
CHAPTER 1 
Anchorage: 40° 

Phoenix: 92° 

 

 

Blame the Christmas tree. The artificial scotch pine filled Scarlett’s view every morning when the 

elevator doors opened on the downtown Anchorage Department of Commerce, Community, and 

Economic Development. And every morning she scowled in its direction before following the cheery, 

ugly garland adorning the outer gray fabric walls of the cubicle city where she worked. The office 

redecorating was someone’s idea of a joke because the calendar clearly indicated October. The nineteenth 

to be exact, which also meant the Christmas project that consumed half the summer and much of the fall 

was a full month past her internship end date.  

Exiting the elevator, she avoided eye contact as she made her way to her desk. With her head down, 

she could ignore the too-frequently expressed greetings of Merry Christmas or Happy Holidays. Some of 

her coworkers took her job way too seriously. They weren’t heading up the Get-Alaska-off-the-naughty-

Christmas-spirit-list assignment. That would be her. The one with zero Christmas spirit. 

She couldn’t blame her chilly mood entirely on the tree. Or on the tinselly garland either. Not even 

on the Christmas carols that her cubicle mate had been humming under her breath for a solid month. Just 

all of it together served to remind her of the previous Christmas.  

As usual, Fisher from Development hovered in the hallway. “Did you hear back from Santa at the 

North Pole?”  

Scarlett bumped her phone up to her ear. Sorry. She mouthed the word and shrugged a shoulder 

toward the device before disappearing into the space she shared with Trina Murray. 

 “Marley is dead,” Trina announced. 

“Well, I guess it’s only fitting.” Scarlett set her phone down and pulled at her gloves before dropping 

them in an empty desk drawer one at a time. 

Trina put her hands to her hips, her long, dark hair swaying as she spoke. “Your compassion is 

underwhelming.” Then she pointed. “I loved that fish. If he shows up in your dreams, don’t blame me.” 

Continuing her morning ritual, Scarlett unwound a baby blue wool scarf from around her neck and 

tossed it into the same drawer. “Call me Scrooge if you want, but you also loved Marley number one, 

Marley number two, in fact, Marleys three, four, five, and six.” She scrunched her fingers through her 

honey-colored curls. “And maybe seven. Was this number seven or eight? I forget.”  

Trina shot her a look. “It was seven. I don’t count the Marley that didn’t even make it home from the 

pet store.” 

Scarlett unzipped her white sweater-lined coat slowly, reluctant to give up its warmth. “There are 

two things I have come to count on since my arrival in Anchorage, being cold and your fish dying. I think 

they’re related.” 

The office manager, Daniel Yazzie, appeared at the opening of their cubicle, his round form closing 

off the entrance. “Nice jacket, Scarlett, but save something for winter.” 

“It was forty degrees this morning. Forty!” She waited for him to pass out of earshot before widening 

her eyes at Trina. “And that’s the third thing I can count on. Being harassed by the natives.” 

“I heard that,” Daniel called back. His face appeared over the short wall above her desk. Clearly not 

out of earshot. 

“My coat’s coming off now. Are you happy?” She slid out of it with only a slight shiver as she 

acclimated to the cool office temp. 

“Whatever gets the job done, I’m happy.” He turned his attention to Trina. “Lose the tropical beach 

posters. We’re promoting the 49th state, not the 50th.” He graced them with a wide smile before finally 

continuing on to his corner office.  

“Says the man who spent his thirty-fifth anniversary in Oahu.” Trina rolled her eyes. “And I’m 

jealous.” 

Scarlett draped her coat over the back of her chair, turned on her computer, and listened for the 

inevitable sound of Trina’s office chair whirling behind her. Her coworker liked to talk.  

“You meant born-here-native, right? Not Native-native.”  

“Um, sure.” Scarlett took her seat, angling it only slightly to continue the conversation. 

“Really, it’s fine. Daniel’s cool. You see how he teases me about my Hawaii hobby?” 



“You mean obsession. Where are your leis and that huge conch shell?”  

“I’m toning things down.” Trina waved a hand toward her wraparound desk as if it was no big deal. 

“Keep telling yourself that you have a choice in the matter.” Scarlett swiveled her chair from side to 

side, anxious to dive into her to-do list. “I don’t know if Daniel realizes there’s nothing I want more than 

for this job to be done so I can go home.” She had been working at it since the start of July, and there was 

no way she would make it through an actual winter. He could call her cheechako all he wanted, she was 

fine being a newbie. She had learned all she needed to know about Alaska. It was cold.  

“There you go, talking about going again. I can’t believe you want to leave me and Marley number 

eight.” 

“Trina, my native-Arizona self is slowly freezing to death. And are you serious, there’s already a 

number eight?”  

“I texted Heath. I’m picking him up on my way home from work.” 

“Heath is an enabler.” 

“Heath loves me. He just doesn’t know how much yet.”  

“Marley number eight is going to meet an untimely death. He just doesn’t know how soon yet.” 

Scarlett twisted the office chair to face her computer screen. She wiggled the mouse and clicked to check 

her inbox for any emails from her brother, Royce, but she soon stopped scrolling. The lying liar had been 

ignoring her phone calls too.  

Only one major hiccup in her campaign to showcase Alaska’s Christmas spirit had kept her past 

September. But more than halfway through October, she was as far away from Phoenix and her fiancé 

Alan as ever. If only she hadn’t been so desperate for a fat paycheck and the possibility of a sizable 

bonus.   

Listening to anything her brother said had been her first mistake. “Come showcase Alaska,” he 

exclaimed. “It’s the perfect place to get lost.” His over-the-top enthusiasm should have put her on alert. 

The governor’s office wanted an outsider, someone with PR skills, to see the state with fresh eyes. And 

then, surprise, he had neglected to mention the internship was showcasing Alaska’s Christmas spirit. At 

least they gave her the use of a vehicle.  

Scarlett gritted her teeth when Trina hummed “White Christmas” under her breath. Lately it was 

either that or “Let it Snow, Let it Snow . . .” Please, no. The girl she shared a cubicle with had made the 

past three months bearable, but the long-distance relationship with Alan was wearing thin. She needed to 

go home and either set a wedding date or break up. Sadly, it was practically a toss-up at that point. 

Last December had overflowed with happily-ever-after: college graduation finally, a wedding 

proposal as expected, and the upcoming launch of an event-planning business with her roommate and 

fellow marketing major. She and Lexi Bloom had dreamed about Ambrose & Bloom Events since the end 

of freshman year at Arizona State, and for a moment Scarlett’s future was merry and bright.  

Merry and bright? Trina’s carols were getting to her.  

Her coworker jumped up mid-hummed-chorus. “I almost forgot.” Pulling a red-striped bag from her 

cavernous purse, she drew a box of candy canes out and set it on the desk next to Scarlett’s keyboard. 

“For you.” 

“What is this?”  

“If Arizona doesn’t have candy canes then they deserve to be on the naughty list with Alaska.” 

“I know what they are. I just don’t know why they are.” Scarlett narrowed her eyes at the gift. “Don’t 

tell me the stores are already selling this stuff.”  

“You can get them year round in North Pole. With the official logo even. Didn’t you say you like 

candy canes?”  

 “No. I do not discuss candy canes except within the vicinity of Christmas. It’s not even Halloween 

yet.”  

“Well, you’ve been working on a Christmas project, and it’s not Christmas, so . . .”  

When her coworker sighed like someone weary of trying to cheer up the resident grump, Scarlett 

allowed herself to soften. A little. “It was nice of you, Trina. I hope you didn’t drive to the North Pole just 

for this, though.”   

“Remember, it’s North Pole, not the North Pole. It’s the name of a town. You don’t say the Phoenix, 

do you? Anyway, my cousin bought them. She lives near there, and she came down over the weekend.” 

Scarlett’s phone buzzed with a text. “It must be Monday. Daniel’s trying to call a meeting.” The 

sarcasm flowed easily.   

“I know he’s ‘not the boss of you,’ but would it hurt to give him a report now and then?” Trina 



chided.  

“He’s my liaison with the governor’s office, that’s it. But I CC him on the emails every week,” 

Scarlett replied. Another Trina-sigh followed. “Look, I’ve said from the beginning that I could do this by 

myself, and I did. Every sponsor is lined up, even several more than expected. And the entry forms for the 

giveaway that highlight them are almost ready to go to press.” 

“Not without North Pole on board.” 

A second text popped up with one word: Mandatory. She raised the phone so Trina could read it. 

“Be my buffer?”  

“No way.”  

Scarlett pulled on Trina’s arm, “Please? I’ll hike Flattop Mountain with you this weekend.” 

“No, you won’t. You ditch me every single Saturday because you’d rather work than hike. I mean 

you might actually breathe fresh air, observe an eagle fly in the wild, or gaze on the most gorgeous clear 

blue lake ever instead of your computer screen. Why do you think I had to beg my cousin to come 

down?” 

Scarlett opened her mouth with a retort, but Trina stopped her. “Don’t say it, I know. It’s all about 

the bonus. It’s all about beating what’s-her-name.”  

 “I’m going to ignore your last statement, but, yes, I came because the money was good. I don’t deny 

it. But I won’t bail this time, I promise. Maybe.” Her friend was standing, and Scarlett drew her toward 

the doorway. “Grab the candy canes. It will look like I’m making progress with North Pole.”  

On their way to Daniel’s office, her phone buzzed again. A text from her brother. He took a break 

from chopping wood to find civilization. Minor change of plans. Staying another month? $$$ the text 

read. 

Baiting her with dollar signs. She took the internship only because what’s-her-name Lexi had 

cleaned out their business account to finance her honeymoon. Scarlett needed fast capital to get Ambrose 

Events running in time to be official when she began planning the Van Doren fiftieth anniversary party in 

January. By herself. 

She reread the text. Royce was always so not helpful with his cryptic messages. He’d make some 

vague statement but no details because, really, he knew nothing. He no longer worked for the state. He’d 

gone off the grid, as they said in Alaska, to live off the land.  

Before entering, Scarlett perused the room through the glass wall of Daniel’s office. Fisher from 

Development, and Hannah and Jared from Community and Regional Affairs occupied seats in front of the 

heavy wooden desk. 

None of them took her assignment seriously. Who cared if a radio station in Washington, D.C. 

randomly decided which states listened to the most Christmas music and then published a nice list of the 

top ten best, as well as a so-called naughty list of the ten worst. As if that was an accurate measure of 

Christmas spirit. Who besides Micki Blanding, the mayor of Charlestown, whose ex-husband worked in 

the federal capitol building. The same Micki whose personal friend was governor of the state. After a few 

rant-filled calls, the story went, Governor Hunt authorized a campaign to promote Alaska at Christmas 

time.  

Micki wanted Charlestown at the center of it, of course, but it was just a nothing spot on the map 

compared to Anchorage—the Gateway to Alaska. The slogan greeted Scarlett at the Ted Stevens 

International Airport when she arrived, installing confidence that maybe the city would also be the perfect 

gateway to promoting the state’s Christmas spirit. Or possibly hope sprang from the breezy temperature 

that beckoned as she met her taxi on the sidewalk. She had boarded in Phoenix at a nearly unbearable 106 

degrees. She’d been so naive back then, truly a newbie. So unprepared to have Christmas in her face 24/7, 

and to have each day colder than the last. 

She and Trina clustered in the doorway to wait for Daniel, who was unexpectedly absent, but Fisher 

started right in. “Hey, Ambrose. I thought of a good slogan for you.” He was about the same age as 

Scarlett and Trina, and he took every opportunity to give them a hard time. 

Scarlett pasted a weak smile on her face and flashed Trina a look of “See what I have to put up 

with?” 

He gestured wildly indicating a grand headline. “Alaska’s Christmas Spirit. It’s better than New 

Jersey’s. Get it? Because they’re ranked number one on the naughty list.” 

“I get it.” Alaska was number nine which wasn’t as bad as it could be for a worst list. And she’d 

heard that one before. She pulled out her phone to make herself look busy. 

“‘Better than New Jersey’ is not that much of a compliment. I mean, c’mon, it’s New Jersey.” 



Hannah offered her opinion. 

“Watch it. My mom’s from there,” Fisher said. 

Hannah prodded his shoulder with her palm. “Thanks for making my point.”  

“Yo mahm’s from New Joy-sey.” Jared attempted an accent before adding his own dig. “Really you 

gotta beat Ida-ho-ho-ho. Then you get a pile of dough-dough-dough.” He threw in some awkward dance 

moves.  

It went against Scarlett’s better judgment to engage in the conversation, but Trina couldn’t keep from 

chiming in. “Beating Idaho which is number ten on the naughty list is not enough. She has to get Alaska 

on the nice list.” 

“It’s a top-ten worst list, so would you say Idaho is above us or below us?” Jared cocked his head as 

if he was taking the question seriously. 

“Does it matter?” Scarlett replied a little too pointedly, despite her best efforts to ignore them. 

“Chill out.” Hannah’s accompanying condescending giggle forced heat along Scarlett’s collar.  

“No. I know what I have to do, and I don’t need everyone reminding me of it. Not the Christmas tree 

assaulting me when I get off the elevator or the holiday greetings or the—” 

“Don’t take it out on us. It’s the governor who’s making a big deal of it,” Fisher said.  

“You mean Charlestown’s mayor is. And D.C. is at the top of the nice list. If that isn’t rigged.” Jared 

shook his head. 

 Hannah rotated in her chair to face Scarlett. “Christmas is my favorite holiday, okay? My mom even 

books Dickens carolers for events. I know I’m not the only one who thinks there’s a better mood in the 

office because of the project. No thanks to your mood.”  

Scarlett clenched her fingers around her phone. So Hannah was responsible for the garland and the 

tree because she loved Christmas. Or maybe she delighted in being annoying. 

“Candy canes anyone?” Trina waved the box, obviously in an effort to clear the tension. 

“Everybody scooch together. Scarlett, take a seat.” Daniel ambled past them and rounded his desk, 

then eyed her directly. “First off, let me get your thoughts.” He seemed to ignore everyone else, not even 

noticing Trina, who had nothing to do with the project.  

Scarlett snatched the box from her. “I have North Pole candy canes for everybody. I think I’m 

making progress there because last time I called they didn’t hang up on me.” She punched a hole in the 

cellophane wrapper and handed the box around before sitting down. 

Fisher stood to accept the treat before moving to lean against a row of file cabinets. “Have my seat, 

Trina.” 

“Glenda and Bo are the nicest people in the world,” Hannah said as she claimed a candy cane. 

Scarlett wanted to steal it out of her hands but leaned forward in her seat instead, mentally blocking 

out the sting of the girl’s earlier remark. “What are you saying?”  

“Why don’t you have them signed on as your biggest sponsor? They’re North Pole. They’re 

Christmas.” Hannah furrowed her brows in obvious mock confusion. 

“It’s not because I haven’t been trying.” Scarlett turned back to Daniel. “Everything else is perfect, 

you know that. One more thing, then I can be done and go home, where it’s right now a balmy ninety-two 

degrees.” She wouldn’t mention that she still hadn’t finalized a slogan for the campaign. 

“The nineties? That sounds like h—” Daniel didn’t look up, just focused on his computer screen. 

“It’s heavenly compared to high thirties,” Scarlett interrupted.   

Royce’s text message. Suddenly the thought of it sent a tiny bolt of adrenaline zipping through her. 

“Daniel, what do you mean? My thoughts about what?”  

“I wasn’t asking about North Pole,” he replied, still absorbed by his computer. 

“Hey, why didn’t New Jersey do better on the list? They’ve got The Boss. ‘You’d better watch out . . 

.’” Jared attempted a Bruce Springsteen imitation. 

“I don’t like that version at all.” Hannah shuddered noticeably.  

 Jared defended Springsteen. “It’s not as bad as ‘Last Christmas.’ He gave her his heart and she just 

gave it away.”  

“Be smart this year and give it to someone special,” Fisher said. “Right, Trina?” 

“Worst song ever,” she replied from the seat he’d given up. 

“Only because they play it a hundred times a day.” Hannah wrinkled her nose. “Just like 

Springsteen’s.” She crossed her arms over her dark brown blazer. The color matched her shoes, her eyes, 

and her pixie cut. 

Daniel finally looked up. “You all are too young to appreciate The Boss, now focus. We don’t need 



to be wasting Scarlett’s time.”  

“What exactly are we focusing on?” She sensed that she might be the only one who was lost. 

“You haven’t talked to anyone at the governor’s office?” 

“Daniel. You know my brother always sent me like half of one percent of no information. Plus he 

doesn’t actually work there anymore, so anything he says is pretty sketchy.” 

“Governor Hunt wants a Victorian Village,” Hannah said. 

“To be more accurate, the mayor of Charlestown wants a Victorian Village,” Jared added.  

Great. Community Affairs already knew about this. Scarlett let go of a breath. “I don’t see what that 

has to do with the Christmas spirit project,” she said, afraid of the answer. 

“Ohio has one.” Fisher folded his arms across his chest as if he’d said something profound.  

Development knew too? Then his three words dropped on her like a sudden avalanche. Ohio has one. 
A state that’s on the good list.  

Daniel glared at the room. “Thank you everyone for sharing, but yes, apparently Mayor Blanding 

was in Ohio visiting her sister last December, and the Victorian Village was the highlight of her trip, a 

really big event.” 

Scarlett slid to the edge of her seat. “It doesn’t sound like an event, Daniel. You’re talking theme 

park. I do PR, marketing. That’s why I got the internship. And it’s October. No one can build a park by 

Christmas.”  

“It’s something new. The governor thinks it’s the answer to getting on the nice list.” Daniel clicked a 

few more keys on his computer. “Or maybe he’s just being snowplowed by Charlestown.” 

“What happened to highlighting what Alaska already has to offer? I’m just waiting for North Pole 

because you said I can’t do it without them. And, of course, I still need to narrow down what to name the 

whole thing.” So much for not bringing that up. 

Daniel turned his computer screen around, completely ignoring her question. “Here’s the Dickens 

Victorian Village in Cambridge, Ohio. Check it out and get some ideas.”  

Scarlett approached his desk. “Can we speak privately?”  

“Think scaled down. You have a few booths, some traditional candy and Old World pastries, serve 

coffee, hire some Dickens carolers. You’re set.” 

She lowered her tone. “You and my brother and the governor and now Mayor Blanding seem to be 

forgetting that my internship is over. I’ve only stayed because of the North Pole issue.” 

“Did your brother mention anything about an additional bonus?” 

Her weak spot. “He may have texted a few dollar signs,” she replied, hoping only he would hear. 

“Last Christmas . . .” Jared hummed. 

The phrase echoed in her head as if she needed the reminder. She was already getting paid well for 

the internship, with a bonus if she could rock Alaska to the good list. And now talk of another bonus on 

top of that. It would be just what she needed to start her event-planning business back home. But as sole 

owner, without Lexi’s or anyone else’s help.  

“The governor might be able to pull in some sponsors.” 

“But a Victorian Village? In Alaska?” 

“It’s Dickens. It’s Christmas. If Ohio can do it, why not Alaska? Neither one of us are London.” 

Another month. She could already hear Alan’s protests. More than that, she imagined the cold and 

the ice and the snow that November was sure to bring. Scarlett’s sigh reached the end of her toes. Toes 

vulnerable to frostbite if they stayed in this state much longer.  

But the money. “Will I be home by Thanksgiving?” No sense completely freezing to death or ruining 

plans for the holidays. 

“Not a problem.” 

Scarlett pointed at his screen. “It’s not going to be that.” 

“But knowing you, I’m sure it will be amazing.” 

“I don’t have time for amazing. The governor knows that, right?” 

“The real question is does Micki Blanding know that? Charlestown has wanted a Victorian Village 

for years.” Fisher gave voice to what Scarlett feared. She preferred working as a team of one, but a pushy 

mayor might challenge that. Obviously the mayor’s desire to highlight the state’s Christmas spirit was 

only a step to getting what she really wanted.   

Daniel held out a neon green sticky note with a name and address listed on it. “There’s a Dickens 

expert at the Wasilla Community College. I spoke to a secretary there who said you can probably pick up 

some reference material as early as Friday. So go. See if he can give you some direction and lend some 



authenticity to the whole thing.”  

“Dr. P!” Trina who had been quiet ever since Daniel came in, suddenly gushed. “I took a Dickens 

class from him. He’s the nicest man, Scarlett. He’ll be glad to help.” 


