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Chapter One

 


I like kids, I do. Maybe, if I keep on
repeating that mantra in my head, I might actually believe it. But
this … this constant onslaught is a bit much. Whatever possessed me
to help out in Santa's grotto is beyond me right now. At least
wiggling my toes helps to soothe the ache in my feet a tad. The
ridiculously pointed elf shoes have been cutting off my circulation
all day, and as for this excuse of a skirt? It barely covers the
vitals, and if I pop another button on my blouse I really will give
someone an early Christmas present. Whoever this elf costume is
designed for is clearly much shorter and less voluptuous than me.
I’m no stick insect, that’s for sure. I have womanly curves, or
rather, wobbly bits befitting my “wrong side of forty” body.
Normally this doesn’t bother me, but trussed up like a human
turkey, I feel every last one of my advanced years. So much for
life starting at forty. Biggest lie ever told, as far as I’m
concerned.

And I’m lonely, dammit. Nothing like
being surrounded by fake Christmas cheer and an endless stream of
happy families to bring home the fact that I have no one. No
frantic last-minute Christmas Eve shopping here. No screaming kids
to console with yet more candy and a trip to Santa's knee, because
I don’t have to buy presents for anyone. There’s only me, my wobbly
bits, and Bill and Ben. No, not the flower pot men, though I did
enjoy watching that show as a child. These two are stray cats.
Well, not stray anymore, as I simply had to give them a home. I’d
found them hiding behind my flowerpots—hence the names—a couple of
months ago. They’d been in a sorry state, I tell you. Hurt my heart
to see them like that, and even though I never particularly liked
cats, I knew I couldn’t just leave them there.

They’ve filled out nicely. Amazing
what some TLC will do, and whilst no amount of love—AKA crazy cat
lady devotion on my part—will make up for Bill's horrific scars and
Ben's missing front leg, they’ve made my flat a home and I couldn’t
imagine my life without them now.

As no one came forward to claim them
as theirs, I’ve had them ID chipped only this week. Not that they
ever leave the house, but I’m not about to take any chances. Having
given my heart to them, I don’t want it broken if they disappear on
me.

Not that they’ve been very
happy about this trip to the vets. I’ve been at the receiving end
of indignant glares and the proverbial cold shoulder by the two men
in my life for days now. Only bested by the amount of growling and
snarling that went on when the vet suggested the two males ought to
be castrated, too. Ben’s fur had stood on end, which made the
already fluffy cat into a spitting furball of enraged fury, and
even easygoing Bill gave me such
a stare that had he been a man, I would have
dissolved into a pile of goo on the spot.

None of the so-called Doms
in the clubs I frequent in an effort to satisfy my kinky side have
ever looked at me like that. It was a look that made all my female
instincts sigh in submission and had he been a man I’d have sunk to
my knees ready to submit that instant.

Told you, crazy cat lady, that’s me.
Who has thoughts like that, right?

A high-pitched child's wail follows
the sounds of breaking glass, and shakes me out of my internal
reverie.

Oh great!
Another little Jimmy, who practically has
“ill-behaved and spoiled little brat” tattooed on his forehead.
Only little Jimmy isn't of the age where the formidable tantrum
he’s now throwing, much to his mother's obvious embarrassment, can
be deemed in any way acceptable. The little brat has to be at least
seven or eight. As they've just come from the grotto, I’m assuming,
he’s one of the unfortunate kids Santa is not granting a wish this
Christmas.

Watching this new Sana in action
amuses me no end and almost makes up for the ache in my feet and
the ridiculous outfit I’m forced to wear. The normal crew has all
come down with a mysterious bout of food poisoning following their
night out, thus necessitating help from other departments.
Including mine.

Santa and his two very short, very
elf-like elves, it has to be said, have been brought in from God
only knows where. Between you and me, Santa seems to take his job a
bit too seriously. Not that I can fault his judgment.

I had to bite back tears when I
listened to the heartfelt plea of a little boy, who only wanted a
daddy for Christmas. Santa stroked his beard, narrowed his eyes,
and smiled. When the little fellow and his mum left the grotto,
they ran straight into a rather handsome, middle aged man, which
sent his bags flying in the air.

It was something straight out of a
carry-on film, I tell you. I held my breath, but instead of
exploding in anger, as I expected the man to do, he smiled, struck
up a conversation with the boy's mother, and they all headed to the
coffee shop.

I could feel Santa's stare
on me, and when our gazes connected, he smiled and nodded. The
strangest notion of rightness
settled over me, as though the man in the red
suit had indeed granted that boy's wish, but that’s ridiculous,
right?

Santa isn't real—not even this
one—with his wise eyes and extremely effective make up that makes
him look ancient. There’s no way he’s as old as he looks. His big
body moves far too gracefully to belong to an old man. No, he’s
just an extremely talented actor for a change.

Still, I can't shake the
notion that something is up. There’s been too many strange
incidents all day. Sure enough, even now, the incessant wailing
stops, after Santa fixes his mesmerizing eyes on that nuisance of a
child and strokes his beard. Little Jimmy clamps his mouth shut and
crosses his arms as though he’s been gagged. His mum raises her
eyes to the heavens as though to give thanks, and Santa
smiles. There’s an
unmistakable twinkle of mischief in his eyes as he glances my way
again, and I fight hard to suppress the giggle tickling my throat.
Perhaps I ought to sit on Santa's knee and see if he can
grant me a
wish.

Mind you, what would I wish for
exactly, if Santa is real? Pursing my lips, I go about my duties
until the last person in the queue has finally been seen, and the
lights are dimmed. Thank heavens, it’s closing time.

I kick the ridiculous shoes off and
groan in relief as my poor abused feet scream their joy at
me.

"If it was that bad, you could have
taken them off before, you know."

Santa's amused, deep voice settles
over me, and I fight the heat stealing into my cheeks, as though
I’m a damn schoolgirl. What’s that about? I never blush. I mutter
my annoyance under my breath, and Santa chuckles.

"Next you'll be telling me I needn't
have bothered with this sorry excuse of an elf's costume either."
He laughs out loud at that, and I glare at him. What’s so damn
funny?

"I and every other man in the vicinity
has certainly appreciated the view, but I brought my own elves, so,
it wasn't necessary, no."

Again, with that damn heat in my
cheeks, and I swallow the curse hovering on my tongue.

"But, as you've been such a good girl,
I do think you deserve a reward." Santa smiles and beckons me over.
"Come sit on my knee and tell me what you want for
Christmas."

There’s that twinkle again, damn the
man. Against my better judgment, I cross the distance between us
and dutifully perch on his knee.

"This is silly. I'm not a child, and
you're not real." I tug on his beard to emphasize that point, and
he encloses my wrist in a surprisingly strong grip.

"Don't, that hurts. Believe me, I’m
very aware that you’re not a child, but if you insist on behaving
like one, I’ll gladly put you over my knee."

Good lord, he did
not just say
that?

The erotic images immediately
bombarding my mind make me gasp, and I try to shoot off his lap.
Santa has other ideas, however.

“Stay.” One word delivered
in that deep, dark delicious rumble holds me spellbound as much as
his large, warm hand on top of my naked thigh.

Jesus, that feels way too intimate and
wrong and … I shut my eyes and remind myself to breathe. This isn’t
one of my fantasies. We’re at work, and I can’t allow my overactive
imagination to get carried away. As it is my panties grow damp and
my nipples—traitorous objects that they are— strain against my bra.
If they keep this up they’ll punch holes through the lace. This new
Santa might indeed be an old man, but he’s still a man.

Oh lordy me!

Santa chuckles and his hold on me
tightens for a second before he sighs and strokes his
beard.

"Alas, that wouldn’t exactly be a
punishment for you, would it now, Leisha? No, we’ll have to think
of something far more creative than that."

I try for my best offended look and
fail miserably. Is he a mind reader now?

"You said I’m a good girl,
and deserve a reward?" I roll my eyes at the breathless quality of
my voice. Shit, it’s been too long since I last had a good fuck, if this
slight innuendo can turn me on this much.

Santa pats my leg in an almost
fatherly fashion, very much at odds with the virility of the man.
Bizarre to the extreme.

"I did say that, so tell
me. What is Santa to grant you
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