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  Chapter One
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“Icannot believe you’ve banished me from the North Pole.” Carol Claus glanced across the sleigh at her father. “What have I done?” 
“Don’t be so melodramatic, my dear.” Santa smiled at his daughter. He hopped down from the driver’s seat and motioned for Carol to join him. When she did, he put his arm around her shoulders and gave her an affectionate hug. He gestured across the moonlit neighborhood of Indian Village. “This is a beautiful place for you to spend your first Christmas away from home.”
Carol looked down on the snow covered street. Each two-story home in the cul-de-sac was bedecked with strings of colored lights, nativity scenes, plastic gift-wrapped lawn ornaments, and pine wreaths on the front doors. The seventh home just under their feet was the exception to the neighborhood’s festive spirit. A white clapboard colonial with black shutters, it gave no indication that its owners knew Christmas was only three days away.
She fixed a pleading expression on her father but, while his blue eyes sparkled with his love for her, he showed no sign of going back on his decision that she spend her first Christmas with a family of his choosing. It was a Claus family tradition, and Carol, as the youngest child, was over-due for her turn. Still, she made one last ditch effort to change his mind. “You’ve said yourself that no one excels at elf management like I do.”
“True, I said it and I meant it. But your absence will give your brother Nicholas a chance to work more closely with the elves. Besides, you deserve some fun this year. You work too hard.”
“I love every moment of it.” Carol tucked a strand of her dark hair behind her ear. She shared her father’s blue eyes and his love of Christmas. “I’ll miss you, Daddy.”
“I’ll miss you too, my girl. I know this won’t be easy, Carol, but it’s necessary.” He dug into the pocket of his red down jacket and pulled out a sheet of folded paper. “Read this.”
She reached out for the paper. “What is it?”
“Just read it. It’s the reason you’re here.”
Carol unfolded the slightly crumpled sheet of lined paper and instantly recognized that it had been written by a child. Fortunately the moon was bright enough to allow her to easily read the words that had been neatly printed in crayon.

Dear Santa,
My Daddy doesn’t know I’m writing to you. He would say I can’t write a letter to someone who doesn’t even exist but I know you are real. My Mom told me so before she died. My little brother Patrick doesn’t remember her saying that but that’s only because she was gone before he was even in preschool. I’m not writing to ask for anything for Patrick or me. But Santa, can you please bring my Daddy some happiness? I know the elves can’t wrap it, and it’s nothing you can bring down the chimney but he needs help. I don’t know who else to ask. I know you’ll think of something Santa.
From Hillary (age 8)
p.s. Patrick likes to play with cars and my favorite color is pink.

Carol finished reading the letter, refolded it and handed it back to her father. “I take it we’re at Hillary and Patrick’s house?”
Santa nodded. “And not a moment too soon, my dear. There are three very sad people living here. I can’t bear for them to suffer through one more miserable holiday.”
“You’re so kind hearted, Daddy.” Carol knew she was beat. She couldn’t say no to her father, not when little Hillary was counting on Santa Claus, and Santa Claus was counting on her. “There’s more to it than you’re telling me, isn’t there?”
Her father nodded. “Quite a bit more.”
“Tell me what’s going on then. I’d rather know going in what I’m up against.” Carol stomped her feet to keep some feeling in them. “Is this about the children’s mother?”
“No. The children were too young to know that their mother had all but left their father just before she was diagnosed with cancer. She’d already rented a townhome and had packed up most of her things but then she found out she was ill. Her husband insisted she move into the guest room to recover.”
“Except that she didn’t,” Carol guessed. “Recover, I mean.”
Santa nodded.
“She was going to leave the children with their father?” she asked for clarification. “There was no custody fight?”
“No. She made it clear she was not willing to be a full-time parent.”
“So this Ben Hanson is broken hearted over his wife’s plan to leave him and her death, and his grief is spilling over onto the children?”
“No, that’s not it. Of course, there’s been some sadness to work through but the family seems to be doing remarkably well in most ways.”
“Where do I fit in? I don’t understand what you want me to do, Daddy.”
“Ben Hanson has issues with Christmas.”
“Define issues.”
Santa blew out a long sigh, his breath quickly turning into a puff of smokey air. “He’s a sports writer by trade but he’s working on a book that has me worried.” He shook his head wearily. “He’s writing it with such conviction that I’m afraid it’s going to take hold in more than a few parents’ minds.”
Carol eyed her father thoughtfully. She’d never seen him upset by a single cynic before. “What’s the title of his book?”
“Beyond Bah Humbug: Why Lying to Your Child about Santa is a Bad Idea.”
“Oh,” Carol said, suddenly understanding her father’s concern. “Not good.”
“Precisely.”
At least it was clear what she was doing here now. “You want me to get his manuscript and destroy it, is that my mission?”
Santa Claus frowned. “Of course not, we’re not going to save Christmas by resorting to petty theft and destruction of another person’s property. Besides, he’s bound to have it saved to an external hard drive.”
“Then what do you want me to do?”
“I want you to be yourself.” Santa’s face lit up. “Just be yourself, Carol. You’ve always held the true Christmas spirit in your heart, now go and share that joy with the Hanson family. You see, I think we should not only help Mr. Hanson learn to love Christmas, I think we should turn him into one of our ambassadors. Brilliant idea, if I do say so myself.”
Brilliant wasn’t the word Carol would have used. Her father, every jolly ounce of him, was an eternal optimist. Christmas ambassadors were adults who believed in the story of Santa and the magic of Christmas. According to her father, these ambassadors were essential to keeping the tradition of Santa Claus alive.
Carol quickly did the mental math. Her father wanted her to take this Ben Hanson from humbug to ho ho ho in just a few days?
“The children of the world are counting on us, Carol. We cannot let them down.”
Carol didn’t hold out much hope for her success but she knew she had to try. Her father was counting on her and she wouldn’t, couldn’t, let him down. Every child mattered to Santa. That was one of the things she loved most about her father. “I’ll miss you.”
“I’ll miss you too, my girl.” Santa held out his arms and Carol gave him a farewell hug before he hopped back into the sleigh. He picked up the reins. “Call me any time you need me.”
Carol nodded but she knew she wouldn’t do so unless it was an emergency. The next few days were a whirlwind of non-stop activity at the North Pole. She didn’t doubt that her father, or her mother and brother for that matter, would be there for her. But she needed to handle this on her own. Just how, she had no clue.
“Any special instructions?” she asked hopefully.
Santa thought for a moment. “Just one thought, try not to absorb the Hanson’s sadness. Let them soak up your joy instead. Now, I must dash.” He blew her a kiss. “Merry Christmas, my girl.”
“Wait, Dad,” Carol called just as he snapped the reins. “Can you at least get me off the roof?”
“Sorry, dear.” Santa quickly tapped his finger to his nose and Carol was transported to the Hanson’s front door. She looked up into the clear night sky and waved a forlorn goodbye to the rapidly disappearing sleigh. Merry Christmas indeed.
She lifted her suitcase and rang the front doorbell.

      [image: ]The chiming of the front door bell awoke Ben Hanson from a fitful sleep. He lay in bed wondering if he’d imagined the sound. No, there it was again. He threw back the covers, grabbed his worn terry robe and slipped into it. He stuffed his feet into slippers that were just as worn and shuffled over to the window. He peered down onto the moonlit yard but couldn’t see a car out front. He did hear someone knocking on the door.
Ben ran a hand through his tousled hair and grabbed his wire-rimmed glasses from the bedside table. He checked in on his son and daughter but they were sleeping. He ran lightly down the stairs and flicked on the porch light. Keeping the chain in place, he opened the door just wide enough that he could peek out.
A young woman in a cherry red wool coat stood on the doorstep. Although she wore a knit beret it didn’t cover either her dark brown bobbed hair or shadow her face. A face that was looking quite alert and enthusiastic considering it was two o’clock in the morning.
“Can I help you?” he asked.
“Hello, Mr. Hanson.” The stranger smiled.
Ben’s mind raced to place the woman’s face. He wasn’t overly friendly with the neighbors but he was fairly sure this young woman wasn’t one. He’d remember if he’d seen her before. Yet she knew him. Or at least his name, which put him at a disadvantage.
“I’m sorry, I don’t know you.”
“I’m Carol Kane.” She looked at him expectantly.
“What can I do for you Miss Kane?” As innocent as she looked, Ben kept his hand on the door knob, ready to slam it shut should she tell him she was there to recruit him for her cult.
“I’m the new au pair.” She smiled. “May I come in?”
Au pair? This wasn’t right. “You aren’t supposed to be here until January,” he said.
“I’m here now.” Another smile. “May I come in?”
Ben hesitated. What on earth was she doing here in the middle of the night? At least a week early?
“Do you have any documentation? Proof of who you are?”
His question didn’t appear to faze her. In fact, she seemed very prepared as she reached into her purse and pulled out a sheath of papers. She slipped them through the door crack.
“Here you are, Mr. Hanson. My letter from the agency, my resume and my passport.”
Ben quickly flipped through the papers. Carol Kane, age twenty-four, five feet five inches tall. He opened the passport and immediately recognized the cheery face in the photo as the same young woman who now stood on his doorstep. He handed the papers back to her through the barely opened door.
“Thank you, Mr. Hanson. May I come in?” she asked again.
“Yes, of course, sorry.” Ben undid the chain and opened the door. He stepped back as Carol entered the hallway. She had one small, round, red vintage Samsonite suitcase with her. Her wool coat, her suitcase and handbag were vintage as well. But there was nothing shabby about Carol Kane. Quite the opposite, she was young, pert, cheery and, he had no doubt, quite enthusiastic in everything she did.
He started to wonder if he hadn’t just made a huge mistake.
“I apologize for my late arrival,” Carol said. “Transportation from where I come from isn’t quite as reliable as you’d imagine.”
Ben shook his head. “You’re not late, Miss Kane. I wasn’t expecting you until early January.”
“I thought I’d come in time for the holidays.”
Ben stared at her. Huge mistake it was. Granted she was the first au pair he’d ever hired, and heaven knew he needed help with the kids, but he hadn’t expected a hired babysitter to show up looking as if she were a long lost relative finally home for the holidays.
“We don’t really celebrate the holidays,” he managed to say.
Carol looked around the hallway and over his shoulder into the living room. “I can see that. Is it a religious issue?”
“No. I just don’t like Christmas.” He pushed his glasses up higher on the bridge of his nose.
“Hard to imagine,” Carol said. “I love Christmas. It’s a joyous time of the year. I’m sure we can manage to celebrate-”
Ben held up his hand. “Stop right there, Miss Kane. We won’t be having any part of Christmas this year.”
“Why not?” Her expression wasn’t judgmental but more curious than anything. “Does it make you sad?”
Her words set off alarm bells in Ben’s mind. This wasn’t going to work. She needed to go. “Miss Kane, I’m afraid there’s been a huge misunderstanding. I’m not going to be needing help with my children after all. Let me call a taxi for you. There’s a hotel not far from here.”
He turned to the hall table and picked up the address book. He flipped through it, trying to remember if he’d put the number under C for cab or T for taxi.
He looked up in surprise when she laid her hand on his sleeve.
“Surely you don’t mean to send me out to a strange hotel in the middle of the night?” Carol asked. “Wouldn’t it be possible for you to put me up for the night at least?”
Ben hesitated, torn between the desire to do the right thing and the desire to reclaim his quiet, predictable, orderly household. What had he been thinking, hiring a stranger to live in his house?
“I would be perfectly content to sit in the kitchen if you don’t have a room ready,” she said. “Please.”
Ben felt like a heel. “I’m sorry, Miss Kane. Of course you can stay the night. The guest room is right down the hall.” He picked up her suitcase, surprised at how light it was. “Follow me.”
He led Carol down the hall, dropped her case in the guest room and then showed her where the bathroom was. “Well, I guess I’ll see you in the morning.” He stood in the doorway uncertainly. “I am sorry about the change in plans.”
Carol’s smile was bright. “Don’t worry, Mr. Hanson. I’m sure things will work out just as they’re meant to.”






  
  Chapter Two
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As she did every day, Carol awoke the next morning ready to greet the world with a million-watt smile. She loved the early mornings at the North Pole, especially the way the sun shone on the ice as if it were anointing the landscape with a golden light. 
Carol drew back the curtains in the guest bedroom, then the living room, and finally the kitchen before she made a cursory inspection of the Hanson’s home. Neat and orderly, tidy to a fault actually, their home was nonetheless depressing. There was not one sign of Christmas anywhere. No tree, no manger, no stockings hung with care. Nothing. Nada. Zippo. Carol shook her head. This was no way to live.
She’d arrived just in time.
First things first. She switched on the tiny built-in radio under the microwave and scanned until she found an all holiday music channel. As an instrumental version of Sleigh Bells played she stood and surveyed the kitchen. No one else was yet awake but she was hungry. She bit her lip. Perhaps it would be overstepping to start cooking when poor Ben Hanson still didn’t realize he was going to allow her to stay. No, she’d best wait until he caught up with the situation.
Ignoring her stomach’s loud calls for her usual morning meal of Christmas cookies and a peppermint laced latte, she helped herself to a piece of paper and pen from beside the telephone. She’d start on the
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