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Many years ago, Father Christmas was a young man and looked very different. His beard was brown and tufty. His tummy was quite a lot smaller. He had sparkly eyes and a big friendly smile, but he looked tired and rather worried, because this was his first year in the job. He was working very hard making toys and presents for good children everywhere and really wanted to make Christmas a brilliant success.


His younger brother, Harry Christmas, was not such a hard worker. Harry spent his days having snowball fights with the elves, going for long gallops on the reindeer and thinking up new pranks.
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Unfortunately, the pranks often went wrong.


SMASH! He didn’t mean to break the workshop window with that snowball!


CRASH! He didn’t even notice the sleigh was there!


WHOOPS! The icicle was supposed to slither down his brother’s jumper, not jab him on the nose!


Now Father Christmas – or Nick, as his family called him – was very kind and loved his brother, but as November slid into December and the winter winds blew colder, time was running out to get everything ready for Christmas Eve. He was busier than ever, thanks to all the hopeful letters from children that had come pouring in from all around the world.
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And so it went on. ‘The problem is, I know some of these children have been quite naughty recently,’ Nick said over breakfast with a frown. He and Harry were at home in their cosy cottage near the North Pole. A log fire crackled in the grate as snowflakes pattered softly against the windows.


Nick dipped a soldier of toast into his boiled egg and held up another letter. ‘Here – Ling Wu, for example. According to the Tinselnet, she was rude to her teacher at school three times last month and pretended she had lost her homework. As for Jack Morris – just last week he was feeding his broccoli under the table to the dog, when he told his dad he had eaten it all himself!
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Harry gave a shrug. Moments earlier, he had actually been sneaking his toast crusts to Wolfie, their own dog, under the table, and couldn’t see the big deal.


‘I bet Jack’s dog was pleased,’ he pointed out. ‘As for Ling Wu’s homework,’ he went on, ‘doesn’t everyone do that sort of thing?’ He was pretty sure he’d invented lots of unlikely reasons for not finishing homework himself back in his school days, after all.


‘No!’ cried Nick. ‘Good children don’t.’ He read another letter and spluttered crossly. ‘And here’s Anya Abalov asking for a new bike . . . when I know for a fact that she thinks it’s funny to sit on her younger brother and fart on him. I mean, honestly! Does she deserve a present?’
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Harry chuckled. ‘You’ve got to admit, that is quite funny,’ he said. ‘Not for the younger brother, obviously,’ he added, in case Nick got any ideas about doing it to him. ‘But you can’t leave her off your present list, just because of that. Naughty people can still be nice!’


Nick got to his feet, brushing crumbs from his beard. ‘At this rate, there won’t be enough presents anyway,’ he said glumly, glancing at his watch. ‘I’d better head to the workshop and crack on. I’ve got six thousand, seven hundred and ninety-three toys to finish today if I’m going to hit my target.’


Harry’s eyebrows shot up. That was a lot of toys. When their dad had been Father Christmas, the elves had always helped him make presents for the Big Night. But ever since Nick had taken charge of the workshop that year, he had laid down some strict new rules.




No singing!


No joke-telling!


No laughing or flicking sawdust at each other or being silly!
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It was all because he was worried about not getting the toys made in time, but one by one, the elves had become fed up and left. Even Harry had been banned from helping after he dropped twenty-seven jigsaw puzzles and all the pieces got muddled up. But it hadn’t been on purpose!


‘Look, if you change your mind about wanting another pair of hands—’ he began.


Nick shook his head. ‘I can manage,’ he replied, like he always did.


Harry went back to his breakfast. He thought his big brother was great most of the time, but every now and then, he did make Harry feel a bit . . . well, a bit useless. As if he wasn’t clever enough to join in with the really important Christmassy stuff.


‘Okay,’ he mumbled in reply.


‘Actually, there is something you could do,’ Nick said as he reached the doorway, and Harry brightened. ‘Look, I hate to mention it again but it’s your turn to wash up. Do you think you might be able to do it today?’


Harry glanced guiltily over at the sink where there were towers of pots and pans, a mountain of plates, and a whole army of dirty mugs clustered together. Oops. He had been meaning to get around to that.


‘Sure, absolutely,’ he replied, then buttered another piece of toast and decided to see how much jam he could blob on top. Quite a lot actually. WIBBLE! WOBBLE! Whoa! Almost half the jar was on his toast now. ‘Hey, look!’ he laughed, holding the heavy slice up to show his brother. But Nick had already gone.


Harry rolled his eyes and took a bite. That brother of his worked too hard! Why couldn’t he be more like Harry, and just enjoy life?


*


The beginning of December became the middle of December, and then, suddenly Harry’s advent calendar was up to the 20th of December, and Christmas itself was just around the corner. Only a few days were left until the sleigh had to be loaded up with presents, the reindeer harnessed and their hooves dusted with special flying magic! Before any of that could happen though, Nick still had to finish making thousands of presents, and wrap them all up.


He was working so hard now he barely had time to sleep. Even worse, he had caught a cold. A snotty, sneezy, wheezy cold with a burning head, a scratchy throat and a sore shiny nose.


‘I dobe feeb vebby webb,’ he confessed over breakfast that morning, blowing his nose for the sixty-seventh time.


‘What’s that, bro?’ asked Harry, only half listening. He’d gone off for a gallop with Blitzen, his favourite reindeer, the day before and they’d come across the most amazing ice slide on the other side of the forest. It had been so much fun! He definitely needed to tell the elves about it today, so they could have fun whizzing down it too.


‘Godda code,’ sniffled Nick before an enormous sneeze exploded from his nostrils.
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He dabbed at his nose and shuffled towards the door. Then he stopped and sighed as he noticed the sink which was full of dirty dishes again. ‘Um. Harry,’ he said before a coughing fit took over his voice.


‘Yep, yep, washing-up, okay,’ Harry replied distractedly. ‘I’m going to tackle it, don’t worry. Any day now.’ His thoughts returned to the ice slide and how fast he had zoomed around its corners. It had almost felt like flying! ‘Hey, I don’t suppose you fancy coming to try the ice slide I found, do you?’ he asked, turning towards his brother. But Nick had already hurried off to work.


Harry’s toast was cold so he gave it to Wolfie then headed out to meet his elf pals. They would definitely be up for some sliding, at least. Elves loved being busy and ever since they’d stopped working for Nick, they’d often grumbled about having nothing to do up here in the frozen north. Bring on the fun! he thought cheerfully.


*


Soon they were all setting off towards the ice slide: Harry and Wolfie, Ginger and Juniper, Candy and . . . oh, almost all of the elves, in fact. Only Biff, who was getting on a bit and preferred a quieter life, chose to stay at home with his knitting.


Snow was falling in big wet flakes as they reached the edge of the forest, and their boots made creaking sounds as they tramped along excitedly. The forest was still and quiet apart from a few scampering squirrels who watched them with beady eyes. Wolfie, whose favourite thing in the whole world was chasing squirrels, sniffed the air enthusiastically and galloped ahead.


‘Here we are,’ said Harry, when they arrived. ‘What do you think?’


The elves’ faces lit up as they saw the long, twisting slide. What did they think? They all loved it! So much so that in the next second, all of them were jostling to be first, throwing themselves on to the slippery surface and squealing excitedly as they whizzed down, one after another.
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It was the best fun any of them had had all year. Soon the whole valley was filled with the sounds of laughter and happy shrieks. As he shot down the slide with his friends, Harry couldn’t help wishing that Nick could be there with them, to enjoy it too. But just as he was thinking this, there came a shout, and Harry turned to see Biff, puffing and panting as he jogged through the snow towards them.


‘Biff!’ cried Harry as the old elf reached the clearing and bent over to catch his breath.


‘Is everything okay?’


‘It’s Father Christmas,’ wheezed Biff, red in the face with sweat popping out on his nose.


‘He’s collapsed!’
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Harry and the elves raced home to find Nick grey in the face and very poorly looking. After helping him into bed, Harry called for the Flying Doctors and asked them to come out as soon as possible. Because the Christmas family lived so far from other people, it often took a while for visitors to reach them, but thankfully a helicopter landed before long, and out stepped a kind-faced doctor, who introduced herself as Annie.
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‘Oh dear,’ she said, when she took Nick’s temperature. ‘The thermometer says Boiling Boiling Hot. I’m afraid you’ve got the flu. Keep nice and warm in bed for a few days, drink plenty of broth and cold drinks, and above all, have a jolly good rest,’ she said, putting the thermometer back in her bag.


‘Impossible,’ croaked Nick. ‘I’m Father Christmas. I’m far too busy to rest.’


Doctor Annie’s blue eyes went very big and round when she heard this. ‘You’re . . . you’re Father Christmas?’ she gasped. ‘Oh my goodness. Thank you for all of my presents! That scooter with flashing wheels you gave me when I was ten was, like, the best thing ever!’ Then she frowned and put her head on one side. ‘Wait though,’ she said. ‘You can’t be Father Christmas – surely you’re not old enough!’


Nick smiled bashfully. ‘Well . . .’ he said before sneezing into his handkerchief.


Harry took over the explanation. ‘The scooter must have been from our dad,’ he told Annie. ‘He was Father Christmas before Nick here, and our grandpa before that. The eldest son takes on the job whenever the old Father Christmas retires – and Dad hung up his red coat and hat on Boxing Day last year. His eyesight got quite bad– he didn’t feel safe driving the sleigh any more.’


‘Oh my,’ said Annie, blinking as if she was trying to take this all in. ‘So this is your first year as Father Christmas?’


Nick nodded rather glumly.


Then Annie looked back at Harry. ‘And so you must be . . . what, Uncle Christmas?’ she asked him.


Harry shrugged. ‘I guess,’ he replied. ‘But you can call me Harry.’


‘And you can call me Nick,’ said Nick, blowing his poor red nose.


‘Well, Nick, however busy you might be, you’ll have to take it easy for a while,’ Annie told him. ‘Doctor’s orders. Harry – you need to look after your brother for the next few days. Understood?’


Harry and Nick exchanged a worried glance. ‘But . . .’ said Nick, who had been looking forward to his first Big Night as Father Christmas all year.


‘The thing is . . .’ said Harry, who had never been in charge of anything in his life.


‘Good,’ said Annie before they could argue. She closed her doctor’s bag with a snap and got to her feet. ‘Ring the Flying Doctors if you start feeling any worse, and one of us will come back to check up on you. I’ll see myself out.’


Nick shut his eyes and fell limply back against the pillow. Harry hesitated, wondering what to do. Surely his brother would be back on his feet in time to make the deliveries on Christmas Eve? He had to be!


Outside there came the sound of the helicopter’s engine starting up, its rotor blades turning faster and faster. CHOP! CHOP! CHOP! CHOP-CHOP-CHOP! CHOPCHOPCHOP! Then, through the window, Harry saw the helicopter taking off and flying away into the big snowy sky. All of a sudden, he felt very alone.


He gulped as he thought about all the children around the world who were looking forward to Christmas Eve, who had written letters asking for special presents and were counting down the days. It was kind of terrifying. He bit his lip and told himself that his brother just had a teeny-weeny cold and would wake up soon feeling completely well again. Probably in an hour or so. Of course he would!


*


As Harry quietly shut Nick’s bedroom door and went downstairs, he couldn’t help noticing how messy the house had become lately. Dust speckled the surfaces and cobwebs dangled from corners. Sofa cushions were still scattered across the living-room floor from where some of the elves had come round to watch Christmas films the other evening. With Nick ill in bed, it was up to Harry now to do everything, and the thought was pretty alarming. Older brothers were meant to be in charge, not younger ones! How was he going to manage on his own?


Just then there was a whistling sound in the chimney and a huge pile of envelopes came thumping down into the fireplace. WHEEEE . . . BUMPITY-BUMP! More letters from children, Harry guessed, all excitedly asking for the toys and presents they most wanted to be given for Christmas.


It was impossible, it really was. If he and Nick couldn’t make this Christmas as fun and happy as all the ones before, they would be letting everyone down!


Wait though, he thought, eyes narrowing as he went over to the heap of mail. What was that on the top? He picked up a postcard showing a gorgeous beach scene with palm trees and white sand. Flipping it over, he saw his mum’s handwriting on the other side.
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