
	Suellen tells Santa she lusts after a romance cover model. Santa’s helper Carlos fits the build. Add snow, fuzzy handcuffs, and it’s a Merry Christmas!

	 

	 

	Be careful what you ask Santa for—you just might get it. Suellen confesses to an angelic hobo she’s befriended on Christmas Eve that she lusts after the cover model on her romance novel because he reminds her of Carlos, a shy, handsome trucker who frequents her coffee shop. Santa’s helper Carlos is given instructions by his friend Ol’ Nick to make Suellen’s dreams come true, and when Carlos finds out what they are, he can’t wait. A little snow, a bearskin rug, and some fuzzy handcuffs make it a very Merry Christmas for the two lovers!
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	Santa’s Big Little Helper

	 

	 

	“Not again. We must have a hobo magnet on our sign out front.”

	Suellen Shoupe slipped a bill in the cash drawer and looked toward the door. Sure enough, her head waitress was right. A short white-haired man, complete with shaggy beard, dirty coat, tattered clothing and gripping a multitude of beat-up shopping bags stood at the coffee shop’s entrance.

	She sighed. Whoever said managing a truck stop was easy? Oh, yeah, she had said those exact words the day she had accepted the job, leaving behind Eddie and five years of miserable married bliss. No doubt about it—she was certifiably loony.

	“Now, now, Maria, calm down,” Suellen soothed. She shut the cash register door with her hip and flashed her biggest grin for their customers. “It’s Christmas Eve. Have pity on the poor man. Seat him at the counter and give him some coffee and a big bowl of hot soup and a sandwich. We don’t need to have him passing out in front of the fuel pumps. We don’t want him to get run over, like what happened in Andrews last year.”

	Maria shot her an irritated look, grumbling under her breath, but did as she was told. Thirty minutes later Suellen glanced up from the ordering sheet she was working on to catch the somewhat toothless brightness of the vagabond’s smile.

	“The waitress over there said you said it was okay for me to eat here,” he said, smiling a lopsided grin. “I’d like to pay you for your kindness, ma’am.”

	Suellen smiled back. She felt a sudden stab of guilt in her heart. She couldn’t allow someone who was so down on his luck part with what little money he may have.

	“It isn’t necessary, sir. You don’t have to pay for the food. Call it an early Christmas present, if you like. It’s the least we can do for a traveler on a windy day.”

	He nodded, bobbing his head up and down like a nodding donkey. “Thank you. Thank you kindly. I’d still like to give you something in exchange. Will you accept a small gift?”

	Suellen bit her lip. To refuse his gift would be an insulting gesture and rob the destitute man of his dignity. She could tell pride was all the man had left in the world.

	“All right then, I’ll accept a small gift—just as long as it’s nothing you really need for yourself. I have more than enough compared to many folks this Christmas.”

	“In material possessions, yes, but in other, more important things, no.”

	Suellen blinked hard. She tried not to stare at the little man in front of her as he reached into one of his weather-beaten shopping bags and pulled out a small stringed instrument. She could have sworn a golden glow surrounded him, as if he’d donned a halo and wings and picked up a harp. She shook her head and the hallucination faded. She’d been on her feet far too long today.

	“Is that a ukulele?” she asked.

	The red-cheeked man winked and began to strum. “Yes, it is. A magical instrument if there ever was one.”

	He plucked a few out-of-tune notes from the battered Hawaiian guitar and began to sing. From out of nowhere came a rich tenor voice filled with warmth, cheer, love, happiness and the hope of a brighter tomorrow. The little hobo serenaded Suellen and Maria and their few customers with Christmas carol after Christmas carol. Finally, he lowered his ukulele and accepted a cup of cocoa from Maria, who was self-consciously dabbing the tears welling in the corner of her eyes.

	“So lovely.” Suellen sniffed a few tears of her own away, too. “You have the voice of an angel, sir.”

	He chuckled, his round belly jiggling like a bowl of jelly under his loose fitting red plaid shirt. “Do I now? Do you remember the Bible story about the men who came to visit Abraham and Sarah and told them they would have a son of their own some day?”

	Suellen nodded. “Yes, I do. Abraham entertained angels unaware, folks say.”

	“That’s right.” He winked at her. “You wouldn’t happen to know of a place where I could stay tonight, do you? I usually sleep rough, but there’s a mighty cold breeze fixin’ to blow the top off the Rockies tonight. I’d prefer to be indoors if at all possible.”

	“I don’t blame you.” Suellen knew what she had to do. “You can stay at my home, sir. I have an extra bedroom, and it’s plenty warm. We can drink eggnog and hang up our stockings tonight for Santa Claus to fill.”

	The little hobo put down the mug and clapped his chapped hands together. “Wonderful.”

	Maria elbowed Suellen in the side and cleared her throat. “Sue, you can’t be serious?” she whispered in her boss’s ear. “You don’t know this man. He could be a homicidal maniac on the run from the law. You can’t let an old bum into your home.”

	“It’s okay, Maria.” Suellen took her head waitress by the elbow and steered her toward the kitchen where they could talk in private. “I’ll be all right. I don’t think our heavenly singer is a killer. He’s just an old gentleman who has come upon hard times. How can I let him freeze in an open field tonight? It’s Christmas Eve.”

	“It’s Christmas Eve, all right.” Maria shook her dark curls. “Okay, it’s your life and your house. I’ll keep my phone by the side of the bed tonight in case you need to call me for help.”

	“Thanks. It’s good of you, but I know we’ll be fine. After he’s had a good night’s sleep and a wash, I’ll take him over to the Salvation Army and see if they can help him get home or find a more permanent place to stay.”

	Maria rolled her big brown eyes. “That takes a load off my mind. I was expecting you to take him on as a boarder, since you don’t have anyone but an old alley cat living with you.”

	The overwhelming sense of loneliness Suellen had fought for the last few years flooded her heart. “Yeah, it’s just me and Sunshine. Thanks for reminding me.”

	Suellen marched back to the cashier’s stand. She instructed her guest to sit in one of the back booths and wait for her while they closed the restaurant for the night. With most people at home or at church celebrating the holiday, the truckers had been few and far between all day. She wondered who could have given this angelic-sounding transient a ride this far west. Why had he chosen to stop here, tonight, in the middle of nowhere?

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“You have a lovely home, ma’am.”

	Suellen guided her guest from the carport through the side entrance and into the kitchen. “Thank you, but please call me Sue. It’s what everybody calls me.”

	He waddled ahead of her, his assorted shopping bags hindering his steps. Still, he had insisted he carry them all by himself from the car. Such a gentleman. Eddie would have made me carry at least half and run and fetch him a beer the minute he stepped in the door.

	“Sue’s short for Suellen, right?” He plopped into a kitchen chair and let out a long sigh.

	Suellen froze. She never used her full name while working at the truck stop. Was this gent truly an angel in disguise? “How did you know my full name?”

	He scratched his long, white whiskers and chuckled. “I saw it written at the bottom of an order sheet you left on the cashier’s stand. What did you think?” He wiggled his stubby fingers around in a circle in front of his big, twinkling blue eyes. “I have magical powers or something?”

	“Or something.” She shook her head and laughed. “I’ve been on feet way too long today. I’d believe just about anything at this point.”

	“Would you, now?” The old man arched a bushy white eyebrow. “What would you believe?”

	Suellen grinned. “Nothing in particular. Here, let me pour us some eggnog and get us some homemade oatmeal raisin cookies. We can’t let them go to waste now, particularly if Santa decides to skip my humble abode tonight.”

	He frowned. “Why would he do a thing like that? Haven’t you been a good girl?”

	Her guest sounded dead serious. Maybe Maria was right after all. This little hobo could be as mad as the Mad Hatter and then some. It was a little too late to entertain second thoughts. He seemed harmless enough, even if he was a bit touched in the head.

	She placed
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