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  Chapter 1



The freight elevator of Lavello’s Department Store coughed and lurched on its slow descent. Belinda scrunched her nose, trying not to inhale the foul air that no cleaning products could erase. The musty, moldy smell of the car had been distinct and unchanging in the six years since she had first been hired as a member of the Lavello Elf Brigade, the perky elves who assisted the Lavello Santa for the six weeks leading up to Christmas. 
It took an eternity for the elevator to go the short distance from the third floor, where the employee lockers and lounge were located, to the first floor of the store, where Santa’s Workshop occupied a full quarter of the ground floor during the holiday season. 
She glanced down at the skirt of her emerald green velvet elf uniform and mindlessly brushed away invisible lint.  On her feet, gold, spangled hi-tops sparkled back at her. The glittery sneakers were a new addition to the Lavello Elf Brigade costume this year, giving the otherwise ordinary uniform with its long-sleeved top, short, flared skirt, and forest green tights, a fun, modern touch. 
The costume was okay, as costumes went. She had worn worse in her short-lived career dancing in regional musicals. At five foot two, she was often deemed too short to be in the chorus and didn’t have that “extra something”, as one director had put it, to sparkle in a leading role.
Twice she had been cast as one of the children in the Nutcracker Suite, being shorter than two of the twelve-year-olds. At thirty-eight, she ran around the stage with the other children, her inner child coming out to play. When the children weren’t on stage, she was charged with corralling them and making sure they were ready for their next entrance. 
“Dancer/Glorified Babysitter” was not a job description she wanted to add to her resume. 
In the early years of her career, she had cajoled, connived, and danced her way into enough shows to give her the street cred she needed to open her own dance studio. After a couple of decades teaching ballet, tap, and Broadway, and hiring instructors to teach hip hop, acrobatics, and the latest dance craze, she sold her studio to one of her instructors. 
For the past decade, she taught classes at the Lowell Community Center near the old fabric mills that had been gentrified to include an upscale wine bar, a pottery studio, and a bookstore that sold rare books and first editions. Her students ranged in age from toddlers who clumsily mimicked her arabesque to octogenarians who, heads bobbing and shoulders rocking, did a mean hand jive in their wheelchairs.
She loved teaching as much as she loved dancing.  
The elevator grumbled as a dim light appeared behind the button for the second floor. The numbers were partially worn off, no doubt from years of greasy fingers pushing the buttons to haul racks of ladies' clothing to the second floor or housewares to the third. The store was built seventy-five years ago, only a few years before she was born.
Mr. Steadman, the manager, would probably be appalled to know that a member of the Lavello Elf Brigade was past retirement age, and worse, had lied about her age on her job application six years ago.  
She was sure he didn’t pay her any attention. Women over fifty are invisible and overlooked, and she was more than a few years beyond that. The power to blend in was an advantage. 
She was fit, healthy, and energetic, buzzing about Santa’s Workshop to help harried moms and dads find just the right toy and to mollify cranky toddlers with the free candy canes. She thought of herself as a flash of goodness and light in the holiday season, sparkling so bright that she was nothing more than a blip on Mr. Steadman’s radar.  
The twenty-something elves got the busy shifts where they interacted with hordes of customers and showed off the toys like hostesses in a game show. She got the slow shifts, Tuesday and Friday nights. 
She was the only elf who had not been invited to the photo session for publicity photos for ads, the website, and the local newspaper. 
It was just as well. Keeping a low profile would keep her employed. 
The elevator car thudded as it neared the first floor. She touched her elf cap, her ritual to remind herself to be in character from the moment the elevator door opened. She affected a big smile and straightened her shoulders.
“You never know if a customer will be in the hallway or at the customer service desk,” Mr. Steadman said when he explained the rules about staying in character from the moment they left the employee lounge in costume until they returned after their shift ended. “As far as the customers, adult or child, are concerned, you are a Lavello Elf.”
She was a bit surprised that they didn’t each have a number on their back to identify them.
The elves and Santas were supposed to appear in the workshop as though by magic, even though they had to hike through the store to reach Santa’s Workshop. They were not allowed to use the escalators or the elevators used by customers. Hence, she rode the two floors to reach the festive Workshop in the smelly freight elevator.
It was a silly rule, but she could deal with it, especially if the Santa who worked the last two Friday nights was working tonight. His silvery blue eyes sparkled when he talked, and he never chuckled a fake “ho ho ho” like Don, the Tuesday Santa, who bellowed every five minutes. 
Don’s beard was a dirty yellow and obviously fake. He didn’t make any effort to hide the strings that tied at the back of his head.  
The Santa who worked the Friday night shift with her had a fluffy beard that reminded her of cotton candy, airy and soft to the touch, even though she had never touched it. The gossamer strands were shiny, and there were no tell-tale strings at his neck or slippage around his mouth when he talked, as often happened with ill-fitting fake beards. 
His Santa costume could have been a Givenchy or Versace, the thick, luxurious velvet fashioned into a stylish and perfectly tailored suit. The slim collar was embellished with ruched black silk, and the buttons on his jacket were onyx, not plastic like the ones on the cheap Santa costumes. 
His suit looked nothing like the cheap fuzzy Santa costumes that several of the Lavello Santas wore with their lapels and cuffs trimmed in white faux fur that must have been the skin of a faux rabbit with mange.
Friday Santa was built, too. Not like a greeting card Santa. More like a Chippendale Santa.  
Maybe Friday Santa would like to go for coffee and dessert at Grandma’s Pies around the corner after their shift. She wouldn’t mind staring into those sparkly eyes while she downed a slice of coconut custard pie and imagined his strong arms around her in a romantic embrace, even though she knew in her heart of hearts that would never happen. She was probably too old for him. 
When the elevator finally came to a full stop, the doors creaked open. She had been careful to stand in the middle of the car and not lean against the padded walls that, based on the layers of grime, had never been washed since they were installed seventy-five years ago.
The filthy mats that protected the walls reminded her of the mats that covered her high school gym floor long ago, when the girls did tumbling and gymnastics during the winter months. Those mats weren’t as filthy, but smelled of sweat and sneakers.
In the winter months, when the softball and hockey fields were blanketed with a foot or more of frosty, wet snow, the physical education classes, boys and girls separated, switched to gymnastics or basketball.
She had been good at tumbling, able to do a running forward roll over a rolled-up mat. That was her special talent, but it was not likely that she would do one now to prove her prowess. 
Walking the balance beam, however, was a different story. More narrow than her foot and too high off the floor, she was too scared to straighten to a stand, no less walk it. That same fear took over her body whenever heights were involved.  
Ladders, diving boards, anything that required balance at any distance from the surface below challenged her. Last week, however, she tamped down her fear and bravely climbed the five-foot ladder in the stockroom to retrieve toys stored on the upper shelf and add them to the display. 
She couldn’t act like a coward in front of Friday Santa.
Still, there would be no sky diving, bungee jumping, or parasailing in her future.  
When she stepped out of the elevator, she spied a customer at the service desk and, grinning, waved to them. 
“Elves must make all the customers feel welcome and treasured,” Mr. Steadman repeated no less than three times during their elf training session. 
She cut through the men’s department toward the back entrance to Santa’s Workshop,  walking briskly and jauntily as an elf would move.
The store was decked out like a Hallmark Christmas movie. Thick green faux pine garlands scalloped the walls and skirted around the kiosks. Red and gold ornaments, enormous and shiny, hung overhead in groups of three or five, and giant candy canes stood like soldiers at attention, guarding the entrance to every aisle. 
Near the escalators, stacks of giant gift boxes wrapped in blue foil displayed perfume gift sets and boxed holiday earrings shaped like bells, reindeer, and angels. Throughout the store, a million tiny lights glittered with the joy, mystery, and romance of the holiday season. 
She was glad to breathe in freshly baked gingerbread wafting from the snack cart positioned a few feet inside the store entrance. As she walked through the Workshop toward Santa’s chair, she was happy to see that Betsy, the elf who worked the early afternoon shift, had straightened up before she left. 
One less task for her to do in the next few minutes before they opened the Workshop to a rush of children. If it was anything like the past two weeks, she could count on a steady stream of kids marching up to Santa for the next two hours. 
Many parents favored the four-thirty to six-thirty time slot, bribing the kids with the promise of pizza for supper if they behaved. That worked for the older kids, but the promise of a pepperoni pizza wasn’t enough to cajole hungry, cranky toddlers into talking politely to Santa. 
She kept a supply of grape-flavored, purple and white striped candy canes, a sweet and immediate incentive that turned the crankiest toddler into a sweetheart.    
Her first task was to open Santa’s Workshop for business by moving the four-foot square sign that blocked the lane, dubbed “Santa Lane”, leading to Santa. Hand-painted in a style that she considered traditional but old-fashioned, the sign featured the faces of two reindeer with sweet, brown eyes. Holly leaves and candy canes embellished with glitter paint formed a border at the edges of the sign. 
The sign indicated that Santa’s Workshop was closed, but in a more polite manner. 
Script lettering informed that “Santa is feeding the reindeer. He’ll be back at”. An LED display finished the sentence by indicating the exact time Santa’s Workshop would open. 
Belinda smiled at the sight of the Friday Santa standing in front of his “throne”, as the Santas and elves jokingly referred to the huge wooden chair carved with poinsettias and pine cones.  
She didn’t have to see his face to know it was him. None of the other Santas, not even Ken, the young guy who worked on Sundays, looked that great in the red uniform. Friday Santa might be jovial, but he wasn’t round. She would bet he was ripped under that luxurious velvet jacket. 
Now she was being silly, she thought as she pushed the rolling sign back into the Workshop. He probably has a wife, a family, and if not, he certainly must have a girlfriend. 
No guy who looked that good would be single and unattached, white beard or not.
They had introduced themselves that first Friday in a very formal exchange of first names only. There was rarely a moment to breathe, no less chat and get to know each other. 
He had said his name was Mick. If he had mentioned a last name, she didn’t catch it. She was preoccupied floating in the mystic sparkle of his eyes.  She would have to remember not to linger too long or he might get the wrong idea.
Or maybe that was the right idea. 






  
  Chapter 2



Mick was certain that people would faint in disbelief or possibly even lose faith in Santa Claus if they saw what the real Santa’s real Workshop looked like. It was nothing like the fictional versions rampant in department stores, movies, and children’s picture books.
It couldn’t be. He had a big job to do in one year with an iron-clad deadline.
In his renovation more than a century ago, he had the decor, walls, and furniture stripped of the greeting card red and green in favor of sunny yellows and ocean blues, colors known to enhance the tranquility and efficiency of the workrooms, warehouse, and offices. 
He kept the heavy mahogany table, his nod to tradition, but his chair at the head of the boardroom table was padded and upholstered for comfort and nothing like a carved wooden throne like the chair here at Lavello’s that was akin to sitting on a cinder block. 
Despite the depictions in holiday storybooks and greeting cards, Santa didn’t sit in a huge wooden chair carved with poinsettias, reindeer heads, and pine cones as he oversaw the production of toys, games, and other gifts for the children on the Nice List.    
Speaking of which, he made a note to find a thicker cushion for his next shift. The hard wooden chair here at Lavello’s left his butt sore.
As he stood stretching his legs and enjoying the final moment of calm before the kids clamored in, a whisper of footsteps dancing through the display of toys and gifts behind the chair caught his attention.  
He turned, delighted to see Belinda moving in his direction, gracefully weaving around a stack of pricey electronic games, a bit violent in his opinion, but all the rage among the preteens.
“Well, it looks like we’ll be spending Friday night together again,” he said, unable to control the smile that overtook his face. “Do you think we’ll get that early rush like last week?” 
Her smile was not the same joyous one that she wore for the kids or their parents. 
It was better! 
An undercurrent of desire shimmered on her lips, a yearning glittered in her eyes. 
It thrilled him that she felt the attraction between them. He had finagled this job so he could observe her to make a case to his Board to remove her from the Naughty List. 
He hadn’t expected that she would spark a fire within him. If she felt the same spark that he was feeling, and they acted on it, they might both end up on the Naughty List forever! 
He was ready for it.
He’d start by asking her out for coffee or a glass of wine after their shift to test the waters. He hoped he was reading her correctly and wasn’t confusing her joy for her work with interest in him. He was certainly interested in her.
He wanted to know everything. What gave her joy? How did she spend her time outside of work? Can she bake?
The answer to that last one was important. The elves, uh, E.B.s, he really was trying hard to use their new designation, baked excellent gingerbread. However, they were not adventurous in the kitchen, rarely attempting other baked goods or candies, and failing miserably when they did. 
He suspected it was more of an attitude problem than a lack of talent. That fact made it all the more annoying. He loved their gingerbread, but he craved variety--sugar cookies, peanut blossoms, pralines. 
On his Christmas Eve run, he carried several plastic food containers and loaded them with cookies and sweets that the kids, although more likely their parents, had left for him. That haul was just enough to last him through New Year’s Day. 
By the time Valentine’s Day rolled around, he contemplated making a midnight run to bring back heart-shaped boxes of chocolates, cupcakes frosted with red butter cream icing, or cannolis.  Anything sweet that he could find. 
He never acted on his craving. Maybe next year he would.  
In a few minutes, there would be a line of kids that stretched from the sign a few feet from the throne that read “Wait here until Santa calls you forward” to the end of Santa Lane and around the outer fence.  
He’d like to get to know what was in her heart. His observations told him that her heart was full of love. He hoped there might be room for him. 
“That seems to be the pattern,” she said, rolling the “Santa is feeding the reindeer” sign along the green carpet that was bordered by white picket fencing to create the lane leading to Santa. 
He liked how efficient and capable she was, never curt or rude as she accomplished each task and made things happen. He would bet she could make a proper cup of tea one minute, and in the next, launch a spacecraft to colonize Venus. 
He rated himself good with children after centuries of listening, but he actually learned a thing or two watching her handle the kids who came to share their Christmas wishes with him. 
There was magic in how she convinced the most ornery child to be on their best behavior in Santa’s Workshop.
“Whisper to Santa what you want for Christmas like you’re telling him a precious secret. If you do, he will put you on the top of his list,” she had told a sobbing seven-year-old. “And if you smile, Santa will put two stars next to your name on his Nice List.” 
He had to look away, muffling a laugh that rose within him. That wasn’t how it worked, but he was grateful not to have to try to mollify a wailing kid whose parents should have fed him supper before bringing him here.  
She was equally good with the parents, leading them to a decision to buy rather than pressuring them with a hard sell schtick. Was it her endearing smile or the words that flowed as soothing as honey?
The Lavello elf costume she was forced to wear was based on fiction and totally laughable. Still, she looked great in it. 
Everyone, especially department stores that feature a Santa during the holidays, thinks elves dress like the ones in the holiday picture books. None of his elves ever dressed in a uniform, no less one made of velvet. Very impractical for the cold climate, and the dry cleaning bill would be sky high.
She rocked the costume, the form-fitting top and swirly short skirt outlining her compact and energetic body. The dark green tights highlighted sturdy legs, and the spangled hi-tops added a touch of whimsy. 
He wondered what she wore when she wasn’t working as a Lavello Elf. 
Her hair, a mass of curls, tinted a light brown to hide white roots, was pulled back with a green velvet headband. The color made her look younger and complemented her energy. 
She didn’t come off as particularly vain or overly concerned about how she was perceived. She had, however, shaved a few years off her age on her application for the position of Lavello Elf. 
His crew had brought that to his attention during a staff meeting three months ago in the boardroom on the second floor of the workshop building.
The boardroom, workshop, and the rest of his compound were nothing like the drawings in holiday books. He loved holiday decorations as much, maybe more, than anyone. Still, when the holidays were over, the pine garlands, multiple Christmas trees decorated with his Christmas ornament collection from around the world, and the ten-foot, lighted candy canes bordering the front walk were clutter and dust-catchers. 
The train set with its miles of track circling the reception area and criss-crossing through the center became a distraction and a hazard when the holidays were over.
“We have a few new additions to the Naughty List,” Melken, the head accountant, had announced as a digital version of the list materialized on the large computer screen mounted on the wall in the boardroom. “Most are no surprise, but the highlighted name, Belinda Wagner, moved there from the ‘Nice List.’” He pursed his lips. “She lied about her age to get a job.” 
“That’s hardly a crime,” Mick said. “Did she do something else?” He glanced around at the others at the boardroom table looking for support for his position.
Melken’s face turned a rosy pink, as is common in elves when they are embarrassed. The rest of his staff avoided eye contact. 
He would never refer to his employees by the old-fashioned name, “elves”, since the day a few decades ago when they decreed that they be called “Enchanted Beings” or “E.B.s” for short. Sometimes, he couldn’t avoid thinking the word.
Melken pursed his lips and took a deep breath before he spoke. “She has accumulated a sackful of little white lies, and frankly, she’s old enough to know better than to present herself on a job application as younger than her actual age. Who would believe it?” 
He was stunned. “I guess her employer did. Is she a slacker or stealing from the company?”
“Boss, we’re setting the bar a bit higher these days,” Jantzy, the E.B. in charge of the Nice List, volunteered. “To answer your question, no, she’s not a slacker and she’s not involved in anything illegal, but sometimes we have to make an example of someone.”  
The excuse was so trivial that he knew he had to leave the compound and see for himself.    
Like Belinda, he lied about his age on the Lavello employment application, too, but he had a good reason. If he had written down his actual age, a four-digit number, Mr. Steadman would have initially thought it was a joke or a mistake. After a good laugh, he might have concluded that his Santa candidate was crazy. 
He needed this job so he could observe Belinda firsthand. A simple reconnaissance mission to spot check the E.B.’s new and more stringent rule. 
He hadn’t anticipated how utterly charming and competent she was. Without trying, she had caught his eye and stolen his heart. The glow in her eyes told him that she had feelings for him, too, feelings that she tried to hide.  
On the employment application, he listed his age as 55, the first number that came to his head. The speed limit, he was told. For cars, maybe, but not his sleigh. Even before electronic ignition and other technological advances, his sleigh never went that slow. 
Speed limits were the least of his worries when he had a single night each year in which to deliver gifts to every child in the world.
The spicy fragrance of gingerbread wafting from the bakery cart at the entrance reminded him of the kitchens back home where the ginger and nutmeg cookies were the E.B.'s specialty. “All I Want for Christmas is You” poured from the speakers throughout the store. In a moment, Santa’s Lane would be flooded with noisy children. It was now or never.
“Belinda,” he said, “would you like to get a coffee or a glass of wine after our shift?”  
He held his breath waiting for her answer.






  
  Chapter 3


Belinda finished straightening up a stack of board games before she looked up, gauging the tone of his invitation. Mick stood a foot away, so elegant and sexy in his lush velvet Santa suit with the black silk ruching on the narrow lapels. The image of a ripped body underneath that suit popped into her head and sent heat through her core.
He looked like a sexy Santa on a greeting card. 
Except better.
His fluffy white beard looked real, which probably meant that he was around her age. However, his body, and the way he moved it, was definitely that of a much younger man. Too bad! He probably already thought she was too old for him. 
His silvery blue eyes, patient yet sparkling with, was that affection?, seemed to draw the answer from her. Now, she wouldn’t have to drum up the courage to ask him. Just accept his invitation with words that hinted at her joy but hid the excitement that she felt at this impromptu date with sexy Friday Santa. 
“You were reading my mind,” she said. “Grandma’s Pies down the block has a great selection of pies to go with the coffee.” The thought suddenly hit her that this might just be two work colleagues socializing. 
“I have a sweet tooth, so to Grandma’s we will go.”
His smile made her lightheaded. An iridescent shimmer rising from his white beard made the workshop seem to spin for a second. 
“Looks like our
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