saw a sparkle in his eyes before he turned to head back toward the workshop.
*****
Jaxon’s home phone rang twenty times before Rem hung up, repeating the process with Uxbelle’s number with the same result. He shouldn’t have to call them at home. Their shift wouldn’t end for another two hours. The Elf Captains and their crew should be at their workbenches making toys or adding the finished products to inventory. The place was a ghost town. And a disaster. 
Rem rolled back on the mattress on the floor of his office and closed his eyes. Were they acting up because his dad had left him in charge for a few days while he and Ariadna flew to Oslo to pick up the special reindeer fuel additive? 
He left the door to his office open so she could find him. In his confusion and alarm over the state of the workshop, he had forgotten to ask her name. He hoped it was Esmeralda in honor of those green jewels that were her eyes. 
She looked cute in that outfit, the bell-bottoms hugging her curves. Those summery fabrics were no match for North Pole temperatures that created ice crystal flowers on every surface. 
She would find something in the closet to match her style and keep her warm. The closet, a large room, was a repository and museum of clothing worn by the various Mrs. Claus’ throughout the centuries. 
His mother, who had designed the closet and organized centuries' worth of clothing that had been stored in trunks in the attic, loaned or gave outfits to women visitors who arrived unprepared for the hostile winter weather. 
No matter what the emerald-eyed beauty chose to wear, he hoped she kept the daisy headband. It made him smile. With her dark auburn hair pulled off her face, the lovely architecture of her cheekbones and little pug nose sketched a picture of her heart. 
He needed every bit of her heart and her sweet smile to help him restore the workshop. Millions of children worldwide depended on the St. Claus’ annual delivery of their dreams and wishes. He wouldn’t let them down. 
“Did you find them?” Her voice entered his office like the thin plume of smoke from the incense cone. 
She stood at the door, a kelly green turtleneck tunic sweater pulled over her bell-bottoms, insulated winter boots on her feet. The daisy headband held back her mass of russet waves.
In one motion, he bolted from reclining to standing, his heart pounding like a jackhammer from the vision in front of him. 
“No. It’s odd and worrisome. They should be at their posts for another hour.”
“Have they played hooky before?” She glanced at the lava lamp on the side table and back to him, her emerald eyes appraising every inch of him. 
“No. It’s bizarre. The elves live to build toys.” The wisp of doubt that crossed her face made him hurriedly add, “they get paid well, with sick leave and vacations, gym memberships. They can seek other employment if they aren’t happy.” He shook his head. “I’m flabbergasted at the condition of the workshop. Leaving is one thing, even en mass. But vandalism?” 
“Okay, uh, St. Claus.” She twisted her lips. “Is that what I should call you?” 
“Not unless you put a Mr. in front of it. Call me Rem. It’s short for Remington.” 
“Phoebe Daughton.” 
She looked him in the eye, her gaze unwavering, when she shook his hand. He liked that about her. Confident. Her handshake was firm, not a half-hearted cold fish wobble. Her skin felt soft and warm. He didn’t want to let go, but he did before the time limit triggered pervert territory. 
“They aren’t at the rec center or the local gyms. Not the shopping center either.” He shook his head. “It’s just not possible that a band of thirty elves could disappear into thin air.” 
Her eyes made him forget what he was going to say. It simply wasn’t fair that she was here to help. Not that he couldn’t use her help to straighten out this situation, but he had a thousand other questions for her. Who's your favorite musician? What’s your favorite dessert? Where have you been all my life? When can I see you again? 
How could someone who literally dropped into his life be so different from the women he had known, yet so familiar? 
She was looking at him, eyebrows raised, waiting for him to continue. "About elves disappearing . . ."
“They are very noisy and gregarious. You can hear them a mile away.” 
“We could walk around town. We might hear them partying.” She tilted her head seductively, but he was sure she didn’t mean it that way. 
“Sure. It’s the best we can do for now. When the second shift gets here, they might have a few details as to what’s going on.” Unless they were partying with the first shift. 
He could only hope this was an anomaly, and not a trend. 
He held the deep purple wool coat as she shrugged into it and buttoned the front. He didn’t know who it had belonged to. The styling pre-dated his mother by a few decades, maybe a century. The tailoring was impeccable, as though it had been designed specifically for Phoebe’s very fine curves. 
The deep grape color contrasted perfectly with her russet hair and emerald eyes. She twisted a white cashmere scarf around her neck and pulled on matching mittens with beaded snowflakes on the back. 
She smiled. “I guess I’m ready.”
She may be, but he wasn’t ready for what she was doing to his heart. 
*****
He had taken her arm as they walked the icy path that led to the gate in the short stone wall surrounding the compound. Snow covered everything, disguising the landscape to appear as lumps and bumps of plaster of paris, a continuation of the solid layer that stretched out as far as she could see. Frigid air bit at her nose, the frozen moisture in her nostrils felt like tiny hard seeds. 
A few steps into the yard, and she wished she was back inside in front of a fireplace, snuggling under a velour throw with Rem, flames dancing on the logs. She’d bet there was at least one fireplace somewhere in the workshop building. She vowed to find it when they returned from this foray across the frozen tundra.
The howling wind held not a whisper of elfin voices.
“The workshop has offices and living quarters for me and my dad and his fiancée.” Rem explained as they approached the gate. “We’ll put you up in one of the guest suites.” 
“I appreciate that,” she managed, imagining her words hanging frozen in the air before they reached his ears. 
The sidewalk on the road into town had been shoveled, but several layers of ice over the concrete made it treacherous
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