Thomas Christmas Story
The days of autumn went quickly, with railroad operations in Girard going
smoothly. At least, Thomas assumed they went smoothly, as he didn't notice anything
really remarkable with one day following another. It was, perhaps, even mundane. Until
the man in the red suit came to town.
Thomas was sitting on his siding as James pulled in from Glendale with coaches
Annie and Clarabel. The man in the red suit was half way across the parking lot before
he started to gather attention. He was an elderly gentleman, a bit overweight, and might
have been unremarkable except for the bright red suit with white trim that he was
wearing. Children who happened to be in the area clustered around him.

"I want a doll!" one girl cried, running after him. "One as big as I am!"
"Bring me a sword! I want a big sword, a real one!" a boy demanded, pulling on
the man’s sleeve to get his attention.
"No, Pat, you may not have a sword," the man in red replied as he walked to the
front of the freight station where the Station Manager waited.
"Who is that?" Thomas asked James.
"I don't know. He was among the passengers in Glendale, and rode here on
Annie. Everybody at the Glendale station seemed to know him," James replied. "They
know him here too, I see."
"I heard him called "Santa," Annie added helpfully.
Meanwhile “Santa” reached the freight office. The number of children following
him had grown quite large.
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"Then numchucks! I want numchucks!" Pat was shouting over the voice of
another boy pleading for a chainsaw.
"Ah, good morning, Mr. Clause," the Station Manager greeted his visitor,
extending his hand to Santa.
"Good morning, but, please excuse me a moment," Santa said, and turned to the
children. "I'll be downtown tonight at the department store; you can all visit me there at
the Christmas village," he said to the crowd. "And, Pat, I'm sorry, but absolutely no
numchucks."
"Then, I want … a whip!" Pat shouted. All the other children made one last plea
for gifts also, as Santa entered the freight office with the Foreman and Station Manager.
When Santa didn't come back out soon, the children wandered away. But after a
bit Frank came out of the office with his fireman to get Thomas ready to do some
switching. It was Thomas's job to prepare for the local freight by spotting cars to be
picked up.
"Who is that man in red, the one called 'Santa'?" Thomas asked his engineer
Frank.
"What? You don't know who Santa Clause is? Why, Christmas is coming! Santa
brings presents to the children. And, sometimes the big people too! He lives up North, at
the pole. You never heard of that?"
Thomas was embarrassed. “Oh, Father Christmas!” he said, now remembering
Christmas season in England.
“Yeah, I guess so, but most people call him Santa Clause,” Frank explained.
Thomas figured he shouldn’t be surprised. Father Christmas in England would be
called something else here, just as points were switches, shunting was switching, drivers
were engineers, sleepers were ties, and so on. He should have recognized the red suit and
long white beard, even if Father Christmas was dressed a bit differently and didn’t seem
to have come with his sleigh. But no wonder the children were excited!
"So why is he here now?" Thomas asked.
"Ah! It seems he needs some coal. Bad children don't get presents; they get coal
in their stockings," Frank explained. "Or switches."
Thomas found this very confusing. He knew that "points" were called "switches"
here, but why would children receive switches, or coal? In their stockings, of all places.
That would be rather uncomfortable, he thought.
But, Frank wasn't finished. "Seems this year, there are some children, somewhere
down South in Virginia, who actually want coal. Guess they expect a hard winter. And,
someone else, young woman, I understand, who asked specifically for anthracite. So
Santa's here to arrange a delivery."
"By railroad? To the North Pole?" Thomas asked.
"Yeah. Connects somewhere up in Canada. Canadian Pacific, I think. They got
coal too, but he decided to take the anthracite this year it seems," Frank answered. "Of
course, Santa also comes by each year to hear what the children want for Christmas. For
gifts under the Christmas tree. Oh! Look. It seems we can get going now," he added,
returning to the cab.
Thomas added a hopper of coal to the two boxcars for the local freight to pick up.
The diesel pulling the local picked these up, and left a couple of gondolas adjacent to the
sawmill. To Thomas's surprise, they contained trees! Not logs, like you'd expect for the
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sawmill, but whole trees! The two larger ones must have just come from someplace
farther North; they had snow on them still.

As it turned out, the trees were not destined for the sawmill after all. Instead, the
crane operator, Becky, lifted the larger ones and placed them at the edge of the parking
lot. Workers put the others up on the other side near Thomas, and then added a peculiar
looking display with almost life sized human figures next to the big trees.

After embarrassing himself over not recognizing Father Christmas, Thomas
decided not to ask about this. He had seen such things before. People seemed to treat the
display as something to look at, but otherwise not really remarkable.
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The next day, James informed Thomas that he had talked to their friend number
2034 at Glendale. "He told me that there was a box at the Big Station with ‘Thomas and
Friends’ written on it," James reported. "He said to tell you. I don't know why anyone
would write something like that on a box, but that's what he told me."
Thomas was mystified. "What kind of box?" he asked.
"A big box. Blue; he said it was blue. Not a pretty red. On a heavy lift truck. He
said he thought it was supposed to be sent here to Girard."
Thomas could only wonder what this might mean.
When Thomas had finished his switching duties, the Fat Engineer and his fireman
took over from Frank.
"We's goin' to Glendale. Got some kind o' special load to git. Somethin' for da
Owner," he told his fireman.
"Not another caboose, I hope," the fireman replied.
"No tellin'," the Fat Engineer said. "Somethin' ta do wit' Christmas, I hear. But
wit' da Owner, no tellin'."
As Thomas approached the Glendale station on the back side track, there was
indeed a surprise! It was Percy, his friend from Sodor! Percy was on a heavy lift flatcar.

“Percy! You’re here!” Thomas shouted to him excitedly.
But Percy didn't answer. His eyes were closed; he seemed to be asleep.
"Just what we needed! Another one o' dem talkin' engines!" the Fat Engineer said
with disgust. He stopped Thomas and jumped down to talk to the Station Manager.
Thomas could hear the Glendale Station Manager, who was quite upset. "You get
this thing off my siding, you hear?"
"Ain't me what done left it," the Fat Engineer replied. "But yeah, I'm pickin' it
up." Turning to the other man, apparently also an engineer, "What's wit' da green
engin'?"
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"Needs a test run," the other engineer replied. "Owner just bought it."
"We don't need anutter cotton pickin' engin' at Girard," asserted the Fat Engineer.
"What's da Owner thinkin'? He's gotta be crazy."
"Now just wouldn't he like to know you think so," interjected the Glendale Station
Manager with a mean look.
"Don't worry," the other engineer explained. "It's not for you at Girard. It just
needs a test. Somewhere that's not important in case it wrecks or something. The
owner's planning on giving it to someone for Christmas. A relative or something, I
gather. Owner of another railroad."
"What the heck? Givin' an engin' as a Christmas present? ‘E is loco!" the Fat
Engineer exclaimed.
"I have a report to make!" the Station manager said. "You get this thing up to
Girard and off my siding! Now!" He stomped off in a huff.
"Well, that's what I was told," the other engineer answered with a shrug. “OK if I
ride with you in the cab of that blue engine? I'm supposed to do the testing. Maybe I can
borrow your fireman."
So, after maneuvering to couple to the flat car carrying Percy, Thomas set off.
Percy stayed quiet all the way to Girard. Thomas assumed he was still asleep. He
thought that was surprising, with all the noise. But, maybe something similar happened
to him when he first came to Girard; he had not remembered anything after being in
Sodor until he woke up on a siding in Girard.
As he came into the yard, Thomas called to James, "Look what I have!"

Thomas pulled the flat car with Percy to his siding where the crane was waiting.
It was a difficult unloading job, that didn't go smoothly. But, eventually Percy was
levered onto the tracks behind Thomas.
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Later things settled down and the workers left, and the crane had picked up a big
star that had been suspending over the decorated trees. Suddenly, Thomas heard Percy
say, "What? Where am I? Is that you Thomas? Is this Sodor? No, but what? Where?"
Thomas knew what was happening. He had been disoriented when he came here
too. He called back, "Hello Percy! Yes, it's me! James is here too. And Annie and
Clarabel. But no, it's not Sodor. Not even England. Someplace called Pennsylvania."

Percy was just as confused as Thomas had been, so Thomas told him everything
he could think of. He explained that none of them knew why the Fat Controller on Sodar
would have sold them, but the Owner here seemed to be friendly to steam engines even if
he did use diesels as well. "I heard, though, that you are to go to another railroad. It
seems the Owner is planning to make a gift of you to another owner, one of his friends or
family. The owner of a different railroad."
Percy didn't know at all what to think of that; he was so confused!
"You'll be tested, well, run around a bit to see that you're in good working order,"
Thomas said.
"Oh! The Fat Controller did that when he bought me and brought me to Sodor!"
Percy said. “I really wanted him to buy me. Some of the other engines there were too
tired to try."
"Well, that's what you ought to do now, too," Thomas said. "Show the Owner,
that is, the Owner's engineer, that you can be really Useful!"
So that's what Percy did. The other engineer who had ridden with Thomas up
from Glendale exercised Percy in the Girard yard the next morning. He moved some
trucks around, and took several fast trips around the loop.
Thomas heard the other engineer report in to the Station Manager. "Looks like
we've got a decent little switcher here. No front coupler. Hope that's not going to be a
problem. Runs well though. Thank you for letting us run around your yard."
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"You can tell the Owner it was no problem at all," the Station Manager said,
puffing out his chest.
"OK if I borrow your fireman for a trip to the Big Station? He can catch the
evening express back."
"Sure. Owner's paying us all," the Station Manager replied.
And with that, Percy left, giving James, Annie, and Clarabel a "Cheerio!" as he
departed.

The last Thomas heard was a happy "Toot toot!" as Percy disappeared down the
Glendale grade. He wished Percy could have stayed with them. He'd like to have heard
how things were on Sodor. But, there was no time. He hoped Percy would go to a good
railroad, with a good owner.

In the days that followed, there was an air of excitement that Thomas noticed. Of
course he was sure it was in anticipation of Christmas. He remembered at Christmastime
seeing people on Sodor with bright packages. There were brightly lit trees seen through
house windows, and outdoor decorations. But, he'd just thought of it as something people
did, and not all that important to railroad engines. This time he was more interested,
especially since his good friend Percy was so much a part of it now.
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Finally the day came that his engineer Frank said was "Christmas Eve." Frank
told him that there shouldn't be much to do; everyone would want to quit early in the
afternoon. But, that morning the local freight dropped off a string of three freight cars. It
was obvious a mistake had been made. To make matters worse, the diesel, number 2338,
had been in such a hurry to leave that he even left his caboose behind!
"Oh boy!" Frank complained. "Looks like no early quitting time today!" Thomas
set to work, first backing the freight down onto the siding beside the big goods station.

The consist was unusual. Thomas noticed that one was a gondola full of
additional trees, similar to those that had been planted around the parking lot. Like the
earlier big ones, they had snow on them. The second was a gondola full of barrels, and
the third was a car full of cattle! Thomas wondered why cattle would be sent to Girard.
He wasn't the only one to be surprised.
"Moo! What's this about! I want something to eat now!" one of the cattle
demanded from the car right behind Thomas.

"What's cattle doing here?" yelled the Foreman. He actually used a lot more
graphic words for emphasis.
" What are we going to do with a car load of cattle?" the Station Manager
complained. “That car’s got to go back to the Big Station right now! Somebody made a
big mistake." He had a few other unkind remarks about the freight dispatcher. He went
into the office to ask his secretary Becky to drop what she was doing and get someone on
the line at the Big Station. He had some things to tell them!
"Look, Frank. Uncouple the gondolas,” the Foreman called. “Gotta leave them
here. Don't know what we need more trees for, but that other car's got the Chrismas
Spirit. That's been overdue. Gonna be needing an extra bit of that tonight at this rate."
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Thomas figured he’d end up making another trip to the Big Station to take back
the cattle and the loose caboose. He knew Frank wouldn't want to, but he didn't really
care. This time he'd get to see the Big Station! He waited anxiously for the gondolas to
be uncoupled, so he could set out on the trip.
Normally Thomas would hear a loud buzz, and then someone would announce
that a car had been uncoupled. That was another peculiarity of this railroad, compared to
Sodor. This time he heard a loud buzz, but instead of a call to Frank to pull away, the
Foreman cried, "What the heck? No! Stop that!" His cries were punctuated by the
mooing of agitated cattle. "Not Unload! I said Uncouple!" But, he was too late. What
had happened was that instead of uncoupling, the doors of the car had swung open and
the cows came pouring out! The Foreman had to jump out of the way before one of the
beasts blundered into him.

Fortunately, the track workers were still around. The cattle were not as large as
cattle can sometimes be, and with quick work the beasts were surrounded by a united
front. "Herd them into the back of the station!" called the Station Manager. "Quick!
Somebody improvise a pen."
"Don't we want to herd them back into the train car?" asked a worker.
"Yeah. Like they're going to be nice and cooperative," replied the Foreman.
It was clear that the cattle did not want to re-board their car, but finally they were
herded toward the back of the station platform. It helped that someone found something
cattle wanted to eat in some of the barrels. "Don't let them get into the Christmas Spirit!"
cautioned the Foreman. There were crates and barrels about, and with some logs from
the sawmill a holding pen was contrived on the freight platform.
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Only once the cattle had been taken care of did someone finally uncouple the
cattle car. Thomas moved it out of the way to the far side of the station. Then the
Foreman remembered to send a worker to see about the errant caboose. The worker ran
quickly back to the office and announced, "There's a stowaway in the caboose!"
"Not children again, is it?" asked the Foreman, wondering how much more
trouble there’d be.
"No! Some strange man."
Two workers went back to the caboose as the Foreman hurried to find a
policeman. Thankfully it turned out that the stowaway was not dangerous. There were
actually two stowaways, a man and a woman, who were escorted to the freight office.

They explained that they were homeless and had been camping out in the caboose
when it had been coupled to the train. For some reason, no conductor had boarded, and
so they were not discovered. (Perhaps he had quit early for Christmas Eve.)
The Station Manager offered to pay for the couple, Joe and Maria, to stay in the
Plasticville Motel, but unfortunately the motel was all booked up with holiday guests.
"Why don't you hire them to look after the cattle tonight," suggested Becky, the
Station Manager's secretary. "They can spend the night here in the office. I'll go home
and get a sleeping bag. Maybe somebody else has one too."
"That's a great idea," said the Foreman. "I was figuring I'd have to pay triple
overtime to get someone to keep an eye on those cattle here tomorrow, with everybody
scheduled to get the day off."
"Yes. Minimum wage, of course. I'll pay them both," the Station Manager
agreed.
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"I'll get them some food for them. Maybe some of you other boys can find
something they can use for a bed," offered Becky.
The workers all pitched in to help. They were glad someone else would have the
work Christmas so they could all get the day off! Joe thanked the Station Manager and
said that he'd he glad to keep an eye on the cattle.
Thomas had been left on the track next to the sawmill after moving the cattle car.
While he was there, Ann Hood, who was home from school for the holiday, came to visit.
She told Thomas that she was happy at a school named Hogwarts, but it was good to see
Thomas again, especially at Christmas when everyone is so happy.

"Are you really going to a school in England?" Thomas asked.
"Yes! And my friend Meccanna is there too!" Ann replied.
"Are steam engines still running in England? Did you go to Sodor? Is the Fat
Controller still there?" Thomas realized he was about to ask way too many questions.
"I'm sorry, but I had to stay at school, so I didn't go to Sodor. Where is that? I
did ride on the Hogwarts Express. It's pulled by a steam engine named Hogwarts Castle.
But I didn't see any other steam engines," Ann told Thomas.
That afternoon, there was a celebration in the parking lot in front of the station.
There were singers, accompanied by a band, and some carols sung by the crowd. What
peculiar instruments, thought Thomas. One fellow in the band was blowing on a jug to
make low bass notes. After each number he and the other band members would tune the
jug to a lower note by drinking out of it, or occasionally refilling it from a nearby barrel
to get a higher note. A pastor read from a big book, occasionally glaring at the band
members when they refilled the jug. Everybody was happy and having a good time.
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Evening came and the singing ended. People drifted away to their homes for
dinner. Things were quiet except for occasional moos from the cattle in the back of the
goods station. But then there were some cries of pain. It sounded like the woman who
was helping watch the cattle. Thomas hoped a cow hadn’t hurt her. A bit later, Thomas
saw the Station Manager meet the doctor, who was hastening across the dark parking lot.
Thomas knew the doctor wondered who had been hurt this time. Oh no, the woman back
in the goods station must have been injured after all.

"Thank you for coming,” the Station Manager said. “I was coming to the station
to check on things, and that woman must be badly hurt. She was crying out, and, well, I
hope you can help her."
The two of them hurried to the station. Thomas knew something was up. The
cattle seemed to be mooing, but quietly, as if to give encouragement rather than
complain. Eventually the doctor left. The Station Manager, who walked with him back
toward the town, said, "Well, I never imagined that. Who'd have thought there'd be a
baby born in my station!"
Thomas was surprised. A baby born right here in the Girard goods station! He
decided he didn't need to worry any more.
The Station Manager saw the doctor off, then returned to the station.
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Soon the Station Manager retired for the night. But, afterwards there was another
visitor! It was none other than Santa, who paid a brief call to the family spending the
night in the station.

As Santa passed Thomas, he said, "There’s something for you, too! You have a
surprise waiting tomorrow!" Thomas marveled, and wondered what it might be.
Thomas thought things would settle down after that, but it turned out to be a busy
night! In the quiet, he heard a puffing approach, then louder, and then a light. Why, a
locomotive was coming up from Glendale! This was a big surprise! No railroad people
were at the station. Everyone was home asleep. The railroad never operated at night!
The locomotive slowed as it approached Thomas. There was no way the engineer
could tell which way the points might be set! It was heading right for him, but then
Thomas could hear brakes being applied.
"Hello, Thomas! Why, you're on the wrong track!"
"Black Bart!" Thomas recognized his friend, Number 224. “What a surprise!”
Thomas exclaimed, "But what are you doing here? At night! Nobody is here!"
"Nobody?" Black Bart asked.
"Well, some people back in the station. Just watching the cattle. But, Black Bart,
why are you here?"
"You might say I'm pulling an Unauthorized Special," Black Bart replied. "And,
I've brought a friend of yours."
"Why, it's Harold!" Thomas heard Clarabel say.
“Hello Thomas! Hello Clarabel! Hello Annie, and James!" called Harold the
helicopter.
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While this conversation was going on, some passengers disembarked from a small
guard van. As they passed Thomas, the Station Manager, who had heard the train and
rushed from his home, ran to meet them despite usually walking with a cane.
"Hey, what's going on here!" he asked. "What's a train doing pulling into my
station tonight? I wasn’t told anything about this! Who are you people?"

Thomas could see why he sounded so amazed. One of the four visitors was
normal looking, but the other three, all rather diminutive, were wearing very strange
clothing. One had a turban on his head and was looking something up in a small book.
He was having trouble seeing the print.
"Girard? Pennsylvania? Right state, but not Bethlehem," he said to his friends in
a strange accent.
"Look! There's the star! Over that big barn!" one of the other men in fancy robes
said, pointing at the station.
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The Station manager was not used to being ignored. "I said, who are you people?
What's the Meaning of this?"
The third strangely dressed man, who was bald and wearing a fancy robe, finally
replied. "We borrowed the train. I had a dream that this was where we needed to go.
The Owner said to let him know what we found. Had to pay a good size bribe to borrow
the train. And the other thing."
"It's a helicopter," the normally dressed man stated.
"Will you tell me what this is all about?" the Station Manager asked, getting
impatient.
"If my calculations are right, and the prophesies are correct, there should be a
baby somewhere under that star there," the turbaned visitor said.
The Station Manager was startled. "What? Well, yes. Some vagrants are in the
station. I hired them to keep an eye on the cattle. Turned out the woman was expecting,
and the baby was born earlier this evening."
The three peculiarly dressed men looked at each other in a knowing manner.
"Lead on!" one of them ordered in a regal manner.
Thomas could tell that the Station manager was rather disconcerted, but he did
lead the strangers to the family that was in the station.

The three strangely dressed men remained inside, but the Station Manager
returned to where Black Bart waited. The fourth man had stayed there also, so the
Station Manger asked him who the oddly dressed men were.
"Can't say. But, they engaged me to be available, and my helicopter, if needed.
Said they might need to depart directly from here. Something about a king and a dream,
but, hey, their gold’s as good as anyone else’s."
"OK, but where did they come from? Where are you going to take them?"
"Well, I have no idea where they're from. Some sort of middle east accent I'd
guess. Wanted to go to Cairo, but Illinois is a bit too far for my aircraft. So it's
Alexandria instead."
Thomas had never heard of either place, but that wasn't unusual. The Station
Manager had though.
"What the rush? You can connect to the Illinois Central in Chicago if you really
want to get to Cairo, but it’s closer to the RF&P, of course. No need for a helicopter!"
"No idea why they’re wanting to fly. But like I said; their money’s good. And if
they want to get there by Christmas morning, I can get them there."
The conversation lapsed into silence, but soon the three peculiar visitors returned,
accompanied by the three residents from the station. The visitor with the turban
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addressed the helicopter pilot. "Mister Pontus, you have agreed to be available to take
three passengers. Tonight. From here. These are the passengers."
"What? Who's going to watch those cattle?" the Station Manager objected. But
the three odd visitors ignored him.
"Oh. I thought it was you three gentlemen who wanted to fly. But, yeah, sure."
He took a good look at the man, the woman, and the baby. "About the same weight, I
figure. Yeah, I'm good. Alexandria, right?"
"Yes. We have made arrangements for either Alexandria or Cairo. Someone will
meet you," one of the other visitors said.

While Thomas and the Station Manager watched, the couple, with the man
carrying the baby, followed the helicopter pilot to the flat car where Harold the helicopter
was. The three visitors watched from the parking lot. Soon, Harold roared to life, and
after warming up for a few minutes lifted straight up and flew away.
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"Please excuse our surprise visit," one of the visitors said softly to the Station
Manager. "I had a dream that the baby's life might be in danger, and we had to arrange
for a hasty departure."
"We really ought to make our own departure too, Melchior," the visitor in the blue
robe spoke urgently. "You know how the Owner was seemingly too interested in all of
this. Perhaps we ought to connect to another railroad."
"Well, we have the use of this locomotive till dawn. We might as well make good
use of it," the turbaned man stated. "Good night, Mister Manager," he said. "We wish
you a good celebration day, but now we must make our departure."
"Will Joe, and Maria, and the baby be safe? Why would anyone harm them?"
asked the Station Manager, now perhaps less worried about the cattle.
"They should be safe," the turbaned man answered. "And if the prophesies are
true, the baby will grow up to be a blessing to all of us, and others to come."
"We must go now," said another, and the three visitors returned to the guard van.
They signaled the engineer to leave when ready.
"And you! Who authorized this?" the Station manager shouted to the engineer,
reverting back to thinking like a Station Manager again.
"It's a Special," the engineer replied. "Call it the ‘Christmas Special’." With that
he opened the valves. The noise of Black Bart backing down drowned out the Station
Manager's protests. Black Bart winked at Thomas, and the Christmas Special slowly
backed around the far loop and down the grade toward Glendale. Black Bart called out
“Merry Christmas to All, and to All a Goodnight!”
The rest of the night passed more quietly, thankfully. A few of the cattle had
managed to get out of their makeshift enclosure, but didn’t cause any trouble. Day came.
It seemed odd to Thomas that there were no trains running. Late morning there was
another Christmas celebration, with the band and singers performing again. Santa
himself made an appearance, and passed out Christmas presents to the children who had
come.
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Thomas could see that Clarabel liked the show. He assumed Annie and James,
who could not see, were at least enjoying the music.

After a while the party ended, leaving just the Foreman at the station. The Station
Manager had told him to do something about the cattle that had gotten loose, but the
cattle wouldn’t cooperate. Finally, he stopped chasing them and took a rest near Thomas.
“Hey, what’s that?” he said aloud as he looked down the tracks. “That hopper
wasn’t there yesterday, I’m sure of it! Looks like it’s on the switch.”
Thomas looked. There was a hopper, right in front of the coal loader, with
something red sitting on top of it.
The Foreman decided to go take a look, and take Thomas so he could move it if it
was blocking the tracks. He didn’t have a fireman, but made the fire himself. As soon as
Thomas had some steam, the Foreman opened the throttle and Thomas slowly
approached the hopper. Why, the red thing was a gigantic bow! A sign was nearby.

The Foreman got out of the cab, went to look, and read the big yellow sign aloud,
“For Thomas and James. From Santa.” He paused thoughtfully. “That’s peculiar. I
wonder who Thomas and James are.”
“That’s me! And James is number five, the red engine!” Thomas practically
shouted with excitement.
18

The Foreman clearly wasn’t expecting to hear from Thomas, and must have
jumped into the air two or three feet in surprise.
“Santa told me he brought me something!” Thomas added. “And for James too!”
The Foreman stared at Thomas. Finally he said, “I don’t like talking
locomotives.” Thomas blinked, a bit taken aback. He decided that, despite his
excitement, he’d better stay quiet.
The Foreman, rather cautiously, took a closer look at the hopper. “Norfolk and
Western. What’s that doing here?” He stepped up and took out a piece of coal. “Hey,
this isn’t anthracite. Its bituminous. We don’t use bituminous. What on earth are we
going to do with this hopper load of soft coal? Must have been sent by mistake.”
“But the sign!” Thomas couldn’t help himself. He had to say something!
The Foreman looked back at him. “You like this stuff? This soft coal?”
Now, Thomas had not actually been fed any of this “bituminous” coal yet, but if it
was from Santa, he was sure he would like it. “Yes!” he answered. “Yes, please!”
The Foreman found a bucket, filled it with some of the coal, and brought it back
and threw it onto Thomas’s fire. “There you go, Thomas. Merry Christmas. But, be a
good engine and keep a lid on it, would you?”
Thomas was happy. He didn’t know exactly what the Foreman meant, but
decided to avoid speaking while the Foreman was around if that would make him happy.
But, Thomas was bursting to tell James about the coal. This was good coal! Like good
Welsh coal! Thomas slowly steamed backwards to a spot near the goods station. As he
passed James, he whispered. “James! Coal! Good coal, from Santa! For you and me!”
After the Foreman left, Clarabel told Thomas, “Santa visited us too! He left new
upholstery for Annie and me! Hard to see it, I know, but it feels so nice! So smooth!
The passengers will be very pleased too.”
The next morning things got back to normal. Well, as normal as they could be
with loose cattle about, a mess in the goods station, freight cars in disarray, and people
about who really didn’t yet feel like going back to work.
Frank and his fireman found Thomas in a different spot from where he had been
left. “Who has been moving my engine?” Frank asked. Thomas decided that the
question wasn’t directed to him, and stayed silent. He remembered what the Foreman
had said, and didn’t want to cause trouble. Just then, Ann Hood came up to speak to him.
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“Goodbye, Thomas! I have to go back to school. I’m leaving this morning. I’ll
ask about Sodor when I get back to England.”
“Thank you, Ann,” Thomas answered. “I’ll miss you.”
James pulled into the station to board a small group of passengers. Thomas could
tell from his puffing that James was in a very good mood. He indeed must have been
given a load of that coal Santa brought. Ann ran to get to the platform. As the
passengers boarded, Thomas could hear some of them express surprised pleasure at the
new seats. Soon, Ann was on her way back to England.

After that, Thomas got back to his usual switching duties. The workers straggled
in a bit late, but were immediately put to work by the Foreman to gather the cattle and get
them back to the station. Then, maybe, back into the cattle car. There were complaints
about all the mess. “Then, we have to start getting these extra trees taken out,” directed
the Foreman, who seemed to have a never ending list of tasks to do.
When James returned from Glendale, he wasn’t carrying the usual complement of
just several passengers. Instead, a whole squad of police jumped out of the coaches and
swarmed toward the goods station. The Station Manager, who had slept late, was just
coming in. He turned to meet them.
“What’s going on?” he asked, puzzled and a little alarmed.
“We need to ask you exactly the same question,” the police lieutenant answered.
“We understand that some fugitives came here a day ago. We need to take them in. The
Boss needs to, uh, talk to them. Also, there were some wise guys that were supposed to
report back and we’re looking for them too.”
“I can’t imagine what you’re talking about,” the Station Manager stated flatly.
“Nothing unusual happened?” the Lieutenant asked suspiciously.
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“Well, it was Christmas! Of course there was unusual stuff happening! Santa
was here, and it was the Birthday of Jesus, and all that!” the Station manager answered,
getting irritated. “And someone sent us a carload of cows that are roaming all over the
place, and there’s several barrels of empty Christmas Cheer rolling about, too many trees,
and a mess left from the party. Yeah, except for all that, everything’s normal. Just
perfectly routine!”
“You don’t have to be sarcastic about it,” the Lieutenant said gruffly. “OK, men.
Look around. Report to me anything suspicious you find.”
After a search, nothing seemed out of place except for the manger from the
Christmas figures display. It turned up in the station. Just a part of the general mess,
some kids fooling around probably. The police left on the evening train after a frustrated
and empty search.
That evening, everybody was so tired that Thomas was left on the tracks near
James, Annie, and Clarabel instead of being returned to his usual siding. Thomas was
delighted. That gave them a chance to talk. All of them were very happy.
“That was indeed excellent coal!” James announced. “From Santa!”
“The passengers just loved our new comfortable seats,” Annie said.
“It makes me feel all new inside!” Clarabel added.
“I wonder why we never had a Christmas like this before?” James asked. “On
Sodor, I mean. Passengers, and other people had Christmas. Why didn’t we?”
“I don’t know,” Thomas answered. “I really don’t understand it. I mean, why is
there someone named Santa, or Father Christmas, who brings gifts? Why do people sing
and have the band at the station? It doesn’t quite make sense.”
“You call that a band?” James remarked haughtily. “Jugs, washboards, and tubs?”
Thomas ignored the remark. “It wasn’t just the Christmas stuff. The presents and
even Percy being a present to another owner. I mean the other things. What about all the
cattle? And that middle of the night Christmas Special? And the fugitives, the baby?
Those three strange men, who cared about the baby and wanted to keep him safe? Harold
coming and flying away? And the police? There were a lot of strange things going on,
not just Christmas.
“Just a coincidence,” James replied. “On a badly run railroad, there are so many
things that can go wrong, that having several happen at the same time isn’t so unusual.”
Thomas wasn’t so sure. Christmas was a new and exciting event for him. He
wondered at all the things that had happened. He was happy in a new way. Perhaps he
was finally starting to understand something about what Christmas really meant.
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