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            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.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      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.

      If you are unfamiliar with my other novels and would like to check them out, please visit my website at www.laurascottbooks.com

      Best wishes,

      Laura Scott
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      Dear Elf Crystal,

      My most favorite teacher in the whole world is Miss Lucy. Jake Peterson said that the Easter Bunny and Santa weren’t real, but Miss Lucy tol’ us Jake is wrong, cause she meeted you, Santa’s Elf, in person. I’m glad you’re helping Santa, cause he has a big job to do.

      Miss Lucy has been very sad. There’s a mean man who keeps showing up after school and sometimes they yell at each other. I think he also makes Miss Lucy cry. My daddy used to make me cry, but the judge says he can’t see us anymore. I hope the mean man who yells at Miss Lucy has’ta go away, too.

      Miss Lucy can’t be our teacher ‘cause Mrs. Shelia is back from her gall bladder surgery. I don’t know what a gall bladder is, but I hope that Mrs. Shelia isn’t so crabby now that hers is gone. I would like to ask for a favor. Please write a cheer you up letter to Miss Lucy so she can be happy again.

      Your friend, Timothy McElroy.

      P.S. Tell Santa thank you for the X-box soccer game he brought for Christmas!

      
      Clara Goebel, postmistress of North Pole, Alaska, flipped through the small stack of Santa letters, marveling at how many kids wrote to Santa all year round. Not that April was all that different weather-wise than December. There were still several feet of snow on the ground and more snow was due in by mid-afternoon. The temperatures were warmer this time of the year, hovering close to thirty degrees. A nice change from the sub-zero temperatures in January and February.

      Clara set the letter addressed to Elf Crystal aside so she could divvy up the rest. A group of townsfolk known as The Elves answered each and every letter to Santa, no matter what time of the year it arrived. Some kids felt that the earlier they sent letters, the more likely it was that they’d get what they asked for.

      But there were always a handful of kids who wrote again to the Elves, cute letters thanking them for whatever gifts Santa left beneath the tree. She suspected the letter to Elf Crystal was one of those, and she thought she’d ask Crystal to share the content of her letter at the next Elf meeting. It was always nice for everyone to hear how well their letters were received by the children.

      When the door to the post office opened, a gust of wind blew the letters off the counter, sending them flying all over the place.

      “What in the world?” She glared in annoyance at the doorway before realizing the newcomer was Rudy. Rudy Vernon was the keeper of the reindeer, and he’d gotten his nickname because of his perpetually red nose. Of course, several of the local children insisted on calling her Mrs. Santa Claus, because of her white curly hair and her rather round frame.

      This was the blessing, or the curse, of living in North Pole, Alaska, where it was Christmas all year round.

      “Sorry,” Rudy said, his cheeks darkening with embarrassment.

      “It’s all right.” The moment she saw her visitor was Rudy, her flash of annoyance had vanished. She bent down to pick up the scattered letters at the same time as Rudy and they instantly butted heads. “Ouch,” she muttered, rubbing her forehead.

      “Please step back, Clara, I’ll pick them up for you.” Rudy gestured for her to move out of the way.

      This new Rudy, the one who’d become all concerned with his manners, still caught her off guard with his chivalrous behavior. She straightened and watched as he gathered the envelopes together. Rudy was a few inches taller than she was, with brown hair streaked with grey and a neatly trimmed beard. For the past few months, she and Rudy had been sharing lunch at the Cup of Cheer Café, and had even had dinner together on occasion. Their first, and up until now, last date had been at the Valentine’s Day Ball, where they’d danced up a storm till the wee hours of the night at the Silent Night Hotel.

      To be honest, Clara was still wondering just what this . . . thing was between her and Rudy. Friendship? A budding romance? Maybe she was crazy to hope for the latter. After all, North Pole was a small town, less than three thousand residents, and it would be difficult to avoid Rudy if things didn’t work out between them.

      “Thanks,” she said, when he plopped the letters on the counter. She began sorting them once again, but then glanced up at Rudy. “Was there something you needed?”

      For a long moment Rudy just looked at her and the intensity of his gaze made her cheeks go pink. Ridiculous when a fifty-something year old woman blushed at a man’s attention, but there you had it. She resisted the urge to fan herself.

      “I’d like to send this package.”

      She hadn’t noticed the small box tucked beneath his arm, just another indication of how the man’s mere presence could fluster her. “Oh, of course.” Clara swept the letters off to the side, giving him room to place the box on the counter. She noticed the city was Billings, Montana, and remembered Rudy saying he grew up there. Her fingers were clumsy on the keyboard as she tried not to stare at the name on the label.

      Hank Vernon? Was that one of Rudy’s brothers?

      “Um, when would you like this to arrive?” she asked.

      Rudy waved a large hand. “Just send it regular post, nothing special.”

      Did that mean nothing special was in the box? Or that it wasn’t a gift? Clara knew she was letting her curiosity get the better of her.

      “Okay, is that all, or did you need some stamps?”

      “That’s all.” Rudy paid her in cash.

      Clara slapped the postage on the box and carried it over to the bin containing other packages scheduled to go out. “Will I see you at lunch today?”

      Rudy shrugged. “Sure.”

      His less than enthusiastic response ruined the moment of toe-tingling awareness. He tipped his head, then turned to leave the post office. As he opened the door, another gust of wind burst in, sending the letters flying once again.

      “Darn it,” Clara muttered, wincing as her knees protested when she crouched to pick them up.

      Despite her irritation, she couldn’t help looking forward to seeing Rudy at lunch. Rudy had showed up in North Pole almost a year ago now, and she still didn’t know very much about him. Getting Rudy to talk about his personal life was like teaching his reindeer to fly, but she was up to the challenge.

      One way or another, she’d figure out the key to unlocking the mystery of Rudy.

      
      Lucy Harper gripped the steering wheel tightly, her arms aching as she struggled to keep her compact fuel efficient car on the narrow highway in spite of the whipping wind. The trip to North Pole, Alaska was taking far longer than she’d anticipated, and for the tenth time, she wished she’d stayed in Fairbanks, as the gas-station attendant had suggested.

      At first, she hadn’t been alarmed. Snowflakes had begun to fall the moment she’d left the Fairbanks city limits, but they were tiny and light, melting the moment they hit her windshield. Now that she was eighteen miles into the thirty-mile trip to North Pole, the snow had grown thick and heavy, swirling around the car, obliterating her view of the road.

      The hour was nearing four o’clock in the afternoon, and darkness would be falling soon. So much for being in North Pole before dinner.

      She’d debated between turning around to head back to Fairbanks, or pushing on to North Pole. The lack of money in her purse had been the deciding factor. She didn’t know anyone in Fairbanks, but she did know Crystal Milbrath, who lived in North Pole. She and Crystal had been college roommates, although they hadn’t kept in touch as much as they should have during the eight years and eight hundred miles between them.

      A fact that was her fault, not Crystal’s.

      But now she’d slipped away from her ex-husband and was desperate to get her life back on track. It had taken every ounce of courage for Lucy to e-mail Crystal, asking if she could stay with her for a while. Thankfully, rather than saying, I told you so, Crystal had agreed.

      Unfortunately, Crystal wasn’t expecting her so soon. Lucy had been forced to change her plans when Neil had tracked her down once again. Her temporary teaching assignment had ended anyway since Shelia Johnson had returned from her medical leave after having her gall bladder removed, so it was better for her to leave right away.

      No way was she turning back. She needed to get to North Pole, and if that meant driving at ten miles per hour, then that was exactly what she’d do.

      The snow seemed to lighten up a bit, so Lucy increased her speed, anxious to make up for lost time. A large dark shadow lunged out of the shelter of the trees, cutting directly in front of her on the road. Lucy instinctively let out a squeal of alarm and slammed on the brakes as a large bear shot past, moving faster than she’d have expected considering his size.

      Her tires locked and the vehicle slid sideways. Lucy grappled with the steering wheel, trying to get control of the car, but too late.

      Her car shot straight into the ditch with a head-snapping, bone-jarring thud.

      Lucy sat for several long minutes taking slow deep breaths. Okay, this wasn’t a great situation, but a quick physical check proved she wasn’t hurt. The car engine was still running, so she put the gearshift in reverse and tried to back up. Her tires spun, but the car didn’t move.

      She shifted gears. Still no luck.

      At that moment a large eighteen wheeler flew past without stopping, kicking up more snow, heavy chunks falling on top of her car. Peachy.

      She gave the steering wheel a frustrated thump, but all that did was hurt her hand. When she glanced over, she noticed her purse was on the floor, the contents strewn about haphazardly from the impact of landing in the ditch.

      After unbuckling her seat belt, she bent over and fished around for her pre-paid cell phone. She’d learned a long time ago that her ex-husband could trace her via her phone, so she’d gotten rid of it. Paying cash for her pre-paid cell phone was the best way she knew of to stay off-grid.

      Gee, couldn’t get more off grid than being stuck in a ditch in the middle of Alaska, she thought with a hysterical laugh.

      When she found the cell phone, she didn’t hesitate to dial 911.

      Unable to connect.

      She resisted the urge to fling the device out the window into the nearest snowbank. What good was a cell phone if it couldn’t connect? How on earth did people live in this Godforsaken place?

      And what the heck would she do now?

      Lucy flipped on her hazard lights, hoping that maybe another car would pull over, but after five minutes passed, then ten, she began to worry.

      Maybe just sitting here, waiting to be rescued wasn’t such a good idea. Eventually she’d run out of gas. The thought of walking through the snow along the side of the highway didn’t seem like a good plan, either.

      She turned off her phone, then turned it on again. The unable to connect message didn’t go away. Smacking the phone against the dashboard didn’t help, either.

      Had that really been a bear that had run out in front of her car?

      Stupid animal.

      The snow was falling faster now. Soon her car would be covered so that it wouldn’t easily be seen from the road even if another car did happen to come by. Obviously she couldn’t just sit here doing nothing.

      With a heavy sigh, she gathered her things back into her purse and slung the strap over her shoulder. Then she pushed open the driver’s side door, no easy feat since the car was slanted at an angle in the ditch. Lifting the door felt like shoving open the top of a tank. Thankfully she was dressed warmly: a winter coat, hat, mittens and boots.

      Walking wouldn’t hurt her. Walking was good exercise. The bear wasn’t going to return looking for a snack. If she stayed on the road, another car or truck might find her before a bear did.

      She could handle this.

      Her feet sank into the snow up to her knees and she pitched forward, managing to get her arms out in time to break her fall. The snow was wet and thick, and when she managed to stand upright, she was covered from head to toe. The icy wetness made her teeth chatter.

      Slogging through the snow in the ditch took a Herculean effort. She was breathing hard, wondering how in the hell she’d allowed herself to get so out of shape.

      You didn’t do your required ninety minutes of exercise in the gym now, did you? Neil’s snide voice echoed in her head. You’ve let yourself get fat and lazy.

      Shut up!

      Thinking of her ex brought the surge of anger she needed to scramble up onto the road. She stomped her feet and clapped her mittens together to get rid of the excess snow. Then she hitched her purse up again and began walking in the direction she’d been driving.

      Or was she?

      Lucy stopped and made a small circle in the road, validating that she hadn’t gotten mixed up. Luckily, her tire tracks left deep ruts in the snow and she could see exactly the path her car had taken into the ditch.

      Once she had her bearings, she began to walk. The sharp wind stung her eyes and bit her cheeks. She tugged her scarf up, but it didn't offer much protection.

      Thinking back to the last sign she’d noticed, she estimated North Pole was a good twelve miles away. The thought of walking that far made her want to cry.

      She ground her teeth together and forced herself to pick up the pace. If she kept moving she wouldn’t freeze to death before she reached her destination.

      At least that was the plan. Then again, she’d had lots of plans since she’d started this trip. So far nothing had gone the
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