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      Charlie discovers love amongst the tinsel.

      

      Falling in love with Santa is the last thing Charlie Johnson expects when he takes a holiday job as an elf in Santa’s Grotto. Nick is the shyest and clumsiest man Charlie has ever met, but that’s just part of his charm.

      Charlie falls for Santa, whilst Santa falls head over heels onto the floor. At least they can laugh together about it! But after several weeks, Charlie starts to despair he will ever be more than Santa’s helper.

      His holiday job is nearly over, yet Nick hasn’t declared anything more than friendship. Will Charlie ever get his real Christmas wish?
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      Head-Elf (capitals intended) peered over the top of his rimless glasses to fix Charlie Johnson with an icy stare. “In Santa’s Grotto, I am Head-Elf. That’s all you need to know. Have you forgotten the rules already? Need I remind you? One is not simply playing an elf. One is Elf.”

      “Y-yes sir. I mean Head-Elf,” Charlie stammered.

      Charlie didn’t want to lose his new job on the first day but, after half an hour, he wasn’t sure how long he could take working with Head-Elf before he’d run—screaming—far, far away from Santa’s Grotto. The first mistake he’d made had been asking Head-Elf for his name. Head-Elf must have a name of course, but Charlie didn’t know what it was. Probably George or Archibald, maybe even Horace. Whatever it was, he was promptly reminded of Santa’s rules.

      Santa’s Rule No. 5: One is not playing an elf. One is Elf.

      This had been drummed into him from the start of the interview. After agreeing he would obey the five rules (it couldn’t be that bad, could it?), Charlie was handed a typed version of said rules, a green costume with red and white stripy tights, and large, pointy plastic ears.

      Being Charlie’s first day at the Grotto, he was still wet behind the very uncomfortable ears. Couldn’t Breckenridge’s Department Store cough up for better-fitting accessories? He wondered if they’d notice if he substituted his ears from his Vulcan costume at home. Charlie stopped that thought right there. Head-Elf was bound to notice.

      Note to Charlie: Do not make the mistake of calling it a costume again. The green outfit confers status to the outside world. Charlie discovered, to his cost, that Head-Elf did not like the term costume. One is Elf after all.

      The only thing the too-tight green tunic and stripy red and white tights conferred on Charlie was the ability to pay his rent, and buy his mum and sister a small present each. He didn’t see how being an elf gave him any status. It wasn’t like he was the Big Man.

      The Big Man was, of course, Santa Claus. Charlie was handed a feather duster and instructed to dust Santa’s cardboard cut-out every day. If it was life-size, Santa really was a big, stocky man. At least, the cut-out gave the impression he was stocky. It was difficult to tell under the padded red coat and trousers, and he could have been photo-shopped.

      “Dear God, I look like my grandfather.”

      Charlie turned to see this year’s Santa standing behind him, dressed in the crimson coat and trousers, with shiny black boots, and a large, white bushy beard. There was no photoshopping. Santa Claus was at least six inches taller than Charlie’s five feet eight, and broad across the shoulders. Charlie stared at him. The cut-out image didn’t do his huge blue eyes justice.

      Before he could speak, Head-Elf’s greeting rang through the confined space. “Santa! Welcome to your Grotto.”

      Santa rolled his eyes at Charlie and took a step back. Charlie wasn’t sure what happened next, but Santa seemed to slip, arms flailing as he tried to recover his balance. He ended up on his back in the fake snow, staring up at Charlie with a mortified expression, and flushed red cheeks.

      “Oh my, Santa, are you all right?”

      Head-Elf rushed forward, but Santa held out his hand to Charlie. “Help me up?”

      Charlie hauled Santa to his feet, not an easy task when the man had to be fifty pounds heavier than he was, but he somehow managed. Head-Elf produced a brush and dusted the fake snow from Santa’s coat. Santa bore his ministrations with patience.

      “Head-Elf, the children are waiting outside.” Another of the elves approached them.

      Head-Elf nodded and stopped fussing over Santa. “Thank you, Katie-Elf. Have you checked the presents are in the sacks?”

      “I’ve checked them twice.”

      Head-Elf didn’t look impressed at Katie’s attempts at singing. “Santa, to your throne, please.”

      Santa winked at Charlie and followed Head-Elf to the shabby, velvet red chair they called the throne, which was when Charlie noticed he was limping.

      Charlie was about to dust Santa again when he heard, “You’ve made a friend.”

      Charlie looked at his co-elf. “What?”

      “Santa. He likes you.”

      Katie-Elf snickered as Charlie flushed and stammered. He’d met Katie at the group interview. She was short, slim and pretty, with blonde hair and blue eyes the colour of a summer sky. She looked like the type of girl Charlie had avoided like the plague at school. Popular, pretty, and always with the ‘in-crowd’. Charlie had been their target for the whole of senior school.

      “It’s okay. I know you’re gay.”

      Charlie nearly swallowed his tongue. “I’m not… what makes you think I’m… gay?”

      Katie rolled her eyes. “You’re looking at my face, not my tits.”

      Inevitably, Charlie looked at her chest, then hastily back up to her eyes. “I… er… suppose they’re… um… nice?”

      That provoked another snicker. “These are great boobs.” She hoisted them up and they bounced at him.

      Charlie blinked and hastily took a step back. He’d never looked at a girl’s boobs in his life. He’d known since he was six that he was destined to marry a man and have ten kids. Sex Ed classes put a minor spoke in the having a huge family idea. He’d thought humans were like sea-horses. Still, Charlie was nothing if not inventive. He would find a way.

      Katie grinned at him. “Charlie-Elf, you’re going to be the best elf-friend I’ve ever had. At least I know you won’t be looking down my top every chance you get, not like some of the other elves.”

      Charlie wasn’t so sure. Not about ogling her chest; that was a given. He didn’t have many girl-friends. He didn’t have many boy-friends—or boyfriends—either. Charlie was chronically shy, and going to pubs and bars was a form of medieval torture. Once his classmates at college discovered his lack of social skills, they stopped asking him to join them down the pub, and more-or-less stopped talking to him, too. Charlie despaired he was ever going to find a husband. He was only twenty, so he had plenty of time, but he couldn’t deny he was lonely.

      “I don’t do shopping, bars, or musical theatre,” he warned. He’d read all about women who adopted gay men.

      She snorted. “Nor do I. And I have a boyfriend. He’s lovely.”

      “I don’t.” He couldn’t hold back the sigh.

      Katie gave Charlie a sudden hug. “You’d better sit on Santa’s knee and make a wish then.”

      “If only.” Charlie wouldn’t mind sitting on Santa’s knee at all.

      She smirked at him as Head-Elf barked, “Elves, time to work! Remember this is the North Pole and One is Elf!”

      Katie grinned at Charlie and rushed off to stand next to Santa. Charlie sighed, he’d hoped to be the one assisting Santa today, but he wasn’t going to push Head-Elf’s patience.

      “Charlie-Elf, please show the first children in,” Head-Elf snapped.

      Charlie hurried over to stand at the entrance to the Grotto, and switched on Rudolph. The reindeer’s nose flashed, letting the waiting crowd know Santa was at home. The queue of parents and children snaking around the toy department brightened perceptibly when they saw him, and they all shuffled forward.

      Katie and Santa exchanged words. Charlie couldn’t hear what was said but she smirked and turned to give Charlie a wicked grin, which he didn’t trust at all.

      But Head-Elf nodded at him and Charlie plastered a huge smile on his face. Time to be Elf.

      “Good morning!” Charlie said to the little girl dressed in a Wonder Woman costume. He knelt and smiled at her. “Welcome to the North Pole. Do we have a superhero coming to see Santa today?” She stuck her thumb in her mouth and nodded shyly.

      “Santa loves to meet other superheroes,” Charlie confided. “Do you have a ticket?” She handed over the crumpled piece of shiny paper and he beamed at her. “You can go in now.”

      She leaned forward and gave him a sticky kiss on the cheek, then skipped over to the throne. Charlie heard a, “Good morning, Wonder Woman,” from Santa, and a giggle from the little girl. Charlie was going to love this job.
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