A CHRISTMAS FANTASIA
The twin shades of sherry glistened in the pink glow of the rather prosaic revolving chandelier as it spun slowly round creating a kaleidoscope of colour that rippled gently across the pastel curtains. Outside all was wreathed in snow. In raw daylight the council catering college looked like any other municipal buildings of its era – the sixties – a door with no welcoming threshold, the layout pristine and perfunctory. But at Christmas time the coloured lights, the festive tree and tinsel managed to give the building something special, enhanced by the short Santa costumes worn by the bevy of aspiring waitresses.
“Medium or dry Edgar?” asked Aubrey. His eyes glistened with good humour. As Chief Executive it was very much his style, his idea, that Chief Officers should gather each year to celebrate in this way, and that he would be there first to greet his colleagues as they arrived. “I know we mustn’t talk shop, but I do want to say how delighted I was with the way the UDP inquiry went last week. I thought your officers handled everything magnificently – OK I know I could only spend half an hour sitting in – but nevertheless it was a good show. Well done!” This was typical Aubrey, always enthusiastic and supportive. Spotting more arrivals he excused himself and dashed across to greet them. Edgar chuckled as he saw Bert the engineer shaking the snow off his boots, and watched appreciatively as Gaynor the glamorous Director of Finance slipped off her heavy duty winter coat to reveal a cute off the shoulder skimpy little number. 
For Edgar this event was always the highlight of the professional year – a chance to rekindle the bond of trust that had been built up since re-organisation and its associated turmoil. He hoped that Bert would not have to leave half way through the proceedings – as had happened only the year before – in order to mastermind the snow ploughs and make sure they could all get home. But now Aubrey was inviting them to join him at table. He discovered he was sitting between Molly, the Director of Social Services, and Cosmo the Architect. Edgar was proud to be part of this close knit team and knew he would soon be revelling in their lively small talk. 

Once again the catering college had done them proud. The seven courses were all well received and now it was time for Aubrey’s review of the year. He leaned forward, his eyes shining in the candlelight, praising them once again for their collective effort and the sensitive way they had handled the political change of power. The Community Plan had been well received, the highway budget had been met despite some delay with the new tram system, but most of all unemployment had fallen and the substantial regeneration programme had begun to bite. Much of this was down to Edgar’s own personal commitment but he was happy to share the credit.

He wholly believed in holism, and had made sure his staff structure and internal processes kept everyone in the ring. But most of all he admired the indefatigable development control staff who managed to keep the authority top of the league table for speed of determination, 90% of applications were now registered in just three weeks. All staff were well versed in his strongly held belief that a commitment to sustainable development did not mean being bossed around by a raft of abstract policies unrelated to reality on the ground - as had been the case on too many previous occasions before the new culture kicked in. Anyway the proof of the pudding was in the eating. Members were pleased, developers delighted, and conservationists not overly concerned as long as reasonable precautions were in place.
Suddenly he heard a gasp and a clatter. Iolo appeared to have collapsed – old Iolo, appointed in an act of positive discrimination as Director of Leisure with only one leg, the poor fellow had trouble keeping up with the voracious appetites of the rest of the team. Edgar helped him back on to his chair, and conversation resumed, albeit without Bert who had gone to sort out the snow. By now Molly was inebriated and standing on the table, her black limbs shining in the lamplight as she attempted to limbo to the feeble sounds coming from Aubrey’s saxophone. It was the same every year, the table always collapsing amidst total chaos. As she fell Gaynor dived underneath to catch her in a move that would have brought credit to a Welsh backrow saving a certain try. 
Edgar was now dancing with two of the younger waitresses, desperately seeking to take his chance in the broom cupboard. There was just room inside if he removed the stepladder. As he did so, Ginger the Environmental Health Officer grabbed the steps and made off, despite infringing his own staff safety regulation that three persons should bear such equipment. Eschewing a risk assessment he clambered up to the chandelier – and, zoom, was away, swinging to and fro like a demented baboon, circling the large bowl of trifle displayed so enticingly in the middle of the table. 

Percy, the Deputy Chief Constable, now was beginning to stir. Noting Ginger swaying above his head, he stiffly stood up, removed his whistle, and began racing round the table – or rather tableaux – blowing with all his might. This woke up Dan the Deputy Democratic Services Officer, officially there to take the minutes.  Someone had put on some music, and hearing the raucous opening bars of “Superstition”, Dan commenced a solo Gay Gordons in a contrary direction, dancing towards Hamish the new young dour Director of Education who was sitting comatose. Hamish was wearing his best kilt for the celebration, idly playing with his sporran, and fingering his dirk. Fancying a wee dram he leant forward just as Ginger arrived in the trifle, followed in quick succession by Percy and Dan skidding across the floor. Meanwhile, soaked to the skin, Gaynor and Molly were busily licking trifle off each other, unaware of being captured for all time on Cosmo’s mobile cell phone. And so the saturnalia continued to unfold.
In the broom cupboard Edgar woke up with a start. He was alone. The cupboard was bare. No Santa clad girls. No music. Nothing. He staggered out to find the room empty. The table had collapsed, trifle was everywhere. So where was everybody? Had he dreamt it all? Outside he noticed the snow falling heavily, he had to get home.
Suddenly the front door burst open to reveal what appeared to be a ragged snowman. It was Bert, back to warn that the snow was thickening, and unless he left immediately he would have to stay the night. To assist the homeward trek, Molly had arranged for a Children’s Playbus to be available. Rounded up by Bert, the surviving members of the Chief Officer’s team had staggered across to board the colourful vehicle which was just departing, now turning to meet the howling wind blowing across the moor. The day was done and the dark night was upon them all. As the bus slowly crossed the darkling plain, a final faltering rendering of  Myfanwy rose above the wind, accompanied by a tired saxophone. Edgar had reboarded reality just in time.     

