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Chapter One
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You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.

This is the hundredth house in a row I’ve been to that already has presents in all the stockings and half eaten food left out for me. Why would someone expect anyone to snack on a cookie that’s already been in someone else’s mouth? And I can definitely see lip marks on that glass of milk. Gross.

I catch myself sneering as I turn and face a mirror on the other side of the living room, the glow of colourful bulbs bouncing off the glass. I sigh and grab the two carrots from the table that have random bite marks taken out of them; the reindeer don’t mind getting leftovers from strangers. 

“Hey girls,” I say as I appear back on the roof. “These people didn’t leave any apples, either. I don’t think people know you like them.”

Rudolph whines and I tilt my head at her. “I know, sweetie. I know you like apples the best.” I give her ears a rub and let out a deep breath. “This is getting really weird, isn’t it?” I ask them. “It feels like the whole world is playing a prank on me.”

Prancer glares at me, and I’m not sure what it means. 

“What?” I ask.

She narrows her eyes and stomps her right hoof.

“I never said I was going to stop!” I say, taking a step back with my hands up in surrender. “I just said it was weird. Can I not say that things are weird?”

She twists her neck a little and tilts her head to the side.

“So you agree. It’s weird.” I let out a heavy sigh and hop back in the sleigh. “Well. Let’s see if there are any families around here that didn’t do my job for me.”
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There are a few houses scattered throughout the rest of the night with empty stockings and full glasses of milk, whole cookies for me, and carrots for the reindeer, which gives me some hope. I really don’t understand why less and less people leave Christmas up to me every year, but I feel like there’s going to be a night one year soon that every family will have done the job of Santa for me. Any houses I go into that have any sort of room in their stockings for me to add to them, I do. I add anything that will fit, even if it’s a toothbrush, a clementine, or a yoyo.

I make it to one house with filled stockings and half eaten cookies, but I notice that the doll Wendy asked for isn’t under the tree. All the presents are wrapped, of course, but none of them are the right size or shape, I’m sure of it. I take the doll out of my bag and place it under her stocking, so she knows that it’s from me. It also isn’t wrapped, so it should be a giveaway that it’s not from a parent. Or maybe we should have wrapped it in wrapping paper that the parents don’t have? I haven’t done this in a while, now I’m getting rusty. I’ll have to talk it over with the elves and see what they think is best and I’ll do it next Christmas.

One house seems to have left the entire jar of milk out and I consider drinking it from that, just finishing the whole thing off, since I haven’t been able to drink from the germy glasses in any of the other houses tonight, but instead I put it back in their fridge for them. Then they can have milk with their breakfast in the morning.
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The next year there are even fewer houses with empty stockings, and even less that have enough room for me to add to them. Most houses have left literal crumbs of cookies, and nothing but condensation rings under empty glasses.

As the years go on, there’s less and less for me to do. I wonder if people have stopped believing in me. Or maybe they think I’m dead. I have been doing this for a long time, so it makes sense that people would think that. It isn’t normal for a person to live as long as I have. So that must be it. They think I’ve died and can no longer deliver Christmas joy, but people love Christmas joy, so they have continued the tradition on their own. Parents have been buying their own gifts for hundreds of years anyway, so that makes sense. But no, it doesn’t. If they don’t believe in me, or think I’m dead, why on Earth would they leave treats out for me and the reindeer? But also, why would they leave treats out and then eat it all themselves? Are they mocking me? Are they trying to tell me that they can all do my job better than I can? No, literally none of this makes sense.

I continue to travel the world every Christmas Eve and do what I can, but I feel like I’m fading away, like I’m useless. Like the world really doesn’t believe in me anymore. I still manage to add something long and skinny to almost every stocking, and as the times change, the generic, please-believe-in-me gifts evolve, but they always slide in quite nicely. I actually find myself smiling in satisfaction every time a themed toothbrush, a sparkly pen, or a reusable straw grazes the fabric of the stocking and nestles cozily beside the other contents.

But one year has me losing it. Not only are all the stockings filled for me, and all the wish list presents bought, but there are wrapped presents under the tree with my name on the gift tag!

“From Santa?” I say out loud, picking up a present in Pokémon wrapping. I recognize the characters because every child has wanted something to do with Pokémon for Christmas the last couple of years. It has Pikachus and Charmanders playing in the snow, and they’re both wearing my signature hat. “This isn’t from fucking Santa! It could have been from me, but no one is letting me! Why are people pretending the presents are from me?” And then I drop the present as it hits me. 

The present doesn’t hit me, the realization hits me. The present hits the ground. Because I dropped it. 

Have parents been pretending to be me this whole time? The whole time? This whole time that I’ve come across already filled stockings and already eaten treats they were pretending to be me? Why are they pretending that someone is coming into their house and leaving presents, eating their food and leaving, when there is already someone trying to do that? What is happening?

Oh no, what’s happening? I can’t breathe. I’m dizzy and my heart is racing and I feel like I’m going to fall over. Fall over directly into all the Pokémon themed wrapping. And that’s what happens. I crash into the pile of presents with the same wrapping paper, and as I lie there trying to catch my breath, I notice the gift tags. 

From Santa

From Santa

Love mom and dad

Wait a second. But they’re all in the same wrapping paper. They all have the same stupid Pokémon covering them, but not all of them say they’re from me. Some of them say they’re from the parents. So they’re pretending that half of these gifts are from me, but not pretending that I have different wrapping paper than they do? Why would I have the same goddamn wrapping paper as this family? How does that make any sense? 

What is happening to the world? What is happening to me? What do people think I am?

I manage to make it back up to the roof without dying, but I panic to my reindeer, asking them what’s happening to me. Of course they can’t answer me, but they give me looks of reassurance. I think they’re telling me that I’m not dying. I still exist. I’m here. I’m right here. My heart is beating, albeit much too fast, but it’s beating nonetheless. I’m breathing. At too rapid a pace, but I’m breathing. I can feel the air on my tongue. I feel it fill my lungs. Oh, this is helping. I grab a fistful of Blitzen’s fur, and she leans into me a little, breathing on me so I know she cares. My breathing starts to slow and I feel a little better.

“I think I just had a panic attack,” I say.

They all look at me as if to say, “you think?” and I can’t help but chuckle. The girls are amused too, and my chuckle turns into full on roaring laughter. I almost fall over but manage to make it into the sleigh, wiping my tears that fell from laughing so hard. 
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“I don’t know what else to do,” I tell my best friend and oldest Elf, Charlie.

“Maybe you need to put something better in their stockings.”

“There’s no room. Literally, they’re always filled tight. They have been for decades. Probably longer than that, to be honest. All I can fit in them are straw-shaped things. Or straws.”

“You’re putting actual straws in people’s stockings?”

“Reusable straws. Colourful ones. Kids like them!”

“Okay, okay.” He paces the floor a couple times and then stops. “Apple Pencils! Apple Pencils will fit! Those are straw shaped!”

“But they come in a box,” I tell him.

“They come in a box when they’re purchased from the Apple Store. They don’t need a box if we make them. You can just slide them into every stocking and the parents will surely believe in you then! They will know for sure that they didn’t just buy an Apple Pencil, take it out of the packaging, put it in their kid’s stocking, and then forget about it. If every kid finds a mysterious Apple Pencil in their stocking on Christmas morning, you putting them there will be the only explanation!”

“You’re right! Oh, this is genius! But what if they didn’t get an iPad for Christmas? What if they don’t have the right model to use the Apple Pencil on?”

Charlie’s face lights up. “Then give them iPads too.”

“What if they don’t want an iPad?”

“Who doesn’t want a free iPad? Nik, everyone wants a free iPad.”

“Right. You’re right.”

“Of course I’m right.”
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The Apple Pencils and iPads don’t work. I put one in every stocking, and for every house that doesn’t obviously already have an iPad, I leave one of those too. I’m so excited, and I think for sure next year will be different. But it isn’t. The next Christmas is just the same as the previous 50 or so Christmases. The stockings are filled to the brim, the food is half eaten, or there’s no food at all. Presents are wrapped with my name on it, and some of the houses that got new iPads from me the previous year, now have the latest model under the tree. 

I find myself aimlessly wandering through the streets, my sleigh hovering above the streetlights, waiting for me. I take a carrot nose from a snowman on someone’s lawn and toss it up to the reindeer. Comet catches it and chomps down on it right away, bits of orange fluttering to the unplowed road. I go to the next house and find they also have a snowman, but this carrot is hollow and plastic. It looks like they used some snowman kit or something. Probably something they got from fake Santa last year. I take the plastic carrot anyway. It’s mine now. I slip it into one of the pockets of my red coat and look up at my loyal flying friends. Well. They’re not flying right now, right now they’re hovering, or floating, I guess, but they do also fly. I can call them flying friends even if they aren’t currently flying. What am I even going on about?
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The next two Christmas Eve nights are pointless for me. I go out with my magic bag full of toys, and more Apple Pencils for some reason, but I leave almost nothing. I leave a few toys, and when I have the mental energy, I slide the odd Apple Pencil into a stocking, but I don’t even know if these people want or need them. I’m just slipping them in willy nilly, because it’s hard to care at this point.  I’ve never delivered to so few houses before. I’ve never felt so defeated. Even the first night I really expanded my delivery radius, back when I was just Nikalaos, before this celebration was even called Christmas, I never felt like this. It was daunting then, and it felt like I had a big and hard adventure ahead of me, but tonight it just feels like there’s no reward at the end. For me or anyone else. It feels like there’s nothing for me to work for. I’m not making a difference at all.

I don’t even go into anyone’s houses because people are still awake. Houses with chimneys carry up the sounds of people talking and laughing, probably having parties while their children sleep, dreaming of getting presents from a man who isn’t actually coming. I can’t even show myself to the children, or the parents to tell them to stop doing my job, because time slows down so much for me on Christmas Eve, I would have to stand still for hours in order for them to see me. Instead I sit at the top of one family’s chimney and listen to the quiet sounds of their talking below me. It doesn’t sound like anything, really. Just tones. But they’re happy tones. It might sound weird and unsettling to someone who hadn’t experienced time slow like this before, but I hear it every year, and it has always calmed me. It’s the only thing that I can find comfort in at this moment. The snow falling around me as if it’s suspended in the air, and the sounds of happiness floating up from inside the living room. I let out a deep breath and close my eyes. 

And then I head back to the North Pole, sadly I think, for the last time.
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Chapter Two
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It’s Christmas Eve. My former favourite day of the year, and Charlie can’t get me out of bed. I don’t have the energy to do anything anymore.

“Maybe I was never meant to do this forever,” I say. “Maybe I was always meant to just start something, and families were always supposed to continue it on their own while I lived the rest of my normal life.”

“But you didn’t live a normal life. You moved to the North Pole and started aging really slowly and learned how to slow down time every Christmas Eve.”

“I didn’t learn how to do that. I swear I’m not the one doing it.” I manage to sit up and swing my legs over the edge of the bed.

“Nik,” Charlie says gently. “It’s like you became one of us somehow. You didn’t want to stop making people happy, and you adopted our powers.”

I shrug. “And now people don’t need me anymore.”

“I do.”

That makes me stop. I look up at him, my face tight with worry. 

“I need you,” Charlie says. “I’ve known you for longer than I haven’t, and I can’t imagine living another thousand years without you.”

“But you could. You totally could.”

He shakes his head. “That’s not true. Have you looked around you lately? You adopted our powers but we also adopted the reasons you have them! We never used to celebrate Christmas and twinkle lights before you got here! And now most of us can’t even remember a time before this all existed. Just because people down south don’t need you anymore doesn’t mean that you can’t stick around! You can still stay!”

“I don’t think it works like that,” I say, pressing my feet to the ground and forcing myself to stand. “I think I got my powers because my intentions were so good natured. Because I brought so much joy to the world. But the world took that joy and changed it into something else. They even changed my name, and now they put that name on presents bought by someone else from a store.”

“They didn’t change your name, it just evolved.”

I sigh. “I think my powers are going to fade away just like everything else about me.”

“What if... what if we convinced people, though?”

“The Apple Pencils didn’t work, Charlie,” I grumble.

“I’m not talking about Apple Pencils.” He’s got a grin that I feel like represents an idea I’m not going to like. “I’m talking about you, going down south, and convincing people in real life. As you. Nikolaos of Myra.”

“I don’t think anyone talks like that anymore.”

“What do you mean?”

“Never mind. What do you mean?”

“I mean I think you should go to a city that loves Christmas, and convince them that Santa Claus is real!”

“Yes, we’ve covered that. How do I do that?”

“By showing them!”

“You want me... to go South?”

“Yes!”

“How? I can’t just go South, Charlie!”

“Why not? Oh, now that my mind is turning, I’m getting a great idea! We need someone who doesn’t look like Santa to go convince everyone.”

“Why does it have to be someone who doesn’t look like Santa? Why can’t I go?”

But Charlie is just looking at me with a grin that makes my stomach turn. He hasn’t had a bad idea before, but he’s also never grinned like this before.

“That’s the thing,” he says. “You will go.”

“But you said the person shouldn’t look like Santa, and I can’t very well change my appearance, now can I?” But Charlie still has a huge grin on his face. I want to smack it off, but that’s incredibly rude and unnecessary, so I don’t. “Can I? Charlie, can I change my appearance?”

“Well I think I can just, age reverse you.”

“Excuse me?”

“You’ll still be the same age of course, and continue to age at the same rate, but you’ll just look younger.”

“Has this always been a power of yours? I haven’t had to look like a 79-year-old man for the last fifteen hundred years?”

Charlie shakes his head and steps closer to me. “First of all, you haven’t looked 79 this entire time.”

I roll my eyes at him.

“I’ve been practicing my magic lately and seeing what all I can do,” Charlie continues. “Ever since we’ve started trying to get people to believe in you, I’ve been seeing how far I can take it.” He pauses as if he’s afraid to tell me what his plan is. He closes his eyes and takes a deep breath before speaking again. “I think I can make you look like a respectable 36-year-old human man.”

“Wait, what? You can? And 36? Why 36?”

“Well, give or take a few years. Approximately 36.”

“Okay, why?”

“I feel like that’s a good age. Don’t you think that’s a good age?”

“I don’t know, I was 36 like a billion years ago.”

“I just think that the people you will have to convince are families with young children, and most parents with young children are in their thirties.”

“Yes,” I say slowly, thinking back on some Christmas wishes I’ve listened to over the last several years. “Parents do seem to be getting older these days.”

“So what I’m getting at,” Charlie continues, “is I can make you look like not Santa, so you can go to a town that’s not The North Pole, to convince people that Santa is real.”

“Okay so my next question is why can’t I look like me? If I’m trying to convince people that I’m real, shouldn’t I look like me? I’ve seen the ads and billboards and stuff everyone makes with me on them. I mean, we don’t look exactly the same, but the resemblance is certainly there.”

“No. Absolutely not.” Charlie shakes his head, and now I’m just confused. “Everyone’s belief in you has evolved to something strange, and people may or may not be pretending to be you. I mean you said there were presents wrapped that said they were from Santa, right? Either way, they don’t believe in you the way they’re supposed to. So if you go around looking like Santa, looking like the Santa in those ads you’ve seen, and telling people that you’re Santa, everyone is going to think that you’re mentally unstable.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

“They’ll think you’re having some kind of delusional episode.”

I blink at him. “Really?”

He sighs. “Yes. I mean, probably. So they’ll think that, or they’ll think that you’re also pretending and simply won’t believe you.”

“So you’re saying that I should go to a town that’s not the North Pole, looking not like Santa, and what? What am I supposed to do?”

“That part I’m not entirely sure of. And this might have to be a multi-year project.”

I cover my face with my hands and whine. “Charlie,” I say, dragging his name out. “A multi-year project to convince people that I’m trying to give their kids presents that you have no idea how to execute sounds like a terrible idea.”

“I think you can do it. You have a certain charm.”

“Do I?”

“Of course you do! You’re Santa! And you’re literally magic. So I think if you talk to the right people, they’ll feel the magic too. And then it’ll spread and it’ll be just like old times before you know it.”

“So you just want me to talk?” I ask.

He shrugs. “Yeah. Make friends.”

“I don’t know how to make friends!”

“Am I not your friend?”

“You’ve been my friend for longer than most things have even existed, Charlie.”

“Okay, but you’re friends with literally everyone in The North Pole.”

“I wouldn’t say I’m friends with everyone, we just all know each other. And of course everyone knows who I am up here, so it’s easier! Plus it took so long for me to get close with everyone and I don’t have that kind of time now. I haven’t made any new friends in about a thousand years; I don’t know how any of that works!”

“Somehow I think it’ll come to you. You’re a natural.”

“It’s Christmas Eve, Charlie, what am I supposed to do tonight?”

“You could still go out, but I honestly don’t think it’ll make a difference.”

I wince at that. “Great.”

“Sorry,” he says. “I didn’t mean it in a bad way. Why don’t you have a good rest tonight, and we’ll start planning in the morning.”

“This feels weird. I can’t not go out.”

“You’re telling me you weren’t already planning on staying here this year? You were curled up in bed like a dying cat, and now you’re telling me that you can’t not go out?”

“I don’t know!” I half-yell. “I’m confused!”

“I think we should start planning Operation Santa tonight.”

“Please don't call it that.”

“What would you like to call it?”

“Nothing. The plan to get me back.”

“Excellent. Instead of delivering non-presents tonight, I think we should start planning Operation Plan to get you Back.”

“Stop trying to give it a name and we can start planning it.”

“Excellent.”
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Chapter Three
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We planned Operation Get Santa Back, or whatever Charlie’s been calling it lately, and then waited 11 months to get it started. It’s now the end of November and I look just like I did when I was in my thirties, and it’s weirding me out. I decided to keep a closely trimmed beard, because I like that there’s a little bit of grey sprinkled throughout it. The rest of my hair is dark, with just a bit of grey around my temples, and if it wasn’t for that I might look even younger than Charlie does. Hmm, my nose is definitely smaller. Did my nose used to be smaller when I was younger? It’s not as round on the end, but I guess I still look like me. Charlie has dressed me in a pair of dark denim pants that fit over my thighs and calves with just enough room for them to not be tight, but not be ‘skinny jeans’ as he called them, and a red hooded sweatshirt. I’m not sure about my green shoes; they seem to have zero waterproofing and zero arch support, but Charlie said people wouldn’t ask for them for Christmas all the time if they weren’t cool. I suppose I have to agree with him. I’ve got a bag packed with more clothes and according to Charlie, my furniture is going to make it to my apartment. I don’t know how he’s getting furniture to an apartment in small town Ontario Canada, but I’m not asking any more questions.

“Oh, you might need to rent a car once you’re settled, so I made this Ontario Driver’s Handbook for you in the workshop. I’m pretty sure it’s the same as the real one,” Charlie says, handing me a floppy paperback.

“Oh,” I reply, looking at it. “So if I read this book then I’ll know how to drive a car?”

“I think so.”

I shrug and put it in my bag. “Okay. Thanks.” 

The next few days are an exhausting blur. I go from plane to plane and sleep in uncomfortable plastic airport chairs, try to sleep in narrow airplane seats, and keep getting distracted by children pointing at me and smiling. Why are they pointing at me and smiling? I see one little girl whisper something to her mom from across the aisle of my last plane and she shushes her and tells her she’s being rude. I have no idea what’s going on, but all I can think of is how she wants a blue mountain bike for Christmas. She’ll probably get one. Whether it’s the exact one that she’s been dreaming of is another question, but I’m sure her parents will at least get her a bike. A blue one, even. If I wasn’t taking this year off I would get her the one she wanted, even if there was already one sitting beside the Christmas tree when I got there. Just to spite her parents. No one can do my job better than I can. 

As we’re getting off and making our way down the suspended hallway thing that brings us into the airport, that same little girl grabs onto my hand. I look down at her and smile, but I don’t close my fingers around hers. Something is telling me that I shouldn’t. 

“Are you Santa?” she asks me.

My heart stammers and I take in a breath. Have children been smiling and pointing at me because they can feel my magic? Do they all know who I am? 

I crouch down to her level and give her a warm smile. “What makes you think I’m Santa?” I ask her.

People walk around us but no one seems to be annoyed with us standing in the middle of the walkway. Maybe they think I’m her dad and I’m comforting her about something that’s upset her. 

“I don’t know,” she says with a shrug.

“Caroline, what did I say?” her mother says, grabbing her arm.

“It’s okay,” I tell her mom, looking up at her. 

“No, it’s not. Thank you for being kind, but she needs to learn her manners.” Caroline lets go of my hand as her mom drags her away, but she looks back at me for as long as she can. Watching her little face turned back to me the whole time reminds me of when I delivered presents back in Germany and the Netherlands. Children would put their boots beside their fireplaces, or outside their doors for me to fill, and sometimes I would catch them spying on me through the window. This was before I had any magic of course, so they were able to do so, and seeing their faces in the corner of the windows as I approached always made me smile. I knew they thought I couldn’t see them, and I would pretend not to, but it warmed my heart to see them so excited, and to see them crouch below the window as I got closer, their fingers still gripping the sill. I see their expressions in Caroline’s face as she gets further and further away from me, and I’m suddenly so homesick. Homesick for a time, and for a feeling, instead of a place.  I keep my crouched position and let people continue to walk around me until Caroline and her mom are lost in the crowd. I let out a deep breath and stand up again, hoping this crashing wave of grief won’t last much longer. That’s when I realize I left my bag on the plane. 
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“I’m sorry, I can’t let anyone back on the plane,” the flight attendant says to me. 

“But I left my bag,” I say. “I just realized that I don’t have it.”

“You can claim it at lost luggage.”

“But it’s not lost, it’s literally still on the plane. This plane right here.”

Another flight attendant comes up behind her, a boy, maybe the age of 21, and whose name I know to be Justin, smiles at me. “What seat row was it above? I’ll get it for you.”

“Thank you, I really appreciate it.” I tell him where I was sitting and he leaves without another word. I smile at the first flight attendant who is still standing guard at the door, but she doesn’t smile back. When the boy comes back, he holds the bag out to me and I take it from him. He wants a PS5 for Christmas.

“I hope you have a wonderful holiday,” he says. 

“Thanks, you too. I hope you get everything you asked for.”

The girl flight attendant, whose name I know is Rachel, looks at us with a judging expression, as if we’re out of line, or weird for saying what we’re saying to each other. 

The boy, Justin, smiles in a way that seems innocent and pure, reminding me of a person who had just been given a compliment from someone who means a lot to them. I nod my head at him and turn back towards the airport. 

Maybe this won’t be so hard after all. 
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I manage to get an airport taxi to take me the rest of the way, but the town I’m going to is almost two hours away and it’s late by the time I make it to my apartment. It’s a cute two-story walk-up with little mailboxes when you first enter. The stairs have a rubber coating on top and my wet boots squeak on them as I make my way up to the second floor. All the doors have numbers on them and from the ones I can see once I exit the stairwell, I know that I have to turn right down the hall to find my apartment. It’s all the way at the end, and just as I approach the door, the one across the hall opens. A lady about my age – er, the age I’m currently supposed to be portraying, steps into the hall and flips a dark braid of hair over her shoulder. She’s got her hair in two braids, tied at the end with bright blue elastics. I guess one of the braids had fallen over her shoulder and it was bugging her or something. She smiles at me, but it’s tight, sort of forced. Like she’s stressed but still wants to be polite. Her name is Morgan and she wants a boyfriend for Christmas. Oh. Is she aware that’s not the sort of thing you can ask Santa for? I’m sure she knows she can’t ask Santa for a boyfriend. We can’t very well make people in my workshop, let alone ones that will for sure love the person who asked for them. 
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