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Chapter One
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“This meeting of the Mistletoe Brigade is officially called to order.” Rapz, an elf whose name reflected his enthusiasm for beatboxing and rap music as much as for gift wrapping, picked up a rosewood gavel and rapped it against the malachite block. Once. Twice. A third time, and then an unnecessary fourth time. He likely would have continued but Santa Claus reached out and gently laid a white gloved hand on the elf’s arm to restrain him. 

“Thank you, Rapz,” Santa said. He glanced around the table at the assembled committee members, which included his son Nick and his daughter Carol, as well as his chief elves, Tinsel and Jolly. “I believe we have a quorum. Shall we begin by introducing our newest committee member?”

Rapz reluctantly laid down his gavel. “As the newly elected committee chair, it is my great privilege to welcome our esteemed colleague, Jingle, to the Mistletoe Brigade. Jingle, please stand up and introduce yourself to the group.”

Jingle, being nowhere near as outgoing or vivacious as Rapz, cleared his throat self-consciously. If he found it odd that he should be called upon to introduce himself to people he’d known his entire life, he didn’t say so out loud. Instead, he pushed his chair back and stood on its seat, for if he’d stood on the floor, only his head and shoulders would have been visible above the conference tabletop. “Hello, I’m Jingle.”

Several ensuing seconds of silence tipped Santa Claus off that this was going to be the extent of the elf’s introduction. “Welcome, Jingle,” he said, his tone both warm and encouraging. “I speak for the entire Mistletoe Brigade when I say we are delighted to have you on the board. Please have a seat.” Once the elf had done so, Santa continued. “As everyone here knows, Jingle has been an invaluable part of the Christmas Central team for decades now. He possesses an eye for detail and a powerful memory that have served our accounting department well.” 

Jingle’s cheeks reddened as he dipped his head in acknowledgement of Santa’s compliment.

Rapz reached for the gavel and gave a few solid whacks before anyone could stop him. “Welcome, Jingle. Now, our first order of business is to hear special requests that anyone would like to present. Seeing as Christmas is rapidly approaching, please be aware that we can only take on a limited number of said projects.”

“Perhaps just one project,” Carol interjected diplomatically. “Let’s also remember that the Mistletoe Brigade was formed to honor our first responders and our military personnel, including veterans. Please limit candidates to that pool.”

Her brother Nicholas, known affectionately around the North Pole as Saint Nick, nodded his agreement. “We’re looking for a special project to honor a special person. Does anyone have any ideas?”

When no one else spoke, Jingle raised two tentative fingers.

Santa grinned. He knew Mrs. Claus had made a smart choice when she’d selected Jingle to fill the vacant board seat. “Go ahead, my boy. We’re listening.”

Jingle swallowed hard and took a deep fortifying breath before he spoke. “I think I may know of someone who fits the bill.”

Jolly nodded encouragingly. “Tell us about them.”

Jingle leaned forward and rested his folded hands on the conference table. “Is everyone familiar with the town of Evergreen Hills?”

Each of the assembled committee members nodded. 

“A lovely little place in Colorado,” Tinsel said. “I tell you, the town residents there know how to keep the true spirit of Christmas in their hearts year-round.”

Santa couldn’t have agreed more. Evergreen Hills was special. Small town America at its best. Plenty of fresh mountain air and good, kind folks. “Tell us who you’re thinking about.”

“Ryan Hart,” Jingle said. “He’s a fireman, thirty-two years old, one of our military veterans, and a good solid citizen. He’s active in charity work all year.”

Jolly snapped her fingers. “I know who you’re talking about. We worked with him on a Christmas in July fundraiser for an animal rescue organization about two years ago. He worked his tail off for those dogs,” she giggled at her own joke. “By the end of the fundraiser, he’d generated enough interest in pet adoptions that there wasn’t so much as a single parakeet left in that shelter. The staff had to start referring people to shelters in nearby towns. Rapz, do you remember Ryan?”

“Clean cut guy, muscular build, short hair?”

Jolly nodded.

“No.” Rapz shook his head. “No clue.”

“But you just described him,” Jolly protested, clearly vexed at her fellow elf.

Rapz gave a casual shrug. “Lucky guess. I mean how many out of shape firefighters with long hair do you know?”

Santa, knowing just where this exchange was headed, hastened to cut in before it could escalate. “Jingle, you still have the floor. Tell us more about this Ryan fellow.”

Jingle shot a quick glance between Rapz and Jolly. Sensing it was safe to speak, he did as Santa asked. “Ryan’s a great guy. As I said, if there’s a charity event going on in town, he’s one of the first to step up. If he sees a need, he’ll organize an event. He’s humble, just as happy carrying boxes as cutting ribbons.”

“Does he like Christmas?” Carol asked.

Jingle nodded. “Oh, yes, he has a special place in his heart for Christmas. He works tirelessly to see that all the tots get toys, making sure the food bank’s holiday boxes are filled to the brim, and he has literally climbed out on ledges to string Christmas lights so that the town looks as festive as possible.”

“He sounds like a paragon of Christmas virtue,” Carol said, approvingly.

“Swoon worthy,” Jolly said with an admiring sigh.

“So, what does this dude need from us?” Rapz asked. “How about a nice plaque for the firehouse?”

Jolly dropped her head into her hands. “Ugh, Rapz!”

“Is Ryan married?” Nick asked. “Is there something special for his kids that you think he might like, Jingle?”

Jingle shook his head. “There’s no wife. Or kids. There was a girlfriend, but they split up three years ago. All very amicable, I assure you. She wasn’t the one for him and he was smart enough to recognize that.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Santa noticed Rapz’s hand stealthily moving towards the gavel. “So, Jingle, what do you think this young man would most like for Christmas?”

“To meet his true love.” Jingle looked around the table, noting that he had everyone’s full attention. “His lists have crossed my desk every year, always requesting things for the community. Books for the library, gaming systems for the senior centers, that sort of thing. But two years ago, at the bottom of his list, he scribbled a message that said, ‘Santa, I’d sure like to meet the right woman and settle down. Let me know if you have any ideas – lol.’ Then last year, he made another note on his community wish list. It said, ‘I’m trying to keep the faith, Santa. I know there must be someone special I could love and cherish forever. Let me know if you know where I can find her – ha, ha’.” 

Carol absently tapped her pencil against the conference table. “So, to summarize, we would be looking for just the right young woman for this Ryan Hart. Who, you say, is a hard-working, honorable, kind-hearted young man?”

Jingle nodded. “That’s right.” His brows knit together. “But where would we even begin to look?”

Santa sat back in his chair, a wide grin on his face. “Oh, I think I might know just where the right woman for Ryan is.” He looked at his daughter and then his son, their smiles telling him they were thinking along the same lines he was. “Rapz,” he motioned toward the gavel. “Please call for suggestions.”

Happy to oblige, Rapz gave a few good thwacks before addressing the Mistletoe Brigade. “We are officially open for suggestions and input.” He nodded at Santa’s son. “Saint Nick?”

“Hope,” was all that Nick said.

Carol nodded her agreement. “Hope.”

Tinsel echoed the other two. “Hope.”

Jolly smiled. “Hope, for sure.”

Santa laughed merrily. “Hope. Rapz, do you concur?”

In answer, Rapz picked up the gavel and gave it another resounding thwack. “Hope.”

Jingle raised his two fingers in question. “We’re going to give Ryan hope for Christmas?” His face reflected his confusion. “How do we do that?”

“Ah, let me clear that up for you, Jingle,” Santa said. “We’re not going to give him hope, we’re going to introduce him to Hope.”

Jingle’s eyes widened. “Hope from accounting?”

“Exactly,” Santa confirmed. “I’m glad we’re all in agreement that we introduce the two young people. If it’s meant to be, they’ll take it from there. Jingle, you’re going to be a valuable member of the Mistletoe Brigade based on what we’ve seen today. Thank you for nominating Ryan. A most excellent choice.”

“Meeting adjourned,” Rapz called out, apparently not feeling the need to call for other business before ending their meeting. 

Santa let him have his last hurrah with the gavel before he held out his hand for it. “I’ll keep that safe for you, Rapz.” When it looked as if the elf was about to object, he hurried to forestall him. “Do you remember what happened with the bullhorn last year?”

Rapz nodded sheepishly. “Yeah, I remember. I got a bit carried away.”

“It all worked out. We learned the bullhorn was perfect for outdoor use in the reindeer games,” Santa said. “Let’s save the gavel for our next meeting. I have a feeling that the Mistletoe Brigade will need a few more sessions as we work to grant Ryan’s wish.”

Reluctantly, Rapz handed over the gavel. “So, what do we do first?”

Santa pushed his chair back and stood. “Let’s pay a visit to accounting.”










  
  

Chapter Two
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Hope Hayes flipped through an expenditure report from the vintage toy department with far less enthusiasm than normal. This section was her personal favorite of all the toy areas, and she generally enjoyed perusing their list of expenditures. But today the numbers danced before her eyes, refusing to line up in orderly columns. The holiday music playing quietly in the background didn’t really register either. Neither did the scent of the peppermint candle that burned in a red and white beaded container on the corner of her desk. 

Frankly, she was numb to it all.

Numb to Christmas? Hope shook her head ruefully. This was a sad state of affairs if ever there was one. 

With an exasperated sigh, she tossed the file folder onto the credenza behind her desk. Reports. Numbers. Facts. Figures. Blah, blah, blah, blah. 

“It certainly looks as if we got here just in time,” a voice called from the doorway. “May we come in?”

Hope’s eyes widened in surprise. She recognized the voice, but it wasn’t one she expected to hear in her office seeing as how the big day wasn’t far off. In the lead up to Christmas, Santa was usually either sequestered in his office or found in the Christmas Central command center. A place which, at this time of the year, made the floor of the New York Stock Exchange look like a Zen Garden in comparison. 

A pleased smile spread across Hope’s face as she got to her feet and waved her visitors in. “Santa, what a lovely surprise!” She came around her desk and hugged him before slapping the hand Rapz held out for a high five. “Come in, have a seat. I’m delighted to see you both.”

Santa directed a pointed glance at the stacks of folders on her credenza. “You didn’t look too delighted a moment ago.” He settled himself into a chair and raised his eyebrows expectantly. “Is anything amiss?”

Hope shrugged. “Not really. It’s just a quiet time of the year for us number crunchers. I prefer being busy is all.”

Rapz climbed onto the chair next to Santa’s and folded his hands in his lap. “Hope, why not think of us as your life coaches? We are here to help. Tell us more.”

“Life coaches?” Hope laughed as she looked between them. “Is this a new department that’s forming? Are you here to talk about a preliminary budget for it? I’m all ears.”

Santa shook his head. “I think Rapz might have meant friends rather than life coaches.”

“Ah, well, that you both are,” Hope said. “I wondered at the timing of starting a new project like that so close to Christmas. Can I get either of you a mug of hot cocoa?” When both visitors refused the offer, Hope studied them. She was a numbers person more than a people person, and she sensed this was more than a social call. “What can I do for you? It’s not a particularly busy time of year for me, as you both know. Can I be of use elsewhere?”

Rapz leaned forward. “You sure can. How does Colorado sound?”

Hope laughed. She’d spent enough time with Rapz to know how impetuous he was. “Hawaii sounds more enticing this time of year, but I do love Colorado.” She looked at Santa. “Are we speaking theoretically, or do you need me to actually go down below on an errand?”

Santa’s blue eyes studied her. “If we did ask you to take on a project for us, how do you feel about leaving the North Pole?”

A wave of uneasiness washed over Hope. The North Pole was home now, it had been for nearly four years. Santa and his entire family had welcomed her when she’d desperately needed to regroup after a trying ending to a turbulent relationship. She swallowed hard before asking the question she dreaded hearing the answer to. “Do you mean permanently leaving?”

“Oh, heavens, no,” Santa rushed to reassure her. “This is your home for as long as you want it to be.”

“Yeah, you’re one of us,” Rapz chimed in. “One for all and all for one.”

Such reassuring words felt as if someone had turned the light in Hope’s heart back on. Her mind wasn’t closed to one day moving down to the lower forty-eight, but she doubted it would be anytime soon. “Good to know. So, what is this project you mentioned? Of course, you know I’ll help if I can.”

Santa’s eyes twinkled merrily. “Splendid! How soon can you be packed and in the sleigh loading zone? Tinsel has assured us that there’s room for you in their next practice run.”

Hope held up both hands and waved them. “Wait, you’ve skipped a major step.” She watched, half in amusement and half in exasperation as her visitors exchanged puzzled looks. 

“We have?” Rapz asked.

Hope nodded. “I know accountants have a reputation for getting tied up in details, but I think it’s reasonable to ask where I’m going. Also, why I’m going, and specifically what you’d like me to accomplish.”

Santa nodded. “Of course, when you put it that way, it sounds entirely reasonable. Let’s see, how should I best explain this?” He stroked his beard thoughtfully. 

“Oh, dear, it’s that complicated?” Hope asked. “Maybe I’m not the right person. You know I’m better with numbers than people.”

“Bah.” Rapz waved his hand dismissively through the air. “You’re great with people, Hope. Besides, it’s only one person we need you to focus on.”

Hope’s delicately arched eyebrows rose in question. One person? It didn’t make much sense that she’d be asked to see to a special request, not when there was an entire wish fulfillment department teeming with people better qualified than she was. But she bit back her protests. If she’d learned one thing since arriving at the North Pole, it was that the Claus family could be trusted. 

“You know about the Mistletoe Brigade?” Santa asked. 

Hope nodded. “I do. I love the concept. Is that what this is about?”

“Bingo.” Rapz rubbed his hands together. “We need you to – uh, um, well now, let’s see--” he leaned toward Santa and lowered his voice. “How are we going to explain this?”

Hope didn’t try to hide her smile. Her curiosity was most definitely aroused now. Whatever it was that the duo wanted, it was bound to banish the boredom that she’d wrestled with only moments ago. “Might I suggest you just blurt it out?” She pointed to the speaker system. “You know someone’s going to be paging you at any moment.”

“Right-o.” Rapz leaned forward. “You see, there’s this guy--”

“Hold on there, son,” Santa cut the elf off. “I think I’d better handle this.”

Hope wondered if the little tinkling sound she heard in the distance was someone in the corridor with bells on their slippers or her mind tripping off alarm bells. When Rapz nodded his agreement and sat back quietly, she shifted her attention to Santa.

“The Mistletoe Brigade has selected a very deserving recipient for recognition of his efforts to bring joy to his community during the holidays,” Santa said. “We need someone to go down below and meet with him. Specifically, we’re hoping to grant his fondest wish.”

“Which is?” Hope prompted Santa when, instead of looking directly at her, he began to look around the room as if he’d lost something. 

“I’d better handle this part, Mr. C.,” Rapz stage whispered. He turned to Hope. “We don’t know what he wants.”

“Why are your fingers crossed, Rapz?” Hope asked. “You wouldn’t be fibbing to me by any chance?” 

Rapz grinned sheepishly as he shook out his hands. “No, no, nothing like that. Just keeping nimble.” He lifted his right hand. “Elf Scouts honor, we don’t know exactly what Mr. Hart wants. That’s his name, Ryan Hart. His annual wish list always asks for things for the people in his town.”

Santa nodded earnestly. “Yes, that’s the truth, Hope.”

Perhaps it was, but she sensed there was much more to the story than she was being told. Instinct prodded her to drill for details, but a tiny voice in her mind whispered that perhaps a few days away from the North Pole might be just what she needed.   

“I’ll do it.”

Those three words appeared to delight her visitors. 

“On one condition,” she added. 

Santa leaned forward. “Which is?”

“That you promise that if I go down and meet this Mr. Hart and find out what he most wishes for, that I can come back home to the North Pole.”

Santa got to his feet and leaned across the desk, offering her his hand to shake. “I promise you this, Hope, the North Pole will always be a place you can call home.”

Hope rose to her feet and shook first Santa’s hand and then Rapz’s. A little adventure sounded like just the change she needed. As long as she could return to the safety of the North Pole, there was nothing to worry about. After all, Santa had just given her his word. And if you couldn’t trust Santa Claus, who could you trust?








  
  

Chapter Three
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“Further to the left, Ryan.” 

Ryan Hart, standing in a cherry picker bucket well over 30 feet off the ground, listened to his sister’s instructions coming to him through his earbud. Heights didn’t bother him. They never had, a good thing, considering the number of times he’d scaled fire truck ladders during drills.  He leaned over the edge of the bucket and looked down into the crowd of townspeople assembled below. Although the setup and decoration of the massive Christmas tree wasn’t an official event, town residents still turned out to watch. 

“Ryan, quit leaning over the edge,” his sister Camille’s voice chided him from wherever she stood in the crowd down below. “Focus. You have the gold striped ornament too close to the green one. It looks funny."

Ryan’s lips lifted in a fond smile. Camille was his older sister, his only sister for that matter. She was bossy, easy to love, and hard to ignore. “Roger that.” He reached up and relocated the striped ornament to the left as he’d been directed. “How does that look?”

“Better,” his sister told him. “But considering this is your fifth year doing this, I thought you’d be a bit better at it by now.”

Ryan laughed aloud. “You want to come up and help? It’d be no problem to lower this contraption and scoop you up. What do you say?”

“I’d say that you’re crazy. Just because you have a death wish and run into burning buildings doesn’t mean I do,” she said, amusement lacing her words. “Besides, your nephews are toddlers and therefore aren’t bucket-ready yet.”

Ryan’s lips lifted in a wide smile. His nephews delighted him in equal measure to how much they exhausted his sister. His eyes scoured the crowd below until he saw his sister’s colorful double stroller. He lifted his arms and waved them over his head. “Tell Gabriel and Michael I’m waving.” 

An excited cheer went up from the crowd below. Their enthusiasm filled Ryan’s heart with gratitude for the town he was blessed to live in. He’d lived his whole life in Evergreen Hills, only leaving when he’d enlisted. After he’d left the military, he’d come straight back, sure this was where he wanted to be. He had no desire to ever leave it again. Why should he? The Colorado mountain air was clean and crisp twelve months out of the year. His parents still lived here, although they were currently in Guatemala studying Spanish for six months, but they’d be back before spring. Camille, her husband, and the twins lived three doors down from his parents and just around the block from his house. Evergreen Hills was a place where he wanted to one day raise his own family. 

“The boys are waving back,” Camille said. “Can you see them?”

“Sure can,” Ryan said. He started to turn back to the tree but the sight of a lovely young brunette woman who stood just behind his sister caught his attention and caused him to do a double take. He lifted the compact binoculars that hung around his neck to take a better look. She was even lovelier up close. She didn’t look familiar, and something about the way she was looking around as if to take in her new surroundings tipped him off that she was a visitor.  

“Ryan,” his sister’s voice in his ear interrupted his thoughts. “What are you doing? What about the tree? Come on, get back to decorating it or you’re going to kick off a riot down here.”

Reluctantly, Ryan lowered the binoculars. His sister was right, he had a job to do that didn’t involve staring at the lovely stranger. “Yeah, I’ll get back to work. But first, there’s a woman in a pink coat standing a few feet behind you. Have you ever seen her before?”

He watched as his sister swiveled around.

“You can’t miss her,” Ryan said. “Pretty brunette. Looks like she’s wearing a beret. Find out her name, will you?”

“You’re not serious?” his sister asked.

“Absolutely serious,” he answered. “I want to know who she is.”

“I think the lack of oxygen up there is getting to your head.”

Ryan didn’t blame his sister for not believing him. Normally he rejected every date Camille endeavored to set him up on. She laughed each time he said so, but he’d told her a dozen times that when he met the right woman one day, he’d know it instantly. 

“Ryan, get real,” Camille scoffed. “You’re not trying to tell me that you think you just spotted your one true love?”

“No,” he answered, not wanting her to waste time teasing him. “But I am saying that I’d like to know who she is.” He looked at the two boxes of ornaments still left to be hung on the massive tree. “I’m stuck up here so I can’t find out more about her. You’ll need to do it for me.” His eyes returned to the woman in the pink coat. She was a vision of loveliness. “Please, sis. Do me a solid?”

“I’ll see what I can find out,” his sister agreed. “But while I’m playing girl detective, you’d best get back to decorating that tree. Folks are going to wonder what’s wrong with you, half hanging out of that basket with a lovesick expression on your face.” 

“Will do,” Ryan agreed. “But don’t dawdle, I don’t want her to get away until I know who she is.”

“Okay, Prince Charming. I’ll find out who Cinderella is,” his sister agreed. “But you now owe me two hours of babysitting.” She disconnected the call before Ryan could remind her that he already volunteered to babysit on a regular basis.

With one last look down, Ryan turned his attention back to the box of giant ornaments and the task at hand.  


      [image: ]The crisp mountain air nipped at Hope’s cheeks as she stood in the Evergreen Hills town square. The cold didn’t bother her, not after having spent the last four years living at the North Pole. She loved Christmas Central and owed a lifetime of gratitude to the Claus family for providing her with a safe place to stay when times had been hard. 

She shook her head clear of those thoughts. She didn’t want to think about the past right now. Or ever again, truth be told. Thanks to Santa and his family, she had an entirely new life, and it was one she loved.

She pulled her jacket collar more snugly around her neck as she looked around the town square. Her visit to Evergreen Hills was the first time she’d been down below since she’d left the lower forty-eight for the North Pole. She’d hoped to fit in some time for shopping before Carol sent the sleigh back for her in a few days. A warm scarf went on to the top of her list, new leather gloves too. She’d seen any number of charming boutiques as she’d walked through town. She made a mental note to pick up some bath salts and homemade soaps for Mrs. Claus before she left town.

Hope drank in her surroundings. Evergreen Hills was beyond charming, it looked like something straight out of a Christmas movie. Brick buildings bordered the town square, which featured an old-fashioned gazebo in its center. It was easy enough to imagine how it looked during the spring and summer with its overflowing flower boxes attached to the railings. As pretty a picture as that thought painted in Hope’s mind, she couldn’t imagine anything more charming than the boughs of holiday greenery that bedecked it now. Large bows made of gold ribbon added to the festive atmosphere. 

But the gazebo wasn’t to be the focal center of the town square. That honor was going to belong to the enormous fir tree that had been erected next to the gazebo. A bright red fire truck was parked in front of it and, dozens of feet above the ground, a sole figure in a cherry picker basket was festooning the branches with decorations. The good-natured cheering of the crowd each time he added an ornament contributed to the festive holiday atmosphere. As soon as she was back home, she’d be sure to tell Santa that the Christmas spirit was alive and well in Evergreen Hills, Colorado.

As she’d strolled into town, Hope had noticed a cart selling cups of hot chocolate back by the public library. The temptation to indulge in a steaming cup while doing some window shopping appealed to her.  

But first things first. She’d come here on a mission, not a vacation. Her top priority was to find this Ryan fellow. Ryan Hart, lover of all things Christmas and all-around good guy. Or so Jingle had described him. It shouldn’t be too hard to find him. But then again, a man described as community minded as Ryan could be anywhere. With any luck, she’d find him at the fire station or at home playing with his grandchildren. It should be easy enough to accomplish her task in record time.

Hope’s gaze rose up toward the man in the cherry picker basket who was decorating the giant Christmas tree. No fear of heights for this fellow, not judging by the way he leaned over the bucket’s edge as he secured the colorful, oversized ornaments to the tree. His features were hard to make out from this distance, but the breadth of his muscular shoulders was clear to see. 

She lowered her eyes back down to street level and looked around contentedly. Santa had acted as if her coming here was doing him a huge favor but the way she saw it, the opposite was true. She’d needed a change, and visiting Evergreen Hills was that indeed. And the best way to repay Santa’s generosity was to do what he’d asked her to do. 

Hope turned to leave but had only taken a handful of steps before a woman pushing a double stroller loaded with two adorable toddlers fell into step beside her.

“Hello,” the woman said, her voice warm and welcoming. “Are you new in town?”

Hope nodded. “I am. I just arrived today.”

“Well, in that case, let me welcome you to Evergreen Hills by treating you to a cup of our world-famous hot chocolate,” the woman said, motioning toward the cart at the other end of the square.

“World famous, huh?” Hope stopped walking and turned to face the friendly stranger. Perhaps only a few years older than Hope, the woman sported a navy-blue pea coat, a green leather cross-body bag, and a warm smile. “That’s a pretty bold claim.”

“Put it to the test then.” She reached out and shook Hope’s hand. “I’m Camille Shoemaker and these two ruffians are my pride and joy. That’s Gabriel and that’s Michael” she said, pointing to each in turn. “They may have the names of angels but don’t be fooled.”

This maternal joke brought a smile to Hope’s lips. “I’m Hope.” She bent down to examine the twins. Adorable! “You’re a lucky woman,” she said when she straightened. “They’re not identical, are they?”

Camille shook her head. “No, thank goodness. I’ve got my hands full enough without losing track of who is who. Now, how about that warm drink? Will you join us?”

Hope couldn’t think of a single reason to refuse. Even though she was generally wary of strangers, Camille seemed friendly. “I’d like that, thanks.” As they began to walk toward the library steps, it occurred to Hope that maybe Camille might be able to help her learn more about the man she’d been sent to find. 

“How long are you planning to be in town?” Camille asked. “Are you staying with relatives?”

“No to the second question, and I’m not sure to the first.” Hope pulled out her wallet to pay for the drinks, but Camille had already dug into her bag and drawn out a few bills. “My treat.” She handed the cash to the teenager pouring drinks. “Thanks, Angela. Say hi to your mom for me.”

They found an empty bench a few feet away and settled on it. Hope watched wistfully as the twins’ mother reached into her bag and pulled out a snack for her boys. Did Camille realize how fortunate she was to have not one but two such precious children? Judging by the loving smile on her face as she handed the boys each a bag of crackers, Hope believed Camille did. Hope wanted children. But, seeing as she couldn’t imagine ever trusting a man enough to be in a serious, long-term relationship, she doubted she’d ever be so fortunate. She sighed wistfully.

“Well, what do you think of the hot chocolate?” Camille asked.

“World class,” Hope responded. She took another sip and savored its warmth. “I bet the only place where you can find a tastier version is the North Pole.”

Camille laughed. “High praise, indeed.” She glanced over at the fire truck and giant Christmas tree. Her brother was still hanging ornaments but by the looks of it he’d soon be done. Time to get the information Ryan wanted. “So, Hope, are you in town on business?”

“You could say that,” Hope hedged. When it came to discussing Christmas Central, she needed to be careful with her word choice. If she slipped and mentioned either Santa, The North Pole, or the elves, people would think she was a little nutty. “I’m actually looking for someone I was told lives here.”

“Maybe I can help,” Camille offered. “I’ve lived here all my life and know most folks. Who are you looking for?” she asked before she took a sip of her drink.

“Ryan Hart. Oh, here, let me take your cup.” Hope reached out to take the drink from Camille, who had choked on a mouthful of hot chocolate. “Are you okay?”

After a few gasps of air, Camille blew out a long, steadying breath. “I’m fine, thanks.” She took her drink back with an apologetic half-smile. 

“Do you know this Ryan?” Hope asked.

Camille grinned. “I do. Very well, in fact.”

Hope returned the other woman’s wide smile. “Wonderful! That will make my job so much easier. Do you think you can help me connect with him?”

“Oh, absolutely.” Camille’s eyes twinkled. “It would be my pleasure. But first, Hope, tell me this, is Ryan in any sort of trouble?”

Hope shook her head. “Oh, no. Nothing like that.” She leaned forward, curious why Camille would ask such a question. Surely Santa wouldn’t have sent her down to speak with a troublemaker. “Why do you ask? Does he have a criminal record or something?”

“No, no rap sheet. He’s squeaky clean.” Still grinning, Camille pulled a banana from the diaper bag that hung on the back of the stroller. She peeled it, split it in half, and handed a piece to each of her toddlers. She glanced at Hope. “You wouldn’t happen to be a long-lost relative of his, would you?” 

It was Hope’s turn to laugh. “No, nothing like that. I probably shouldn’t say too much about it before I speak with him, but the gist is that he’s being given an award for the good work he does for the community.”

“Aww, that’s so sweet,” Camille said. She placed her hand over her heart. “Honestly, all kidding aside, Ryan is one of the good guys.”

A good guy. If true, to Hope’s cynical mind, that made him a rare species indeed. “Can I give you my contact information and ask you to pass it along to him?” she asked Camille. “Or is that asking too much? Maybe it is. Never mind, I can always stop by the firehouse and ask about him.”

“Oh, no! You’re definitely not asking too much,” Camille hastened to assure her. “I see Ryan all the time and I’d be happy, delighted actually, to set up a meeting.” She fished her cell phone from her pocket and handed it to Hope. “Why don’t you put your contact information in here.” She glanced over her shoulder in the direction of the fire truck. “That tree decorating is taking forever.”

Just what the connection there was, Hope had no idea. She entered her name and number into Camille’s phone and handed it back. She stood. “I am so happy to have met you, Camille. Talk about a stroke of good luck.”

“More like fate, I’d say.” Camille picked up the boys’ snack bags from the ground where they’d thrown them and stuffed them into her empty cup. She stood and hooked her bag over the stroller handles. “By the way, where are you staying?”

“The Rose Cottage Inn,” Hope told her. “I only stopped by for a moment to drop off my bags before I walked over here, but it looks charming.”

Camille nodded. “It is. The food’s good too. Can you find your way back or do you need directions?”

Hope shook her head. “Thanks, but I remember how to get back. I thought I’d do a little window shopping first.” She waved goodbye to the twins and then to Camille. “Are you sure it’s not too much of an imposition for you to contact Ryan on my behalf?”

“I’m happy to help,” Camille said, her expression as merry as the seasonal decorations hung throughout the town square. “In fact, why don’t I set up a meeting for early this evening? If you’re available?”

Hope’s eyebrows lifted in surprise. “That’s fine on my end but that’s not much notice for Mr. Hart.”

“Call him Ryan. Everyone does,” Camille said. “You just let me take care of things. Let’s plan on Ryan coming to see you at Rose Cottage tonight at eight o’clock. Will that work?”

Pleasantly surprised by how easily things were falling into place, Hope readily agreed. “Thank you so much, Camille. If I don’t see you again before I leave town, it was a pleasure to meet you and your boys.”

Camille smiled broadly. “Somehow I have the feeling we’ll meet again.” With one final wave, she turned the stroller around and headed in the opposite direction. 

Hope took one last all-encompassing look around the town square. Evergreen Hills was every bit as charming and pleasant as Santa had told her it would be. Truth told, she would have enjoyed staying for a few days to soak up the town’s festive Christmas atmosphere. But, if all went well this evening, she probably should head back to the North Pole. 

She increased her pace. Yes, that’s just what she’d do. Head back to the inn and give Jolly a call to arrange for a sleigh to be sent to fetch her in the morning. Everything was falling into place so nicely with her meeting so easily arranged. She was confident it wouldn’t take more than one brief conversation with this Ryan Hart to do as Santa had asked of her. After that, however charming Evergreen Hills was, there’d be no reason to stay.  


      [image: ]“Ginger snaps!” Jolly slumped back in her chair as she tossed her phone on the table in the Christmas Central break room. “Hope has gone and put the sleigh before the reindeer! She wants to come back to the North Pole.” When none of her fellow elves reacted with the degree of surprise she thought appropriate to the situation, she added a bonus word to her declaration. “Tomorrow.”

Tinsel did a double-take. Jingle set his mug of cocoa down with a little more force than necessary. Rapz began to choke on the sugar cookie he’d just taken a bite of. 

“Easy there, buddy,” Jolly said as she reached over and thumped him on the back. Once he’d finished spluttering, she sat back and looked from elf to elf to elf. “If we don’t do something, Hope won’t have a chance to get to know Ryan.”

Tinsel shook his head, his expression grave. “Which means no Christmas romance.”

Rapz winced. “No bueno.”

Jingle put his elbows on the table and rested his cheeks between his balled fists. His downcast expression spoke for him. 

The chatter of the other elves in the breakroom surrounded the silent quartet as they stewed in the news. Jolly sighed heavily. Tinsel’s brows knit together. The corners of Jingle’s mouth sagged further. It was Rapz who spoke first.

“I’ve got it!” he cried triumphantly. “We’ll tell her there are no sleighs available until after Christmas. Realizing she’s stuck there, she’ll…” his voice petered out as his companions shook their heads in unison. “What?” he protested. “You didn’t even let me finish my thought.” 

“Hope would never believe that Santa would leave her stranded,” Tinsel said what they were all thinking. 

Rapz deflated as quickly as a Macy’s day parade balloon at the end of a long day. “You’re right. He’d never do that.”

Jolly blew out an exasperated breath as they sat in silence once more.

“Hey, what’s going on here?” Saint Nick, a steaming coffee mug in hand, stopped by their table. “You guys look like someone crushed all your candy canes. What’s up?”

Tinsel motioned to the chair beside him. “You might want to sit down for this one.”

“Uh, oh, sounds ominous.” It took a bit of effort, but Nick managed to settle himself on the elf-size chair. “Can I be of help?”

Jingle raised his hand when the other three opened their mouths to respond. “Let me,” he said. “It’s probably my fault anyways.”

Nick looked at each elf in turn. “It can’t be that bad, surely?”

Jingle squared his shoulders. “Hope wants to come home. Tomorrow.”

“Oh, dear,” Nick said. “I understand the gloomy expressions now.” 

Jolly folded her hands together and sat back. “We don’t know what to do.”

“That’s because there’s nothing to do,” Rapz said. “If Hope is here and Ryan is there, how the heck are they going to make a love connection?”

“It’s hopeless,” Tinsel said.

“Nonsense.” Nick got to his feet. “Where is your Christmas spirit? You’re going to give up that easily? You know what I say to that? Bah humbug!”

A collective gasp of shock reverberated through the break room at hearing the rarely spoken expression. The four elves he’d addressed appeared stunned at his rejoinder. This only seemed to fuel Nick’s can-do spirit. He motioned for Jolly, Tinsel, Rapz, and Jingle to get to their feet before he turned to address the room full of elves.
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