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         I was furious! My legs carried me to the bus stop. I wanted to get as far away from here as possible. And I would! Nothing was holding me here anymore. I could continue my studies from anywhere. It didn’t matter now.

         Blaise turned out to be such a jerk! He was five years older than me. At the beginning of our relationship, he seemed responsible enough that I wanted to build a relationship with him, and then a family. We moved into a studio apartment five months ago. The ugly, uncomfortable rental which I had put so much work into became a cosy nest for us. All this time, I had been trying to save every penny so that we could buy our own apartment or make our own financial contribution towards one. If we got married as planned, we could take out a loan. Until recently, I had over fifty thousand in my account. Now there were only five left! I still couldn’t believe he would do this to us!

         A few weeks ago, he quit his job overnight. After classes, I went straight to work. It was nothing special – the hotline of an energy concern was the most accessible job in this region. As a construction worker, Blaise was making good money. His salary was sufficient for all fees and purchases. We could save my earnings for our future. Then suddenly everything changed.

         For the past several weeks, I found my future husband spending every evening in the company of friends. Alcohol, cigarettes, and God knows what else had settled for good in our modest apartment. I watched in despair as the place I had put so much effort into slowly became a slum. For a long time, unaware of anything, I hadn’t looked at my savings account. Until today – and when I checked, something broke inside me. Up to that moment, I had been under the illusion that Blaise would change. He would find a new job, stop drinking and wasting time on libations over cards and games. When I asked him what happened to the money, he ignored my question and mocked me loudly in front of his friends.

         I had to get out of there immediately. This wasn’t the man I had fallen in love with and planned my future with. This was not the life I wanted! In no time, I packed a small, carry-on suitcase with a few essentials and left. When I slammed the door behind me, I felt disappointed that he didn’t run after me and didn’t try to assure me of his feelings. He didn’t even try to explain or save anything. My disappointment immediately turned into boiling rage.

         I don’t even remember how I got to the bus and then to the train station. I went to the ticket office quite spontaneously and bought a ticket to Warsaw, in a trance. I felt like screaming in rage. The recent events seemed like a nightmare to me.

         Completely lost in thought and dazed by my emotions, I only took a cursory glance at the ticket before I got onto the train and located my compartment. I was pleasantly surprised to find the compartment looking neat and somehow more comfortable than I remembered from previous journeys. First of all, there was only one passenger in it, and I didn’t even look at him. Instead, I sat on the other side of the compartment by the window. I parked my small suitcase against the wall next to my feet and stared outside, trying to collect my thoughts. I had to come up with a new plan for the future. As the InterCity train took off, I felt tiny sparks of joy piercing my aching heart. I was consoled that in the end, in order to build something new, the old had to collapse.

         “Good evening. Tickets please.” The voice of a young and quite pretty ticket inspector broke me out of my reverie.

         The man sharing the compartment with me gave her his ticket, and I gave her mine right after him.

         “This is a first-class compartment. You’ll have to move to second class or pay the difference.”

         Completely surprised, I reached for my wallet.

         “Sorry, I didn’t notice.” I handed the woman my card with stinging cheeks. At first, I had the impression that she would demand cash, and since I did not have any, I would have to leave my comfortable seat. I didn’t want go and sit with five other people in another compartment. The woman, to my greatest relief, punched out the amount on the card reader without a word, printed the receipt, and handed everything back without even looking at me. Only then did I notice that her blue eyes were transfixed by the man sitting by the window. I admit that I have never seen a woman melt so much at the sight of a man. Amused, I looked at my fellow passenger, who was smiling cheekily at the woman in the uniform. No wonder she delayed leaving. With his snow-white teeth and mesmerising gaze, he seemed to be saying: “Hello, sunshine. I see you. What will you do with me when you catch me?”

         “Have a nice trip.”

         The compartment door finally closed, and before I could bite my tongue, I blurted out:

         “I have to thank you. If it weren’t for your… hmm…” – I cleared my throat – “personal charm, she would certainly have asked for cash, as is usually the case on trains. And thanks to you, I can continue my journey without any trouble.”

         The man pierced me with a shining gaze that made chills run from my back to my scalp. Damn, what the devil? Yes, he was incredibly handsome, but things like that hadn’t had such a strong effect on me before. Besides, I didn’t like men in their forties. I spent the next few seconds admiring his large, slightly elongated face with its strongly outlined jaw, adorned with a short, faintly salt-and-pepper beard. Thin webs of smile lines framed his large, shapely eyes. For a guy, he had criminally long eyelashes. His full, pink lips were forming an endearing, yet sly half-smile. The fitted graphite suit and the gold watch glittering on his wrist showed that he was a man from the so-called upper-class. Very upper-class – my intuition warned me.

         “I couldn’t leave a damsel in distress.”

         The deep and pleasant timbre of his voice echoed in my head and made me lose my self-assurance for a moment. His words confused me. Could I be so easy to read that he saw right through me in just a few minutes?

         “Why do you think I’m in distress?” My voice sounded shaky and strange, even to me.

         The seductive male lips stretched into a broader, confident smile.

         “A pretty young girl bursts into my compartment with a look as if the world was about to end. She only has a small suitcase with her. She is so distracted and despondent that she barely greets me, and she doesn’t even realise that she has chosen the wrong seat. A coincidence?” The pearly white teeth flashed between his lips again. His words and smile required a reaction, but meanwhile I felt even more ashamed. I could have sworn my cheeks were crimson now as they stung unbearably. The allure and charm of this devil in a divine, masculine shell made me feel absolutely passive before him.

         “Maybe the world has just ended and that’s why the girl embarked on a spontaneous journey into the unknown,” I replied, chiding myself at the same time for my honesty. But I calmed down immediately. After all, friendships made on trains end as soon as the journey does. My mind also failed to take note of the compliments directed towards me. I ignored them as if they had never fallen from the mouth of the most handsome and charming man I had ever met.

         “The end of one is the beginning of another, don’t you think?” he said resolutely, then he extended his hand to me and introduced himself: “Maximilian.”

         “Kaya.” I squeezed his hand, which was warm and soft to the touch. Looking at the well-groomed and shiny nails, I felt like a poor and unkempt Cinderella. The perfect image of two hands joined in a welcoming gesture was disrupted by the sight of my chipped nail polish. Embarrassed, I quickly withdrew my hand. In my mind’s eye I saw myself: a boring white sleeveless shirt, a short dark skirt above the knee, smudged makeup after a long day of work, and visible dark circles under my eyes. I pulled on the hem of my skirt at these thoughts, trying to cover the slender knees sticking out from under it, but in my mind, I criticised myself for my lack of self-control. With Mephisto, however, it was impossible to control your nerves.

         “I don’t mean to be nosy, but you caught my attention from the moment you came in here. It says on the door that the compartment is reserved.”

         “Sorry, I didn’t notice that. I was too…” I searched for the right word, even more embarrassed.

         “Upset,” he finished for me, still smiling dashingly. “I noticed. My guess is that only a man could make you decide to suddenly run off into the unknown… Or maybe it was a woman?”

         Hearing that, I held my breath. He figured it out based on one sentence that wasn’t meant to sound like a confession at all. I cleared my throat uncertainly, then admitted in an undertone:

         “You hit the mark. I was supposed to be happily married by the end of this year, but that plan will never come true.”

         Max made himself more comfortable in his seat at my words. He rested his head against the blue suede headrest and stared at me with obvious curiosity. He seemed relaxed and pleased to be able to focus his attention on me. It was a completely new experience for me. I do not remember Blaise looking at me this way, devouring not only my body but also what lay inside with his eyes. Correction: no-one has looked at me like that before.

         “Kaya, in my opinion it is a lucky twist of fate that you will not get married yet. I’ve met many women in my life, and I can immediately see the difference between the one who devotes herself to her family from an early age and gives up on herself, and the one who has a healthy dose of narcissism and takes care of her own needs first.”

         “But it can be reconciled,” I objected immediately. Anyway, a difference like that can be seen at first glance.

         “Perhaps, but with great difficulty and with adequate financial security,” he agreed with me. “The reality is, unfortunately, quite different. Partners expect more and more from each other. Life becomes a monotonous grind and the fulfilment of someone else’s desires. You want to make the other person happy, and then your children, so much that before you know it, you wake up old, lonely, and unhappy.”

         I listened attentively and in the last few words, I could have sworn, I heard notes of regret.

         “Are you speaking from personal experience?”

         He nodded almost imperceptibly, then confessed:

         “I have fourteen years of experience trying to make my wife happy and she found fulfilment with someone else anyway. I hold no grudge against her. We already have an adult son who I am proud of, and we’ve since become friends. I have learned that life is a constant variable. However, life choices made at an early age are usually ill-fated. Ensuring a dignified existence for oneself is already a challenge, let alone for a growing family. It can knock the air out of many a person. Sometimes I pass women on the street who are still young and beautiful by nature. However, due to premature obligations and lack of the financial means to meet their basic needs, they turn bitter and unhappy. They all still dream of looking attractive and fulfilling even one dream from years ago, but their life and dedication to their family does not allow them to do so,” he said, then fell silent. He was quiet for a moment, then added, “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. I made things too serious and too philosophical. Would you care to have coffee or dinner with me? I can order anything from the restaurant. I have the chef’s phone number. I don’t like walking through full trains.”

         He captured and reeled me in with his words, like a fish on a hook. He looked at me with a graceful, engaging smile as if nothing had happened. At first, I thought he was disregarding my opinion by ending the conversation so quickly and changing the subject without letting me comment. But then I realised that his words were meant to make me think. He assumed that since I wanted to get married at the age of twenty, I probably only dreamed of having children and a family. Since I was so predictable, he must have immediately guessed, quite rightly, that I sacrificed myself entirely for my relationship. It was not a disregard or disrespect for my opinion, but a clever psychological procedure to make me look at myself and my future from a different perspective. In the situation I was in, it was like enlightenment or a remedy. It’s as if he was trying to tell me in other words: Kaya, carpe diem! Go wherever you want and do whatever you dream of. Think of yourself first and become whatever you want! Only then should you sacrifice yourself for others. Analysing my ex’s behaviour, I came to the conclusion that our future looked bleak. If we happened to add children to that… The last thought sent a chill down my spine. I shook these visions off immediately and focused on the man sitting across from me and what he was saying. With amusement, I was now wondering how many smiles Max still had in his repertoire. Each one of them had a disarming effect on the opposite sex. I was no exception.

         “Yes, Maximilian. I would love to have dinner and a cup of coffee with you,” I agreed, a bit surprised by the offer.

         Max took out his phone and with natural nonchalance dialled the number of the restaurant car. I stared with fascination at his movements and his handsome face. I provided short answers to questions about my order. When he finished, our conversation turned to trivial topics related to culinary preferences. I was charmed by anecdotes about exotic dishes that he had tried on his many business trips. In a dozen or so minutes we were brought a meal on a cart. The waiter wished us bon appetite and left the compartment as quickly as he had come. I felt relaxed and let myself be tempted by the magic of the moment. The train was speeding, and I began to dream that this journey would never end. It felt good to succumb to the charm of Mephisto, to be in the centre of his attention and detached from my harsh reality. Max gave me the extraordinary feeling that I was special all the time and I deserved to be pampered with small compliments, good food, and even champagne. I was afraid to ask who he was that he was allowed to drink champagne on the train and eat a meal in a car reserved only for his own needs. The conversation, like the journey itself, was smooth and pleasant. We quickly found a common language and interests. Max turned out to be a fantastic listener and interlocutor. Endearing and subtle, witty, and even blunt at times. He stimulated my intellect from the very first moment, which was not often the case.

         The alcohol and Maximilian’s finesse in dealing with women led to the atmosphere between us gradually thickening with a desire for more. As time passed, I began to notice lust manifesting itself in the man’s movements. Maybe I didn’t look like a model from a magazine, but I was young and attractive. He paid me compliments, so he obviously liked me. I didn’t want to question it now. I preferred to believe what I saw, even after two glasses of champagne and a day full of bad experiences.

         “Kaya, your thoughts keep drifting away,” Max demanded my attention. “I don’t want you to feel tense with me. Let’s enjoy this journey,” he admonished me.

         “That’s not it. Traveling with you is fantastic. I’m a bit tired and I think I feel overwhelmed by recent events.” I leaned against the headrest of the seat and sighed. It was almost ten. The train purred pleasantly as it travelled along the rails, the world was moving past us at a dizzying pace, and the champagne made me feel a bit lightheaded. I opened my eyes and looked straight into his. The wicked gleam in them made me stiffen.

         “I would very much like this trip to be fantastic for you. Quite unforgettable.”

         The last words sounded menacing but very exciting. Seemingly innocent, but his eyes clearly said what he meant. Sex with a stranger on a moving train?! This is pure madness and a script for bad porn! Or maybe it is just reaching for what you want for the first time? Liberation from conventions and closeness to a man whom I never dreamed of on a daily basis. My thoughts began to circle passively around the thought of how I would feel with such an experienced guy?

         Meanwhile, the dexterous hunter, having managed to read the race of thoughts from my face, decided to take advantage of the fact that I had allowed this tempting scenario to cross my mind at all. He pushed the restaurant cart to the door. The curtains on the doors were closed from the moment I entered, so I wasn’t worried about anyone seeing us. Max’s eyes darkened as he got up from his seat and, without taking his eyes off me, raised his hand to the blinds to lower them. The compartment was cramped, so as he stood in front of me, right at my eye level, I could see his swollen manhood underneath the luxurious fabric of his pants. My mouth was dry. I swallowed the last sip of champagne loudly, set my glass down on the cart, and looked up, sinking into his dangerous gaze. I couldn’t believe someone like him was trying to seduce me. Here and now!

         Max extended his hand towards me. With a slight hesitation, I grabbed it and let him help me get up from my seat. I felt both his hands touch my shoulders. He slid them over to my back and pulled me towards him. He smelled of musk, cedar, and cardamom. I knew the smell of his perfume would stay in my nostrils for a very long time. This is what I would look for in other men for the rest of my days. It was the scent of success, power, and sex. Dazed, I slipped my hands under the lapels of his jacket. His body felt firm and strong under my fingers, and warmth radiated from it. Max pulled me even closer. He did it deliberately so that I could feel his taut penis on my lower abdomen. The man’s hips began to gently rub against me, and his lips pressed lustily on mine. He confidently stuck his tongue deep into my mouth and began to taste it. Slowly at first, as if he initially wanted to explore it, and then passionately and strongly, extracting a soft moan with its sublime caress.

         He briefly broke away from me, eyed me, looking for confirmation that I was ready to accept what he wanted to give me. I was ready. Max turned me around, pulling me tightly against him again, and began to let his hands wander over my thighs, hips, breasts, and shoulders. He dipped his face into my loose hair, pressing his lips into my neck. Above my buttocks, I felt his rock-hard penis rubbing through my clothes. Max grabbed my hips and lifted my bottom so that I could feel the proof of his desire exactly where he wanted it.

         “Kaya, tell me you want me,” he demanded, his voice hoarse with emotion, setting off tremors in me. I lost my breath as his right hand slipped under my skirt and panties, caressing my stomach and pubic mound. His middle finger easily penetrated my juicy wet lips and slipped into the hot and anticipating hole. “You want me, admit it,” he demanded. He tempted me to let go of all my fears and to submit unconditionally to his will.

         Yes! I wanted him like no other guy before. I wanted him to rip off my panties here and now and fuck me in the middle of a moving train compartment. This is what I wanted: wild lust, ecstasy, forbidden fruit! Max apparently made it his goal to bring me to orgasm by caressing only with his hand. He made circles inside me with his finger. He passionately slid it in and out, teasing the clitoris with quick, gliding movements of his moist, open hand. Driven by my instincts and desires, my hips began to respond to his constant body movements.

         “Wonderful,” he croaked, even more excited. “Exactly, open up to me and yourself. Reach for what you want,” he tempted with a sensual voice. To my disappointment, he pulled his hand out from between my thighs, but then he released my breasts from my bra and began to tease my nipples with his hand, wet with my juices. A harsh groan escaped me again.

         “Max… what are you doing with me?”

         “I am making love to you,” he said disarmingly. His lips were still on my neck, and his fingers were on the now protruding nipples. After a while he took his hand from my breasts, moving it up to the hollow in my neck, and finally touched my lips. I opened them, accepting the man’s sweet and salty fingers that had just passionately caressed the heart of my femininity.

         “I have never…” I lost my train of thought. How was I supposed to explain that I had never tasted myself before? I’d never felt so good with a man before. I had never lusted that much, and I had never had sex with a stranger in a public place. But he knew. He removed his fingers from my mouth and tasted what I had left on them.

         “You taste great. You’re perfect, start claiming what you deserve.” I didn’t know if this was another life lesson or an invitation to participate in bolder games.

         I tore myself away from his manhood and turned to face him, my lips pressing against his. The devilish lover, just as I desired, grabbed my buttocks and easily lifted me up to wrap my legs around his hips. I have no idea how, while kissing me and holding me with only one arm, he managed to unfasten his belt with his free hand and slipped off his pants and briefs. A moment later he was holding me steadily with both hands. He efficiently pushed the thin strip of panties aside with his finger and stuck himself firmly into my body. Craving each other, we breathed heavily as if we were running a marathon. Yes, it was a marathon of orgiastic movements up and down in synchronous rhythm. In the moment I wasn’t even thinking about someone entering and interrupting us, catching us red-handed, or even hearing our passionate moans through the thin walls of the compartment. I surrendered to sexy Mephisto and let him bang me rhythmically, sliding in and out of me, completely controlling my ecstasy. He paused for a moment to say impressed:

         “You are so wonderfully light that I can make love to you however I want. You know this won’t be not our last time,” he announced, rather than asked. The promise stimulated the imagination, and the mental images made my vagina throb rhythmically. I clenched my jaw tightly so as not to scream. My vision darkened for a moment.

         Max, still holding my hips firmly, rested me on the edge of the restaurant cart. I leaned back and gripped the metal sides. I spread my thighs more so we could both see his penis, hot and slick and glistening with my juices, penetrate deep into my body. The sight was electrifying. We looked alternately lasciviously at each other’s faces and the connected naturalness. A few harder thrusts made the plates and cutlery clang behind me. My Mephisto, with an even darker gaze than before, slid out of my body and replaced his penis with two fingers. I realised that he was barely holding back from orgasm himself. However, he did not intend to spare me the experience. After a few movements, his skilled fingers led me to climax. I couldn’t help but groan, though I bit my lip with all my might. The fingers left my vagina and his tongue set to work on making me climax again. Max licked, teased, and sucked, alternating between my clitoris and vaginal opening. He tightly held and spread my thighs so that he had the best access to me. I moaned as softly as I could. I curled my toes and clenched my hands on the sides of the stroller until it hurt. I had never felt this good! Suddenly, bewildered, I felt something leaking from my urethra.

         “Oh God, Max, I…”

         “Shhh… Baby, everything’s fine,” he calmed me immediately. “Yeah, you’ve just experienced your first ejaculation, honey. The female ejaculate was worshipped in antiquity. I treat it that way too.” Saying this, he gently rubbed my juices into the tip of his penis, and with his free hand he stroked my stomach and pubic mound.

         It took me a moment to recover. The position I was in had become very uncomfortable. Max helped me up. He turned my butt towards him again, bent me over so that I could grab the back of the seat with my hands, and penetrated deeply into the interior waiting for him. Oh yes! He pushed in all the way, banging against the crown of my vagina with quick movements and making me want to scream again. I arched as much as I could, so as to take his passionate thrusts even deeper and heighten the experience for both of us. I also wanted to give him the pleasure he gave me. Max slipped inside me without any trouble, and I was delighted to respond by moving my hips to each of his thrusts. It was unbelievable that all my previous attempts to make love in this position had ended painfully. So it was not a question of bad body alignment or my anatomy, as I was told. My body was opening itself to my lover now and craving for even more sensations like this, no matter what position it was in. We rushed again in pursuit of ecstatic fulfilment. I froze as I waited for another wave of pleasure. Max immediately tuned in to me, he thrusted hard and then stopped. He hadn’t come yet, but the strong vaginal contractions finally led him to a breathless explosion. He trembled inside me, then pulled my torso and face toward him. Purring in satisfaction, he scattered gentle kisses across my cheek, neck, and head. I turned to face him, which he eagerly took advantage of, hugging me tightly and kissing me deeply and passionately.

         We heard the tired voice of the conductor from the loudspeakers, announcing that we would soon reach our final destination – Warsaw Central Station. It was time to come back to reality. I freed myself from the male embrace, grabbed my purse, and squeezing between the cart and the seat, left to go to the washroom. I was still stunned by what had happened. However, I had to quickly fix my makeup and clothes. I took a few more deep breaths to calm myself, then returned to my compartment. In the corridor, I passed a waiter pushing our cart. Seeing the imprint of my own hands on the shining metal sides and the champagne glasses overturned on the tabletop, I blushed, embarrassed, glancing away to the side. When I entered the compartment, Maximilian was sitting in his seat. He looked perfect in every way. Smiling and emanating inner energy, he looked as if nothing had happened a moment ago. It was only when he gazed into my eyes that I noticed a meaningful look and a gleam in his.

         “Shall we go?” he asked, getting up from his seat. He pulled his suitcase off the overhead luggage rack and slung the laptop bag over his shoulder. He waited until I got my luggage and, allowing me to pass through the door, he seemed to recall, “I have a meeting tonight. Would you like to accompany me?”

         His question surprised me. I thought that we would say goodbye on the platform and that each of us would go our own way. Apart from finding a hotel, I had no other plans, which Max knew perfectly well. We had just spent a fabulous three hours together. Was it enough to succumb to this madness? We were connected by an unusual chemistry, and the devilish nature of this man helped reassure me that I should focus on myself and my own needs now. I wanted to build my little world by myself, without anyone’s help. However, it was very tempting to extend these sinful moments. After a moment of analysing all the pros and cons, I agreed. I didn’t want to regret declining his invitation later. Of course, in the company of this man, I risked exposing my heart to injury again. It was as clear as day that I would get involved in this relationship sooner or later. It was even more obvious that a guy like Maximilian would not be in my life forever.

         On the way to the hotel, Max told me anecdotes about himself, about Warsaw and Stockholm, where he lived permanently. I was still marvelling at him, his sex appeal, and how imprudently he had just had sex with me on the train. He was a wonderful lover I still lusted for.

         “After you settle down and set everything in order, I would like you to visit me in Stockholm in December. What do you say, Kaya? Will you spend Christmas with me?” he asked suddenly and without warning, seductively looking straight into my eyes. The driver of the taxi which we were sitting in was observing my reflection in the mirror with interest. I had to have the same buttery eyes as the conductor on the train. I laughed to myself that I had become the devil’s disciple rather quickly and eagerly. I didn’t regret it for a moment. I would let Mephisto lead me a little more into temptation and see what was to come of such a strange relationship.
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Noëlle really didn’t feel like going shopping in December, joining the thousands of people who were desperately looking to buy their last Christmas gifts – just like she was. Why did she never learn? Every year she promised herself that she would buy all her Christmas gifts by the end of November so that she could spend the rest of December watching everyone else as they stressed to get everything ready in time for the holidays. In this scenario, all she would have to do would be to cheer people on and host a Christmas party or two. And yet here she was again. It was the last Saturday before Christmas, and it was her last chance to buy Christmas gifts for all her family.

What if she could only find one gift that they would all enjoy? If she had liked her family a little bit less, she would have bought herself a trip abroad to somewhere sunny and warm and told everyone that her gift to them was not having to deal with her during the holidays. But unfortunately, she liked her family way too much to do something like that.

Noëlle put on her coat – the coat that she had bought herself for Christmas – wrapped a scarf around her neck and slipped her feet into her warm boots before heading out into the cold. Just like every year, she knew that her procrastinated Christmas shopping would burn a big hole in her pocket as she approached the mall. Her plan was to take the escalator up to the top floor and work her way down through the mall – store by store. Hopefully, she would have her hands full of shopping bags by the time she reached the exit on the ground floor.

‘Ho, ho, ho’, chuckled a man dressed like Santa as she passed through the entrance doors. He was dressed in red and wore a fake beard that looked surprisingly realistic. Behind him there was an armchair for anyone who wanted to take a selfie with Santa Claus.

‘Hi there,’ laughed Noëlle when he tried to take her hand.

‘Have you been a good girl this year?’ he continued.

‘Not really.’ Noëlle probably hadn’t been worse than most people, but she thought to herself that she would put off her review of the year until she sat down to come up with New Year's resolutions for the next one. Then she realised that she had broken every single resolution that she had come up with last year.

‘Well, well… so you’ve been a bad girl?’ He gave her a stern look and waved his finger in her face before bursting out in contagious laughter.

‘Only when I had to be,’ Noëlle said and took a couple of steps towards the escalator.

‘Did you send your letter to Santa?’

‘No, I totally forgot about that this year.’

‘It’s not too late though.’

‘I think I might actually be a bit too late,’ she laughed. ‘That’s why I have to take care of all this by myself.’

Noëlle turned her back to Santa and went on with her shopping. Although she knew that her mum and dad deserved more than what she had bought them, she felt pretty happy with herself when she headed for the entrance again two hours later.

‘Ho, ho, how did you do?’ Santa said.

‘Pretty good, as you can see. Now I just have to get all this stuff home.’

‘It’s your lucky day.’

‘Oh yeah? And why is that? Did I win free home delivery?’

‘Exactly! I finish my shift now, so I can help you get those bags home.’ He looked at her again through his thick glasses. Then he lifted up his beard and reviewed a wide smile and a charming dimple in his chin.

‘Lucky me,’ said Noëlle. ‘Do you want me to wait here while you change?’

‘What do you mean? This is me.’ He winked at her and reached for Noëlle’s shopping bags.

Noëlle wasn’t going to argue. If Mr. Santa wanted to help her carry her bags home, she would gladly accept his offer. She had some mulled wine at home and last weekend she had even baked some ginger bread cookies – using her grandmother’s old recipe. She definitely deserved a break after all the shopping, and she was sure that her little helper would also be thirsty when they got back to her place.

Her flat wasn’t very far away but it was on the top floor and the elevator had been broken for more than a week. She insisted on carrying half of the bags up the stairs but Santa was stubborn and before Noëlle had managed to convince him, they had arrived at her door.

‘Come on in,’ she said after she had opened the door and taken a step to the side.

‘Thanks!’ he said and stepped into the hallway.

‘My name is Noëlle,’ she said as she took her coat off. ‘Should I call you Santa, or do you have a name?’

‘Eric,’ he said and looked relieved when he could finally put the bags down.

‘Nice to meet you, Eric, and thanks for all the help. Can I offer you anything to drink? Some mulled wine?’

‘That would be lovely, thanks. Is it okay if I take some of these clothes off?’

‘Of course, feel free to take off that hat,’ Noëlle laughed. ‘Wait, let me help you.’ She walked up to him and he took off his hat and gave it to her. She put it on the hat rack. When she finally managed to get his beard off she was surprised. She had noticed his brown eyes before but she hadn’t expected a head full of curly, brown hair under the hat. His mouth was plump and it looked like he was smiling, even when he wasn’t. And he looked at her in a way that she definitely hadn’t noticed in the mall. His eyes radiated something that mirrored exactly what she was feeling.

She didn’t even try to pull away when he kissed her. His lips were warm and sensual, shy and excited, careful and horny. Maybe he didn’t taste like Christmas, but he tasted of the same excitement that she always felt before the holiday season. When their tongues met, his tongue deep in her mouth and her tongue deep in his, she couldn’t contain herself any longer.

Noëlle started undressing Santa, whose clothes were made out of peculiar materials but not very hard to get off. The coat was tied loosely with a belt around his waist and his trousers were held up by an elastic band. Eric had already kicked off his black boots and Noëlle pulled his trousers off together with his socks. Her hands wandered all over his body and she felt how strong his muscles were and how hot the walk from the mall had made him.

‘Maybe I should shower first?’ Eric said and looked embarrassed when he realised how sweaty his back was.

‘I don’t think so,’ Noëlle said. ‘Of course you can, if you want to. But I like you just like this, warm and worked up.’

‘I guess I can always shower after.’ He smiled, no longer embarrassed.

‘Exactly, you can shower while I heat up the mulled wine.’ She looked down at his boxer shorts. They were covered in Christmas trees and Santas. ‘I see you’re not the type who really commits to what he’s doing.’
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