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      Back when Melanie and I first started Of the Publishing Persuasion podcast, if you had told either one of us that one day we’d create a publishing house—and that our first project would be a smutty, holiday anthology called Jingle These Bells—I’m certain we would have both spit out our hot cocoas and cackled like the Christmas witches we happen to be.

      But here we are. And, O Holy Night, am I ever so grateful for it.

      This project has been one of the scariest, funniest, most heartwarming adventures of our author careers. Getting to edit these stories—and having the privilege of watching them morph into the winter wonderlands they now are—has been as delightful as a gingerbread treat. Getting to work with these authors—and be continuously amazed by their creativity and talent—has been as magical as Santa adding our names to the “nice” list.

      You should see all the messages between Melanie and me; we do nothing but brag about how much we love each and every piece in this anthology, and for reasons as varied as the stories themselves. Truly, we are buzzing like little kids sprinting down the stairs on Christmas morning.

      And that is the exact feeling we hope to bring to you as you read these stories. We hope you feel eager, and giddy, and giggly . . . and a little sweaty, too. We hope you reach The End and feel like you’ve had the sleigh ride of a lifetime.

      To help usher you through this wild adventure, we’ve added a heat rating system to indicate the spice level within each story. Our “flaming bells” scale is rated from 1 flaming bell (which indicates a low heat level) all the way to 7 flaming bells (which indicates a rating so hot, you better have the fire brigade on speed dial).

      Now, get cozy and grab your favorite holiday treat, because the jingling bells are ringing, and they’re calling your name.

      

      Your not-so-secret Santa,
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      Catherine’s head turned at the light jingling of bells that seemed to pull at her ear. She swallowed nervously. What sort of contraption would make a sound like that in a place like this? She shuddered to think. And yet, she couldn’t help herself, moving towards the jingling that seemed to shiver all the way through to her most inappropriate parts.

      Surely she was just imagining that because of where they were. Perhaps it was some innocent holiday decoration with bells—Christmas was only a week away. Regardless, she needed to find whatever was making that dreaded sound and stop it at once. Her heart pounded as sweat dripped down her cleavage in a most distracting way—and she was panting, for no good reason at all. This damned shop was making a mess of her.

      Maybe that was what happened when one finally visited a sex shop after spending fifty years of life pretending they didn’t exist. Catherine glanced around to check her friend Abbey wasn’t watching her from some other aisle—laughing her jolly head off, no doubt. But she couldn’t see Abbey anywhere. She’d better not have fucking left her here after she practically man-handled her into this accursed store.

      The jingling grew louder, and stronger. Only now they sounded less like twinkling bells and more like short, throaty little moans that throbbed their way into her core, stirring certain regions in the most blasphemous ways.

      She blinked, suddenly aware she’d reached the Christmas tree at the centre of the store. She’d noticed it when they walked in because she’d been surprised a store like this would take the time to decorate for the holidays. The tree itself was a startling tinsel thing. Pink and silver and at least twelve feet tall. Catherine choked back a splutter as she noted the various flesh-shaded baubles hanging off it. Penises of every length and girth, crowned with Santa hats, bobbed merrily amidst pink tinsel branches, beside ribboned vaginas dripping snowy drops of crystal from their extremely detailed centres.

      Catherine took quick steps away as her face heated into her skull. The jingling was getting louder, and she felt hotter than ever after that tree. She didn’t know why her body was reacting this way to the bells, but she needed to make it stop.

      She froze in the middle of the aisle, her face paling away the heat of some of her blush.

      Catherine, Catherine, Catherine, the bells had begun to groan.

      Her doe-brown eyes shot open wide. “Abbey!” she hissed, storming through the shop. “I’m going to fucking murder you!”

      Catherine kept her head low as she hunted. Following the sound of her own name being perversely moaned all about the store was harder than one would think. That damned voice seemed to be everywhere and nowhere. Perhaps Abby was moving around with it then. She’d best keep moving fast if she didn’t want Catherine to break her bloody legs.

      The moans grew louder and louder, until all at once, Catherine found herself face to face with a blue, iridescent wand that seemed to throb as she looked at it on the wall.

      Catherine, Catherine, Catherine, the thing whispered, its words now a close caress that sent shivers through her.

      Somehow the whispers felt worse than the moans, more intimate, more  . . .  pervasive. She needed to turn the damned thing off right this second. She yanked the box off the wall and turned it over in her hands, checking to see if there was some button for recording one pressed, or if the box had been opened. But the box was sealed tight and she couldn’t see any visible buttons. How was it on then? And how in all the green earth was it calling her name?

      Catherine, Catherine, Catherine, the iridescent wand of beads groaned.

      Her heart beat faster and faster with its cries. She was shocked to find herself becoming wet, could feel herself saturating the thin, cotton knickers she’d worn today, soaking through into the denim of her jeans.

      Two hard whacks against the shelf and the beaded wand fell mercifully silent.

      “Got you, you lecherous little beast!” Catherine crowed.

      A creaky little groan was the only warning she had, as the wall of brightly coloured dildos she’d just banged the box on began to tilt forward.

      “Shit—” Catherine steadied the unbalanced shelf with her hand. Her face was hot. She hadn’t blushed this hard since she was a teenager, and at the ripe age of fifty-five, that was quite some time ago indeed. She only had herself to blame. They were supposed to be out for coffee, then Catherine had said that thing, and Abbey had suddenly declared she needed a gift for her friend Katya’s wedding and brought her here.

      She wished she had never agreed to come to Master Gigadong’s Adult Warehouse, but after Abbey’s extreme reaction to that thing, Catherine had felt embarrassed to admit aloud that she’d never set foot in a shop like this. Now she wished she had. She felt ridiculous here. Out of place. This kind of thing was for people much younger than her, and much more daring indeed.

      The rainbow dildo wall gave a shudder and lurched towards her again. At the same time, a hearty cackle erupted from behind it. Because of course Abbey was behind this all—anal beads didn’t just spring to life and learn a person’s name on their own.

      “Abbey, stop!” she hissed.

      “I’m not doing anything.” Abbey grinned at her through the gap that ran all the way through to the other side of the shelf, her blue eyes twinkling with the mischief of an imp.

      “Shelves don’t just move on their own.” Catherine gave a squeak and threw her hands out as it jolted towards her again. “You’re going to make it fall on me—and how would that look? A fifty-something year old woman drowning in a sea of rainbow, things.” She swore like a sailor on the best days, but for some reason the word dildos felt impossible to say out loud. She didn’t even like looking at them, was sweating like she’d run a marathon just being in this store.

      “I’m sure I have no idea what you’re talking about. The thing looks stable enough to me.” Abbey gave it two hard knocks from the other side. “But honestly, darling, I think it would do you the world of good to drown in some dildos. You might finally get some of the orgasms you deserve.”

      Catherine paled, then blushed even harder than before. “I never should have told you that.” She strode away along the shelf, her blonde curls bouncing as she went. She was a natural brunette, and she loved the deep chestnut hair she was born with, but Jareth always said blondes had more fun, so she’d dyed it for him this week. She’d expected he’d want to ravish her. But he hadn’t even noticed yet.

      “Seriously Cat,” came Abbey’s posh voice, following after her on the other side of the shelf. “You’ve been with Jareth for five years! It physically ails me to think he hasn’t got you down to O-town once in all that time.”

      “Yes, well . . .”

      “Does he even try?”

      “He—well, it’s different for women,” Catherine murmured, hating how she sounded.

      Abbey’s eyes grew fiery and narrow, but when she spoke, her voice was gentle. “Well, that’s a no, if ever I heard one.”

      Her pitying tone stung Catherine harder than her outrage. “Plenty of women struggle to—you know, during sex,” she shot back through the shelf. She drew her head back quickly from a large box right by her face, showcasing a funny shaped torch with a winking green alien face emblazoned on its handle. At its end was a disturbing looking thing that she refused to call a vagina even in her head.

      “What about after sex, or before, or in between? Does Jareth care anything about your pleasure at all?”

      Catherine’s chest prickled.

      “Does he even know where your clit is?” Abbey’s eyes blazed at her between lines of neatly stacked condom boxes in Catherine’s silence. “Or that a woman can have multiple orgasms?”

      “That’s incredibly rare⁠—”

      “Poppycock! Why, sometimes I’ve had as many as six delicious orgasms before breakfast.”

      “Can you stop shouting orgasms across the store?” Catherine hissed.

      “Well, you’ve got to be masturbating like a stallion if Jareth isn’t giving them to you. You should at least have some toys.”

      They both popped out the end of the shelf right as Abbey finished saying this.

      Catherine stared at her open-mouthed, her face on fire. Abbey was only five years her senior, but since she’d turned sixty, it was as if some sex-hazed teenager had taken over her friend’s body. She was equal parts mortified and jealous how easily Abbey spoke about sex these days. Only a few short years ago, Abbey had been an immaculate businesswoman who wore tailored dresses made from stiff fabric that had to be drycleaned. Now she let her natural grey curls grow out and dressed in soft, flowing linens that made her ample curves sing.

      Abbey frowned at the look on Catherine’s face. “You are masturbating . . .” she asked slowly, “aren’t you?”

      Catherine closed the distance between them swiftly to cover Abbey’s mouth with her hand. “Can we please not shout about masturbating in public?” she whispered furiously in her ear.

      Abbey tore her face away. “We’re in a sex shop called Master Gigadong. Where else would we talk about it? Seriously, Cat, can you even remember your last orgasm?”

      Abbey’s eyes grew huge in the silence that followed. “Jesus wept!” She whipped around and began surveying the shelf. “Okay! We’re going to need this . . . and this . . . definitely this . . . this too.”

      “Abbey, stop! I’m not buying any of those.”

      “You don’t have to, I will.” Abbey plucked some worrying sized beads off a wall. After a pause she put them back. “Best start with beginner’s size,” she said, swapping them for a smaller set.

      “Christ’s sake Abbey—put them back!” Catherine grappled with the packages in her friend’s hands, but Abbey snatched them away.

      “I won’t! You are having an orgasm today if I have to diddle you myself.”

      “ABBEY!” Catherine flew at her again.

      “Orgasm, orgasm, ORGASM!” Abbey shouted as Catherine wrestled with her and tried to cover her mouth to no avail. “MASTURBATION!” she shouted.

      Catherine felt the wall behind her give way, just as she remembered how wobbly that shelf had been.

      And then, dildo’s were flying everywhere. And gag-balls, whips and cuffs.
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        * * *

      

      Catherine pulled the door closed behind her, careful not to shut it too hard, because then Jareth would ask why she felt the need to slam it every time she walked in.

      “I’m home,” she called out. There was no reply.

      She trailed into the kitchen and lay her keys on the bench top.

      “Not on the marble!” came Jareth’s voice from the lounge chair.

      Heart sinking, Catherine removed her keys from the bench top and added it to the mental list of places the keys were not allowed to rest in the house, tucking them into her pocket for now instead.

      She woke a dormant smile, forcing it to stretch across her face so she would look cheerful as she walked into the lounge room.

      Jareth was exactly where she expected. His favourite reclining sofa, legs up reading his paper. She knew he cut a handsome figure with his salt and pepper waves, chiselled jaw and expensive glasses, but her stomach didn’t flutter like it used to.

      “How was coffee with Abbey?”

      Jareth hadn’t looked up from the paper once. But he had automatically asked her about her day. Even if it sounded like he’d only done it for some mental checklist. He didn’t give her orgasms, but he bought her flowers on birthdays. Some mornings he even made banana pancakes—his favourite—but he always gave her a plate. And wasn’t that enough? Could a fifty-five-year-old woman really expect orgasms on top of her pancakes?

      “We never went for coffee. A friend of hers is getting married and she needed a gift.”

      “Oh, that’s nice.”

      The smile she had forced out cracked. Catherine waited, but he didn’t ask her anything more. He rarely did. And once again she felt invisible as she stood there, yearning to be acknowledged by the only other soul in the house, but met with stonewalled silence again. It had bothered her for some time, but she’d always felt the fault was hers. Perhaps if she’d been more engaging, or more beautiful, his head might turn. She’d tried. To make herself more visually appealing to his tastes, to get new hobbies she thought would titillate his sensibilities. But she never could get back the version of him that had chased her like she was some rare, magnificent creature at the start. And today, she didn’t feel it was her fault at all. Today, her brain was fire. Boiling and teeming with more thoughts than she could keep track of. Somewhere in the mess of it all, floated Abbey’s head screaming endlessly about orgasms.

      Catherine shook the floating head away and focused her attention back on Jareth.

      “Notice anything different?” she asked quietly. Perhaps if she drew his attention to it, he might finally notice her hair.

      Nothing.

      “Jareth?”

      “Hmm? Yeah babe. Looks great.”

      “What looks great?” she pressed.

      He glanced up briefly, eyebrows raised. “Fishing for compliments is not the right way to get them.” He gave a grunt and returned to his paper.

      What was the right way to get them? Catherine wondered. The last of the smile fell from her face, suddenly too heavy to hold.

      She wished he would ask more. Sense her tone. Notice how frazzled she was. Notice anything about her at all.

      “So, Abbey took me to a sex shop, actually.” The words flew out of her mouth.

      That got the paper down, and Jareth’s pale eyes fixed on her. “Which friend did you say was getting married?”

      “I didn’t.”

      Jareth’s face scrunched up into a very specific look Catherine knew all too well. It was the look he gave her whenever he felt she was being too sassy for her own good, and if there was anything that man hated, it was Catherine sassing him. Usually the look made her simmer down, but today her insides steamed.

      “Some friend of Abbey’s. I don’t really know her.”

      “Huh. A much, younger friend obviously.”

      Catherine’s insides twisted at how he said it. “No, she’s our age, I believe.”

      Jareth gave a snort. “Wow.”

      “Wow, what?”

      Jareth shrugged. “I just don’t think someone around Abbey’s age has any business in a sex shop.”

      “I’m around Abbey’s age.”

      “Point and case.” Jareth returned to his paper.

      Catherine’s insides raged volcanic at his words.

      “What if I loved going there?” She didn’t know where the words had come from, but there they were, bright pinpricks in the room.

      “What are you getting all snippy about now?”

      “You don’t think women my age should be able to enjoy these things?”

      Jareth gave a shrug. “I think they probably have other things they should be enjoying more by your age. Besides, everyone knows sex is more of a guy thing. You lovely female folk do it to please us mostly—isn’t that right?”

      A choking pulse thundered in Catherine’s throat and storm clouds raged in her eyes. “Do you even give a single shit that you haven’t made me come once in this entire relationship?”

      He did not give a single shit. Not about Catherine’s feelings, not about their relationship, and definitely not about her orgasms.

      “You’re not the classy woman I thought you were,” he sniffed, right before he slammed the door and drove away in his ute, leaving a rude set of skid marks and devastating the small family of light-up reindeer Catherine had set up in the front yard.

      “Of course we had to break up right before Christmas,” said Catherine with a sigh, to the huge Christmas tree glittering merrily in her loungeroom.

      She was surprised to find she didn’t feel sad about that at all. She did feel lonely, imagining coming back to the empty house day after day, but if she was honest with herself, she felt a profound sense of peace, too. Jareth was a loser and an asshole, and she deserved more. She couldn’t believe she hadn’t seen it before.

      A laugh cackled out of her as she remembered the look on his face when she told him that, no, it wasn’t her. That she’d come plenty of times with men in the past. Of course, plenty, had been a mega-stretch, but Jareth didn’t need to know that.

      She made a mental note to take Abbey out for coffee sometime soon. She knew now she’d only gotten mad because she’d triggered her. The truth was, Abbey had been right on the money. Catherine wasn’t having orgasms. All these years, she’d been so focused on feeling proud a handsome man like Jareth had taken notice of her and trying to keep him happy, she hadn’t thought of any of her desires at all.

      She poured a deep red and sat herself at the foot of the Christmas tree in the corner of the room.

      With each sip she took, Catherine grew angrier and angrier. The feelings and wants of her partners had always been paramount to her, but what about them? Had any of the men she’d been with ever truly spared a thought for her? She hadn’t dared to tell Abbey how few and far between her orgasms had been in her life. That she’d never masturbated before—well why would she? She’d never thought about her own pleasure at all.

      Perhaps she should.

      The thought thrilled her as much as it surprised her, but by now she was quite tiddly enough on wine to not think it a bad thought at least.

      Perhaps Abbey was right. Perhaps she could be having as many as six delicious orgasms before breakfast.

      The lights of the Christmas tree twinkled gaily. She cackled again, this time at the realisation this simple pine was giving her more joy and sparkle in this moment than Jareth had given her all these years.

      “Oh, Christmas tree, oh, Christmas tree! Some orgasms would delight me!” she sang out all of a sudden, chuckling as she did. She was a ridiculous hen and she knew it. She could barely say the word orgasm without blushing.

      She topped up her wine and put some festive music to play on her laptop. It was Christmas Eve after all. “Jingle Bells,” the jazz edition, felt right for the moment, because it reminded her of the jingling thing in the sex shop that had called out her name and had her wetter than she could remember with its groans. She thought about how the heat had crept up her body, letting herself linger on the memory of the warmth that had spread to her centre. Beneath her silk nightie, her nipples pricked up, pert and hard.

      “Ha! Perhaps there’s hope for me yet  . . . ” She gave a cackle, toasting her wine to the twinkling tree. “Dear Santa, please send me some orgasms for Christmas. I’ve been a good girl for much too long.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Catherine shifted and gave a long yawn that ended in a wince. Good god  . . .  she’d fallen asleep on the floor. Every bone in her body felt brittle and stiff. She must have slept for some time then. The sky outside blushed a delicate, morning orange confirming her thoughts.

      She groaned as she shifted into a sitting position on the couch facing the Christmas tree. “Ughhh. Note to self, no night sleeps on the floor at fifty-five,” she moaned, massaging her neck.

      The grim realities of yesterday came flooding back with the sharp tingles that ran down her neck. She didn’t feel elated or daring as she had last night. Instead there was a hollow thrum in her chest that seemed to echo with the emptiness of a house containing none but her this morning.

      “Well, Merry Christmas to me, I suppose.” She toasted the remainder of last night’s wine to the twinkling tree and threw it back.

      Ugh. That was a mistake.

      A second later she was laughing. She didn’t know where it was coming from, but it was loud and joyous and  . . .  free. Yes, that was it. The house was empty, and she couldn’t deny she felt lonely in it, but she couldn’t remember ever feeling so light, or present in her own body.

      Something had begun to bubble inside her. It had started with her chat with Abbey, a seed that had burst to life as she found the words and courage to speak her mind to Jareth. It was a part of her she’d always hushed into orderly silence, but it rose now, making her feel truly awake for the very first time in her life.

      Catherine  . . .  came a groan.

      If it hadn’t made her jump, she might have thought she imagined it.

      Catherine  . . .  came the familiar sounding groan, louder this time. And damn it all if her panties weren’t already wet at the sound of that voice. This time, she didn’t run around as she had in the store. Instead, she closed her eyes and let waves of pleasure wash over her as she tried to zone in on the sound.

      Catherine  . . .

      Catherine  . . .

      There.

      Her eyes searched the branches of the Christmas tree in front of her. And lo, there it was. The most perfectly curved wand of five of the roundest, bluest balls hanging near the bottom of the tree. Catherine stared at them mesmerised. The voice had been the exact one she’d heard at Master Gigadong’s, but she hadn’t actually expected to find it. Here. Hung on her very own tree. Unwrapped and glistening audaciously.

      Where had it come from?

      The iridescent surface was captivating, a constantly changing oil-slick metallic that seemed to move and shimmer as if each ball were its own small world. She reached for it through fragrant needles of pine, and the wand clicked off the branch as if she’d plucked a full, ripened fruit.

      “Oh!” Catherine exclaimed, as it came to life, nuzzling against her palm in warm, throbbing waves. It felt almost alive, and as she stared at it, eyeball to balls, there came a rising crescendo of jingling bells amidst several more sweat-inducing moans.

      A moment later she burst out laughing again. “Abbey, you absolute minx!” she cackled to the empty house. For surely it had been Abbey in the store, and Abbey behind this thing winding up in her home.

      Sex toy, not thing. Catherine corrected herself in her head. She didn’t know why it felt important for her to do so, only that in that moment, it truly did.

      She had no idea how or when Abbey had managed to get it on the tree. But of course it was Abbey. Who else could it be. The glossy weight of the wand in her palm made her cheeks heat, but she couldn’t help herself reaching out to finger the end.

      The sparkling chime of bells rang through the house and then a deep, throaty, “Ohhh  . . . ”

      She had no idea what material the wand of balls was made from. It was firm, but not rigid, in a way that brought to mind grapes. The ball on the end of the wand was about the size of a marble.

      “Beginner’s size,” came Abbey’s voice in her head.

      Beyond the cherry pop of the first ball, each ball on the wand swelled a little bigger than the last. The fifth and final had the eye-watering girth of a medium lime. Well, it was eye-watering for her at least, what with this being her first sex toy and all.

      She grinned, proud of herself for calling it that right away. It felt like a small triumph against Jareth and the entire fundamentalist patriarchy that had held her down.

      Abbey hadn’t been wrong. Jareth had never concerned himself with Catherine’s pleasure. She didn’t think he’d asked her once how any of their sex together had been. Their ritual had consisted of Jareth nodding her towards the bedroom, two minutes of grunted thrusts, followed by a pleased thwack on her bottom, after which she was left to clean up the mess while Jareth went outside for a smoke. With her mind awake and raging the way it was now, it felt abominable to think of it. She could not fathom how she could have accepted such nonchalance and selfishness. How someone could just use another person like that and never care if they had enjoyed any of it. She knew a part of the responsibility lay with her for being too shy to talk about anything, but then, fuck blaming herself, because wasn’t that what everyone in her community had taught her growing up?

      A woman should smile, be pleasant. Generous. Please your man to keep him in your bed. She should lose herself in service to others. She’d heard that last part from the pulpit of the church she grew up in more times than she could count. Had meditated on it diligently, and it seemed she truly had lost herself in the process.

      “Jareth, you selfish prick!” she shouted to the apartment. “And fuck you purity fundamentalists!” She added with a screech, remembering how her young marriage had gone up in flames, even after she had so carefully saved herself and been the perfect wife to a Chad who fancied himself the toast of the town, and ploughed his dick into anything with a pulse, she had later discovered. “And fuck the patriarchy too!” she shouted for good measure.

      She had never shouted so loud in her life, and it felt fucking good. Still, she didn’t want to waste another precious cell of her brain thinking about any of those things. And so, she focused her attention back on the jingling ball wand from the tree instead.

      The weight of it in her hands was glorious. She had the immediate desire to stick the end of it in her mouth, then thought better of it.

      Her mouth wasn’t where she wanted it. The thought came out of nowhere, making Catherine’s pulse skip.

      She frowned at how warm it was in her hands. What material could heat up so quickly like that? She rolled it over slowly in her palms and it gave a resonant chime that made her pulse race faster. She stroked the ball at the end of it gently—it seemed to have been begging for her to do that from the start—and there was that deep, throaty moan again. Perhaps these beads were programmed then, to respond to touch, and who knew what else.

      The thought set her blood alight.

      What sound would the beads make if she rubbed them other places?

      Blood rushed in her ears as she played with the glittering sapphire ring at the end of the largest bead—of course, it couldn’t possibly be real sapphire. But the deep blue crystal was striking indeed. Like a great, hungry eye watching her. Wanting her.

      Her heart hadn’t stopped racing since her shouting, but the feeling pounded into something else now. Heat. Desire. The beads grew hot in her hand. Perhaps, like a mood ring, they had sensed the shift in her body themselves. They gave a soft, sensual buzz in her hand.

      Her feet were moving towards the shower a moment later.

      A pulsing warmth between her legs was growing in time to the pulsing heat of the beads in her hands. A feeling she could scarcely remember, but one she wanted to bring forth with every fibre of her being.

      She undressed slowly as she neared the shower. She took her time, letting the fabric cascade slowly down over her bottom—her “big old keister,” her second husband had called it. Right now, in this hyper moment of awareness with herself, she couldn’t see how. Her bottom was enormous, yes, but to her, in this moment, it seemed every curve, every dimple of time was a flowing universe of buzzing energy. A luscious harmony for the fingers and eyes in every way.

      She paused, mostly naked in the hallway. With one hand she traced the flare of her hips, with the other hand, she rolled the beads over her bare belly, rounded and soft.

      Her boyfriend before Jareth had always said she would look a million dollars if she would just do the right stretches to “tighten up that gut.”

      As she slid the beads over the softness of it now, the silk of her own skin, she couldn’t see how he dared. The balls grew warm and began to vibrate again in response, and she felt the heat between her legs turn to wet.

      A deep, throbbing pulse was guiding her now. Into the shower, where she let her small, perfect breasts spill out of her bra before tossing it to the ground. No matter what any of the wretched men in her life had said, she’d always been proud of her boobs. They had been small and firm in her youth, but age had bestowed a deeper swell and slight hang that made her feel like some artist might well like to paint them some day. The beads buzzed furiously in her hand at that thought. Catherine soaped them up carefully in response, (she didn’t want a rash from the Christmas tree after all) with her pH-balanced intimate wash, which suddenly felt very convenient indeed.

      Now they were clean, she did what she had longed to do since she first felt their weight and drew them down between her legs.

      She gasped as the beads burst to life, with a soft vibration and another deep moan that duetted with her own. The heat of hearing that sound come from her own lips made her dizzy with need.

      She let her hand guide the wand of beads further in, feeling herself heat and swell, growing hotter and wetter. Another moan emitted from between her legs as the beads took on a life of their own, pressing and throbbing. Sending electric waves through her body. She was certain she could feel something like a tongue, dragging deep, urgent licks over parts of herself Catherine hadn’t seen in quite some time. It startled her a little, how very like a real tongue it felt, but not enough to draw her hand away. No. All the battles of the ages could not have pulled her hand away now if they tried. She couldn’t help herself now, adding some of her own nudges in time to everything the beads were doing themselves.

      “Yes—oh—yes,” came a deep, urgent voice from the beads.

      That voice, however they had programmed it, shot electricity through her core.

      “Yes—fuck—yes,” Catherine moaned back, pushing the beads harder against every part of her that wanted it. The jingling sound was louder than ever. Like the bells of a sleigh thundering their way across a coarse gravel road. Her hand found its way up to her breast a moment later, and then she was cupping and massaging and tugging at her nipple as a frenzy took over. She panted as her energy and wetness grew. The beads moaned and licked as a warm pulse bloomed and throbbed between Catherine’s legs. She came and came, so hard she had to stop massaging her breast to grip the side of the shower for support. She breathed in heavily, savouring the waves of pleasure as they washed over her.

      She felt so hot and needy, she couldn’t help remembering what Abbey had said about multiple orgasms. She took the beads again, emboldened by the power of her first orgasm, and let the wand glide through the slickness between her legs until it reached the opening of her lips. She supposed beads like these were designed with other places in mind, but her mind had one area in focus right now.

      Her eyes flew wide at the sensation of the first bead popping in. She gasped and groaned at the waves of heat in the orgasm that followed. But Catherine kept the beads right where they were. She could feel her body now begging for more. She applied a little more pressure and⁠—

      An urgent, throaty moan spilled from her lips as the second bead popped in. The beads took on a life of their own again, pulsing and thrumming and coaxing, then jingling hard as Catherine shuddered with the third and most powerful orgasm of all—perhaps of her entire life. She certainly couldn’t remember experiencing pleasure like this before. Not with a man, and certainly not with herself. They had never talked about such things in her home growing up, yet the feelings of everyone around her had somehow been very clear; masturbation was wrong and improper, especially for ladies. There had been entire books on the subject no one ever touched in her church. Well screw them and their dusty books. Catherine felt better than she had in her life.

      She washed her beads again carefully in the shower, hunting for where the tongue feature popped out of, or where the sound might be coming from, but she found nothing to hint to the location of either of these things.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Christmas lunch with her family the next day was a blur. Every distant cousin and their uncle had given her the most pitying glances when she’d told them her and Jareth had broken up. Her sister Mindy had cornered her to give her a whispered lecture that included questions like:

      “What did you do?” and statements like, “But he seemed so nice.”

      Catherine barely listened to any of it.

      She excused herself early, not caring if they all thought it was because of Jareth. Let him make himself useful this once.

      Catherine giggled when she spotted a beautifully wrapped present waiting for her under the Christmas tree at home. It wasn’t the jingle bells gift wrap amusing her. It was the shape of the thing—the very, phallic shape of it.

      “Abbey you’ve gone too far this time!” she cackled, as she tore off the wrapping paper gleefully.

      Yes, there it was. A red and white striped dildo, with a grinning Santa head on its handle.

      “Good lord! The size of it though!” She turned it over in her hands and let her fist trail down the length of its candy-cane shaft.

      “Yeah, baby, just like that,” came a voice from the dildo that made her nipples harden under the soft, white T-shirt she’d changed into.

      Catherine bit down on her lip, heat flushing her cheeks.

      Jareth had always preferred her in a lace teddy for sex, but right now, as she slipped off her underwear, leaving her bare bottom peeking out under her T-shirt, she’d never felt sexier.

      She took a quiet moment in the kitchen to mull some spiced wine. It was Christmas after all.

      Once the cinnamon and cloves had licked the air full with their heady aroma, Catherine filled a large coffee mug. “Might as well call it how it is.” She shrugged to the dildo, which commanded enough presence in the room to make her feel it were its own sentient thing.

      She sipped her spiced wine and pulled her old turntable out of a cupboard. Jareth had said it was a waste of space after he’d bought that swanky new system, but Catherine yearned for the scratch of vinyl. For the music to vibrate through her. She put on a record with some low, crooning jazz and sunk into the couch closest to the Christmas tree in the corner. She hadn’t come empty-handed. The gifts from the tree were washed and glistening beside her.

      She let the jazz and the warmth of the mulled wine spread through her, arching her head back over the sofa. She closed her eyes for a quiet moment. Let herself bask in the presence of just being. Existing in her own body—a body filled with electricity, alive and wanting. For a moment her thoughts turned grim. How had she wasted so much time not truly existing in her very own unique and wonderful skin?

      Her eyes prickled for a moment, then she hugged the thought, and let it fall away.

      She wouldn’t waste her time on regrets. She was present now. Knew exactly what her body was asking her to do.

      She took a long sip of her spiced wine, then let her fingers graze slowly across her chest. Her nipples rose quickly to attention under her white T-shirt. Soon enough, she was reaching beneath the soft cotton, cupping her breast, massaging and pulling at her nipple exactly the way she wanted. She put all her focus on her right nipple this time, it was far more sensitive than her left, she was learning. A thrill shot through her when she glanced down and saw the bare-naked flare of her bottom and thighs. Even home on her own like this, she felt brazen and daring and very, very naked with no underwear on.

      She let her fingers trail down between her legs, and a breathy sigh left her lips when she found how wet she had already gotten.

      A low moan came from beside her, but the dildo would have to wait. She was listening to her body now. She let her finger slip inside herself, a thing she had never done in her life, but right now, in the light of the Christmas tree and her newfound moment of awareness, felt the most natural thing in the world.

      She let herself roam, wondering at the magnificence of her own body.

      Soon enough, a second finger joined the first. Catherine arched back and moaned into how much fuller two fingers felt than one.

      When did that get there? She grinned at the dildo in her hand.

      She was feeling very daring by now, and took no time at all to drag the head of it right where it had been begging to go since she’d first laid eyes on it.

      It whispered all kinds of things as she drew the realistic-shaped tip across her slickness. She gasped as the head slid in with no added movement of her own. How had it done that? The question slipped right out of her head as the thick length of it eased its way into her, filling her so tightly, pulsing and whispering her own name fervently.

      She still had no idea where the voice was coming from, but its deep, rusty notes made her body listen and hum with urgent need. It seemed to be listening to her too. Reading her body’s every desperate want. She found herself wondering how smart the device could be  . . .

      “Fuck me,” Catherine panted raggedly, and it began to throb and drive into her exactly as she wanted.

      She came and came again.

      Had some more wine and then came a third time.

      By now she was deliciously giddy on wine and very hot. She didn’t know if it was because of all those years with no orgasms, or if things would be like this all the time, but she knew she was still hot and horny and ready for more.

      Her eyes slid to the beads beside her. She hadn’t had specifics in mind, but what if⁠—

      “Yes, baby, yes,” the beads purred.

      Just then, Catherine’s eyes caught upon a small gift under the tree she hadn’t noticed was there.

      She tore open the package quickly.

      PERSONAL LUBRICANT, said the bottle waiting inside.

      The Santa dildo still vibrating inside her gave a leap.

      Carefully, Catherine dripped some of the lubricant onto her beads, then slowly she drew them to the place she had been wondering about.

      When the first bead slipped into her ass, Catherine thought she may pass out from sheer pleasure. She wasn’t sure how, but the beads definitely felt smaller now and much less intimidating. She managed to get three in quite easily and was soon shuddering under the pleasure of an orgasm that blacked out her vision for a moment.

      She arched back, lost in another orgasm, when the beads buzzed their way up to the sapphire ring in her ass.

      She wasn’t doing anything now, but the dildo and beads seemed to anticipate every thrust and every well-timed throb she wanted.

      “Yes  . . .  yes  . . .  yes!”
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        * * *

      

      “You did what?”

      Catherine took a long sip of her coffee, grinning at the look on Abbey’s face.

      “Well, it wasn’t before breakfast, but I did give myself as many as six delicious orgasms—more if you count Christmas Eve—oh, and I broke up with Jareth.”

      “I—well . . . Good for you!” said Abbey, recovering quickly, to firmly cheers coffee cups with Catherine. “I hated that man in entirety from the start!”

      Catherine shook her head. “I don’t know how I didn’t see it before.”

      “Well, you’re free now—and apparently making excellent use of your time.”

      “I feel free.” Catherine smiled. “Of course, I have to thank you for your part in waking me up.”

      “I was but a nudge on the wind.”

      “Yes, but I don’t think I would have worked up the courage if it wasn’t for all your gifts.”

      “Gifts?” Abbey frowned as she took another sip of her coffee. “Whatever do you mean?”
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      Taylor sat at the kitchen table with a glass of wine and sighed. She could finally relax now that all the presents were under the tree—or as near to the tree as she could get them. There weren’t many presents this year, but Taylor still managed to get the kids a big present each: bicycles. She’d had to work extra shifts to afford them, but it was all going to be worth it tomorrow morning. Ava’s bike, her first with pedals, was just barely visible from Taylor’s point of view in the kitchen. The metal glinted in the lights of the Christmas tree where it leaned against the loveseat. They’d all had such a hard year—Taylor included. Tomorrow needed to be perfect.

      Snowflakes gently plinked against the dark kitchen window. Taylor took another sip of wine, thankful for the quiet moment to herself.

      She jumped as something thumped loudly upstairs, then shook her head and frowned. Of course it was too much to ask that the kids actually go to sleep the night before Christmas. As long as they stayed upstairs  . . .  but were those jingle bells she was hearing?

      Taylor listened hard for another sound, but heard none, and took another sip. They were well-behaved kids, just excited for tomorrow morning, and who could blame them? And where the hell would they have gotten jingle bells? She chuckled at herself, but cut it short when she heard the distinct sound of footsteps and creaking floorboards in the living room.

      No! They’ll see everything I worked so hard to surprise them with!

      She slammed her glass down on the table and was at the kitchen doorway in two large steps, with the name of both children primed on the tip of her tongue. The kids were nowhere to be seen. Instead, a figure in red stood in front of the tree, fingers tracing over the lights and brightly colored ornaments admiringly. Taylor stopped dead in her tracks, with her heart in her throat. The figure slowly turned their head to look behind them, and Taylor’s shock doubled when, rather than an older man with a beard, an angular, feminine face smiled over the furry white trim of her hood.

      “Don’t worry, it’s just me,” the woman said, in a voice so low it sounded like a purr.

      “Who?” Taylor exhaled. Though she was surprised, she wasn’t at all afraid of this woman.

      This is just a dream, she thought.

      The woman in red smiled, showing brilliant white teeth in her mischievous grin, and turned to face Taylor fully. “You know who. I’m the bearer of gifts for all the good boys and girls—and you’ve been a very good girl this year, Taylor.”

      As she turned, she fully removed the hood, revealing a head of silvery white hair that spilled loose from the woman’s bun. Her light locks picked up the light of the tree and carried it down to the ample flare of cleavage peeking out from under her thick, red coat.

      “How do you know my name?” Taylor asked.

      The woman shrugged one shoulder. “You know how the song goes. ‘Sees you when you’re sleeping’ and all that.”

      “He sees you when you’re sleeping,” Taylor corrected, though calmly. Playfully even.

      “Santa is whoever you need Santa to be,” the woman purred, and slowly closed the difference between them. “Santa gives you whatever you want the most.”

      The woman brought her hand to her mouth and bit down gently on one of the thick, black leather fingers, removing one glove and then the next without taking her eyes off Taylor. “What do you want for Christmas this year?” she asked, then leaned in and whispered, “I can give you anything you ask for.”

      The warmth of the woman’s breath on her neck raised goosebumps on Taylor’s arm, and she felt the chill run over her whole body that ended with a tingle between her legs. The woman stayed close; Taylor could smell the icy air that lingered in her hair. The scent of her warm body mixed with something both citrus and herbal, like the smell of Christmas morning.

      Upstairs, something moved, and there was the sound of those jingle bells again. She gasped like she was the one getting caught doing something naughty.

      “The kids!” Taylor whispered, her gaze fixed on the bottom of the stairs as her heart pounded in her chest.

      A gentle, warm finger touched her chin and turned her face back to the woman.

      “That was just the reindeer. They get a little antsy waiting.”

      “Reindeer, huh?” Taylor asked, looking directly into the hazel eyes of the woman, who smiled.

      “Nothing else will do.”

      “So, you’re the real deal, then?”

      “I’m as real as you need me to be.”

      Taylor shook her head. This was definitely a dream, or the wine was too much for her. That’s why her whole body felt warm and tingly, and why she wanted so bad to taste Santa’s perfect, pouty lips.

      As though reading her mind, Santa leaned in and kissed Taylor. The kiss was soft and warm, and drew the air out of her lungs. It had been so long since someone touched her so tenderly. Taylor’s body slackened, but Santa’s sturdy arm wrapped around her, holding her close.

      Santa placed a gentle kiss on her jaw, and down her neck.

      “You’ve been such a good girl, Taylor.”

      Taylor shuddered as Santa placed her warm lips on her collarbone, and her nipples hardened against the fabric of her shirt.

      Santa sat in the loveseat by the tree and drew Taylor down into her lap to sit side saddle.

      “Tell me what you want the most,” Santa demanded.

      “You,” Taylor whispered, the word as soft as the snowflakes against the window. The year had been so busy. There had been no time to think of her own needs—certainly not in that way. But now Santa was here, and all she could think was how badly she wanted someone to hold her and care for her. Her whisper was an answer as much as it was a surrender. Take me.

      Taylor faced Santa again. Their lips met softly at first, and then more voraciously. Taylor’s hands roamed over the front of Santa’s coat, while Santa held her hip to keep her close. Taylor pulled the large black belt loose from Santa’s waist and ran her hands over the warm base layer covering her soft stomach and breasts.

      Santa caressed Taylor’s thigh, easing her legs apart to run her fingers up to the damp patch in her pajama bottoms. Taylor moaned into Santa’s mouth and opened her legs wider. Santa rubbed up and down, teasingly, while her other hand moved up to support Taylor’s neck.

      “Wait,” Taylor panted, pulling away. “What about the kids?” she asked, glancing at the stairs again.

      “They never wake up when Santa’s at work—Christmas magic,” Santa murmured, gently kissing Taylor’s neck again. “For now, it’s just you and me.”

      That was all the permission Taylor needed to fully give herself over. One hand went to Santa’s disheveled hair, while the other directed Santa to her waistband. Without hesitating, Santa dipped her fingers beneath the fabric and found Taylor’s warm, wet lips. She drew circles around the hard nub, and Taylor’s hips moved with the rhythm. Then she sank a finger inside.

      “Santa,” she gasped, pressing her forehead into Santa’s as her breathing quickened.

      Santa added another finger, thrumming against Taylor’s G-spot as her hand pressed into Taylor’s clit.

      “Oh my god,” Taylor panted.

      The wave washed over her body, crashing into her nerves over and over again as Santa continued to stroke her fingers inside. When it subsided, Taylor brought a hand to her face, a little embarrassed at how quickly she’d come.

      “It’s been a while,” she explained.

      “Shh,” Santa hushed. “Don’t worry. We’ve got all night, and that was just the first.”

      Santa removed her fingers, now slick from Taylor’s arousal, and began circling her clit again without making hard contact. She pressed her lips into Taylor’s softly again as they both rode the slowly building wave of desire.

      Taylor held Santa’s neck as they kissed, then threw her leg over the woman’s lap and straddled her and her hand. Taylor ground her hips against Santa’s hand, controlling the speed and rhythm this time as she panted and moaned into her mouth. Once again, Santa slipped her fingers inside. First one, then two, and then a third. Taylor’s hips moved up and down, feeling Santa inside of her, and then rubbing her clit, and then inside of her again. As her orgasm built, she slowed, wanting to ride it out this time instead of letting it crash over her.

      Santa’s other hand found the curve of Taylor’s ass, her hips, her breasts. The touch was warm and firm. She felt safe, like nothing existed but the two of them, and the world outside the light of the tree fell away. Her hips rode Santa’s hand faster and faster as her muscles gripped Santa’s fingers. When her orgasm crashed over her this time, Taylor threw her head back and cried out in a sweet release.

      “Good girl,” Santa smiled.

      Her hips continued to ride Santa’s hand until her pleasure finally abated. She sat for a moment on top of the other woman, kissing her gently, over and over, as her heart rate slowed, before throwing her leg back over Santa’s lap. Taylor collapsed between her and the arm of the loveseat.

      “Wow,” Taylor sighed with a smile. “That was fun. Ha! I didn’t realize how much I needed that.”

      “I think you need another one,” Santa said.

      Taylor’s eyebrows shot up. “I don’t know if I can. I don’t want to make you late.”

      Santa shushed her again. “Christmas magic, remember? Let’s just see if you can, and then I’ll be on my merry way.” She reached into the pocket of her coat and pulled out something small and dark that Taylor couldn’t see, but when Santa’s thumb moved she could hear something like the buzzing of a bee.

      Santa rubbed the tiny vibrator against the wet spot on Taylor’s pajamas, and Taylor jumped, still sensitive from the last orgasm. Santa moved the vibrator lower on the fabric, and Taylor felt the buzzing in her swollen labia. The vibrations moved up her torso, tightening the muscles in her lower belly and quickening her breath.

      “Can you come for me again?” Santa asked.

      Taylor nodded.

      Santa slipped her hand underneath the waistband again and pressed the tip of the small vibrator against the top of Taylor’s opening, just beneath her clit, and gently rubbed it up and down. Taylor could feel the wave building again, but this time she had to work for her release. She ground hard against the vibrator and moaned with abandon, knowing no one but Santa could hear her.

      Santa pressed the button on the vibrator, and it buzzed with greater intensity. Taylor’s cries became louder and higher pitched, and she started to beg.

      “Oh, Santa, make me come, please make me come Santa.”

      Santa pressed the button again, and Taylor’s body spasmed over and over again against the tiny vibrator in Santa’s hands. Only when her orgasm completely abated did Santa pull away. Taylor was out of breath, a light sweat cooled on her hairline.

      “I thought you might like a new toy this year. You deserved it,” Santa said.

      Taylor laughed.

      “Turns out it was the perfect gift, who knew?”

      Santa stood and buckled her coat shut. Taylor wanted to stand but suddenly felt very tired. She could barely keep her eyes open.

      “Merry Christmas, Taylor.”

      Santa put her hood up and started walking toward the chimney on the other side of the tree.

      “Wait!” Taylor shouted, fighting sleep.

      Santa stopped and turned back around.

      “Will I see you again?”

      Santa smiled. “If you’re a good girl all year, then we’ll see.”
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        * * *

      

      Taylor awoke to Ava and Noah shrieking. She sat up, and was face to face with the children as they discovered the many presents that waited for them beneath the tree. Taylor put a hand to her head, unsure how she ended up on the love seat under a blanket.

      “Oh wow, a bike!” Ava shouted, grabbing the handlebars on her gift.

      Noah sat on his feet, holding a small box in both hands and shaking it. “This one sounds like Legos!”

      “Can we open them now? Please?” Ava asked, dropping down next to her brother to peek at the other gifts beneath the tree.

      “Yes, yes, you can open them now,” Taylor said, laughing.

      She’d been exhausted lately and must have passed out after getting the presents ready. But she’d had such a strange dream.

      Taylor stood to make herself some coffee while the children tore the wrapping paper off their first picks. As she walked, she felt something strange in the pocket of her pajama pants. She reached in and pulled out a small tube with a button on the end. A ribbon wrapped around the top affixed two small jingle bells to the vibrator, along with a card with a flourishing script that read: From Santa.

      It wasn’t a dream, Taylor thought, with a mixture of shock and wonder, before wrapping her fingers around the gift and spinning quickly around to make sure the children didn’t see it. They were lost in the excitement of pushing their bikes around the living room.

      Taylor clutched her gift to her chest and sighed longingly as the magic of the night replayed in her mind.

      Next year, I’ll be a very good girl.
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