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WORKING FOR THE FAT MAN has never been easy. It used to be fun, but never easy.  The hours are long, the work is demanding, and when the busy season hits, forget about it.  The only reprieve is the one day a year he takes off.  But when he gets back, it's the same crap all over again.

"Jolly old elf" my ass.  That fat bastard hasn't been jolly in a good long time.  Ever since the toy manufacturers started turning out the toys kids really want.  Who needs one of his wooden trains or a colorful top, when they can have a water gun bigger than they are that shoots a spray over seventy feet?  Now that's a fun toy.  I assume.  He won't let us play with that stuff.  Every toy you could ever imagine, he's got it.  He calls it his "market research."  You'd think he'd let us see the stuff.  After all, we're the ones making the toys.

Plus, he won't let us compete with the big boys.  When the toys started changing, we had to keep recycling the same tired old crap.  How does he expect us to improve in our craft if we're not allowed to try new things?

You know, we understand that it's because of him we're still around, we know he saved us.  We know that, in the real world down there, we never would have made it.  So we owe him for that.  But we're artists, professionals, craftsmen.  And for the past hundred years, give or take, he's just become a bitter old man.

Working for the Fat Man ain't what it used to be.

It's even worse now.  But that's my fault.

––––––––
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HE ALWAYS TAKES ONE OF US with him on his runs.  Ten years ago, I got to go along.  The ride was fun, I'd never been that high, nor flown that fast before.  I can see why he sticks with the sleigh instead of something more conventional.  And the possibility of tumbling over the side and falling to your death makes it even more exhilarating.  You hang on for dear life, and when he snaps those reigns and they take off, you know death is only a sweaty palm and a lost grip away.  You get going fast enough, the wind rushing past drowns out even the loudest scream.

People think he stops time when he goes out.  He just slows it down.  He doesn't have to stop it.  Think about it, when it's December 24th in one part of the world, it's still only December 23rd in another part, so he doesn't have to stop time.  As long as he keeps up with the nightfall, it's Christmas Eve for twenty-four hours somewhere in the world.  There's a lot of backtracking and moving up and down the latitude lines, but for someone who can move between the ticks of a second and can get into even the most secure home, the trip isn't that difficult to make.

Now if only he could figure out a way to make the work less tiring.  For us, time was still moving, so by the time we'd reached North America, it seemed we'd been at it for weeks.  For everyone else, it was still the middle of the night on Christmas Eve, but I was exhausted.

He came to a stop on top of an old apartment building and before I could get the bag down off the back, he grabbed my shoulder and said, "Here, I got something else for you this time."

He reached into his coat and pulled out his List.  He unrolled it and handed it to me.

"Third one down on the right," he said.  "Get him."

I looked at the list, watched the names appear, move around, settle into position.  The third one down on the right was Stephen Akins.  The name opposite his, on the left side of the paper—the Good side—was Sean Akins.  They were twins.  That's how he usually does it, he never takes an only child.  Take one of two or more and everything . . . well, I'm getting to it, just a second.

So, while he was leaving his gifts, I got into the Akins house and into the boys' room.  Down the hall, I took note of a picture on the wall, the boys together against a fake background.  Like most twins, they shared a room.  I went over to Stephen's bed and watched him.  How did you know which was which? is the question, isn't it?  I just did.  The same way he leaves gifts for every child, but no one ever wonders where it came from.  Things just happen for the Fat Man and anyone who works for him.  I knew as soon as I stepped into the room which was which.

But I stepped away from Stephen's bed and knelt instead in front of Sean.

"Wake up, Sean."  The boy—he had to be ten—worked open one eye, saw me, and sat up.

His shock came at someone being in his room, not at my being there.  At ten, there's still some magic in the world.

"Christmas," he said.

"That's right," I answered.  "Everything you've ever been told is true, Sean.  And look at this."  I showed him the list and pointed to his name in the left-hand column.  "This is the list of good boys and girls," I said.  "Your name's on here.  And guess what that means."

He shrugged.  "I get everything I wanted this year?"

"Oh, you get more than that," I told him.  "You get to visit Santa in his workshop.  Every year he picks one special boy or girl, and they get to come back with him for a visit.  You'll be there and back before morning, and when you wake up, everything you wanted all year will be under the tree waiting for you."

He leapt up and went for the door.

"Let's go!"

"Wait," I stopped him.  "Let me help you."

I waved my hand in front of him and Sean went to sleep.  I'm only a little smaller than him, but strong for my size, so carrying him back to the sleigh was no problem.

Stephen never moved.  On the way back down the hall, I saw that picture I'd noted earlier.  But now it was a picture of just one boy.  That's what I was talking about a second ago, how he takes one of the set and everything changes.  I don't know who it was he made his deals with so long ago, but it must have been someone very powerful.

Back on the roof of the building, he was waiting for us.

"What took so long?"

"He tried to run and yell when he saw me in his room," I said.  "He's a bad one all right."

"Good.  Come on."

I hopped in, stuffed the boy into the back, and we finished the nights' deliveries.

When we returned to the shop, he unloaded the boy himself and carried him inside.

Everyone welcomed me back and we went to the shop for a drink and something to eat.  Meanwhile, the Fat Man took the boy into the shop's back room.  This was where he always took them.  None of us had ever been in there, nor did we want to go.  We hadn't been in, but we'd heard sounds coming from there, and the worst of them came when Fat Man was gone, so what
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