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THE LIGHT FINGERED SANTA 
By ROBERT E. GLENDINNING 

 
 AM not slim. In fact, if someone 
was to run around me with a tape 
measure, it would be found that I 
could not step through an over-sized 
barrel. That is why my jowly pink-

cheeked face shook like a Samba dance 
when my turn came in the lineup and I 
waddled out on the platform. The glare 
from the bright lights which the coppers 
had aimed at me made me blink, but only 
for a second. Police lineups arc old stuff to 
me—or they used to be before I went 
straight. 

“Now hold it just a minute, boys,” I 
said in my merry, mellow voice. “You got 
me all wrong. I’ve been behavin’ myself.” 

“Who said any different? This is 
routine. Too many pokes are being lifted 

around the theatre district and who is the 
best pickpocket in the business? None 
other than you, Charlie Malone,” a voice 
from the dark said. 

“Thanks, boys.” I lowered my eyes 
modestly and scuffed the floor with my toe. 
“But, like I said before, I’m out of the 
business.” 

“Sure you are, so maybe you won’t 
mind telling us where you got that rock 
you’re wearing.”  

The rock referred to was a diamond 
solitaire as large as the infield at the Polo 
Grounds. It was set in platinum on a wide 
platinum band. When the lights bounced 
off it, it glared like a thermite bomb and the 
reflections danced around on the walls. It 
had more carats than a grocery store sells 
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by the bunch. 
“Aw, now listen, fellas, I got this fair 

an’ square. It was give to me an’ I got a lot 
of sentimental feelin’ about it.” I breathed 
on the rock and polished it on the seat of 
my pants. 

“Who gave it to you?”  
“None other than Mrs. J. Anthony 

Abernathy Dinkler.”  
This remark was greeted by a loud 

guffaw and the merry-hah-hah from all the 
cops. One of them says: “Phooey. What 
would the big financier’s wife be handing 
you a present like that for?”  

I looked around to make sure none of 
the other dips could hear me. There are 
some things that should be kept sacred, 
especially from friends who enjoy inserting 
the needle and twisting it. “She give it to 
me for playin’ Sandy Claus,” I whispered, 
“but do not pass that along, otherwise I 
wouldn’t be able to hold up me head in 
public.”  

“You, Santa Claus? That is rich. This 
story better be good, Charlie, on account of 
it doesn’t smell so good already.”  

I saw I was going to have to tell the 
story to keep in right with the law and also 
to hold on to the rock. The hefty cops out 
front wriggled around in their chairs to get 
comfortable. When the chairs stopped 
squeaking, I told them the story of how I 
played Saint Nick in much the same 
manner as I am about to relate it here. 

This thing happened while I was 
disguised with a white beard which I grew 
myself and which I later shaved off 
because it was too conspicuous. 
Accompanied by a very slippery individual 
named Pat Rosen, I was strolling along the 
boulevard early one evening on a day 
which turned out to be none other than 
Christmas Eve. Pat and I were in a very 
playful mood and were practising a little 
game called Jostle and Snatch. In this 
game, I bump around a bit and jostle with 

my elbows while Pat, built along the lines 
of a squirrel, comes up from behind and 
pats around looking for wallets. Of course, 
since this was only a game we play, we 
didn’t snatch anything. 

It was a particularly good evening for 
such a game since everyone was smiling 
and carrying bundles. Women’s 
pocketbooks looked heftier and wallet-
lumps on men’s posteriors were lumpier 
than I was accustomed to seeing on the 
average day. I was just about to comment 
on this to Pat when I noticed a very funny 
thing. People smiled at me for no special 
reason that I could see, and little kids 
pointed at me and let out loud whoops. 

“Pat,” I said, “do you see some dirt on 
my nose or some such thing? I’m attractin’ 
a lot of attention.”  

“Nuttin dat I can see, Charlie, ‘cept 
maybe that beaver yer wearin’ looks 
queer.”  

I pulled at the white beard—which is 
the color of my hair—and told him it was a 
disguise. 

“It ain’t doin’ nuttin’ for ya but 
attractin’ attention.”  

The light-fingered boys do not think it 
is smart business to stand out in any crowd, 
so if my beard was getting the stares I 
wanted to know about it. The very next 
time that a kid put the eye on me, I stopped 
him and his mama. 

“What’s the drift, kid?” I said. He 
didn’t get me so I put it another way. 
“What ya starin’ at?”  

The kid giggled and buried his head 
into his mama’s waist like an ostrich. The 
mama looked at me and smiled. “He thinks 
you look like Santa Claus with that beard 
and you—well, your size and all.” 

 

I LOOKED down at the kid and sure 
enough he’s peeping up at me through 

his fingers. I put my hand on his head and 
made like a store Santa Claus. “Okay, 
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shortie. Don’t take no wooden nickels or 
swipe no apples or nothin’ and I’ll fix you 
up with a air-rifle.” The kid smiled, but his 
mama didn’t. She threw me a dirty look 
and yanked the kid down the street in a 
hurry. 

I clapped Pat on the back. “How about 
that? I look like the old guy hisself, but in 
civvies.” From then on, I talked good and 
jolly as we walked down the boulevard so 
all the kids could hear me. 

“All I got to say is you picked a fine 
time of da year to put on a beaver for a 
disguise,” Pat said. 

I nudged him in the ribs. “Get a look at 
what’s givin’ me the glad eye.” I pointed at 
a classy tomato who had a black 
pocketbook as big as a trunk under her arm. 
She stood about so high and had a figure 
like a streamlined hour glass. Her eyes 
were big and blue like a China plate. She 
upped to me and caught hold of my arm. 
Right away, I figgered she didn’t like the 
way I looked at her pocketbook and that 
she was going to yell for the law. I tried to 
wriggle away but she held on tight. 

Pat said, “Charlie, you’re too hot. I’m 
givin’ you plenty of elbow room until after 
Christmas.” He ducked into an uptown 
subway entrance, which was the last I ever 
saw of him, and I hope I never see him 
again. I don’t like fair-weather pals who 
leave me alone to face embarrassing 
situations. 

The chief embarrassing situation was in 
the form of a plainclothesman named Lou 
McQuire who always shows up when I 
need him the least. Lou shoved through the 
crowd and laid a hand on my shoulder. 
“Okay, lady,” he said. “This time I got you 
dead to rights, Charlie. Shame on you for 
snatching purses on Christmas Eve. 
Haven’t you got any Christmas spirit?”  

Before I could open my kisser, this cute 
blond tomato spoke up. “I don’t know what 
you’re talking about,” she told McQuire, 

“but I am Mrs. J. Abernathy Dinkler and I 
want this man to be Santa Claus at my 
house tonight.”  

McQuire scratched his chin. “Well, 
lady, it’s your funeral. If you wake up 
tomorrow morning and find everything but 
the plumbing gone, don’t be surprised.”  

She smiled at me like somebody 
advertising toothpaste. “Nobody who looks 
so much like jolly Santa could be 
dishonest.”  

“That’s right,” I said, giving McQuire 
the evil eye. “My name is Charlie Malone, 
Ma’am, at your soivice.”  

“I’ll pay you fifty dollars,” she said. 
“Let us not speak of money at this gay 

holiday season,” I told her. “Will that be in 
cash?”  

McQuire shook his head. “The law will 
keep its eye open, Mrs. Dinkler,” he said. 

“Don’t you worry. Santa won’t get in 
trouble. I’ll take care of him.”  

Before a judge could say thirty days, 
the blond whisked me into a big black car 
and off we headed toward Park Avenue. I 
was busy figuring how many apartments I 
could build in the back seat of the car to 
solve the housing shortage with, when the 
blond said, “Charlie, I want you to dress up 
in a Santa Claus outfit I have gotten 
especially for the occasion and then I want 
you to come out with a big bag over your 
shoulder. You will hand out presents to one 
and all.”  

“Who is the all?” I asked. 
“There is me, of course, then there is 

my husband and little five-year-old J. 
Abernathy Dinkler, Jr. There will also be 
another party by the name of Thomas 
Neil.” The way she shot out the last name, 
she made it rhyme with cheap heel. 

“Does Sandy bring him somethin’ 
too?” I said. 

“Oh, yes indeed. You bring him a very 
beautiful diamond solitaire from Mr. 
Dinkler and me—well, really only from me 
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but the card says it is from both of us. Mr. 
Dinkler wouldn’t give Mr. Neil a ten-year-
old necktie, but I have to gi—Whoops! 
Forget I started to say anything, Charlie.”  

Which I forgot, for the time being. 
 

HEN we got to the apartment house, 
I went around the back way and was 

let in through the kitchen by a flunky in a 
striped vest. With an eye out for business, 
but strictly on the up and up, I gave the 
apartment the once over. It was a classy 
layout. The walls were plastered with 
pictures and the rugs were so thick that a 
guy on the lam could have hidden out in 
them for years and never be found. The 
living room—the flunky said it was “the 
drahwink room”—looked like a hotel lobby 
without a cigar counter. At the far end, 
almost beyond the range of the naked eye, 
was a Christmas tree that was the twin to 
the one over at Rockefeller Center. 

“A man who didn’t have no Christmas 
spirit could make a very good thing out of 
this joint,” I thought, as I hefted a solid 
gold vase. I put it down in a hurry when I 
heard footsteps. 

Mrs. Dinkler came in with a man on 
each arm. “Darling,” she said to one, “meet 
Santa. Charlie, this is my husband, Mr. 
Dinkler.”  

Mr. Dinkler was a nice friendly little 
man. He had a few gray hairs on his upper 
lip and he was a little paunchy around the 
middle, but he looked like the average guy 
that you might find behind the counter in a 
haberdashery. 

“Well, Santa,” he said with twinkling 
eyes, “I’ve been hearing about you for 
years. It’s good to meet you after all this 
time.” 

“Likewise,” I tell him as we shook 
hands. 

“And this, Charlie, is Mr. Neil.” The 
tomato pointed to the other man. He was a 
thin beady-eyed bird with skin the color of 

a lemon and he looked just as sour. He 
didn’t put out his hand to get it shook, so I 
sized him up quick as a very unsocial 
fellow. 

“I don’t believe in Santa Claus,” he 
said. His voice sounded like paper tearing. 

“You had best watch out,” I told him. 
“Sandy won’t bring you no presents.”  

“I’m not worried. I’ve got me a private 
Santa Claus.” He said it with a sneer and I 
saw Mrs. Dinkler turn white. 

Mr. Dinkler nudged me. “Santa, you 
come with me so I can show you the 
presents.” I waddled out after the financier 
and followed him into a room which was 
lined with fancy books all the way to the 
ceiling. “This is my library,” he said. 
“There are the presents and this is your 
Santa Claus suit. You can slip it on over 
your street clothes.”  

“This being my first job as jolly old 
Sandy Claus, what do I do with the 
presents?” I ask him. 

He laughed. “Here is a box marked for 
Mr. Neil. I don’t know what is in it, but 
when the time comes you give it to him. In 
this one, without the tag, is a very beautiful 
diamond bracelet which I am giving to my 
wife.” He picked up another little box. 
“This one is marked for me from my wife, 
so I am sure it is a very extravagant gift 
indeed. Everything else is for my son and 
this party is mainly for him. All you have 
to do is to trot in acting very jolly and 
distribute the presents such as Santa might 
do. Also, you remain until the presents are 
opened and everyone has had a chance to 
ooh and aah.” 

“Sounds like a cinch,” I remarked. 
“I will leave you then,” he said. 
After he had went, 1 looked at all the 

boxes wrapped in fancy paper, at which 
point I got a very funny idea. Naturally, 
Santa should not be expected to hand out 
bangles which he has not examined 
himself. I opened the little box which had 

W
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Mr. Dinkler’s name on it and what did I see 
blinking up at me but a very thin solid gold 
watch with a very long gold chain. I 
studied the watch carefully and then 
quickly closed the box and put the paper 
and ribbon around it again. 

In my haste, I did a very careless thing. 
I forgot to put the watch back in the box. In 
fact, I absent-mindedly wound it and put it 
in my pocket. 

Again without thinking, Mr. Neil’s 
diamond ring went into my pocket too. I 
opened the box which Mr. Dinkler said was 
for his wife. It had a bracelet in it all right, 
but not the kind of bracelet I enjoy seeing. 

“Hmm,” I thought, “Mr. Dinkler picks 
out very strange presents for his wife. 
Unless I miss my guess, this is no diamond 
bracelet but is the kind of thing a copper 
might flash on occasion.” In the bottom of 
the box was a pair of handcuffs and also a 
badge. 

I put the badge and handcuffs in my 
pocket, thinking to point out the serious 
error to Mr. Dinkler at some later date. I 
wandered out of the library and went into 
the living room. Like I said before, the 
living room was very big and had as many 
nooks and crannies as Grand Central 
Station. At first I thought I was alone in 
there but then I heard a voice mumbling in 
a little alcove. 

I would know the sound of lemon-
puss’s voice anywhere. He was saying: 
“Well, I want more.” 

 
T WAS quiet for a second and then the 
blond tomato spoke. “Tom, I can’t ask 

James for any more. He will know there is 
something in the wind.”  

“That I do not care about. Either you 
get more dough for me or I will show 
certain things to your husband.”  

“You are a horrible creature,” she said, 
in which opinion I agreed.  

“That all happened years ago—before I 

was married.”  
“Who is to know that? They are 

undated. I want more dough and I want it 
tonight as a sort of Christmas present from 
my favorite Santa Claus. Think it over,” he 
said, “and a very merry Christmas to you.”  

Mr. Neil was a very low type engaged 
in a business for which I have no liking. I 
heard him walking toward me so I rolled 
my fat out of the living room and went 
back to the library. I pulled the outfit on 
over my regular clothes and felt as if I was 
dressing backwards with my red flannel 
union suit on the outside instead of in.  

No sooner was I ready in the Santa 
Claus uniform when Mr. Dinkler poked his 
head into the library. “In about five 
minutes you can make your entrance, 
Santa. I am getting James Abernathy 
Dinkler, Jr., from his bed right now.”  

At the end of the time mentioned, I 
shouldered the pillow slip filled with 
presents. I trotted into the living room, 
whooping, yiyying and laughing in a jolly 
way. I whizzed around the room a few 
times while I made merry remarks and 
slapped the adults on the back. 

 
HE kid got a big kick out of it. He was 
blond like his mama and he had 

freckles running across his nose. His eyes 
were shiny and happy. He was wearing 
white pyjamas with built-in feet and if he 
had a candle he would have looked just like 
an ad for a tire. I picked him up and swung 
him around in the air until I got dizzy and 
had to set him down in front of the 
Christmas tree. He watched me like a hawk 
as I dug into the bag of presents. 

I yelled: “Ho-ho! Ho-ho!” and for 
various personal reasons doled out the 
kid’s presents first. He opened each one as 
I gave it to him, played with it a bit, and 
then put it under the tree until pretty soon 
he had a great big pile. 

“Well, that is all I find in this here bag 

I 
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for you, bud,” I said. 
He looked up at me in surprise. “You 

sure that is all, Santa?” 
“Ain’t that enough? I am winded from 

luggin’ all that stuff down from the equator 
as it is.”  

“You shouldn’t be ungrateful to Santa, 
James,” the tomato said. 

“Yes, mother.” The kid turned his eyes 
away from me and stared down at the 
things he had arranged under the tree. 

“Now for the adults, Santa,” Mr. 
Dinkler suggested. 

“Ha-ho!” I roared. “Things for the big 
folks. I’m gonna hand you the boxes an’ 
then old Sandy has to run. I got lots of 
places to get to once’t I get out of here.” 
Quick like a flash, I passed out the empty 
boxes and eased toward the door. I was so 
ashamed of my carelessness with the gold 
watch, the rock and the handcuffs, I didn’t 
want to stick around where I might blush 
with embarrassment. 

The blond whispered, “Don’t leave 
before I slip you the fifty.”  

“Don’t mention money to me,” I tell 
her. “I‘m filled with the Christmas spirit.”  

Mr. Dinkler moved around between the 
door and me. “Just wait until we open the 
boxes, Santa. It’s all part of it.”  

“What’s this?” Mr. Neil suddenly 
barked. “It must be a joke. The box you 
gave me is empty!”  

“So is mine,” the blond gasped. 
“And mine,” Mr. Dinkler added, as he 

dropped a ball of red paper to the floor. 
“How can it be!” I said with an 

expression of surprise.  
Mr. Dinkler grabbed hold of my 

shoulder. “What happened to my wife’s 
diamond bracelet?”  

“Diamond bracelet?” I asked. “Did you 
really have a diamond bracelet?”  

“I did, and it cost me no less than ten 
thousand dollars.”  

I would have noted such a remarkable 
piece of jewelry as a ten thousand dollar 
bracelet. It had not been amongst the things 
I had carelessly put in my pocket. While I 
was figuring where it could have gone, the 
kid tugged at my leg. “What’s with you, 
kid?” I asked.  

“Santa, are you sure there wasn’t a 
Junior Detective set in your bag for me? 
Your helper at Hansen’s Department Store 
told me you would surely bring one.”  

The kid’s eyes were sad and sort of 
accusing. I remembered the handcuffs and 
the tin badge and they began to burn a hole 
through my red uniform. I felt a funny 
lump inside of me which I thought might 
have been ulcers at first, but then I figured 
it was something else. Maybe this 
Christmas s spirit I hear a lot of talk about. 
Then I see that I must do something about 
this situation. There is no name in my trade 
for what I did unless it could be called the 
reverse-dip. 

“Ho-ho!” I shouted, as I felt around 
under the uniform for the baubles I had 
inadvertently stowed away. “Someone has 
played a trick on jolly Sandy. A dirty lousy 
stunt.” I hustled around the room, spinning 
like a top. I tossed the kid into the air, 
hugged the blond tomato in a friendly way, 
and jabbed Mr. Dinkler in the ribs. I started 
to give lemon-puss the same treatment. I 
changed my mind because, while I was 
jostling, my fingers accidentally brushed 
something hard and jangly in his side 
pocket, and pressed against something that 
was flat and crisp in his inside pocket. 

Back I went to the blond, hugged her 
up a bit more, and kissed her hand. 

“Say, what is wrong with you?” Mr. 
Dinkler demanded. 

“Some sharpster made light of the 
Christmas spirit, but old Sandy has fixed 
everything up,” I explained. “Why, what is 
that hanging from your pocket, Mr. 
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Dinkler? It looks like none other than a 
gold chain!”  

Mr. Dinkler pulled on the chain and up 
came the watch. “Wh—What—how did—” 

“Daddy, mother!” the kid yelled from 
the other side of the room. “Look what 
happened to me!” Everyone looked. There 
was the kid handcuffed to the leg of a chair 
and as happy as a daily-double winner. 

“And what is that which glitters on 
Mrs. Dinkler’s wrist?” I shouted. “Surely it 
can’t be a very expensive diamond 
bracelet!”  

Mrs. Dinkier oohed and aahed in true 
tomato fashion and threw her arms around 
her husband’s neck. Everyone looked very 
happy about the way things turned out, 
except Mr. Neil. He slapped his side pocket 
and then felt inside his coat, his face 
turning very white. 

I stepped over and flashed the Junior 
Detective badge at him. “Scram, before I 
run ya in!” He scrammed without saying 
goodbye to anyone or wishing us a very 
merry Christmas. I flicked through the flat 
package I had taken from his inside pocket 
and blushed. While Mr. and Mrs. Dinkler 
were untangling, I unlocked the kid from 
the leg of the chair and pinned the badge on 
his white pyjamas. 

“Charlie,” the tomato whispered to me, 
“I don’t understand what has happened.” 

“Blame it on the Christmas spirit,” I 
said. I handed her the package. “A high 

class tomato like you ain’t got no business 
writin’ such things to a punk like him.”  

The next thing I know she had her arms 
around me and kissed me. I felt it right 
through my beard. “I’d like to give you 
something, Santa. Since there is no longer 
any need to give such a present to that man, 
I wish I knew where I could find the 
diamond ring. I would like to have 
something written inside it, if” she sighed, 
“I only knew where it was. Maybe Neil 
took it with him.” 

I looked around the room and clapped 
my hands over my eyes. “What is that 
brilliant thing which dazzles my eyes from 
the Christmas tree? Lo and behold! It is 
none other than a beautiful rock set in 
platinum.” 

“Now how do you suppose it ever got 
there?” she said. 

Of course, I could not tell her the 
answer. There are many things associated 
with the Christmas spirit that a man such as 
me cannot understand. 

But that is how come I have this ring 
which I am now wearing as can be proven 
by the inscription inside which reads as 
follows: To Santa Claus—From a certain 
blond tomato. Naturally, I would not wish 
to have this verified further, because no 
tomato, especially a high classed one like 
Mrs. J. Abernathy Dinkler, likes to be 
known by that name. 

 


