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        If I want reality, I’ll step out the front door.”
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      The light from the TV cameras was blinding.

      The reporters pushed and shoved each other to get the best possible position near the podium inside the enormous marquee that had been set up in front of the Rockefeller tree.

      Someone stepped on someone else’s toe— “Hey, you fucking douchebag, watch it!”— and just like that a scuffle broke out, prompting a swift response from some very heavy-handed security guards.

      Backstage, I quickly pulled my wide, terrified gaze away from the slit in the curtains and turned to Billy who had just finished checking off the run sheet with the media manager for the presser.

      “I can’t do it,” I uttered through a burst of breaths so short my body seemed to have skipped hyperventilation and gone straight to palpitations. “They’re fighting out there now. They’re already angry. It’s like road-rage but without the road. What if they turn on me? Or worse… what if they call me a fake?”

      Billy hurried over to me and massaged my shoulders to calm me down. “Babe, listen to me. You’re going to do great out there. Everyone loves you, they always have. You are like the most adored person in the history of the whole world… except maybe Jesus… and Ryan Gosling… I mean, he’s hard to compete with. But you’ve got history and tradition on your side. Nick, people love you, and that love is bigger than any secret you decide to share with the world. Trust me, you’ll be fine.”

      He leaned in and kissed me. His lips were so warm and comforting they made me want to hightail it out of there and curl up in front of a crackling fire, just him and me. “Can’t we just forget about this whole thing? Can’t we just find a cozy little cabin in the snowy woods somewhere, just the two of us, and kiss under the mistletoe?”

      “No, Nick. You’ve come this far. You need to do this. You need to do it for yourself.”

      “But what if they hate me? I don’t know how to handle hate. I have centuries of approval issues to deal with. I mean, what if the hordes come at me with their pitchforks? I’ve seen them do it before, back in 1482 when they came for poor old Quasimodo. Lucky for him I managed to swoop in a save him. I know that in the story he vanishes, and nobody really knows what happened to him, but in reality, I took him back to the North Pole and made him an honorary elf where he lived happily ever after. Am I babbling now? I feel like I’m babbling. I’m sorry, I’m just really, really nervous.”

      “No kidding. I may have something to help with that.” Billy kissed me again, more tenderly than before. Golly, he knew how to kiss. He might have looked half my age, but that handsome young lover of mine sure knew how to make Santa weak at the knees. And just to add icing to the cookie, his hand found its way to my crotch. His fondling fingers quickly found what they were looking for. He pulled out of his kiss and grinned. “On my, Santa’s little helper isn’t so little anymore.”

      As much as I loved it, I quickly pulled away from his kneading fingers. “Cockadoodle-dandy, Billy! I’ve got to get out there on stage any minute now. What will the children say?”

      “Calm down. There are no kids out there, it’s a press conference.”

      “There are cameras.”

      “Relax. Any kids watching this on television will be looking into your beautiful blue eyes.” He glanced down with a wicked smirk. “It’s only the women and all the gay men out there who might notice that Santa has more than one big secret up his sleeve… or should I say, down his pants.”

      At that moment, the media manager returned and cleared her throat. “Gentlemen, I don’t mean to interrupt but Santa… I mean, Nick… you’re on in three minutes.”

      I fanned myself, feeling my heart race even faster. “Oh jellyfish, where are my elves? I need my elves. They’re like my support animals… but with pointy green hats and bells on the ends of their curly little shoes.”

      “Babe, calm down. The elves will be here any minute. They’re just out parking the sleigh.”

      From a side entrance to the marquee, the squeaky sound of three elves arguing could be heard.

      “I told you they can’t reverse,” huffed Merry-Bell as she stormed into the backstage area. “Reindeer are simply not designed to walk backwards. It’s against the laws of nature. It’s like throwing a chicken off a roof and expecting it to fly.”

      “They’re not chickens, they’re reindeer,” said Pudding-Plum, crossing his arms in annoyance. “If they’re capable of landing on every rooftop on the planet in a single night, then surely they’re capable of taking a few steps backward. Besides, how else were we supposed to get into that spot? This ain’t exactly the North Pole where we have all the space in the world. It’s New York City. You can barely fit your thumb up your own butt in this place.”

      “Speaking of butts…” muttered Fudge-Muffin anxiously. “Does anybody know where the bathroom is? I’m so nervous I think I gotta go again!”

      As Fudge-Muffin raced off to find a toilet before it was too late, Merry-Bell and Pudding-Plum spotted me and Billy and hurried over to us.

      “Oh, thank the polar bears you’re here,” I said. “I was worried you weren’t going to get here in time. I’m kinda…”

      “Terrified?” Merry-Bell asked. “We can see that. Your make-up is slipping like a mudslide in a monsoon. Here, allow me.” With a snap of her fingers, a make-up kit magically appeared in Merry-Bell’s hands. Promptly she began patting foundation onto my brow while giving more orders to her colleague. “Pudding-Plum, don’t just stand there. Get Santa his favorite drink. You know it always calms his nerves.”

      “One extra-sweet lemonade with a candy cane garnish, coming right up.” Pudding-Plum snapped his fingers and a bottle of Budweiser appeared in his hand.

      “That’s not lemonade,” said Merry-Bell.

      “No,” said Billy, “but it looks good to me.” He plucked the beer out of Pudding-Plum’s hand and began gulping it down.”

      “Are you nervous too?” I asked, suddenly suspicious that Billy’s sense of calm was nothing but a ruse to try and keep me from completely freaking out.

      “No. Why?”

      “Because you just drank an entire bottle of beer in a single gulp.”

      Billy shrugged. “I was thirsty.” He quickly swung the subject back to me. “Hey Pudding-Plum, why don’t you give that lemonade trick another whirl?”

      Pudding-Plum happily obliged, intent on proving he could get it right this time. “As you wish. One extra-sweet lemonade with a candy cane garnish, coming right up.”

      This time the right drink appeared, and he handed it to me.

      “Thanks, Pudding-Plum. Say, where did Fudge-Muffin go?”

      “Bathroom,” Merry-Bell and Pudding-Plum answered at the same time.

      “Oh dear,” I said. “We’ll have to work up some magic to fix that IBS of his. There’s a few other people who have asked for the same thing in their letters this Christmas, so let’s make that a priority.”

      “First things first,” Billy said, tightening the sagging big red belt around my trimmed-down stomach. “You’ve got some news to tell the world. After that, you can cure IBS. Deal? And hey, let’s not lose too much more weight. People aren’t going to recognize you anymore.”

      “Are you suggesting I get fat again?” I asked, sipping on my lemonade. “It took a lot of burpees to lose all my winter blubber.”

      He kissed me again. “Babe, you look amazing and I’m so proud of what you’ve done. Just don’t get too skinny. The world loves your winter blubber. The world loves you!”

      “I’ll have to keep that in mind when I tell them all I’m⁠—”

      Suddenly the media manager appeared again. “Sorry to interrupt, Santa… I mean, Nick… but you’re on in thirty seconds. Can we please get you out on the podium now?”

      My head began to spin. I took a deep breath and it seemed to spin even faster. “Oh, peppercorn pickles, here we go.”

      “Listen to me,” Billy said, taking my furry white lapels in both hands. “You…” He pecked my right cheek, “… are going to be…” He pecked my left cheek, “… just fine.” He kissed my lips. “As Oscar Wilde famously said, ‘Be yourself. Everyone else is taken.’”

      “Try telling that to the four million, six-hundred thousand, one-hundred and seventy-nine Santa impersonators out there. I know, I’ve counted them. The ones who threaten to ruin my good name get an onion in their stocking every Christmas. Plus, I clean out their booze cabinets and pour it all down the sink while they sleep. Honestly, a drunk Santa is terrible for my brand.”

      Just in the nick of time, Fudge-Muffin came racing back from the bathroom. “Did I miss anything?”

      “Not yet,” answered Billy. “The big show is about to start.”

      “The big show?” I said. “Please don’t make it sound like a circus. I’m already nervous enough.”

      “Ten seconds to go,” came the media manager’s call.

      “Go!” Billy practically pushed me through the curtains onto the stage. “Remember, you got this.”

      I whimpered aloud and blinked madly as the flashes from the press cameras popped in my eyes.

      Here I was, a seventeen-hundred-and-fifty-year-old man with the ravaged nerves of a petrified toddler lost in a Walmart. I glanced back at Billy who smiled at me encouragingly. I knew I had his love and support, but was it enough to make up for all the hate, the backlash, the resentment I was surely about to receive? People had opinions, after all, and heaven knows they weren’t afraid to voice them. This was a fact I knew all too well. Like the time Tommy Bickmeyer wrote back and told me his toy truck sucked because the wheels weren’t big enough. Or the time Suzy Prescott let me know that her Sleepy-Bye-Baby doll’s hair wasn’t
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