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'What about Christmas being the season of goodwill, and all
that?' Sara demanded, ramming a CD into the stereo.


           
'Okay, okay,' I said.  'I'm not wearing the hat though.'


           
'Whatever,' she said, booting the box across the floor.  'Just
don't get them mixed up.'


           
The shapes inside the box looked familiar: secret santa presents as
predictable as last week's Lottery numbers.  There'd be the
usual mix: snowman mugs and reindeer ties for the lads; something
suggestive for Elena, the alluringly dismissive beauty from HR;
bottles of cheap perfume for the rest of the girls; and a Christmas
pudding shaped tea-cosy, or similar, for poor old Doreen in
Accounts.


           
Jingle Bells was stuck on repeat.  Sara draped molting tinsel
around desks while people vied for positions.  Elena stood
with arms folded.  Last year she'd unwrapped a musical thong,
cueing cheers of enthusiasm from the lads.  She'd looked even
more scornful than usual, twisting the strip of lycra around her
fingers as though she was going to send it catapulting across the
office, like a risqué rubber band.


           
Sara's present was on top, and so the first novelty mug of the
afternoon was revealed.  'When you pour something hot into it,
his clothes come off,' Sara explained to Doreen.


           
'Is that so?' Doreen said, putting on her glasses.  'Amazing,
the things they think of.'  There was something almost wistful
in the way she examined the semi-naked, tanned and oiled body
grinning at her from the mug.


           
Just then I noticed Elena's gift tag had fallen off.  I
replaced it without anyone noticing.  I called Elena's name
next, and handed her a soft, flat parcel.  Everyone watched as
she extended a disdainful fingernail and ripped the sellotape off
in one strip.


           
It was a hot water bottle.  A small, furry, hot water
bottle.  For a few moments no-one spoke.  I held my
breath.  From the stereo, bells jangled rather than
jingled.


           
Elena held the hot water bottle by the scruff of the neck,
examining it front and back as though it were a small animal with a
tendency to bite, or perhaps urinate, without warning.  An
expression I gradually recognised as a smile spread across her
face.  'I love it!' she exclaimed, hugging it to her
chest.


           
Doreen was next.  She pushed forward, a mixture of hope and
embarrassment on her face, and I handed her another soft, flat
parcel.


           
Next day, Elena joined us on coffee break for the first time. 
Doreen came too, sitting more upright than usual, every now and
then running her fingers through her newly tinted hair.


           
On my way out that evening, I passed Doreen's desk.  She was
day-dreaming; chin in one hand, the fingers of the other discreetly
caressing the strap of a lacy bustier that peeped from the neck of
her blouse.  'Happy Christmas Doreen,' I said.


           
Season of goodwill, and all that.
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