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I hate the cold.

I’ve flattened the drifts under the
tree as I pace around it in the moonless night, while I try to keep
warm. The screen on my cellphone flashes 2:17AM. The old man’s
always on time – just five minutes longer.

It’s that ‘most wondrous
time of the year’. People are feeling generous, and safe, and so
they’re more likely to leave their doors unlocked. Let’s face it –
a lot of them aren’t true believers. They think the jolly old
man might come to
their house, but they don’t believe the part about the chimney –
who could blame them? Those things are so tight, it would be hard
for a squirrel to get through, let alone a milk and cookie addict
in a fluffy red suit. Some deliberately leave a window unlatched or
a door unlocked, just to hedge against that bit of
unbelief.

I know better, because I’ve seen
him.

The first time was five Christmases
back, at this very same house. I’ve never been such a heel that I’d
go after the poor; the Winthrops were the richest people in town,
and they had plenty to spare. I was easing a window up from the
sill when I heard the jingling. It sounded like it was coming from
over my head, maybe from the second floor. I thought there might be
someone in the house who was on to me, watching from an upstairs
window; I froze with my fingers still gripping the underside of the
window. And then I saw him come right out of the fireplace – not
sure how he did it, but there was Jolly Old Saint Nick, red suit
and all. He unloaded a dozen packages from his bag and set them
around their tree, and then he went back to the fireplace. He took
a cookie from the plate on the mantle, washed it down with some
milk, and then, like they say, “up the chimney he rose.”

Now this wasn’t all leisurely, mind
you. I mean, he didn’t look like he was rushed, the whole thing
just sped up like a video playing on fast-forward. He’s not just
hypered-up from all the sugar – it’s something else.

I heard the jingling again right after
he went up the chimney, and then nothing. I thought about going out
into the yard and looking up at the roof to see if I could see his
reindeer, but I didn’t want to take the chance of being spotted out
in the open, so I gave it a bit to make sure he was
gone.

I looked through the window at their
tree. I could see where he put all the new stuff he brought, and I
looked at all those packages and realized that if I just lifted
those, no one would know I’d been there. After all, none of it was
there when they went off to sleep, all snug in their beds. They
wouldn’t know anything had been taken - they’d just think the fat
old man wasn’t as generous this year, or that maybe he just didn’t
come at all. So I slid the window open, climbed in and rustled them
all up and I was in and out in a flash. Not as fast as him, but I’m
still pretty quick.

He brought them
some really good stuff – better than he ever gave
me as a kid. Maybe it takes more to impress the rich; what do you
give to someone who has everything? Saint Nick knew, and he had the
wherewithal to do it. There was enough loot there that I didn’t
have to work for the next month or two. I still have to keep busy
the rest of the year, but I love Christmas. If there were maybe ten
Christmases a year – that would be enough for me. Imagine, only
having to work ten nights. But I guess it wouldn’t be as special
then, would it? Well, I’ll just have to be happy with one special
haul per year.

So here I am five years later,
standing behind the trees off to the side of the house waiting, and
at 2:22 I hear that telltale jingle. I can see the glint up on the
rooftop from the sleigh and the harnesses and all – for some reason
it’s easier to see there’s something there when there’s no moon;
the lighter it is, the more it looks like there’s a haze hanging
over the shingles. I don’t think it’s camouflage; it could be the
whole assembly is hyper-speeding or something like that, so the
shimmer is all there is to see, but it’s easier to notice in the
dark.

He’s in there now, so I shift around
on the packed snow trying not to shiver too much while I wait. Then
I hear the jingling and the shimmer disappears, and I spring
quickly but quietly across the new-fallen snow. I slide the window
up and slip inside.

I realized the second year that I
didn’t have to watch Saint Nick to know which ones he left – it’s
always this old-looking Victorian paper that shimmers funny under
the tree lights. None of the fancy wrapping this family buys are
anything like it.

I’m bagging things up when I see it –
the jolly old fellow’s left his sack by the fireplace, and it looks
like there’s something in it. Lucky me – I get a bonus this year.
It’s too dark to see anything, so I reach in and grab what’s at the
bottom.

That’s when I know I’ve made a
mistake, but I don’t have time to think about it, because I feel a
couple of pairs of hands grab mine, and I’m pulled off
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