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        Frankie

      

      

      
      “We want Santa! We want Santa!”

      The children’s chants can be heard throughout the Christmas market, their voices growing louder and more demanding the longer it takes me to stuff hand-embroidered throw pillows and chunky knit lap blankets into the stomach of my Santa suit. Sweat drips from my brow and I think unkind thoughts about Gary who was supposed to be donning this gay apparel, instead of me.

      “They’re gonna eat me alive,” I say to Marchon and Piper, the crafty creators of the throw pillows and lap blankets, who are helping me fill out this red velvet monstrosity. We’re behind a makeshift quilt-curtain at the rear of Piper’s tent in the Christmas at the Caverns outdoor holiday market.

      “Nonsense, Frankie,” says Marchon, her deft fingers buttoning up my coat. “Give them a candy cane and all will be well.”

      “Gary has the candy canes!” I say through gritted teeth.

      Gary who from here on out will be referred to as the snowFLAKEiest Kris Kringle and the third Santa-man this holiday season who has let me down.

      Marchon and Piper share a look. Piper tugs the furry hat/white wig combo over my black curly hair, while Marchon adjusts my long white beard over my mouth.

      “Showtime!” they say in unison, pushing me out through Piper’s shop and into the main market thoroughfare, toward the big sleigh in the center of the kiddie play area.

      “There he is!” shouts a lady wearing a red and green striped hat with a gigantic white pom pom on top, pointing at me, her other arm around the shoulders of a little boy whose rosy cheeks are wet with tears.

      I wave to the waiting kids as I approach the sleigh. My steps are measured in the too-big black boots on the uneven gravel of the enchanted caverns parking lot.

      “Ho, ho, ho. Merry Christmas.” I try to make my voice as low as I can, but I sound like Minnie Mouse imitating Barry White. Best not to say too much.

      “That’s not Santa,” the little boy says as I give him a thumbs up. “That’s a lumpy lady.” His tears start anew. His mom rolls her eyes at me and then takes his hand, pulling him out of line.

      “Come on, sweetheart. I think the real Santa went to the mall in Bentonville. Let’s go there.”

      I don’t blame her. I’d love to be at the warm, indoor mall in Bentonville right now, because the Santa’s Sleigh play area at this holiday market is a hostile environment.

      I hitch a leg up to climb into the sleigh, the real deal borrowed from the Tyler Creek Historical Society, and feel a cold breeze at my back as the Velcro enclosure on my Santa pants separates with a terrifying rip.

      Reaching behind me to gather the costume pants, I’m thankful I’m wearing bike shorts. The jacket is huge on me, but the pants are man pants and not meant to accommodate wide hips or my plentiful rear end.

      I get situated on the bench seat in the sleigh and turn to greet my visitors.

      The chanting has stopped and now most of them are staring at me in abject horror.

      What? It wasn’t like I’d actually mooned them. I pat my belly which isn’t quite as jolly as it was a moment ago as several of the pillows have migrated to my left side. Wonderful.

      “Come on up here and tell Santa what you want for Christmas,” I say to the girl at the front of the line. She’s about ten, wearing a Taylor Swift Eras concert sweatshirt and a hot pink puffy vest, so I already know she’s disappointed in my production value.

      She steps up into the sleigh and sits on the bench as far away from me as she can, pulling a sparkly lavender phone from her pocket.

      “Want a Santa selfie for the ’gram?” I ask, using my normal voice because who am I kidding here.

      She balks. “Uh, no thank you. I’m going to read you my list. You’re supposed to ask me what my name is.”

      “Of course!” I say, adjusting my beard. The puffy mustache is going up my nose. “What’s your name?”

      “Jane,” she says. “I want an electric scooter–”

      “And a helmet I hope,” I say, shaking a gloved finger at her. “Those things aren’t super safe. My friend who’s an ER nurse has told me some tragic stories.” I scrunch up my face, the beard popping up over my chin. “Real gruesome stuff.” I yank my beard back into place.

      Jane returns her phone to her pocket. “Mom, can we go to the mall? This Santa is broken.”

      Her mom glares at me and mouths, “What’s wrong with you?”

      “At least gimme a candy cane,” Jane mutters, holding her hand out. “We waited an hour for this.”

      “Um, sorry, I don’t have any.” I hold out my empty white gloved hands.

      “There’s no candy canes,” Jane hollers down the line.

      A collective groan comes from the crowd. Everyone turns to leave.

      Jane’s mom helps her from the sleigh. “Worst Santa ever,” she says, this time out loud.

      I stand, waving my arms to get everyone’s attention. “Come back next Saturday! I promise you the real Santa will be here, and he’ll have candy canes.”

      “Fat chance!” an angry dad shouts at me, his toddler daughter in his arms. She’s clutching a worn teddy bear to her chest, bawling her eyes out.

      I slump onto the bench, knowing exactly how that little girl feels. What a disaster.

      When I was asked by the Tyler Creek Park and Recreation District to spearhead a European-style Christmas market at Caverns state park just outside of town, I was elated.

      Christmas is my life. I’ve owned the Snowdrift Christmas shop in downtown TC for six years. This market is a dream come true. Everything has gone according to my meticulous plans–plans that began eleven months ago. Not a single vendor I asked to participate turned me down. The tents I ordered are sturdy, spacious, attractive, and have withstood two weeks of late November, early December rain showers. We’ve got something for all shoppers, plus food carts, and a festive beverage tent which features mulled wine, hot buttered rum, and seven different types of cocoa.

      At night when the white lights wrapped around and in all the trees surrounding the market come on, the powerful voice of Josh Groban singing Christmas standards accompanying the sparkle… well, this parking lot is downright magical.

      But that’s not what people will remember. Oh, no. They’ll recall that the first market Santa on the day after Thanksgiving, hurled all over his black boots after eating some sketchy leftovers for breakfast, and left in an ambulance. Or that the second Santa, got accidentally head butted in the face by a tantruming three-year-old and soaked his white beard crimson when he got the mother of all nosebleeds, and left in an ambulance.

      And all they will remember about today is how the third real Santa didn’t show up and a crazy little black lady tried to pass herself off as the big guy, but she didn’t even have any candy canes.

      At least I’m not leaving in an ambulance. Yet.

      My friend Liv comes out from behind the table in her tent where she’s been selling goodies from her cheese shop, Fromage, and heads my way, a plastic wrap covered plate in her hand.

      She passes the plate to me before she climbs into the sleigh and sits next to me on the bench. “I thought some cheese samples might make you feel better for failing so hard at Santa-ing.” Liv laughs.

      “Thanks?” I say, unwrapping the plate. “This fiasco could’ve been avoided if Gary hadn’t flaked on me.” I choose a bit of brie.

      Liv reaches over and pulls my beard down. “Hairy cheese is gross.”

      I nod. “Indeed.”

      “So, why did Gary flake?” Liv asks, popping a shard of Manchego into her mouth.

      “No idea,” I say, pulling the hat and beard off all together and setting them on my lap.

      “Maybe he heard what happened to the other two Santa’s who worked here and decided it wasn’t worth the medical bills?”

      She had a point. “Ha. Maybe.” I jab my thumb in the direction of the caverns down the hill from the lot. “I thought this place was enchanted. I’m starting to think cursed is a better word.”

      Liv makes a cheese sandwich, putting a piece of soft chèvre in between two thin slices of parmesan. She offers it to me, and I gobble it down.

      “The caverns are enchanted in a romantic way,” she says. “Like
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