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The place where the Santa Club usually got together was a small and unfriendly diner called Sam's Cafe.  

From the second week in November right through Christmas Eve, every day from about four in the afternoon until closing, the two back tables at Sam's would be pushed together and about a dozen men would gather for pie, coffee, and conversation.  At first glance, these men had little in common.  Their ages ranged from mid-thirties to early seventies.  Some of the men were fat.  Some were thin.  Some had beards.  Some were clean-shaven.  Some wore glasses, and had to squint to read the menu.  Some could spot a dime under a table across the room.

It was only upon inspection of their wardrobes that clues about their common bond would begin to emerge.  There seemed to be among the men a predilection for suspenders, either red or black.  Their top halves seemed vaguely unfinished, as though wanting some final layer of vest, or sweater, or jacket.  If one could sneak a look under the table, one would see a variety of black boots and of red trousers.  The men had once been asked if they were a brigade of fire fighters, and with barely a glance among them they had answered that yes, that was exactly what they were and that they were here because the place was scheduled to explode into flames in another six  minutes... at which the inquisitive patron had offered a tentative half-smile and then hurried out, mumbling a quick goodbye.

In fact, the men were all professional Santas.  Every year the men donned their costumes and took to the stores and the food courts, ho-ho-ho-ing the rest of the world into the Christmas season.  Their reasons for serving in this capacity varied, from simple goodwill to simple financial need, but each of them took his role seriously.  The thin ones strapped on padding; beards were lengthened, or whitened, or affixed with spirit gum.  Each of them was thoroughly convincing in both appearance and manner, having mastered the twinkling eye, the throaty chuckle and, most importantly, that roaring laugh which was the essence of Christmas cheer.

Which was why they needed a place like this, a place like Sam's Cafe.  Nothing could have been more exhausting than a full shift of manic cheerfulness, coaxing good humor from people young and old who were, in the main,  nearly panicked with need or else nearly bored to death.  Santa Claus is supposed to love everyone, but a full day of that could wear a fellow out, and Sam's was their oasis, their refuge from happiness on demand.  

Children were not encouraged at Sam's, one of its primary attractions.  Indeed, no patrons of any sort seemed encouraged or welcomed, and so the cafe was quite often empty.  The business sense of this eluded the Santas, but as long as the place remained available to them seven weeks a year, Sam's lack of public relations did not concern them.  The coffee was hot, the pie was fresh, and no one snapped their suspenders while demanding a Malibu Barbie Dream House.  It was, in short, all they could hope for: A murky place, run by a grouch, with no kids and no parents. Perfection.

Most days they simply swapped stories about the latest outrages of the season.  Many department store managers were slow-roasted on the club's conversational grill, the Santas having a particular loathing for bean counters of every stripe.  Modern toys were another favorite target for their derision.  The Behavior of Children was always a winner, and The Behavior of Parents was even more eagerly engaged-- the Santa Club traded parent stories the way that theatrical producers must trade stories about stage mothers.   

At the moment, they were listening to the Santa who was the most authentically rotund among them, and who had, as one of his most treasured props, a large meerschaum pipe, exquisitely carved with a winding scene of holly, elves and toys.  He had of course been prohibited from actually smoking it on the job years ago, but pipes were still a legitimate choice in Santa "dressing"  (dating back at least as far as Mr. Moore's poem) and he still enjoyed the feel of it 

between his teeth, tasting the subtle ghosts of fine tobaccoes long since tapped from its warmly yellow bowl.  Just now, he was waving the pipe wildly as he told of the latest parental horror.  

"I've got the kid on my lap, she's a sweet kid, a little quiet, doesn't want too much, even asks for things for her brother and sister, a beautiful kid, right? So, I get her to laugh a couple of times, flash, they do the picture, everything's hunky dory, I go on my five minute break, this bony old prig is waiting for me, I dunno who she is to the kid, mom, aunt, whatever,  she tells me that she really can't approve of any role model who seems so proud of his addictions to food and tobbaco, did I have any idea, the example I was setting, the unhealthiness of my image, blah, blah, blah, right?  I try to stay jolly: 'My dear lady I certainly hope that',  but she cuts me off, all eighty-five pounds of her, and says she's not anyone's dear lady and she wants me to explain myself, so I say Lady, I'm Santa Claus.  I eat all I want, I smoke my pipe, I been around hundreds of years with no trouble and I always, always know exactly who deserves exactly what.  Lady, I say, your daughter's a great kid and she deserves a great Christmas.  You on the other hand deserve to be locked in a small room and stuffed full of roast beef snadwiches until you have a little padding on your bony backside!  And she just stares at me, sputtering, so I get real close to her face and give it to her, full volume HO! HO! HO!  And I wink, and walk away."

His fellow Santas applauded the story and its sentiment, each expressing his wish to have seen or done such a thing.  It led to speculations about reactions of management in the event of complaint, and a general concensus that no harm would befall him.  In the midst of this hubbub of approval, they did not notice a shifting from within a nearby booth.

From one shadowy corner there lurched a shape which was possibly human, wrapped in several layers-- sweaters covered by t-shirts covered by windbreakers covered by more sweaters.  The figure was a kind of archeology of outer-wear, and the long-time Santas recognized him as the homeless man known as Fat Daddy Nick-- Fat because he was, Daddy for reasons never verified, Nick because he was of that generation which sometimes referred to stealing as "nicking", a pasttime which Fat Daddy Nick said had gotten him into his share of trouble as a younger man.

Fat Daddy Nick spent a fair amount of time in the darkest corner of the place, (which was perhaps yet another reason for Sam's lack of customers.)  Sam's policy was that anyone in his place had to buy something-- no loitering.   In accordance with this policy, Fat Daddy Nick had elevated the ability to nurse a single cup of coffee to high art.  The Santa Club had often noted it, and when asked, Sam would grunt.  "Darnedest thing.  I check on him, don't think I wouldn't.  But every time, he's got less.  It just don't run out."  One of the Santas had said "See, Sam, it doesn't kill you, you really can sell a bottomless cup of coffee!" and Sam had stalked off.

Fat Daddy's coffee cup was still at his table as he shambled toward the Santas.  From within the folds of his cloth cave, there came a rasping voice:  "One a you guys gotta quarter?"

A skinny Santa answered.  "Whatsa matter Fats, you finally finished that cuppa joe?" The top of the clothes-heap shook slowly.  "Can't," it said.  "Xeno's paradox.  I just want a doughnut."

Another Santa spoke up. "Zero's Paradise?  I used to go there for lunches, I thought it closed."

"Shut up, I'll explain it later," said Skinny Santa.  "Somebody reach me a quarter for Nicky here."  The newest Santa, whose name was Larry, held a quarter across the table into Skinny Santa's hand.  "Good, there, here you go Fats, get a good one," and he flipped a corner in Fat Daddy's 

direction.   This was almost certainly meant as a cruel kind of prank, for surely the quarter would be fumbled and dropped and then pursued, the heap of clothes becoming less man than dog, snuffling after the vanishing riches.  

But that didn't happen.  From somewhere within the layers of wool and polyester there flashed a slender hand which seemed to pluck the quarter from the air.  " Much 'bliged," Fat Daddy mumbled, then shuffled to the counter where he began a protracted negotiation with Sam, who was holding fast to his notion that morning doughnuts were still fresh after sunset.

"What's that guy's story?" asked Larry.  

The others proceeded to fill him in about Fat Daddy's presence, his nicknames, and numerous theories as to his origins.  It was on this topic that there was the most spirited range of opinion, but Skinny Santa said, "Hey, look, bottom line, guy's a bum.  He manages to cadge four bits somewheres, comes in to get outta the cold, makes like he's drinking his coffee whenever Sam looks his way.  When Sam closes, he goes wherever it is bums go, right?  I gotta look at em every day, I don't care what happens to em after that as long as I don't have to look at em."

The others grunted a muted agreement.  The problem was getting bigger, that was certain.  Vags and tramps everywhere, "The homeless" was what you were supposed to call them, but whatever you called them, they were bad for downtown business,and that meant they were bad for the Santas.  Fifteen years ago, downtown at Christmastime had been a feast for the senses, as each huge department store tried to outdo the next with elaborate decorations. The City made every street into a wonderland of tinsel and lights, and streetcorner vendors rounded out the picture with their carts filled with chestnuts and cider and handmade dolls. It had been special.

Now, the City seemed a wasteland by comparison.  The stores had given way to groups of shops which were called "Convenience Centers" but which the Santas called "Mall-wanna-bes", or "Mall-ettes." The centers were neither capable of nor interested in creating the level of atmosphere achieved by the old stores.   Years ago, the first Santas to find the cafe and begin gathering there had actually worked within walking distance of one another; now, they were scattered across the many small centers, scattered around the City's perimeter like outposts of consumerism.  The shoppers did not turn out in anything like the numbers with which they once filled the happy streets, and the streetcorner vendors made only brief appearances at lunchtime and then vanished. 

Only one thing had increased, and that was the homeless population.  In the old days, a couple of vagabonds might have claimed a corner and played Christmas tunes on a pennywhistle or a harmonica for "donations," but nobody had minded this; it had even added to the color somehow.  But now they were on every corner, wearing signs, holding out cups, mutely demanding something for nothing.  And they were killing the city.

This at least was the sentiment which was bounced around among those older Santas who had borne witness to this change.  Larry listened to this line of conversation and felt vaguely uncomfortable.  Part of him was worried that the large man would overhear them, and perhaps part of him simply found the subject an disturbing one.  Homeless people tended to make him 

feel absurdly lucky, and then immediately guilty for enjoying such good fortune.  There then ensued within him a short but fierce rebellion against these feelings-- hadn't he worked for what he had?  Hadn't he earned it?  Nobody had ever just handed him a paycheck for nothing, had they?  And wasn't he out here doing this Santa thing for a little something extra so that he could give his kids the best Christmas possible?  He worked hard!

All of which sounded quite convcincing until he encountered the next outstretched palm or "will work for food" sign, and the inner debate began anew.  One thing was certain:  He had never been able to simply look the problem in the face, shrug, and dismiss it with some glib maxim about People Having to Do For Themselves.  Somehow, it didn't feel so simple to him.  With a muttered " 'scuse me a second, fellas,"  he pushed away from the table and made his way to the men's room.  

He checked his face in the cloudy mirror.  Larry was normally a cleanshaven man, and the spirit gum with which he attached his Santa beard was taking a grim toll on his skin.   Maybe Jenny would have some kind of cream or salve or something.  As his father had always said, "Wives got a medicament for ev'ry predicament."  

"Or you could just grow the real thing."

Larry whirled; in a corner there stood Fat Daddy.  Larry relaxed.  "You scared me, pal."

" 'samatter, Larry, you can't grow a beard?"

"Now look here, buddy," Larry began, but his voice trailed off as his thinking jammed up.  How had the tramp known he was thinking about his beard?  Simple, the reasonable part of himself answered, you're a grown man pinching the skin of your jaw, leaning close into a mirror.  Okay then, how had he known my name?  Simple, the voice continued calmly.  He heard one of the others use your name.

"No I didn't," said Fat Daddy Nick.

Larry did what so many people do when faced with inexplicable phenomena: He ignored it and looked for a way out.  "Listen, mister, I'm late, I don't know what you want from me, but I need to get home, I already gave you some money--"

"I know," interrupted Fat Daddy.  "That's why I'm here."   Larry stared at the man, his confusion finally overcoming even the most simple evasions, leaving him silent and waiting.  At the sight of this, Fat Daddy burst into laughter.

The laughter was not quite like any Larry had heard before in his life.   It was impossibly thick and rich and rolling; a maple-syrup-chocolate-sauce-Beethoven-avalanche of a laugh, a  warm and deliciously flowing tidal wave... and Larry could no more resist its pull than he could have withstood a cyclone, and he heard himself joining in, chuckling at first and then harder and harder until both men were roaring in surrender to this strange joy.  

In its time, the laughter began to subside, and Larry felt the tears which had lept to his eyes streaming down his cheeks as he gasped for breath.  "Feel like my jaws are gonna cramp," he wheezed, and this led him to another spate of giggling, as Fat Daddy beamed.  When Larry finally had control of himself, he remembered his surroundings and felt sheepish-- here he was, a respectable citizen,  laughing like a lunatic with a bum in a dirty lavatory.  "They're gonna wonder what's going on back here," he muttered.

"Oh no.  They can't hear us," said Fat Daddy.

Larry looked at him, remembering all the stories he had heard about how many of the homeless were simply overruns from mental institutions which lacked the space to accomodate them. 

"Not me," said Fat Daddy.

" 'Not me' what?" asked Larry.

"Not me as in Not me, I'm not crazy.  You were thinking I was a head case and I am assuring you that I am not."  Fat Daddy said calmly.  "If you want to, shout something else. Shout, scream for help, holler Fire, I'm telling you, they won't hear you."

"Why not?"

"I fixed it," said Fat Daddy cheerfully.  "Not for long, won't hold long, but for a few minutes, anyway."

"Fixed what? What are you talking about?"  

"Time," answered Fat Daddy.  "Stopped it. For a few minutes.  Look at the tap!"

Larry glanced at the sink, then stared.  The thin stream which trickled constantly from the grey tap hung in space, frozen, it's tiny droplets arcing away from the stream, holding their positions like tiny moons.  Larry looked at Fat Daddy, certain he wanted no part of the man.  "Mister, I don't know what's going on here, or what you're up to, but I know I am gonna go home now, excuse me please," and he turned to push through the swinging door.....

.... and found himself sitting on the cold tile floor, having bounced off of something as solid as rock.   He hopped up, angry. "Okay.  Joke's over. Who locked the door?"

"I told you, " explained Fat Daddy patiently.  "I stopped time.  If there's no time, the door can't open, because it takes time for the door to move through space.  I stopped time with the door shut, and so the door stays shut until time starts again.  Just like the water.  You and me, we're in a kind of bubble.   But everything else is locked tight for a few minutes."

"You stopped time," Larry repeated.

"Oh, all right, not really stopped it, not completely, I mentioned it earlier, Xeno's Paradox, I can't teach you all the physics and philosophy you'd need to really do it yourself, let's just say that time can be sliced up into small parts, I mean small, not like days or hours or even seconds, but really small.  If you slice it small enough it seems like it's stopped, okay?"

Larry stared at the man and then asked the only thing he could think of.  "Who are you?"

The fat man's eyes twinkled in a way that Larry was sure he remembered from some distant past.  His tone was mock-admonishing: "Now Larry.  You know who I am.  There's only one group of guys who meet at Sam's this time of year."

"Oh, come on," Larry scoffed.  "No offense, but I don't think Sears and Roebuck is gonna hire you."

"No, you're right about that," Fat Daddy agreed, "although I have on occasion hired them.  Through intermediaries of course."  Larry stared at him blankly.  "Larry, use your head!  I came back here because I thought you were special, don't be thick.  Look at my name, if that helps you any.  You'd have to be a moron to miss that many clues in one name.  'Daddy' as in 'Father' as in 'Father Christmas', okay?  'Nick' as in 'Nicholas' as in the Saint, okay?  Larry? You get it?"

"You're Santa Claus."  Larry stated slowly, as though repeating a report that the world had in fact been discovered to be flat after all.

The fat man sighed.  "What else do you want me to do for you Larry, card tricks?  I've told you your thoughts.  I've slowed down time.  I filled you with joy.  What more do you want me to do?"

Larry thought about this.  "I don't know," he admitted.  "I guess you just look... I dunno.  Different.  I can't see you driving eight tiny reindeer or squeezing down chimneys."

The fat man laughed.  "That's great stuff, isn't it?  Look at me, Larry, am I gonna fit down a chimney?  It's eight degrees right outside,  do you know what the windchill would be up there flyin around in a sleigh?  I love animals, I wouldn't put even one reindeer through all of that."

Larry eyed him carefully.  "So the stories aren't true."

Nick gave another sigh, growing exasperated.  "Some of them are true, some of them aren't, all of them have some truth at their center or else people wouldn't repeat them, don't you know anything about stories?  Look, I have to hurry, here's the bottom line, you should probably think of me as Saint Nicholas, as a kind of an angel, don't ask me about my wings, that's a whole nother story and it doesn't matter right now, who I am is the Saint of Goodwill and Christmas is my most important day.  Do I run around stuffing electric trains down chimneys in the middle of the night, no. But I do visit everyone.  And I keep tabs on every one. The ones with goodwill I reward with joy.  The ones without goodwill, I try to provide with a bit.  Sometimes it works, sometimes it doesn't.  All I can do is try,  and I wanted you to see how I do that because of what you were thinking back there and because you showed me a little bit of charity earlier.  Mostly, I want to show you because I think you could help me do my job.  Are you interested in helping me?"

"I don't know," Larry responded.  "Maybe."

"In a way, you've already started," continued the man who Larry was, in spite of himself, beginning to think of as Saint Nicholas.  "Let me ask you this:  When a particularly sharp-minded child asks you how Santa can be at two malls at the same time, what do you tell him?"

"Well," Larry said slowly, "I pull him close and ask him if he can keep a secret, and he says yes, and I tell him that the others are actually Santa's secret helpers."

"Well," said Saint Nick, "if you like, the next time you say that, it can be true.  You could be my secret helper.  How does that grab you?  Never mind, you're gonna say that It Depends, I can read thoughts, remember."

"How do you do that?" asked Larry, intrigued.

Nick shrugged.  "Who knows?  Ask the centipede how it walks with so many feet, it'll trip.  I don't know how I do it, but I can do it.  I have to, right?  That whole business about me knowing who's been naughty and who's been nice, that's one of the true parts of the stories.  How am I gonna know that if I can't see into people's thoughts?  The only hitch is that I have to be able to actually see the person, lay eyes on them.  If I can see their outside, then I can their inside."

"But you can't possibly do that!" protested Larry.  "There's four billion people on the earth, even if you can slow down time you can't see every single person."

Nick beamed as might a teacher at an especially apt pupil.  "Precisely.  I knew you were bright, Larry.  I can't possibly see every single person.  That's why I need helpers."

"Well who are they?" asked Larry, whose head was racing with questions. "They're not elves, are they, I mean, that must be one of the stories that isn't true."

"Oh, I used to work with elven folk, they have their advantages.  They're small and quick.  But there aren't many of them left,  I haven't worked with them in quite awhile.  Tell me this, Larry, haven't you been wondering why I'm dressed this way?"

Larry halted in mid-thought.  Actually, he had been a little curious....but then all this talk of magic and time had distracted him.  "A disguise?" he tried, knowing that this wasn't quite right.

But Nick was nodding.  "Yes.  It helps me when I'm recruiting my helpers.  Tell me this:  Before you left the table there was... talk.  Of a certain group of people who seem to be everywhere, no matter where you go.  Now: wouldn't that be the ideal group from which to draw?"

"The homeless?" asked Larry incredulously.  "The homeless are actually Santa's helpers?"

"Slow down," cautioned the big saint.  "I see what you're thinking, it's not that simple.  Yes, some of them are my helpers, but they don't always know it or remember it.  They're not all in disguise with a secret base at the North Pole.  They really are homeless, and some of them are ill and some of them are delusional and some of them are people who have just given up when they should have kept trying.  But some of them really are decent people who ran into a bad stretch.  I know they're decent, because I can see in, remember?  And they meet a bum named Fat Daddy Nick who asks them if he can look out at the world through their eyes, and they figure Hey, the big guy's crazy, but he doesn't seem to mean any harm, Sure, Fat Man, they say, look all you want.  Once they've given me their permission, they're my helper."

"And what do they get in return?"  

Nick shrugged.  "You'd have to ask them.  I'd be willing to bet that most of them would tell you that ever since they met Fat Daddy Nick, people have been a little nicer to them, a little kinder, a little more generous.  I'll tell you, though, I wish people could feel that way without a little glimmer of saintliness drawing them into it."

"Can they tell when you, you know, do whatever you do, I mean, when you see through their eyes?  What does it feel like?"

"Would you like to find out?" asked Nick evenly.  "Would you let an old saint see through your eyes?"

Larry's mind reeled.  A Saint!  In Sam's bathroom!  Stopping time, telling him secrets, enlisting his aid!  Him, regular old Larry Bennings, a normal guy with a normal life, being the secret helper of the real Saint Nicholas!

"Only if you want to," Nick reminded.  "You're a good man, and you see lots of children and you'd be a good helper, but you have to want it.  There's no payoff, no secret handhsake.  You probably won't remember this conversation.  But you'll feel better about people and I think you'll notice that people feel better about you.  Would you like that?"

"Will it hurt?" whispered Larry.

Again Nicholas gave that honey-rich laugh and again Larry joined him, his fears evaporating in its warmth and light.  When the laughter had subsided, Nick asked, simply, "May I?"

Larry nodded.

Saint Nicholas nodded back, and then closed his eyes and seemed to wait.  After the briefest of moments, he smiled and breathed a quick "Ah."

At that moment, Larry felt something tiny yet distinctly and unmistakably new and different.  He had half-wondered if he mightn't simply see nothing but darkness while Nick "borrowed" his sight, but this did not happen.  Nothing about his vision changed one bit, nor for that matter his hearing or smell or any other sense.  He had also speculated that perhaps he might hear Nick's voice or thoughts, steering his vision a certain way, and here, too, he was wrong.  It was nothing as... straightforward as that.  Yet there was a feeling, a kind of jumpy feeling, a can't-wait-to-get-to-the-party excitement which made him restless, eager, his eyes darting this way and that, a hopeful child up well past bedtime and certain something wonderful was about to happen.  He was still himself, but his heartbeat and his breathing, quick and excited, felt like someone else's altogether, and the feeling was as welcome a feeling as any Larry'd felt in his entire life.

Then it was gone.

Larry looked at Nick, and his eyes were open again.  Nick shrugged.  "That's about it."

Larry nodded, absorbing.  "What's it like for you?" he asked.  

Nick cocked his head, surpirsed and intrigued by the question.  After a moment, he replied, "Weird. Even here, with you so close, I mean, we're both right here, you're seeing the same room I'm seeing, but the point of view is still different.  That's why I close my eyes, it can be disorienting to see different things at the same time."

"Plus, you're looking inside people." 

Nicky nodded in agreement.  "There's that, too.  How about you?  How was it?"

Larry opened his mouth to answer, paused, then closed it again, shrugging.  I don't have the words, he thought, and then he said "But you know that already."

NIck smiled, acknowledging this.  "So are you interested?  Will you give me your permission?  Will you be willing to be two of my eyes?"  

Now it was Larry's turn to smile.  "You know the answer to that one, too."

Nicholas gazed evenly at him, suddenly impossibly old and wise.  "You have to say it out loud."

Larry nodded.  "Yes.   Saint Nicholas may make my eyes his own, whenever he likes."

Nicholas' smile returned.  "Now you really are in the Santa Club."  The he winked, and turned away.

Larry felt dizzy for a moment.....

..... and then  recovered.  The tap.  He'd left the tap running....

(.... you might not remember.....)

....he paused.  Something about the water.... Freezing?  No, not exactly, it was cold, not that cold, but something, the water.....

(....you probably won't remember....)

oh well.  Out of his head.  He shrugged, smiled, and shut off the water.  He checked himself in the mirror once more....

(.....will you help me?....)

... and made his way back out to the tables.  

As he approached them, he paused.  To his right sat Fat Daddy Nick, munching methodically on his doughnut.  Before him sat The Santas, in a spirited argument about which paper had originally published the "Yes Virginia" column.  And he began to smile.

Meerschaum Santa noticed him.  "Hey Larry, you look like you forgot your name, siddown."

But Larry didn't sit.  His smile grew wider.  "What's so funny?" another asked.

"Gentlemen," said Larry, "The Santa Club is bigger than anybody could possibly know."

There was a pause, and then Skinny Santa asked "What's that supposed to mean?"

Larry hesitated, surprised at himself.  "I-- I don't know!"

The other Santas looked at one another, wondering if the new guy wasn't maybe a little cracked... and then they heard him beginning to laugh.  They were professionals, each and every one, and every one of them had his own particularly effective Santa Laugh.  But this was different.  This was a roaring gush of wild exhileration that seemed to grab them by the hand and say "Let's Go!"  And go they did, each one of them, adding his own rich voice to the rolling sound until they were a chorus of absolute and perfect cheer.  And across the room, Sam looked up.

And even he had to smile.

