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 Foreword

 


H. K. Hillman

 


Christmas. A time of merriment and joy, of quiet
tales of happiness and contentment. Not if I have anything to do
with it. As far as I am concerned, Christmas is Second
Halloween.

Some of the other authors in this anthology
disagree, of course, but that is what the Underdog Anthologies are
all about. Different views from different authors, all with
different writing styles and different ways of seeing the world. It
seems not everyone thinks the world is doomed and you’re all going
to suffer horribly and then die. I suppose you can take comfort in
that if you like.

We have new authors once again. Emma Buttery has a
tale of woe in the future, while Cade F .O. N Apollyon has a long
tale in the present that reminds me strongly of some of Brian
Aldiss’ wilder stories. It’s a complex one, but follow closely and
you’ll get there.

It’s interesting that the two new authors both wrote
– albeit very different – stories about patients. They live on
opposite sides of the planet and have most likely never even heard
of each other. Maybe there is something in this ‘synchronicity’
I’ve been hearing about. Or maybe not.

Another coincidence lies in the cartoons
illustrating each section. They are from a book called ‘Drawn
Without Power’, containing cartoons I drew in the 1980s. There were
exactly three Santa cartoons in that book and three was what I
needed. A stroke of luck there.

Justin Sanebridge, author of ‘The Goddess of
Protruding Ears’, makes his debut in the short story game here and
there are more stories from those who are fast becoming regulars –
Mark Ellott, Stephen W. Duffy, Lee Bidgood, and of course the
Anthology editors, Roo B. Doo and myself.

Seventeen stories from eight authors. Some long
ones, some short ones, some in between. Tales of the supernatural,
of humanity, of timeslips, of unexpected transformations, of dark
futures, of happy endings and more.

Quite a mix, but all themed around Christmas.

I’ve babbled on for long enough.

This time the stories are not grouped by author so
all the ‘about the author’ sections are at the back. You get to
read the stories then peek a little into the minds that produced
them.

This is not the last Underdog Anthology. There might
never be a last one. I hope this is the beginning of a long and
entertaining run.

Time will tell.
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Death’s Deputy




Mark Ellott

 


 


Millie looked at the battered old desk with
interest.

“What about its provenance?” She asked.

M. Boudreaux ran a hand along the scratched
and worn top. “The joinery is contemporary with the period. The
timber is clearly very old and has been in the Châteaux for at
least the last eighty or ninety years.”

“Before that?”

The man shrugged. “Before
that, La Grande Guerre.”

Millie nodded, dark hair falling across her
face as she studied again, the battered piece. It fascinated her,
but she couldn’t be sure why. There was nothing significant about
it; a late nineteenth century writing desk that had clearly
suffered some abuse at some point in its life.

“I’ll take it,” she said.
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“Bring it in here, Sar’nt.”

Sergeant Bates grunted as he hefted the desk
into the cramped dugout. “Here, Sir?” He asked as he dropped it
into a corner.

“Fine, Bates,” Captain Frobisher replied.
“It’ll do.”

“If you don’t mind me asking, Sir, but why
do you want that here?” Bates cast an eye over the dank conditions
in the dugout and back to the desk, a late nineteenth century piece
with ornate legs and three drawers down one side.

“I need somewhere to write,” Frobisher
responded. “There may be a war on, but I need to write. I’ll need
to fix up some light, too.”

“What will you write?”

“This,” Frobisher gestured at his
surroundings, damp, dark, muddy and rat-infested. “This, Bates, and
all that we endure here. One day, someone will read it.”

“If we ain’t all blown to kingdom come
first,” came the dour reply. And, as if on cue, the bombardment
commenced, shaking the earth beneath them and dust fell from the
roof, causing them to cough and splutter. Bates lifted an eye
heavenward, as if in confirmation of his dire prediction.
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“Well, what do you think?” Millie asked.
Matt’s pause spoke more than any reply. She pouted and pushed the
desk into a corner, beneath the window overlooking the unkempt
garden. The garden they were planning to tame – when they had
finished taming the ageing French plumbing and wiring; that was.
The house was rural in the Picardy tradition, much of it was a
crumbling ruin and wildlife had taken over several of the
outbuildings. A barn owl had taken up residence and they were
reluctant to evict it. This Christmas, their first together in
their new home in France, was going to be cold. The new wood burner
in the kitchen created a small haven of warmth in the drafty old
house and they spent their evenings snuggled before it as they
rested after the day spent working on the house.

“Why that old desk?” He asked one evening as
December closed its frosty fingers on the French countryside.

“Dunno, really. Something just drew me to it
and I thought it would be just the thing for the study.”

“Study…. Huh!”

“Ok, well, it will be a study and one day I
will write my opus on it.”

“Yeah, right…” He grinned easily. One day,
one day…
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Silence.

The bombardment ceased.

Frobisher’s ears still rang from the
incessant pounding of the shells. Dragging himself into the dugout,
he slumped into the chair and leaned on the desk. Opening an old
notebook, he scribbled down his thoughts. Gradually, as he wrote, a
diary of the events of 1916 unfolded. Events that led him here, to
the mud of Picardy. Mud that was rapidly freezing as December’s
grip took hold.

“Christmas tomorrow,” Bates’ voice brought
him out of his reverie. The sergeant was hugging a mug of tea,
talking to himself as much as Frobisher.

“Yes,” Frobisher replied. “Season of
goodwill, eh?”

“Tell that to the effing Hun.”
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“Have you got a knife?” Millie asked.

“Why?”

“The drawers are locked and I don’t have a
key.”

Matt grumbled into the room as Millie was
doing battle with the top drawer of the desk. “You’ll ruin it,” he
said.

“But I want to see if there’s anything
inside.”

“Let me,” he replied. Going out and
returning a few moments later he prised open a large paperclip.
“Lock picking a speciality.” He worked at the lock for a minute or
two and then a satisfying “click” announced that the lock was now
undone. Easing the drawer open, Millie peered inside.

A journal. Old, tired, yellowing as the
acidic paper gradually deconstructed.

“Someone’s diary,” she said, picking it up
and taking it to the window so that she could read the faded words
from a hundred years previously.

“Oh, my… Look at this.”

Matt joined her at the window and read the
lines over her shoulder. “Well,” He said, “There’s a little bit of
history there. Look, a drawing of this place.”

The pencil drawn image was finely drawn and
had been taken from the back of the building, down in the garden
somewhere. He looked across the unkempt grass that sorely needed
tending. “Down, there”, he said.

Millie leafed through the pages. “He was
staying here, recovering from a wound. It was used as a hospital,”
she said.

“Who?”

“Charlie Frobisher. You know, he would have
been about our age then. Thrown into the carnage of the trenches.
“This,” she said, brandishing the notebook, “is living
history.”
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Millie woke. Matt slept soundly next to her.
The chiming of the grandfather clock downstairs told of midnight.
Christmas morning enveloped northern France in a ghostly shroud.
Unable to sleep, she pulled on a dressing gown and crept
downstairs. She busied herself making a coffee before wandering
into the study. She opened the drawer of the desk and pulled out
the notebook. A century-old conflict rippled through the pages.

As well as descriptions of the conflict and
the depravations of life at the front, Frobisher talked of a woman
back home. He had been injured and sent back to the hospital. The
wound wasn’t enough to qualify for a Blighty, so he had convalesced
in France for a few weeks. The place he described and drew so
expertly was the old châteaux they were now renovating. He made the
most of the extensive grounds and he spent time here walking,
making the most of the peace – relative peace, as he could still
hear the shells pounding the front a few miles away.

Millie put the journal down and sat back for
a moment, lost in thoughts of a war fought near here, long ago.
They are all dead now; the last of the old soldiers died a few
years earlier, so no one was alive who lived through the mud, blood
and earth shattering shellfire.

Curious as to what the other drawers
contained, she picked at the lock of the second drawer, but she
lacked Matt’s skill. It was then that she looked up. The garden was
bathed in moonlight. Yet, oddly, something was different. Furrowing
her brow, she looked again. Had Matt been doing some tidying, she
wondered. Then she saw him. A figure standing in the shadow of the
cedar tree. She switched off the light so as to get a better look.
She could see a shadowy figure. He seemed to be wearing a great
coat and peaked cap. Against the darkness of the sky, there was a
speck of red from a burning cigarette.

Pulling her dressing gown close she went
outside. The eastern sky flashed and thunder rent the air, but not
thunder; artillery. He was still there, smoking in the half-light
of the moon. “Millie,” he said. She started. “How…?”

He turned, “You’ve been reading my
journal.”

As he spoke, there was more rumbling like
thunder. She turned to the sound. “Bombardment,” he said. “Probably
a push tomorrow.”

“What?”

“A push.”

She turned to look back at the house. There
were lights on where it should have been in darkness – apart from
the study. Frowning, she started to walk back. “Why not?” He said.
“Getting parky out here.” They walked back towards the house in
silence and it seemed to Millie that the house looked different.
Soldiers in uniform lounged about the grounds, nurses scurried
about them, chivvying and chiding.

This is the
hospital, she thought. This is 1914.

“Sixteen,” Frobisher said, as if reading her
mind. He looked about, as if expecting something. “Where is
Matthew?” He asked.

“Still asleep,” she replied, arching an
eyebrow quizzically.

“Oh, I know much more than you can imagine –
including what you are thinking,” Frobisher glanced at his watch.
“He’s late.”

“Late?”

“Mmm, we have to go in and we can’t until he
comes out. I do appreciate timeliness. It’s important.”
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Matt awoke with a start. Reaching out, he
realised that Millie was not in the bed. Pulling on a robe, He
wandered downstairs. “Millie?”

He padded into the drawing room, flicking on
the light switch. The desk sat by the window and he looked past it
to the frosted lawn outside. He could make out two figures in the
moonlight. “Ah, there you are.”

Walking outside, he called out, “Millie,
you’ll catch your death…”

Frobisher smiled. “Ah, here he is.” He
lifted a languid hand in response.

“It’s freezing out here,” Matthew scolded.
“Who are you?”

“Charlie Frobisher, Captain, Northants
Regiment,” Frobisher tipped his cap. The night fell silent as the
gunfire ceased. Just as Matthew was about to respond, the strains
of male voices drifted across the still night air.

Stille Nacht, heilige
Nacht, Alles schläft; einsam wacht

“Oh, my God, how wonderful,” Millie
breathed. “In German, too…”

“Mmm,” Frobisher said. “Prisoners of war.
They were doing that in fourteen. Not bad, though, even so. The
Hun’s not such a bad chap – although you never heard me say that.
Bad form an’ all.”

“Look, isn’t it time we went in?” Matthew
asked irritably.

“Indeed, we are late already,” Frobisher
responded easily. “This way.” Striding ahead, he led them towards
the light inside the house. As they approached, it seemed as if the
light become more intense, they could see figures moving about
beyond the doors, soldiers, nurses and the sound of singing…

Nur das traute hochheilige
Paar. Holder Knabe im lockigen Haar, Schlaf in himmlischer Ruh!
Schlaf in himmlischer Ruh!
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Harry Rueda pulled open the door of the
house. “As you can see,” he said, the chateaux is in good overall
condition, but ideal for some renovation – modernising, if you
like, and plenty of calms, you English appreciate the calms” he
smiled to his clients as they followed him into the house. He led
them around, showing them the empty rooms, effortlessly fielding
questions and suggesting modernisation ideas with the easy guile of
the professional salesman until they came to the drawing room where
a writing desk stood by the large window that looked out upon the
lawn. “Oh,” he said, surprised. “Everything should have been
removed.”

“What happened to the previous owners?” the
woman asked.

“Ah, sad, that, Madame, they were killed in
a road accident. Just a year ago, now. I am sorry, but their
effects were supposed to have all been removed. I will see to it,
immediately.” Looking out across the lawn, he saw a figure. “Excuse
me,” he said, frowning. “I will be back shortly.”

Stepping out through the door, he crossed
the lawn, the hoar frost crunching under his feet. “Excuse me,” he
said to the stranger waiting, hands in the pockets of his
greatcoat, “but this is private property. Who are you, what are you
doing here?”

“Charlie Frobisher, Captain, Northants
regiment,” the man said. “You, sir, are early.”

“Early?”

“You aren’t due until tomorrow.”
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“That was close,” Frobisher muttered. The
dugout was now exposed to the sky. Darkness had fallen and with it,
the bombardment had ceased. No Man’s Land was an eerie wilderness
with drifting smoke, mud, blood and bodies and soundless, nothing,
no guns, no voices, no birds, nothing, emptiness a void. And yet,
there stood a shadowy figure. Frobisher pulled himself to his feet
and stumbled out to the stranger.

“Excuse me…”

“Yes?”

“What are you doing here?”

“Waiting for you. And you are on time. I do
like people to be on time. Good timekeeping is essential, I think,
don’t you?”

Frobisher looked at the man, but there was a
vagueness, a shadowy entity, that he could not quite grasp. Every
time his eyes focussed, the figure drifted into shadow again –
there and not there, everywhere and nowhere all at once.

“I have a job for you.”

“Er,” Frobisher gestured back towards the
trench he had just vacated.

“No, not anymore,”

“No…” Frobisher reached absently into his
pocket for a pack of cigarettes. Pulling one out, he tapped it on
the packet before placing it in his mouth.

“Oh, do you mind?”

Frobisher arched his eyebrows and held out
the pack. A bony hand reached across and took a tube from the pack.
Frobisher went through the ritual of striking a match and lifting
it via a cupped hand to the cigarette. “I suppose you want a
light?”

“Please”
Death leaned forwards, lit his cigarette and drew
deeply. “I don’t get to do this very
often,” he said, blowing a plume of smoke
into the dark air.

Then it started…

Stille Nacht, heilige
Nacht, Alles schläft; einsam wacht

“Bloody Hun.”

“Oh, I don’t know, I find
it rather mournful. Suits my sense of melancholy. They’re not bad,
are they? Now, about this job.”

“Job?”

“Yes. I could do with some
assistance. I find myself rather busy of late. Understandable, you
realise?”

Frobisher looked at the
carnage around him. The bodies and parts of bodies in a grotesque
montage amongst the mud of No Man’s Land. “Well, yes, I suppose
so.”

“Mmm, the money’s not
good.”

“It isn’t?”

“No. Well, there isn’t any
money. And the hours aren’t too special.”

“In what way?”

“All times of day and
night. Drop of a hat, mostly. Never mind that I might have other
plans, people expect you just to pop up exactly when they want you
– not so much as a by your leave.”

“Are there any
upsides?”

“You get to meet all kinds
of people.”
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“So,” Frobisher said. “I’ll see you
tomorrow. About this time, then?”

Harry stepped back, confused. “I…”

“Merry Christmas.”

“Oh, yes, and a Happy New Year.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” Frobisher
smiled. You are getting a little previous there, old son.”
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 Secret Santa

 


Roo B. Doo

 


 


I'd been watching her do the rounds all
afternoon. She was shirking again, moving from desk to desk as
slowly as she possibly could, annoying the hell out of everyone
with her silly bloody ritual. Eventually, she got round to me. It
was inevitable really. I gritted my teeth and braced myself for the
explosion of seasonal bonhomie.

“Hi Harry! How's it going?” Shazza gaily
chirped from behind a stack of reports I'd neatly stacked along the
edge of my desk. She was gripping some red velvet tat between
nervous fat fingers.

“Shaz. What do you want?” I replied. For
once my curtness was justified; I was actually quite busy
formatting and pivoting tables on my computer screen.

Shazza briefly frowned but quickly
recovered. “It's Christmas in two weeks,” she smiled brightly,
holding up her hands to reveal the tatty Santa hat she'd been
holding.

“Really? Who'd have thought? Why don't you
come back in two weeks then?”

I really was very busy and not in the mood
for another of the 'bonding' activities that the Fat Kontroller
dreams up to keep our airhead receptionist entertained. If you're
in need of a raffle, bake-off, dress up, dress down or sweepstake,
especially if it's for charity, then Shazza's your man.

“Ooh, looks like we've found our Scrooge!”
she squealed for the benefit of the entire office. “We all have to
play our part, Harry,” she continued in that irritatingly positive
sing-song voice of hers, “and I've been chosen to organise Secret
Santa this year.”

I sat back in my chair and swivelled round
to face her. “Sharon, you're chosen to organise Secret Santa every
year. Look, I'm up to my arse in it at the moment, I don't have
time for your shit.”

I must have hurt her
feelings, because she suddenly came over all professional. “You are
required to select a name from the hat to buy a gift for. Minimum
£10 spend. Wrap and label it with your recipient's name, and place
in under the office tree, no later than Friday
23rd December as they will distributed at the Christmas party at
The Exchange that night.”

Shazza thrust the Santa hat toward me. It
was the same cheap hat she used last year. A threadbare velour
Poundland job that was probably past its 'sell by' date on the day
she bought it. Its fur trim was meant to be white but was tinged
grey from the entry and exit of dozens of grimy wrists. I really
didn't want to put mine in there, but the sooner I got it over with
the sooner I'd get Shazza out of my face. I winced and took the
plunge.

“You do know my great-grandfather was half
Jewish, don't you? Next year, Shaz, I'd appreciate it if you used a
yamaka, so my cultural sensibilities aren't infringed.”

The hat felt empty. I rummaged around until
I felt a slip of folded paper that had worked its way down into the
pointy end. I pulled it out, looked at it, and held it up for
Shazza to see. “It says 'Harry',” I sighed.

“No! You can’t buy for yourself, you have to
buy for somebody else!” she cried, snatching back the hat and
peering inside. Her dismay quickly diminished as she spied another
slip of folded paper wedged in its grubby depths. She took it out
and handed it to me.

I opened it out, read it, put it in my
pocket and turned my attention back to my PC.

“Who did you get?” Shazza asked
excitedly.

“It's secret,” I replied, focussing on the
numbers on my screen.

She looked crestfallen. “But don't you want
to know who'll get you?”

Without looking at her, I slid the slip of
paper with my name on across the desk in her direction. “No. Now
piss off. We must be missing tons of important phone calls because
you're fannying about over here. We're a very busy company, Sharon.
Chop, chop.”

Shazza scowled, turned on her heels and
left. A few heads from neighbouring workstations bobbed up and
quickly lowered. People walking away from my desk in a huff is not
an uncommon event.

I thought about the name
in my pocket. I hate the Secret Santa ritual – in the two years I'd
been at the company I'd selected the Fat Kontroller from the hat on
both occasions. The score so far was two bottles of malt whiskey
for him and two £10 gift vouchers for me. They were from Boots and
had all the hallmarks of a lunchtime afterthought, purchased whilst
out buying haemorrhoid cream or a sandwich.

I hadn't gotten my boss this year though.
No, I'd picked out Josie's name instead. Lithe limbed Josie in HR,
with an elfin face, raven hair and legs up to her armpits. She was
still fairly new to the company, and the only honey in the office
I'd even consider getting my fingers sticky with. Unfortunately,
she came with baggage in the form of a muscle-bound boyfriend
called Alfie, who chauffeured her to and from the office. With the
visage of an Easter Island statue and physique large enough to
affect gravity, Alfie would have no problem effecting profound
change on the features of any love-struck suitor of Josie.

Still, an anonymous gift, legitimately
given, might just open some doors and maybe some legs too. My mind
began to whirl as I considered the possibilities. I checked the
time: just 45 minutes until close of business. There was no point
continuing with what I was doing now that Shazza had so
inconsiderately shattered my concentration. A little Christmas gift
web browsing might help me wind down and would, in all honesty and
with hand on heart, be completely work-related...
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Unexpectedly, Josie called me the next day.
She said she wanted a 'quiet word', and all I could do was imagine
her hot breath in my ear. We agreed to rendezvous in the empty
conference room, so I took the opportunity to visit the bathroom en
route. Just to freshen up, adjust my underwear, that sort of
thing.

She was already there when I arrived,
sitting at the head of the table. Her long legs were crossed and
her business skirt had ridden up to expose a hint of smooth, tanned
thigh. She must use an all over sunbed because her tight-fitting,
white blouse contrasted nicely with her caramel coloured cleavage,
making the most of her small but perky tits.

“Thank you for making the time to speak with
me, Harry. I realise you're very busy.” She waited until I'd closed
the door and sat down before continuing. “I need to speak to you
about Shazza.”

“Sharon on reception?” I asked with an
innocent face.

“Yes. I'm afraid she's made a complaint
against you. Apparently you were very rude to her yesterday.”
Josie's tone and steady gaze was meant to impart the seriousness of
the situation. It just made me want to cover her plump lips with my
own even more.

“Josie...I don't know what
to say. I'm...Is this about Secret Santa? I know I was a bit short
with Shazza, but I was extremely busy at the time finalising our
bid for the Clovis account. So this...is this an official
complaint?” I enquired, feigning immense concern.
Little Shazza's had the nerve to make a
complaint? That'll be the day!

Josie looked flustered at
my reply. A splash of humility can work wonders when you have as
prickly a reputation as mine. “Er, no. Not an official
complaint per se,
but she mentioned the incident to me in private conversation. I
thought I should have a word. I could see she was very
upset.”

Not an official complaint,
then? Interesting. “Let me assure you,
Josie, that I'll apologise to Shazza at the earliest possible
opportunity.” I reached over and covered her delicate but
beautifully tanned hand with my own and let it rest
there.

“Look, I realise I can come off as a bit
abrupt but I have a very stressful job. I'll try to be a little
more conciliatory in the future.”

She looked relieved. “Thank you, Harry. I
realise Mr Kontrell can be a very demanding boss...”

I didn't let her finish.
“Josie, you've only been with F A Kontrell for, what, a couple of
months now? We're an expanding business, so one should expect there
to be a little growing pain.” Time for a
little self deprecation. “That would be
me,” I said with a cutesy finger wave.

Her giggle was delightful. So was the way
she used her free hand to push a lock of shiny, black hair that had
fallen across her face, back over her ear. Her other hand was still
trapped beneath my own and she seemed in no particular hurry to
retrieve it. I pulled my hand away and sat back in my chair.

“So, how are you finding it here? Are you
glad you joined us?” I asked with a rare smile.

Josie smiled back. “Yes. Everybody is very
nice and, like you say, it is very busy.”

“Yes,” I replied as I sat
back and crossed my legs. “It'll soon be the
23rd and then we can enjoy Christmas.”

Josie recrossed her own legs, flashing some
deliciously tanned inside thigh. An idea came to me.

“Actually, Josie, I'm not really fond of the
Secret Santa tradition. I never know what to get the person,” I
sighed.

“Oh, well who have you got to buy for?” she
asked.

I gave her a look of bemused befuddlement.
“I can't tell you that. It's a secret.”

She frowned and thought for a moment,
pulling her shoulders back just enough for me to see a hint of lacy
bra, as the buttons on her blouse gaped.

“Without some idea of who it's for... gift
vouchers?” She offered apologetically.

I grimaced. “Oh god no, I get those every
year.”

“You poor thing, that's so boring.” Josie's
hand, the one I'd been touching, moved toward me.

“Maybe you can help me,” I mused, shifting
my weight forward. I rested my elbows on the table and leaned in
toward her. “You may have noticed the office here is predominantly
female. Now I won't confirm it's a woman I have to buy for but it's
a strong possibility. I'd like to get something more...personal,” I
confided in a hushed tone.

“Aw, that's really sweet,”
she replied, cocking her head to one side. “How about perfume?
That's personal and functional.”

“Perfume?” I appeared to weigh up the idea.
“I don't know, I like that idea but I wouldn't know one pong from
another without asking first, and that would just give the game
away. No, I think I'd like to get this person something fun.”

“Chocolate,” she offered emphatically.

“Er, chocolates are fun?”

“You can never have
too much fun with
chocolate,” Josie replied with a wink.

Saucy minx!
“Well, you're lucky in that you have a lovely
physique. Not everyone is as blessed as you,” I
countered.

She blushed. Dear sweet Josie, I could have
eaten her up right there and then.

“Okay then,” she continued, “it has to be
personal, functional and definitely fun...but not chocolates or
perfume.”

“How exactly are chocolates functional?” I
asked with a quizzical lift of my eyebrows.

“Er, to have fun.”

“Right, I will remember that,” I replied
with a low chuckle. “Personal, functional, fun...chocolate is
optional. You've been a great help, Josie. Thank you.”

She stood up and I allowed
my eyes to wander over her body for a moment, admiring the way her
hipbones thrust forward and accentuated the tautness of her flat
tummy. She could have been a model. She should have been a model. It's not
often an angel crosses your path.

“And you'll apologise to Shazza?”

Would I fuck.
“Of course. Consider it done.”

We left the room together. I held the door
open with one hand, cradling the small of her back with the other
as I ushered her out before me. She was a honey all right and I
knew exactly what Secret Santa would be giving her this
Christmas.
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Friday the
23rd crawled ever closer and the gift I'd bought for Josie had
still not arrived. The artistically baubled and tinselled plastic
office tree was already starting to accumulate a drift of brightly
wrapped presents underneath. I was feeling nervous and tetchy.
Josie's secret Santa gift would be on the large size and I needed
to get it under the tree without anybody seeing, otherwise where's
the fucking anonymity in that?

The tree itself was Shaz's work, of course.
Another time wasting opportunity courtesy of the Fat Kontroller.
She'd spent an entire afternoon erecting it, dressing it,
redressing it, and snapping selfies with it on her mobile, whilst
the rest of the office – myself included – ran around picking up
the phone she was paid to answer.

My ill will toward Shazza was further
exacerbated by the group advent email she'd been sending out each
morning since the start of the December. It contained a photo of
her handiwork and a subject line that read:

 


'Tree Minus:
X Days to Secret
Santa!!!'

 


Three exclamation marks – not one
(acceptable) or two (okay, it's Christmas) but three. The email
arrived in my inbox at 9am prompt every morning, and as the days
passed it seemed to me that she was mocking my attempt to woo the
lovely Josie. My present to her had still not arrived.

Going by this morning's missive, 'X'
equalled '5'. It was Monday afternoon and I now had less than four
more days to plant my gift under the tree without the rest of the
office seeing me do it. Assuming, that is, it ever arrived.

At least it would be
pre-wrapped as I'd taken full advantage of the online service and
chosen the most expensive option. My plan had been for it to be
delivered to the office last week, the wrapped present concealed by
the outer box's plain packaging. This would allow me time to take
it home, extract the gift, and smuggle it back into the office in
all its sumptuously wrapped finery, without anyone making the
connection between the two. So much for
that, I thought moodily.

My telephone rang, making me jump. It was
Shazza.

“Harry. There's a parcel in reception for
you,” her voice trilled in my ear.

Thank fuck!
“I'll be there in a bit,” I replied shortly, and
made to put the receiver down.

“No wait! Harry!” she squealed.

“What?”

“Please hold for one
moment caller,” Shazza purred and put me on hold. I looked at the
receiver and fumed. Fucking
bitch!!

I was about to hang up when she returned.
“Harry, it's being brought round to you now. Byeee!”

She hung up as the Fat Kontroller ambled
round the corner carrying what I presumed was my parcel.

“Harry! This is for you,”
he bellowed, placing it on my desk. The Fat Kontroller loves to
make dramatic entrances. Half the heads in the office popped up
over their cubicles, then popped down again like a troupe of wary
meerkats. “What have you bought?” he asked. “Not been surfing the
net on company time I hope. It doesn't look like
my Secret Santa gift
this year...completely the wrong shape, eh, Harry?” he said with a
wink.

“No Mr Kontrell. It's for
my dad. Power tools. He loves
his shed,” I said with added eye roll. In fact
mum had banned dad from doing any home maintenance since the
Kitchen Refit Disaster of '01, but the Fat Kontroller wasn't to
know that.

“Oh. How boring. Still,
it's better than giving him socks, I suppose,” he replied.
Not if you're my mother,
I thought.

He seemed lost in thought
for a moment and stood drumming his fingers on the top of my
parcel. I watched his fingers rise and fall. Stop bringing attention to it, you bastard, I screamed internally.

“Erm, how did your big meeting go this
afternoon?” I asked in an attempt to retrieve his attention and
stop that infernal drumming. “We weren't expecting to see you back
again until tomorrow.”

“Oh fine, fine,” he said, patting his
bulging waistline. “Seasonal hospitality. Clients insist on being
entertained this time of year. It's one of those necessary but
irksome tasks of business. Someone has to do it.”

Yeah
right, I thought. Only he would consider
lunch in a 5 star restaurant, overlooking the city skyline, as
'irksome'. “Oh absolutely,” I agreed with a sympathetic look. “And
you'll have more to endure before the week is out.”

“Yes,” the Fat Kontroller nodded gravely. I
sensed that my diversionary tactic was about to backfire in the
form of more work, but at least he'd stopped fingering my parcel.
“Actually Harry, can you get me the sales projections for next
year? I think we might be able to revise the figures upwards.”

“Of course, Mr Kontrell,” I replied
brightly.

“And I might need you to stay on at the end
of the day. Onwards and upwards, Harry,” the Fat Kontroller boomed,
moving off towards his office. “Onwards and upwards!”

As soon as he'd gone, I
slid the parcel across my desk and placed it underneath. All I
needed to do was open it, remove the wrapped gift it contained,
drop that under the tree when the right moment came along, and take
'Dad's present' back home with me. Simples! as a TV meerkat might
say.
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Friday evening seemed to
take forever to roll around, but at last I found myself, suitably
attired in sartorial elegance, at the pub the Fat Kontroller had
selected to host the evening's events. He'd hired the dining room,
but most of us were gathered at the festively decorated bar while
we waited for the stragglers to arrive. The pub was called The
Exchange, a converted bank, with high vaulted ceiling and polished
wooden floors. The Secret Santa gifts had been transferred from the
office by Shazza - who else?
- and were piled up in the dining room. The heap
of presents was dominated by one conspicuously large parcel with a
gift tag that read 'To the gorgeous Josie, with lots of love from
your Secret Santa xxx'.

Unfortunately, the object
of my affections turned out to be one of the stragglers and was
nowhere to be seen. I lounged against the bar with one eye on the
door and the other on my watch while I swigged my drink, trusting
the alcohol to sedate the butterflies that had congregated in my
gut. Around me, my colleagues made small talk about work and
gossiped about the latest office romances. The former was tedious
beyond belief, so I tuned in on the latter just in case I heard
Josie's name mentioned. Or my own for that matter.
Damn! I thought.
Where the fuck is she?

A stream of cold wind blew in as the door
opened and everyone looked up expectantly. The Fat Kontroller stood
in the doorway, beaming and looking natty in DJ and bow tie. The
man loved to make an entrance. I caught the barmaid's eye and
ordered a double scotch, his favourite tipple. It arrived just as
he reached the bar.

“Harry! Is that for me?” he asked and downed
the drink before waiting for an answer. He smiled at the barmaid
and indicated for another. “Splendid! Let's get this party
started!”

“Oh, are we all here then?” I said as
nonchalantly as I could. We were most definitely not all here;
Josie had still not arrived.

He finished the second drink and looked
around. Shazza appeared as if by magic and hovered at his
elbow.

“HR Josie called, Mr Kontrell,” she said
with a glance in my direction. “She can't make it tonight. Her
washing machine has flooded or something.” On hearing the news, the
butterflies in my stomach instantly disappeared, leaving a hollow
as cavernous as the pub we stood in.

The Fat Kontroller frowned at the news. “Oh,
that's a shame. She'll miss a cracking evening,” he said with a
shrug. “Oh well, can't be helped I suppose. Come on Sharon, lead
the way,” he said as he grabbed her fleshy bare shoulders and
steered her toward the dining room.

I followed them through
the crowd with leaden legs. When I reached the dining table I
discovered that the seating plan had placed Josie in the seat next
to mine. It felt as if the universe itself was conspiring to rub
salt in my wounds. Shit! Fuck!
Bollocks!

The seasonal set meal tasted like ash in my
mouth as it progressed through starter, mains and dessert. I tried
to look interested as the conversation swirled around me, but all I
could think about was the empty seat beside me. Eventually, after
coffee and petite fours had been served, the Fat Kontroller stood
up and announced the start of the Secret Santa gift-giving ritual.
Shazza served as his assistant: she passing him the gifts and him
calling out the names. One by one we trooped up to collect
them.
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