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      Dear Reader,

      The North Pole, Alaska series was originally published under the name Noelle Fox, the novels being written alternately by Lori Handeland, Isabel Sharpe and Laura Scott.

      To reach a wider audience, they are now being published under our own names. We hope you enjoy reading them as much as we enjoyed writing them.

      Reviews are critically important authors, so if you enjoyed this story I’d appreciate you taking a few minutes to leave a Review at the retailer where you purchased the book. It may be as short or as long as you’d like.

      Best Wishes,

      Isabel Sharpe

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WELCOME TO NORTH POLE, ALASKA

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Where the Christmas Spirit lives, all year long.

        Inspired by the real North Pole, Alaska and its dedicated residents who each year answer children’s letters to Santa, this North Pole and the characters living in or passing through are pure fictional fun.
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      Dear Santa,

      I know you get really busy this time of year.  Do you get cranky and have to take naps?  That’s what my dad does when he’s busy, which is most of the time, especially since my mom fell in love with someone else.  I don’t think he looks broken, but he says he needs to get himself back together.  Too bad I can’t call all the king’s horses and all the king’s men (ha ha ha).

      For Christmas all I want is for you to get my dad back together.  If you can do that, I don’t need toys.  Well maybe one small thing that doesn’t cost a lot, like a Lego set.  Or actually, since it’s only one present, maybe a big Lego set.

      What’s it like to live in the North Pole?  I bet it’s cold.

      Love,

      John

      

      Amelia Beckett read the letter again and sighed.  She loved all the kids’ letters to Santa, even the ones that broke her heart.  When she was a kid in Seattle, she’d written a bunch herself.  Every freaking year, in fact.  Please get Mommy a job, please get Mommy off drugs, please get Mommy a boyfriend who isn’t creepy, please send us food, please send me clothes that fit.  Like John, she’d been willing to sacrifice dolls, toys, party dresses and jewelry for basic needs.  Mom had tried, but Mom had been in the grips of forces much larger than herself.

      Here in North Pole, Alaska, where all letters addressed to Santa were delivered, Amelia had joined a volunteer organization called The Elves, a group of locals—mostly women—who answered every one.  It was the only thing about living in this weird ode to Christmas that Amelia loved.

      She pictured little John, probably seven or eight, obviously a smart kid.  He was skinny, she decided, with dark hair and brown eyes, too solemn from worrying about his overwhelmed dad.  She hoped at least he had a nice house and plenty of food on the table, maybe his own room and a brother or sister to play with.  Amelia had dreamed of those things too.  There couldn’t be much that was lonelier than being the only child of a helpless and dysfunctional single parent.Even living in North Pole.

      Picking up her pen, she paused.  The Elves had been told to sign most letters with their own first names as one of Santa’s helpers, explaining that Santa read every child’s letter but was too busy in his workshop to answer.  However, they could use their discretion to sign from Santa.  Amelia wanted John to have an answer from the man himself.

      She glanced around at the other Elves, working at several tables in the refreshments area of the huge store on Christmas Tree Circle called Santa’s Workshop.  November meant the season was picking up so there were a couple dozen volunteers there tonight.  Maybe Amelia should double-check if it would be okay to sign this letter from Santa?

      Her nose wrinkled at the thought.  She wasn’t friends with any of the other Elves, and didn’t want to call attention to herself or make people think she was out to cause trouble.  She’d had enough trouble in this town as it was, after moving here so full of innocence and optimism—and stupidity.  As soon as she could sell her surprise inheritance, the Cup of Cheer Café, she’d be out of here.

      Refreshed even at the thought of escaping, she started writing.

      

      Dear John,

      I loved getting your letter, it was great to hear from you.  But I’m sorry about your dad and that you are going through rough times.  Sometimes the hardest problems seem to solve themselves when you least expect it, so keep watching for happiness.  It will come soon!  In the meantime you can be sure I’m always thinking about you.

      Living in the North Pole is a magical experience.  Yes, it’s often cold, but every day seems to bring more fun and new excitement.  The Elves and I are working hard to make people happy over the holidays—it’s a special mission that brings us as much joy as we give.

      I’ll be making a trip to see you next month!

      Love,

      Santa

      

      A letter wasn’t enough, it was never enough, but it sure beat having the kid run to the mailbox day after day for nothing but disappointment.  Amelia knew what that was like, the gradual erosion of what had been beautiful, shining hope.  Eventually her mailman in Seattle had gently suggested Mr. Claus might be too busy.  That was the year she’d stopped writing.

      Amelia dropped the finished letter to John onto her “done” pile and opened the next one, addressed to her directly.  Sometimes kids wrote again after she answered.  The Elves were instructed not to respond to a second letter, but Amelia always read them anyway.  A truly troubling note would need referring to Dr. Roth, the psychiatrist, who was apparently great with kids, though in Amelia’s opinion, she could use some work on dealing with adults.

      

      Sweet Amelia,

      My e-mails to you are bouncing so I thought I could sneak a letter through the Elves.  I’ve been doing a lot of thinking and growing in the past few months, and I feel calmer and clearer than I ever have.  What I did to you—moving you to North Pole to live with me and then running off with Jenny—was inexcusable.  If it makes you feel any better, after being a couple since grade school—except for those months last spring and summer—Jenny and I did not work out.  My dad died soon after we left, which was really hard, and then it seemed being away from North Pole changed everything between us.

      Amelia—I’m starting to think I left the right person for the wrong one.  I want to try again.

      In the meantime I hope you are settling into town.  How is business at the café?  Any good plans for the holidays?  Please write or e-mail me back.  I want to stay in touch until I can move back to North Pole.  I have so much to make up for.

      All my love,

      John

      p.s.  Anything you want for Christmas?

      

      Amelia put the letter down.

      Oh my freaking⁠—

      “Amelia?”  Clara Goebel, the town’s postmistress, was peering at her in concern.  “You okay?”

      Amelia turned robotically toward her.  She could not believe what she’d just read.  Absolutely could not believe it.

      “Anything wrong?”  Clara raised a graying brow at Amelia’s blank stare.  “The way you’re glaring at that letter I’m afraid you’ll set it on fire.”

      With an effort, Amelia focused on Clara.  She attempted a smile.

      Failed.

      In fact she could barely get her mouth to move and her teeth to unclench.  Every swear word she’d picked up from her mother and her mother’s boyfriends, a considerable number—both of boyfriends and curses—ran through her head.  She was either going to stand up and shout them all or . . .

      Amelia shoved back her chair.  “I could use some air.  Be right back.”

      Taking the letter with her, aware of stares and whispers from the other Elves, who would no doubt erupt into speculation as soon as she was out of Santa’s Workshop, Amelia stalked out into the frigid early November air.  There she stopped, breath streaming from her mouth in furious white puffs, glaring at the candy-cane striped streetlights and decorated pine trees.  She didn’t belong in this Christmas present of a town.  But last winter in Seattle she’d met a sexy smooth-talker named John Sudbury, who’d started coming around the restaurant where she’d clawed her way up to be manager.  He’d swept her off her feet with his charm and his adoration and with his promises of starting a new life together in the most magical town in the world.

      Blablabla.  Amelia had fallen for it.  Hook, line and stinker.

      John didn’t really bring her to North Pole to marry her.  He brought her here to make his ex-girlfriend, Jenny, jealous.  Worse, everyone in town knew this but Amelia.  So there she’d been, all starry-eyed and excited, trying to figure out why everyone she met treated her like she had a fatal disease.

      Nope.  She had something much worse.

      John.

      The door to Santa’s Workshop opened behind her.  Amelia stiffened.  Clara had probably sent someone to make sure poor Amelia hadn’t throw herself under a one-horse open sleigh.

      She was sick of being pitied by every nut job who called this tinsel-trimmed town home.  All of them had watched John and Jenny grow up together to become perfect for each other.  All of them had been horrified last winter when Jenny dumped John for someone else, and equally horrified when John had brought Amelia to town in April.  By late summer, Jenny and John had run off together, and those same people got to cheer for their favorite reunited couple and pity pathetic little Amelia, abandoned and stuck because she couldn’t afford to leave until she sold the Cup of Cheer Café.

      A throat cleared behind her.  Amelia swung reluctantly around, dreading more sympathy.

      Clara’s stood watching her, arms akimbo, streetlight glinting off her wire-framed glasses.  In a weird coincidence, given the town’s Christmas obsession, Clara was a dead ringer for Mrs. Claus.  She was also one of Amelia’s three most dependable regulars at the Cup of Cheer Café, along with Rudy “Rudolph” Vernon, the weird guy who owned the town’s reindeer herd and drove Amelia crazy ordering food not on the menu, and Amelia’s next door neighbor Wes Curtis, the handsome almost-as-weird guy who sat staring at her every day but rarely spoke.

      Did she mention how much she loved North Pole?

      Clara approached her, looking calm and comfortable in herself as usual.  “Want to talk about it?”

      Amelia shook her head, wrapping her arms around herself.  “No, thanks.  I’m just . . . I got an upsetting letter in this batch.”

      “I understand.”  She gruffly patted Amelia’s shoulder, which had started to shake from the cold.  “Some of those kids have it rough.”

      “They do.”  Another reason this sparkly town drove Amelia crazy.  Nothing about it felt real.  Real might be ugly, real might be messy, but at least it was . . . real.

      “If it helps, I can answer this one.”  Clara held out a steady hand for the letter.  Her nose hadn’t turned red.  She wasn’t shivering.  North Polers were born with ice in their veins.

      “Thanks, Clara.  I’m okay now.  I’ll answer it.”

      Would she ever.

      Back inside, ignoring the curious looks from the Elves, she picked up her pen and wrote savagely.

      

      Dear John,

      I really don’t want to hear from you or about you and your problems.  North Pole is still a pile of god-forsaken moose poop, thanks for asking.  The Elves are still shutting me out, and I’m ready to kill Rudolph and roast the rest of the herd, not to mention everyone else here.  My plan for this holiday season is to close up shop and pretend it’s not happening.  Sorry to hear about your dad, but really, all I want for Christmas is for you to leave me the hell alone.

      Santa

      

      As soon as she finished, she hurriedly stuffed the two very different letters to two very different guys named John into two envelopes, sealed and addressed them and dropped them into the waiting sack that Clara would haul back to the post office and send.

      Another busy day for Santa in North Pole.

      Ho.  Ho.  Ho.
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      Clara turned the sign in the frosted front door to Out to Lunch and stomped back to her office.  Thanks to modern technology she’d have to miss her lunch at the Cup of Cheer today.  The post office computers had slowed to a crawl and hadn’t responded to her fix-all method of rebooting followed by a firm smacking.  Neither had virus or malware scans turned up anything.  Lunch hour would be spent on the phone with tech support.

      Not only was Clara too old to be skipping meals, though her waistline could only benefit, but she was also worried about Amelia.  Daily lunch at the diner gave Clara an excuse to check up on her regularly.  The poor girl had shown up in North Pole last spring glowing with happiness and had encountered a town full of well-meaning people who simply didn’t know what to make of the situation.  John belonged with Jenny.  Jenny belonged with John.  That was how their world had worked since the couple were babes in elementary school.  In Clara’s opinion . . . well, they highly deserved each other.  She’d leave it at that.

      But like too many people when faced with discomfort, North Polers had pulled away, all except the late lovely Rosie Donald, former owner of the Cup of Cheer Café who’d taken Amelia under her wing and given her a job and a whole lot more.  Then, in the space of two months, the childless Rosie had died, leaving the Café to Amelia, and John and Jenny had bolted.  Poor Amelia had darkened and shrunk into bitterness, which made it even harder for the people in town to embrace her.

      Clara sighed and fished out the number for tech support from her desk drawer, where it was conveniently taped.  Ten minutes later, still on hold, another line rang.

      She put the hold on hold and punched the blinking button to answer.  “Hello?”

      “I want to talk to someone about the people who answer those letters to Santa.”

      Clara’s brow rose.  The male voice was sneeringly hostile.

      “I can help you.  Is there a problem?”

      “I don’t even know where to start, yes, there’s a problem.  What the hell kind of sadistic jerks do you have working there?  My kid has been crying all afternoon.”

      “Sir?  You’re going to have to calm down.”  Clara rolled her eyes.  They’d had very few complaints over the years—the Elves were carefully trained not to promise specifics—but there was always some crazed parent who thought his or her little darling had been misled.  “I need you to be more precise about the problem.”

      “Okay.  I’ll be precise, I’ll be incredibly precise.  Listen to this . . .”

      By the time she got off the phone with promises to investigate, Clara was no longer hungry.  She was sick and near tears herself.  The letter Doug Kimball claimed his child received had been vicious, heartless, beyond anything she could imagine a sane adult doing to an innocent.

      At first, she’d suspected Mr. Kimball of making the whole thing up.  But his anguish over his distraught son felt real, and then he’d texted her a picture of the postmark on the envelope and the letter itself, handwritten on the stationery used by the Elves.  If this was a hoax, it was a convincing one.

      Clara simply couldn’t believe anyone in this town could do something so deliberately callous.  Certainly none of the Elves were capable of such cruelty.  Someone else must have gotten hold of the boy’s letter.

      But how?  And who?  A tourist?  Lord knew North Pole had hordes of them, though a whole lot fewer at this time of year.  Cruise ships stopped coming in September, and though North Pole was less than an hour’s drive or a quick flight from Fairbanks, most people stayed away from Alaska’s dark short days in winter.  Besides, the bags of mail were escorted directly from the airport to the post office.  Nate Banks had been Clara’s assistant for years, and would have told her if any bags had been opened or disturbed.  There was no way a letter could slip into the wrong hands.

      But what if it had?  If news of this disaster got out—and this guy sounded angry enough that he was capable of calling the media—their secret program would be ruined and a lot of children desperately disappointed.

      She’d have to ask the Elves if any of them had taken letters home and left them unattended at any time, if anyone coming through their houses might have snuck one out of the pile.  A kid with more hormones than brains?  On a dare maybe?

      It seemed so unlikely.  From an early age, North Pole’s children were brought up with a healthy respect for the way the town took care of kids reaching out to Santa.

      Clara hung up on tech support.  She needed to call an emergency meeting of the Elves.  By the postmark on the picture Doug had sent, she could trace this one to the meeting three days earlier, on Tuesday the⁠—

      Her eyes went wide.  Unless she was mistaken, that was the evening Amelia had been so deeply upset.

      No.  Not Amelia.  No matter how unhappy she was, Clara couldn’t believe she’d ever stoop to deliberately hurting a child.

      But someone had, and it was Clara’s job to find out who.
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        * * *

      

      Amelia put the plate of plain spaghetti with olive oil and salt in front of Rudy, and added a side of Italian bread with butter.  “Rudy” was short for his nickname, “Rudolph,” which he got because of his reddish nose and the fact that he kept the town’s reindeer.  Amelia had never asked about his real name.  All she knew was that the way he ate drove her crazy.  Mainlining bland simple carbs into that huge body was not going to do his weight, his blood sugar or his general health any good.

      Inconceivable to her.  As a kid in Seattle, she’d spent hours in the kitchen of whatever apartment they were in that month, experimenting with every recipe she came across.  Why be happy with a peanut butter sandwich when you could try adding banana or bacon, raisins or hot peppers?

      While her friends window-shopped at candy and CD stores, Amelia browsed farmer’s markets and specialty food shops.  While they filled up on gossip reading People, she’d turned pages of Food & Wine, inhaling ideas and techniques until the newsstand owner chased them away.  And while her friends got jobs at Costco or WalMart, Amelia started out washing dishes at a long-gone Italian restaurant and worked her way up to managing the decently prestigious Vin d’Or.  Now here she was in the middle of an ice field serving people like Rudy.

      “Thanks, Amelia.”  Rudy dug in, fork clutched in his fist like a kid, a practice Amelia had to admit she found endearing.  That and the way he’d peek over at Clara as if she were awe-inspiring and also so terrifying that if she ever looked back he’d bolt like a rabbit.

      Speaking of Clara, it was well after noon and she hadn’t showed yet, so probably wouldn’t today.  She came through the door at five after twelve or not at all.  Which meant the only regular missing was Amelia’s neighbor, Wes Curtis, who’d saunter in sometime between twelve-thirty and one, make a beeline for his regular seat at the counter and order the day’s special.

      Surveying the rest of the day’s clientele, Amelia automatically checked for people who might need water refills, dessert or to pay their bills.  She’d started working at the Cup of Cheer in early May, shortly after she moved to North Pole.  In late July, the wonderful owner, Rosie Donald, had died peacefully in her bed, aged eighty-three.  Everyone in North Pole was stunned—Amelia most of all—to find Rosie had left the town’s favorite café to its newest resident.

      For a month, Amelia had been over the moon, making plans to transform the café decor and menu into her own vision of the perfect restaurant, daring to hope the black cloud that had dogged her life might finally be lifting.

      Silly girl.  In August, John and Jenny had run off together, making Rosie’s café the ball and chain trapping Amelia in North Pole.  Immediately she’d listed the place with the town’s aging and rather pessimistic realtor.  So far he’d been right about the market.  Not a single nibble.

      But as soon as the Cup of Cheer did sell, with money in her pocket for the first time in her life, she’d run to Seattle and be able to make her perfect-restaurant vision come true back where she belonged.

      The door opened, letting in a rush of cold air and Wes Curtis.  Amelia lifted a hand in greeting.  “Hi, Wes.”

      “Hi.”  He pulled off his cap and ambled to his spot, nodding when she put a menu in front of him, though he rarely looked at it.  Wes spoke even less than Rudy.  Maybe these giant men needed the energy to heat their bodies, though where Rudy was soft and big-bellied with a long graying ponytail, Wes was lean and solid with short dark hair and a mustache and beard like most men here, probably grown for warmth.  Amelia was not into facial hair but at least Wes kept his neatly trimmed.  His best feature, though, was his eyes, so dark they were nearly black, and very intense.  When he looked at her she could practically feel it.

      “What can I get you?  Today’s special is bratwurst and sauerkraut with a side of sautéed apples.”

      “I’ll have that.”  He closed the menu and handed it back with the ghost of a smile.  “And black coffee.”

      “Coming up.”  Amelia smiled back.  She had a soft spot for anyone who liked her food so much.  How could she help it?  Plus, Wes had come to town only a month before her, so he didn’t revere the John-and-Jenny connection and had always treated her naturally.

      She’d just put his order in to the kitchen when the phone rang.

      “Cup of Cheer Café, how can I help you?”

      “It’s me.”

      Oh no.  The familiar deep voice made her traitor heart thump.  She backed up instinctively against the wall, heat flooding her face.  Amelia was in for it now.  John wouldn’t let her rude note go by without comment.  Sending it had been a childish—if satisfying—gesture, one she regretted as soon as she did it.  “Hi, John.”

      “Sweetheart.”  He sounded choked up, nervous.  “It is so good to hear your voice.  I’ve missed you so much.”

      Amelia blinked.  Sweetheart?  Without a trace of irony?  Did he even get her letter?  “You know this is Amelia, right?”

      John chuckled, reminding Amelia of how easily they’d laughed together, how much fun they’d had.  “As if I could think it was anyone else.  Thank you for the note.  It was more than I deserved.”
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