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  Remember the way you used to feel when you were little? So eager for Santa’s visit, sleeplessly counting the minutes ’til morning, trembling with excitement and anticipation… Will I get what I wished for? Have I been good enough?


  Josh and George spent half a lifetime apart, so it matters not that they’re all grown up now. For this is their first Christmas together, in their new home. They finally have all that they wished for…


  …But perhaps Santa still has a few surprises in store.


  This Christmas, join Josh and George for a Christmas story full of festive magic and romance.


  Best read in December, in front of a roaring log fire, by the twinkling light of a Christmas tree.


  * * * * *


  First Christmas a novella-length character special. Part of Hiding Behind The Couch series.


  The story follows chronologically from The Harder They Fall (Season Three) and continues in In The Stars Part I (Season Four).
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Chapter 1

22nd December

For a sizeable hatchback, it was fairly crammed full of thick plastic bags in red, green, gold and silver, all vying for space and threatening to explode their contents as soon as the boot swung open. George caught hold of the two loops of braided handle in the nick of time, positioning his leg against the bumper to stop the rest from sliding out.

So, this is what Christmas shopping with Josh is like… A single, eight-hour expedition that started in the crowded shopping mall, followed by the zigzag, stop-and-start traversing of supermarket aisles while trying to dodge the ankles of other “equally inconsiderate shoppers, who persist in halting directly in front of us without warning!”

It would have tried the patience of a saint, and Josh didn’t have that. At his fourth threat of abandoning the loaded trolley, George suggested he’d return alone, should they have inadvertently forgotten anything. His offer worked exactly as he’d anticipated, and they made good speed through the last few aisles before taking up residence in the closest checkout queue. And, because Josh hated shopping, he didn’t so much as touch George while they were out, which was almost a good thing, although, truth be told, he was starting to like it.

Two journeys between car and house saw all of their purchases piled in the hallway and with only one ripped bag. Fortunately, George was carrying it, so their new neighbours were spared Josh’s cursing on this occasion, although barely. George stepped carefully to one side, shoving with his heel to clear a space, and Josh still caught his foot in a handle.

“For fuck’s sake!” he spat, shaking his shoe free of the consumerist man trap they had unwittingly created between them. George ignored him and closed the door. It was done now, and soon, all would be well again.

“I’ll stick the groceries in the kitchen,” he said, hoisting the first two of the half dozen supermarket bags off the floor.

Josh moved out of the way and grunted. “We forgot wrapping paper. Shit!”

George dumped the bags on the kitchen cupboard, returning for more. “No, we didn’t. It’s in there.” He tapped a corner of red and green with his toe and then disappeared again.

“And labels?” Josh shouted. He was determined to prove their first Christmas shopping trip together had been a failure. It would pass.

“In that one.” George nodded at a tiny gold bag as he made his third journey to the kitchen. With all the groceries gone, the mound in the hallway didn’t look anywhere near as intimidating. He heard Josh grunt again as he began moving the rest of their shopping into the lounge. Apparently, they were going to wrap everything today too.

George had a trick or two up his sleeve to hopefully make the process a little less painful. Top of the list: coffee, before Josh lost it completely. George filled the filter machine, using the time it took to brew to put away the chilled foods—cheese and paté, plus several pots of cream with various additives of both the alcoholic and non-alcoholic variety—a fairly modest selection, given that the fridge was already at full capacity on account of all the beer and juice.

The coffee machine glugged away merrily in the background, making its own music in the absence of more festive melodies. That was easily fixed, just as soon as the coffee was ready, whatever Josh had to say about it. It was only three days away, after all. Even he couldn’t complain it was too early for a little Christmas music to help the proceedings along.

Josh dumped the last of the bags on the floor and flopped onto the sofa. What he hated most about shopping was putting it away, and he was eternally grateful to George for rescuing him from that weekly torture. The only thing worse than shopping was Christmas shopping and the hellish hours of wrapping gifts that followed. If he’d still been on his own, he’d have probably opted for in-store wrapping and maybe even tried to bribe the shops where that service wasn’t available. Still, if the only thing I have to suffer is an evening of fighting with sticky tape and scissors, it’ll be worth it to be spending Christmas with George.

Christmas with George…wow! His stomach did a little somersault at the prospect. Sure, they’d spent last Christmas together, but it wasn’t the same. This time last year, they were still playing a game, pretending to be nothing more than good friends. Now it was different, so wonderfully different, and he suddenly needed to tell George how he was feeling. He switched on the tree lights and loaded up the Christmas playlist they had put together. Much better. He was ready to face the evening’s toils. But first, he had a treat in store for them both.

“Here,” George said, holding out a cup of coffee as they met halfway between the kitchen and lounge.

Josh took the cup and kissed him, a waft of alcoholic steam rising up between them. “What have you put in it?”

“Cognac.”

He sniffed it and nodded his approval. “You’re not trying to get me drunk, are you?”

George grinned.

“Have you seen how bad I am at wrapping presents?”

“Yeah, right! All those precision corners, exactly the right length of tape, perfectly centred labels. I bet you’ve got your ruler and set square out already.”

Josh stuck out his tongue, and George went to bite it. He wasn’t quick enough but thought he’d stay there anyway and try to tease it back out.

“I was going to,” Josh murmured into the kiss, “make us—” very difficult to talk with someone’s lips pushing against his “—one of those—” and his mouth full “—orange-liqueur desserts,” he finished, turning so they exchanged places without breaking contact.

George pulled away. “Bring it on!” He took the cup back. Josh leaned in to take a quick glug and went through to the kitchen, gathering together the ingredients, which Wotto had divulged, eventually, after much cajoling and a couple of down-and-dirty mind hacks on Josh’s part. He did apologise later, and he told Wotto how he’d done it, promising not to share the recipe with anyone else because it was one of Wotto’s trademark desserts. It didn’t require much in the way of skill; it was the order and combination of ingredients that made it so special—what George had described as ‘pure bliss’, although Josh was pretty sure he’d meant something else.

Ten minutes later—Wotto could make it in half that, but then, he was a professional—Josh returned to the lounge and placed the two tall glasses on the coffee table. George had spent the time emptying the gifts out of the bags, and they were now stacked neatly on the floor next to the sofa, ready for the wrapping to commence. He waited for Josh to sit and pass him one of the desserts before he spoke.

“What I said before about your present wrapping? It’s all true, not that I mean to insult you by saying it, and actually, I think it’s nice you take so much care over it, because—”

“Nice?”

“What?”

“I love your little waffling explanations, George, but you really need to plan them out in advance. Nice?”

“OK, it’s lovely and very considerate of you to take so much care, especially when you hate doing it. Is that better?”

“Lots.” Josh took George’s spoon from his hand and loaded it with a marbled mound of orange sorbet and white chocolate ice cream. “Here. Stop jibber-jabbering.” He fed the dessert to him, watching in satisfaction as George melted back into the sofa and then slid down so his head was in Josh’s lap.

“Mmm. Gimme more.”

Josh laughed and did it again. The way George put his mouth around the spoon confirmed Josh’s earlier suspicions that ‘bliss’ definitely wasn’t the right word for it, especially after what he did when Josh caught a stray drip of orange syrup and guided it back to George’s mouth with his finger.

“You can do it yourself now,” he said, pulling his finger free of George’s lips, “and hold that thought until after the presents are wrapped.”

“You’re so mean.”

“Yep.”

“You’re also…” George shuffled up so he could eat his dessert but still with his head against Josh’s thigh.

“I’m also what?”

“A tiny bit excited. About Christmas, I mean.”

“Yes, I am. A lot excited, in fact. I was going to tell you before, when you accosted me in the hallway. And not just about Christmas.”

“Oh, really?” George tilted his head back so he could see Josh’s face.

“Just eat your dessert, Morley. We haven’t got all night. Well, we have, but I get the feeling you don’t want to spend it wrapping presents.”

George did as he was told, and for a while, the only sound was the chinking of their spoons against the inside of the dessert glasses, accompanied by the gentle crooning of the jazz-style Christmas classics they now owned, courtesy of James. It was so beautifully romantic, which was true of every day they’d spent together so far, but with that little sparkle of Christmas magic, it felt absolutely perfect.

Josh finished the last of his dessert and let out a gratified sigh. He was already starting to feel tipsy. He waited for George to finish his and took the empty glasses back to the kitchen. When he returned, George was sitting upright again, with the wrapping paper, scissors and tape spread out on the table.

“You’re eager,” Josh remarked, resuming his previous position on the sofa.

“As you say, we don’t want to be doing this all night, so we may as well get it over with.”

“That’s not what you said earlier. Wrapping them is part of the fun, you said.”

“Yeah, well, what do I know?”

Josh rolled his eyes and picked up the scissors. “Right—” paper at the ready “—what’s first?”

George passed him the topmost box from the pile.

“Who’s it for?” He folded the paper to estimate the trim size.

“Can’t remember. Open it and see.”

Josh put down the scissors and huffed impatiently. “So much for not doing this all night.” He flipped open the lid of the tiny, cube-shaped box. “I, erm, don’t remember us…”

“No.” George smiled. “We didn’t buy it. I did.”

“See, now, the other day I spent a whole hour trying to convince Sean that his allegedly compelling evidence for the existence of telepathy was pseudo-scientific nonsense.”

“Huh?” George frowned in puzzlement.

“Well, it’s like this.” Josh got up and went over to the tree, where their gifts from their friends were already carefully arranged underneath, and reached in between the branches. “I was going to do this after we’d finished wrapping. However…” He took a big breath in and held it as he slowly turned around.

“Your face is a picture,” George said, trying to stay serious, because it was serious, but Josh looked utterly terrified, and for some reason George found it funny. Nothing whatsoever to do with feeling a little terrified himself, of course.
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