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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.

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

      Best wishes,

      Lori Handeland
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        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.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Santa,

      I suppose you found out by now, ‘cause you know everyone who’s naughty and nice. I didn’t mean to used a bad word. I wasn’t the only one neither. But I was the one Mrs. Quannick heard, so I was the one who gots in trouble.

      I called Jimmy an Eskimo.

      I’m real sorry. If I know’d I was supposed to call him Inupiat I would’ve. If I could pronounce it anyways.

      Mrs. Quannick, who is Inupiat too, and Jimmy’s mom and our teacher, asked why I had to call Jimmy anything but Jimmy and I guess I understand. No one calls me white boy, though if they did I don’t think I’d get mad about it.

      So, Santa, I’m hopin’ you haven’t put me on the naughty list this year. Jimmy forgave me. We’re all good. Can you and me be all good too?

      Let me know!

      Love, Ryan Brody

      
      Vivian Pukajaak lifted her gaze from the letter to Santa. All the other Elves at the Elf meeting stared back at her.

      “What?” she asked.

      She hadn’t realized they were waiting for her to finish reading the thing. Didn’t they have their own correspondence to answer?

      In October, in North Pole, Alaska, the number of notes to Santa started to pick up and would continue to do so until the deluge hit right after Thanksgiving. Though Santa’s mail did come in all year long, something that had surprised Vivian when she’d first joined the group of volunteers who answered them.

      “Is Eskimo a bad word?” Clara asked.

      Clara Goebel was the leader of their merry band of cheer. Not only did she look like Mrs. Claus, but she was the postmistress, which meant she received all the letters. Every envelope in the world that was addressed to Santa, St. Nick or any of the jolly old elf’s incarnations, wound up in North Pole.

      “Not really,” Vivian said. “Or I should say not here. I wouldn’t use it in Canada. They’re touchy about it.”

      “Canadians.” Clara rolled her eyes.

      For some reason Alaskans and Canadians regarded one another with the amused disdain usually reserved for states that shared a border or rival sports cities. Eye rolls, snorts and “pshaws” were common.

      “In Alaska, Eskimo is still used to refer to the Inupiat and Yupik people.”

      “Then why’d your sister tell Ryan not to use it?” Abby Machado asked. The question made Vivian realize that the Elves had read the letter before she’d arrived. A bit unusual, but not uncommon. Especially when the letter writer was a local. In North Pole, everyone knew everyone and wanted to help.

      Abby and Vivian were friendly since Abby’s husband, Frank, was a cop and Vivian was the full-time police dispatcher. They were also neighbors on Carol Street, so they’d walked over to Santa’s Workshop together for the meeting that night.

      “According to this, she didn’t tell him not to use it, she asked him why he had to call Jimmy anything.”

      “Might have more to do with the way he said it than what he said,” Abby murmured.

      “Might.” Vivian folded the letter and put it into her purse.

      “You’re not answering that tonight?” Clara asked.

      Several of the other Elves had started scribbling answers to their own assignments at the tables where they sat, sipping soft drinks or wine and nibbling on the snacks everyone brought. The Elf meetings were the main social event of many of their weeks, especially during the long winter.

      “I’m going to talk to my sister first. She’s more in tune with the traditional stuff than I am.”

      Vivian hadn’t been in tune with the traditional “stuff” since she’d turned her back on it at fourteen.

      “Good idea.” Clara returned to her own correspondence.

      Later, when they were walking home through the twilight—though the sun officially set around seven o’clock at this time of year, the twilight lasted a lot longer—Vivian and Abby slowed to peruse advertisements for the Halloween festivities, which had been posted on the activities board next to the bookstore.

      Haunted Hotel! The Silent Night Hotel will be open to the public on October 31st from 7-midnight. Tour the room where the ghosts once lived! Enjoy cookies and punch in the HAUNTED BALLROOM! Wear COSTUMES!

      “Willow is really pulling out the stops,” Abby said. “First a Valentine’s Ball, now a Haunted Hotel?”

      Willow Raine had come to North Pole as the new marketing director for the hotel and done quite a bit to increase its visibility for the tourists and locals alike. Vivian had heard through the grapevine that bookings were up seventy-five percent. More importantly, people in town were now included in the hotel’s invitations and offerings.

      “Whatever works.” Vivian pointed at another poster. “Seems to be catching on.”

      HAUNTED HAYRIDE at Sled Dog Safari. 6:00 p.m.-10:00 p.m. from October 25th through Halloween.

      They continued down Candy Cane Lane, North Pole’s main street. The movie theater, which showed Christmas movies during the tourist season and classic films the rest of the time, was having a “Horror Movie Renaissance” during October, beginning with Halloween (the original) and ending with Halloween Resurrection. Vivian could swear there’d been a few more made after that. On the list were also several Friday the 13th and Dracula incarnations, as well as various zombie, mummy and werewolf efforts.

      “What’s going on around here?” Vivian wondered.

      North Pole had always steadfastly promoted Christmas—all year long. It was the town’s motto.

      “I read that Halloween is the second biggest holiday of the year after Christmas.” Abby put her hands on her lower back and stretched.

      She’d just had a baby in July and she’d already lost the baby weight. Vivian was jealous. She always seemed to carry around five to ten extra pounds. That’s what short people did, according to her sister, who carried around ten to fifteen extra herself.

      “Big how?” Vivian asked.

      “Well, the only way to measure would be sales, right? So people buying decorations, costumes, candy.” Abby considered the poster outlining the horror movie renaissance. “I suppose horror movies must earn pretty well, too, since they keep making the things.”

      “I get enough horror in my job,” Vivian said. “I’m not paying to watch it on screen.”

      “That’s what Frank says. But . . . ” Abby bit her lip. “I thought it would be different here.”

      “It?” Vivian repeated.

      “The horror. What kind of stuff are you talking about in North Pole?”

      Vivian slid her a glance. “You should probably ask Frank.”

      “I’m not five. I can hear about the horror if I want to.”

      “You won’t be hearing about it from me.” Vivian had to work with Frank. She wasn’t getting on his bad side.

      Abby did have a point. The horror in North Pole wasn’t very horrific. Thank God. But there was still domestic violence, child abuse, alcoholism, drug problems and the occasional bar fight—usually during the part of the winter when it was dark all the time. Vivian kind of wanted to break a bottle over someone’s head right around then too. As they’d just passed the time of year when it was light nearly twenty-four seven, it was hard to remember how dark it would be in a few months.

      They continued toward home, Abby sulking a bit. But when they came around the curve where Carol Street left the business section behind and became residential, they both paused. One of the houses on their street was decorated with orange lights. Spotlights on the lawn illuminated a coffin, complete with a bloody mouthed vampire. Bats hung from the tree limbs.

      “Next thing we know they’ll be selling ghost and pumpkin cookies at the Gingerbread House instead of snickerdoodles,” Abby said. “Maybe caramel apples at Sugar Plum Candy and pumpkin ice cream at Frozen North Treats.”

      “Talk about horror,” Vivian said.
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        * * *

      

      Vivian knocked on her sister’s back door.

      When she’d first moved to North Pole to live with Evelyn, she’d stayed in Jimmy’s room. Back then there’d been no Jimmy and Vivian had been only fourteen. She couldn’t very well live in the apartment over their garage as she did now, though she’d wanted to.

      Evelyn was eight years older than Vivian and had always been more of a mother than a sister. Since their parents had died, along with the brother born between them, when the girls were twelve and four, this was understandable. They had moved from their parents’ house to that of their maternal grandparents, only a few streets over in their hometown of Kotzebue, which meant almost an island in the Inupiat language.

      Inupiats had lived on the 1100 to 3600 foot wide gravel spit on the Baldwin Peninsula for over six hundred years. The town was twenty-six miles north of the Arctic Circle. Yeah, a little out of touch.

      Vivian had hated it there even before her family had been killed during a whale hunt. Who went on a whale hunt? Traditional Inupiats, that’s who.

      Spending the next ten years with her even more traditional grandparents had turned Vivian against tradition for good.

      The instant Evelyn had asked her to live in North Pole, Vivian had hopped a bus. Here she’d discovered her sister had not only married one of the only Inupiat in town, but he was a traditionalist to boot.

      The door opened, revealing said traditionalist, Samuel Quannick. “Hey, Viv.” He pushed open the door, inviting her in.

      To be fair, Sam had always been inviting. For him to agree to take in his wife’s little sister—a teenager and a surly one too—as a twenty-four-year-old newlywed had been above and beyond. But, as he’d told her when she’d thanked him, the center of the Inupiat culture was family. What else could he do?

      “Evie’s in the living room.”

      Sam wasn’t as traditional as their grandparents. Was anyone? He didn’t go on the annual whale hunt; he didn’t hunt at all. During the winter he wore a qulittaq—the Inupiat men’s parka made from skins and furs, sewn with seal sinew—and boots of shaved sealskin. Her sister still made his outerwear by hand.

      Vivian couldn’t understand why Evelyn, a respected teacher, would spend her free time sewing skins with seal sinew.

      Her sister looked up from a lapful of what appeared to be polar bear fur and smiled. She and Vivian could have been twins, except for the eight-year age difference and her sister’s thicker waistline. They both had large, dark eyes and they kept their hair long. Evelyn because it was tradition, Vivian because she’d cut hers short at twelve and discovered her round face only appeared rounder.

      “Hi.” Evelyn set her sewing aside.

      “Where’d you get that?” Vivian asked.

      In Alaska only Native Americans could hunt polar bear, but Sam didn’t hunt. He worked for the city, which meant he collected garbage, plowed snow, swept the streets, mowed the municipal lawn, grew the municipal flowers and changed the bulbs on the seemingly endless strings of Christmas lights on Candy Cane Lane.

      “An elder in Barrow asked me to make him a qulittaq.”

      “You don’t have enough to do so you’re taking in sewing?”

      Evelyn flicked a glance at Sam.

      Vivian wanted to say I asked you, not him. By now she should be used to how her sister often let her husband speak for her, but she wasn’t.

      “She’s so good at making the traditional outer wear, word’s gotten around.” Sam’s pride was evident in his voice and expression.

      “It’s really all I do that’s traditional anymore. I enjoy it.”

      Vivian thought her sister did a lot more than sewing to keep up her heritage, but she zipped her lip. No point in bringing out the same old argument, which she’d never win anyway.

      “How was the Elf meeting?” Evelyn asked.

      “I brought a letter you should see.”

      Her sister glanced at her husband again, and Vivian wanted to shriek. She pulled the missive from her purse and held it out.

      Evelyn didn’t take it.

      “It’s about Jimmy.”

      Her sister snatched the paper without even looking at Sam. Her worried expression dissolved as she read it. “Oh, that.” She handed the letter back to Vivian. “We discussed it.”

      “We—you and Jimmy? You and Ryan? You, Ryan and Jimmy?”

      “Yes. And Sam and I.”

      Vivian’s teeth ground together. Evelyn was the teacher, not Sam.

      “I called someone I know from the tribal council,” Sam said. “He’s a well-regarded Inupiat artist. Anik. You might have heard of him.”

      Who hadn’t? His amazing carvings were for sale at their local idea of an art gallery—the craft section of Let it Snow!

      “What is an artist going to do?”

      “He also talks to schools about the Inupiat culture. A bit of sensitivity training couldn’t hurt.”

      While she had to agree that sensitivity training rarely hurt, she had to wonder . . .

      “Aren’t you going overboard because someone called a spade a spade?”

      Evelyn sat up straight as if
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