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Chapter 1: Cheering Santa Up
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The idea had been mine from the start, and I’d sold it to Sarah with the kind of boyish enthusiasm I usually reserved for Premier League weekends.

“Jolly Nick,” I told her, scrolling through the website on my phone while she stirred mulled wine in the kitchen. “Five-star reviews, real beard, trained in crowd control. The twins will lose their minds.”

She’d given me that half-smile—lips pressed together, one eyebrow cocked—that meant she was humouring me but already bracing for disaster.

Still, she let me book him. That was Sarah: indulgent when it mattered, ruthless when it didn’t.

Three weeks later, the living room looked like a department-store grotto on steroids. I’d spent the previous evening stringing fairy lights along every beam, draping pine garlands over the mantel, and rigging a Bluetooth speaker to a playlist that shifted seamlessly from “Jingle Bell Rock” to “Fairytale of New York.”

The kids—Lily and Max, seven going on seventeen—were vibrating with sugar and anticipation, their faces smeared with the icing from the gingerbread house Sarah had let them demolish.

I’d even worn the ugly Christmas jumper she bought me: reindeer with 3D pom-pom noses. Domestic bliss, Instagram-ready.

At 2:57 p.m., the doorbell rang. I opened it to a gust of cold air and a man who looked like Santa’s hung-over cousin.

The red suit was authentic velvet, yes, but it strained across a belly that spoke of kebab-shop loyalty rather than milk-and-cookie discipline.

His beard—real, I’d give him that—was patchy in places, as if he’d tried to trim it with garden shears. His eyes were bloodshot, and the faint scent of last night’s whiskey clung to him like cheap cologne.

Still, he ho-ho-ho’d with surprising gusto and hefted a sack that jingled promisingly. I ushered him in.

The first five minutes were golden. The kids swarmed him, shrieking. He handed out candy canes with theatrical flair, posed for photos, even let Max tug his beard to prove it wasn’t glued on.

Sarah caught my eye across the room and mouthed, Not bad. I felt a smug glow in my chest.

But then his red Santa hat—made of cheap red felt, pompom the size of a tennis ball—went airborne during an overenthusiastic jig.

It arced gracefully and plopped into the punch bowl with a wet splatter. Crimson liquid sloshed over the rim, staining the white tablecloth like blood on snow. A toddler named Freya burst into tears.

Nick recovered gamely, fishing the hat out and wringing it over the bowl with a chuckle. “Ho-ho-ho, looks like the elves have been spiking the punch!”

A few parents tittered. The kids stared. Then the sack split. I heard the rip before I saw it—a long, defeated tear down the seam.

Cheap plastic toys cascaded across the hardwood: wonky-eyed reindeer, dolls with limbs already detaching, a yo-yo that rolled under the sofa and stayed there.

One girl—Amelia, I think—picked up a fairy wand and the star snapped off in her hand. Cue meltdown.

Sarah was already moving, scooping Amelia into a hug, murmuring apologies.

I tried to corral the others toward the kitchen for emergency cake, but Nick was determined to salvage the moment.

He launched into a joke: “Why don’t reindeer play football? They’re afraid of the hoof!” He punctuated it with a stomp that sent a plastic sleigh skittering. Silence. A single cough from the back.

Even the playlist seemed to falter, skipping to a warped version of “Silent Night.”

I was halfway to the kitchen when I heard the crack. Grandma’s nursing chair—mahogany, hand-carved, older than both of us combined—gave a splintering sigh and collapsed beneath Nick’s weight.

He hit the floor hard, velvet trousers riding up to reveal one argyle sock and one with a hole at the big toe. His hat came off again. The laughter that followed wasn’t cruel; it was the sound of children realising Santa was mortal.

Freya wailed louder. Max pointed and shouted, “Santa’s got a bald patch!” Nick’s hand flew to the back of his head, where the beard met scalp in a patchy no-man’s-land.

Sarah’s face went tight. She pressed a wad of cash into Nick’s hand—more than we’d agreed, I noticed—and whispered apologies while steering him toward the hallway.

I herded the last sobbing child out to the garden for “reindeer games” (translation: run around until you forget the trauma).

Parents collected their offspring with tight smiles and promises of “better luck next year.”

The door shut on the final guest at 4:12 p.m. The house fell eerily quiet, just the crackle of the fire and the faint scent of spilled punch and pine needles. The twins fetched their tablet devices and fired up their latest games – ready for some wind-down time.

Sarah shut the front door, leaned back against it, and exhaled. Her emerald silk dress caught the firelight, the low back revealing the dimples above her arse.

She looked exhausted and radiant at once. Nick sat on the sofa, suit half-unbuttoned, looking like a man who’d been sacked from Lapland.

I poured three scotches—generous measures—and handed one to each of them. Sarah sipped, eyes flicking between us. The silence stretched, thick with something electric.

“Well that didn’t go quite as planned,” she said.

“I’m so sorry,” said Nick. I’ve not been doing this long and I really wanted it to go right.”

“I thought it was great,” Sarah said reassuringly. “Don’t be sad. If you’d like to follow me upstairs, I think I might have just the thing to cheer up a sad Santa.”

She got up and moved towards the stairs elegantly. I knew she had something naughty planned. It wouldn’t exactly be the first time.

I followed, pulse already kicking. Nick hesitated, then trailed after
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