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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 St. Nick,

      I wasn’t gonna write this year, since you prob’ly know that I haven’t been very good. I pushed Danny Lynch on the playground, but he started it by pulling my pigtails. He wanted me to cry, but I showed him. I ain’t never gonna cry. ‘Sides, Mom already punished me, she grounded me for two whole weeks, so that should count for somthin', right?

      Anyways, I’m writing ‘cause JD convinced me you’re a saint an’ saints do miracles. I’m asking for a daddy for Christmas. All the other kids have one, even JD got a daddy and it’s not even Christmas yet. It’s not fair, but Mom says life’s never fair. She says I’m ‘apposed to work hard instead, so I made a list of possible daddies. I hope that with both of us working really hard we can find one that will match up with my mommy.

      Your friend, Samantha Grayson (I like to be called Sam)

      
      Sam carefully folded her letter along with the list of daddies in half and stuffed them inside an envelope she’d found on her mom’s desk in the spare bedroom. She wasn’t ‘apposed to be in there, ‘cause that was Mom’s private space. But Mom was busy making a snack for Sam’s Grizzlies game, so Sam didn’t get caught.

      She couldn’t get yelled at if she didn’t get caught, right? ‘Sides, she needed the envelope for a really good reason. For a miracle. After stuffing the letter to St. Nick in the pocket of her jeans, she ran into the kitchen, following the smell of fresh baked brownies.

      “I’m gonna say hi to Clara,” she announced, reaching out to snitch a corner off one of the chocolaty treats.

      Her mom pulled the plate of brownies out of her reach and frowned. “Now? Why? We need to leave in twenty minutes for your big game.”

      “I know, I’ll be right back.” Sam didn’t wait for her mom’s response, but shrugged into her winter coat and quickly dashed outside, letting the door bang loudly behind her. She had to get the letter to Clara before noon ‘cause that’s when the mail got picked up on Saturdays.

      Snowflakes swirled through the air, reminding her of dancing fairies, but she didn’t tip her head back to catch them on her tongue. She ran down Christmas Tree Court to Carol Street, then made her way up to the post office. The door was heavy; Sam dug her heels in and pulled with all her might. Clara saw her struggling and crossed over to help her.

      “Goodness, Sam, what brings you here this morning?” Clara asked, peering over her glasses with a broad smile. Sam thought she looked like Mrs. Santa Claus, but she’d never seen a Mr. Santa Claus, just Rudy who had a big red nose. He was on Sam’s list of possible daddies. But she put him near the bottom, ‘cause he frowned a lot and smelled funny.

      “I have a letter to go in the mail,” Sam said, pulling the crumpled envelope from her pocket and handing it to Clara. “It’s gotta go out today, ‘cause there ain’t a lot of time. Mom says Christmas is in three weeks.”

      “I see,” Clara said with a nod that made her white curls jiggle. “All right, then. I promise I’ll get this taken care of right away.”

      “Good.” Sam flashed a smile, knowing she could count on Clara. Clara sometimes taked care of her when her mom had to work. “I have t' go.  We gotta get to the rink for my game.”

      “Sounds like fun. Tell your mom I’ll call her later.”

      “Okay.” Sam waited for Clara to open the heavy door and skipped outside, glad to know her letter was already on its way to St. Nick. Had twenty minutes passed? She wasn’t sure so she bolted around the corner and barreled into a tall man who grabbed her by the shoulders.

      “Whoa, there, where’s the fire?” he asked in a deep voice.

      Sam stared up at him in confusion. “Fires don’t burn in snow.”

      He laughed and Sam liked the way his face changed. The corners of his eyes crinkled and his face looked friendly. “Then tell me why you’re in such a hurry?”

      “I have a hockey game today,” she said, then nibbled her lip when she realized he was a stranger. She wasn’t ‘apposed to talk to strangers. “Who are you?” she demanded.

      “Dr. Eli Thompson.”

      Sam hadn’t ever heard of a Doc Eli. The man who worked at the clinic with her mom was Doc George, another name on her daddy list. Since Doc Eli really was a stranger she knew she had to go home right away.

      “Bye.” She waved then scampered around him, running as fast as she could all the way down Carol Street.

      It wasn’t until Sam got home that she realized maybe she should go back to the post office to add Doc Eli to her list of possible daddies. If he lived here, he wouldn’t be a stranger any more, right? Everyone knew everyone else in North Pole. He wasn’t too smart since he didn’t know about snow and fire, but he was tall and had a nice laugh. And he smelled nice, kind of like the woods behind their house.

      She thought a daddy that looked nice and smelled good would be perfect.

      
      Clara waited until Sam left the post office to open the child’s letter. North Pole, Alaska received letters to Santa all year long and it was her job to make sure that her group known as The Elves responded to every single child. Even the kids who lived in North Pole.

      As she scanned Sam’s letter, she let out a heavy sigh. Poor Sam had been on a mission to find a new daddy for the past few weeks, but it appeared she was ramping up her efforts in a big way. When Clara reviewed the list of possible daddies she couldn’t help but chuckle.

      Coach Harvey? Dr. George Linwood? Rudy?

      Her smile faded. She couldn’t give this letter to Hope or to Dr. Ingrid Roth, the psychologist who usually took care of answering letters from troubled kids. Not to any of the other Elves, either, since Hope would be embarrassed by her daughter’s antics. They all loved the little rascal and Hope, too. Clara decided she’d be the one to respond to Sam’s letter.

      Although what exactly she’d write back to the little girl would take some serious consideration.  No sense in telling Sam that her mother had closed herself off to love since moving back to North Pole a year after she obtained her nursing degree. Hope was one of Clara’s closest friends, but all Clara really knew for sure was that something had hurt Hope deeply enough that she remained aloof from the single men around town. Even those she secretly drooled over, like the tall, dark and devastatingly handsome police chief, Deacon Stone, or Kody Lord, the widowed Iditarod dog trainer.

      Ironically, Sam had placed both those names at the top of her daddy list.

      The door opened emitting a blast of cold air followed by a shuffling Rudy Vernon. Because he took care of the reindeer, some people called him Rudolph, after the cartoon. He wore his hair back in a gray ponytail but lately had begun trimming his previously wild beard. She secretly liked it better trimmed, not that she believed for a moment he was trying to impress her. Before Clara could greet him, he sneezed with a hurricane force that sent her back a step.

      “Are you all right?” Clara asked with concern. Rudy’s red nose was literally crimson, as if he’d plugged it into a neon light. Just like the cartoon reindeer Rudolf.

      He rubbed his chest. “Caught a cold, that’s all.”

      “You need to rest,” she chided, knowing her words would fall on deaf ears. She and Rudy were regulars at the Cup of Cheer Cafe, and while he had thawed toward her to where he’d speak in full sentences, he was still as stubborn as his big bumbling reindeer.

      “Bah.” He waved a wide stubby hand. “Did my package come in?”

      Clara set the three foot by three foot square box on the counter and pushed it toward him, admittedly dying of curiosity as to what might be inside. She couldn’t help wondering if Rudy was the town Secret Santa.  For as long as anyone could remember, someone had been leaving anonymous gifts for North Pole residents—always exactly what they needed. Clara had been given Elsa, a mature sled dog in need of a good home, which made Clara realize she’d been in need of a good dog.  Amelia Beckett, owner of the Cup of Cheer Café, had recently received her chef’s-dream-come-true donut maker. Clara had always wondered if Rudy was involved somehow.  Was this box another secret gift? If so, who would be the lucky recipient?

      “Here you go.”

      “Thanks.” He ducked his head and sneezed again, then began to cough. The rattle in his chest worried her. When he picked up the box she’d had only mild trouble lifting and practically staggered under its modest weight, she rushed over to anchor her arm around his waist.

      “Rudy, you’re sick. You really need to see Hope at the clinic.”

      He shrugged. “Maybe later.”

      Maybe later wasn’t any better than a flat out “no.” Rudy shook off her arm and headed for the door. Clara opened it for him, then watched him leave with a sense of helplessness. Why did she get the sense he wouldn’t go see Hope unless he was dying?

      Her stomach clenched at the thought of Rudy dying

      Fine. She could be stubborn, too. Good thing she’d planned on making a nice batch of homemade chicken soup. She’d stop by his place in a few hours to bring him some and make sure Rudy finished the simple meal if she had to threaten to pour the soup down his stubborn throat herself.

      Just let him try to call her bluff.

      
      Hope Grayson, aka one of the North Pole Elves, glanced up from her letter in time to see her daughter, Samantha, score a goal on the ice. She leaped to her feet, the letter she’d been writing to little Joey flying off her lap as a result. “Good job, Sam!” she shouted. “Go Grizzlies!”

      Sam flashed a cheeky grin up at her mom and did a fist pump in the air as she skated around the rink. Then Sam and their newest player, young JD, shared a high five. Hope’s daughter was the only girl playing on the five-and six-year-old Pee-Wee hockey team and had secured the right wing position because she was more aggressive than most of the other boys she played against.

      Was that a good or bad thing? Hope sat back down on the cold, hard bleachers, searching for her fallen letter. There was a dirty heel print on it. She picked it up with a grimace and began the task of rewriting it on a fresh sheet of the special stationary all the Elves used to respond to the children’s letters.

      I’d really like a new mommy. Can you bring me one for my daddy to love?  As much as she’d like to make Joey’s Christmas, she couldn’t box up a new mommy to send back to Topeka Kansas for him. What was with these kids wanting mommies and daddies for Christmas? Even her own daughter seemed to be on a mission to find a new dad. Although thankfully, Sam had decided to give up on Coach Harvey, who was a good twenty years Hope’s senior. North Pole, Alaska wasn’t exactly a swinging singles kind of town, a fact that suited Hope just fine.

      Fresh out of college, she’d had plenty of fun. Had gone into the idea of a summer fling with her eyes open, or so she’d thought. Her attempt at a light-hearted affair had unfortunately backfired. Not only had she lost her heart, she’d also ended up pregnant with her daughter, Samantha. Who knew taking antibiotics could make birth control ineffective? Maybe other nurses had known that, but as a new nurse she’d been clueless. Pregnant, alone and vulnerable, Hope had tried to track down Sam’s father, but once he’d joined DWB, Doctors Without Borders, he’d left his old life and his old phone number behind. Eli Thompson wasn’t anywhere to be found on social media, although with literally thousands of Thompsons, she could have missed him. Hope had even left her name and contact information with the Fairbanks Hospital medical staff office before moving to North Pole to be close to her parents, yet she’d never heard from him again.

      Fine with her. She was doing well enough on her own. The last thing she wanted was a man mucking up her life again.

      She rarely wasted time thinking about Eli. Wouldn’t be thinking about him now if it weren’t for Joey’s letter and Sam’s dogged determination to match Hope up with a new man—which could be easier to bear if her daughter’s taste when it came to a new daddy was a little more particular. Apparently, any man would do, hence the numerous attempts to set her up with Coach Harvey.

      “Hey, did you hear the news about the new hot doc?” Crystal Milbrath, owner of the Lords and Ladies hair salon, asked as she slid across the cold bench toward Hope. “Have you met him? I’m hoping he drops by for a haircut so I can see him up close and personal. If he’s as gorgeous as they say, I’ll give him a freebie,” she added with a wink.

      Hope stared at Crystal in shock. “What new doc? When Dr. George takes off for vacation, either Dr. Richard or Dr. Gary covers for him. And neither one of them is remotely hot.”

      Crystal spread her hands wide. “Hey, I’m just telling you the gossip. And Dr. George isn’t on vacation.”

      “What do you mean? What happened?”

      “Had the big one late last night.” Crystal tapped her fingers over her heart. “Ended up having emergency surgery. Four arteries I think? Or was it five?”

      Dumbfounded, Hope stared at her friend. Poor Dr. George. She felt terrible for the elderly physician suffering through open heart surgery, but she was equally concerned about
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