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SANTA THUMBS A RIDE 
By JOHNSTON McCULLEY 

 
HE motor of the car was humming 
nicely, and Deputy Sheriff Dan 
Burke hummed a song in harmony 

as he drove cautiously along the country 
road, which had a couple of inches of fine 
snow on it. 

He was nearing the little hamlet of 
Smith Corners, and five miles beyond that 
was Ashdale, the county seat. Burke had 
been investigating a traffic accident in 
which a driver had smashed his heavy truck 
into a small sedan, killing one occupant 
and injuring two. A sad thing to happen at 
any time, Burke thought, and doubly sad on 
Christmas Eve. 

Now, Burke was in a hurry to get to the 
sheriff’s office in Ashdale and report and 
then hurry to his married sister’s home and 
help her celebrate Christmas Eve with her 
two kids. He had been telling them for a 

couple of weeks how Santa Claus would 
slip down the chimney during the night and 
leave presents. Dan Burke himself, who 
adored his fatherless nephew and niece, 
had purchased the presents and hidden 
them in a closet. 

He tooled the car carefully around the 
curve, watching for a quick skid, and 
glanced ahead. A bright moon was up 
already. It was almost time for people to 
gather at the little church in Smith Corners 
for the usual Christmas Eve celebration 
around a decorated and present-laden tree. 
And then he saw Santa Claus. 

Subdivision promoters on the outskirts 
of Ashdale had strung electric lights along 
the road for some distance past Smith 
Corners, and a bus line picked up 
passengers beneath the lights. Santa Claus, 
Burke saw, was standing beneath one of 
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the lights at a bus stop, standing out in the 
highway a short distance, and was jerking 
his thumb toward the distant church. 

“Santa Claus turned hitch-hiker,” Burke 
muttered, laughing softly. 

He began braking the car, and finally it 
rolled to a stop within a few feet of the 
figure, dressed in a red costume trimmed in 
white, with a false face and white whiskers, 
a red and white cap and white mittens. On 
his feet, he wore shiny black boots—quite 
the traditional Santa Claus. 

“Where’s your reindeer?” Burke asked, 
as he opened the door of the car. “How 
come you’re stuck out here?”  

The rumble of a laugh came from 
behind the mask. “Missed the bus,” Santa 
Claus said. “Can you give me a lift as far as 
the Smith Corners church?”  

“Pile in,” Burke invited. “When you’re 
not being called Santa Claus, what’s your 
name?”  

“Oh! Thought you might know me, Mr. 
Burke.”  

“Not in that get-up.”  
“I’m Eli Jackson.”  
Burke knew Eli Jackson. He was a 

wealthy and somewhat eccentric man who 
had a country place a short distance back 
from the highway on a side road. 

“They got me to play Santa Claus this 
year,” the man in costume explained. “Last 
year, the kids guessed who Santa was. This 
year I’ll fool ‘em.”  

“How? Kids are pretty smart,” Burke 
reminded him. 

“Look at my mask and cap and the 
muffler at the back of my neck. Not a bit of 
my hair showing. Whiskers longer and 
covering my chin and throat. I even worked 
and practiced to change my voice so it 
won’t be recognized. Then I got this 
costume in the city, and it makes me look 
like a man who weighs at least three 
hundred.”  

“Hope you give the kids a good time, 
Mr. Jackson,” Burke told him. “I’m 
hurrying home to help my sister’s two kids 
celebrate. But you’ll be early if I drop you 
at the church now. Folks are just gathering, 
and the program hasn’t started yet. You’re 
not supposed to show up until it’s time to 
take the presents off the tree, are you?”  

“Oh, I’m not going all the way to the 
church now,” Santa Claus replied. “Let me 
off at the old barn a couple of hundred 
yards this side. When I play Santa Claus, I 
go the limit. Know what I’ve done? I’ve 
hitched a team to a sleigh, and have a bag 
of presents in it. I made things to put on the 
heads of the team to make the horses look 
like reindeer. I’ll drive up in front of the 
church at the right time with bells jingling. 
Herb Canby will be waiting to drive the 
outfit away as soon as I unload myself and 
the bag of stuff.”  

“You’re sure making it realistic,” Burke 
replied. 

 
E knew the place the man sitting 
beside him meant, an abandoned old 

barn back a distance from the highway. The 
man beside him was talking again. 

“The team and the sleigh will be 
waiting for me. Got a man handling that 
end. I’ll get a signal from the church. 
They’ll swing a red lantern when it’s time 
for me to drive up.” 

“Here we are!” Burke announced, 
stopping the car. “Good thing the snow 
isn’t deep, or you’d have to wade to the 
barn. Hey—I don’t see any tracks of a 
sleigh and horses! Maybe your man is 
late.”  

“He probably came down the side 
road.”  

“Oh! You’re sure keeping everything a 
secret. Hope to run across you again Mr. 
Jackson, and hear how you put on the 
show.”  
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“And I hope you show your sister’s 
youngsters a good time.”  

Santa Claus opened the door and got 
out of the car, lifted a hand in thankful 
salute for the ride, and began walking over 
the soft snow toward the abandoned barn. 
Dan Burke chuckled and went on toward 
distant Ashdale, putting on a little speed. 

But he slowed as he began meeting 
vehicles headed for the little church at 
Smith Corners. A country store, a 
blacksmith shop and a few cottages, in 
addition to the church, made up the hamlet. 
This was a district of small farms operated 
by vegetable growers. 

Burke went through the village and on 
and into Ashdale, the county seat, where 
the stores were still open for last-minute 
shoppers and colored lights and wreaths of 
evergreen decorated the main thoroughfare. 
Burke drove directly to the sheriff’s office, 
to find Sheriff Jim Shane, a gray-haired 
official who had been in office for many 
years, comfortable as he sat with his chair 
tilted back, his feet on a corner of the desk 
and a smoking pipe in his mouth. 

“Howdy, Dan!” the sheriff greeted him. 
“You got back late.”  

“It was a bad smash,” Burke replied, as 
he went to his own desk to scribble a report 
of the accident. “Couldn’t be helped. 
Heavy truck skidded and hit the sedan. 
Driver of the truck was sober, and there’s 
nothing on which to hang a negligence 
charge.” 

“Make your report short, Dan, then 
hustle over home to your sister’s place and 
make her kids happy,” Sheriff Shane 
instructed him. “I’ll hold the fort here.”  

“It’s Christmas Eve, and if you want to 
get away I’ll come back later.” 

“Don’t mind me, Dan. I’ll enjoy 
Christmas Eve sitting here and thinking of 
the past. That’s good enough for an old 
widower like me. Might take a nip out of 
my desk bottle now and then. Some old 

crony may drop in.”  
Dan Burke wrote his report, called 

“Merry Christmas” to the sheriff, and 
hurried out to the car. He drove to his 
sister’s small cottage and went in, sniffing 
at the hot supper she had ready for him. 
The two youngsters stormed around him 
wide eyed, demanding news of Santa 
Claus.  

“There’s something funny,” Burke told 
them. “I met Santa Claus on the road as I 
came home. He hitch-hiked a ride with me. 
Looked just like his pictures. I reckon he 
had his reindeer hitched somewhere and 
was going to get ‘em.”  

Thinking Dan Burke was indulging in 
white lies for the children’s sake, their 
mother smiled at him. Dan washed up and 
sat down to eat his supper. As he finished 
eating, the telephone bell jangled, and 
Burke’s sister answered it. 

“It’s the sheriff wants you, Dan,” she s 
called.  

Burke hurried to the telephone. “Burke 
talking!” he said into the transmitter. 

“Shane! Hate to spoil your evening, 
Dan, but you’d better hurry over here. Just 
got a phone call from Smith Corners. Santa 
Claus has been murdered.” 

 
N the sheriff’s car they traveled at a 
dangerous speed, considering the snow 

on the ground. 
“One of the vegetable growers, Herb 

Canby, phoned me,” the sheriff explained. 
“Said Eli Jackson was to have been Santa 
Claus at the church.”  

“I know,” Burke interrupted. “He 
thumbed a ride with me on my way home. 
Said he’d missed the bus. Had on his Santa 
Claus costume and mask. Got off at the old 
abandoned barn. Told me he had a sleigh 
and horses waiting there, with things on the 
horses’ heads to make ‘em look like 
reindeer.”  

“Wait a second!” the sheriff broke in. 
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“Steady, Burke. There’s something 
wrong.” 

“How you mean?”  
“It was Eli Jackson, you said?”  
“Didn’t see his face. He had his mask 

and wig and cap fixed so the kids wouldn’t 
recognize him. Told me who he was.”  

“You picked him up on the highway?”  
“Sure! He thumbed a ride. Said he had 

missed the bus. He lives alone at his place 
with Mrs. Emma Wimple going in every 
day and doing the housekeeping—”  

“I know,” the sheriff broke in again. 
“Dan, something’s wrong. Herb Canby was 
excited when he phoned me, but he gave a 
pretty straight yarn. Said Santa Claus didn’t 
show up when he was signaled to come to 
the church and do his stuff. Canby jumped 
into the little truck he drives and went after 
Eli Jackson while somebody kept the 
crowd, especially the kids, interested. He 
stopped near that barn and yelled, but 
nobody answered.” 

“That’s strange,” Burke commented. 
“So he drove on to Eli Jackson’s house. 

Thought maybe Jackson had gone to sleep 
in front of the fire or something else had 
delayed him. Mrs. Wimple, the 
housekeeper, was at the church. She’d been 
helping the women fix it up since mid-
afternoon. Left a cold supper for Jackson.”  

“What did Herb Canby find?” Burke 
asked. 

“Knocked at Jackson’s door and got no 
reply, he told me. Door was unlocked, so 
he went in. Eli Jackson was on the floor of 
the living room, sprawled there dead. 
Kitchen knife sticking in his breast. Canby 
didn’t touch anything, he said. He called 
Doc Sam Fadman and then called someone 
at the church.”  

“That all?”  
“All except that Canby, according to 

his yarn over the phone, called somebody 
else and told ‘em Jackson had been taken 
sick and Doc Fadman had hurried to the 

place, and for somebody to make the 
announcement that Santa Claus couldn’t 
get there and to give out the presents. 
Canby had sense enough not to shock 
everybody and maybe start a panic. What a 
Christmas Eve.”  

“But—listen, Jim!” Burke begged 
Shane. “I picked him up in his Santa Claus 
clothes and dropped him near that barn. He 
said a man would be waiting there with the 
team.” 

“Canby mentioned that plan. When he 
yelled near the barn, he said, and didn’t get 
an answer, he thought the man with the 
team had made a mistake and driven to 
Jackson’s house. Ed Thompson, who works 
for Henry Moltrey, was the man supposed 
to be handling the team.” 

“But I dropped Eli Jackson in his Santa 
Claus costume near the old barn as I was 
driving to Ashdale. So how could he be 
dead in his own house?”  

“You didn’t see your passenger’s face, 
Dan. You drove somebody in a Santa Claus 
suit—” 

“If he wasn’t Eli Jackson, who was 
he?”  

“Probably the murderer,” Sheriff Shane 
replied. 

Shane put on more speed, turned off the 
highway and into the side road, went 
through a gate and stopped in front of the 
Jackson house. Doctor Fadman’s car was 
outside, and the doctor met them at the 
door. White-faced Herb Canby, a tall, 
spindly, middle-aged man, was with him. 

The sheriff and Burke strode inside and 
the door was closed behind them. Eli 
Jackson’s body was still on the floor, with 
the hilt of a knife showing where the blade 
had been thrust through the victim’s heart. 
There were no signs of a struggle except 
that the cover had been pulled off a small 
stand table, carrying with it a book, a 
newspaper and a small vase. 

“Take over, Dan,” the old sheriff 
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ordered Burke. “Me, I’m an old-fashioned 
action man. You’re better at the brain 
stuff.” 

 
URKE turned to Doctor Fadman. 
“How long has he been dead, Doc?” 

he asked. 
“I’d say since about four this afternoon, 

and it’s past nine now.”  
“Wonder who saw him last?”  
“I may be able to tell you about that,” 

Dr. Fadman replied. “I was talking at the 
church to Mrs. Emma Wimple, Jackson’s 
housekeeper, and Mrs. Henry Moltrey. 
Mrs. Moltrey was saying she had come 
here to get Mrs. Wimple about three, for 
the two ladies were on the committee to go 
to the church and finish the decorations. 
Mrs. Wimple had prepared a cold supper 
for Eli Jackson. The two were laughing 
about his boyish antics and his delight in 
playing Santa Claus.”  

“If that’s true, he could have been 
killed anytime after three,” Burke 
reckoned. “Doc, you got that electric 
lantern in your car?”  

“Yes. Always carry it on account of 
having night calls out in the country. I’ll 
get it.” 

While the doctor was gone to get the 
lantern, Burke knelt beside the body of the 
slain man. The weapon, he saw, was an 
ordinary butcher knife such as may have 
been in the kitchen. It had been driven into 
the body with terrific force. 

Burke went into the kitchen. The 
supper Mrs. Wimple had prepared for Eli 
Jackson was on a tray on the kitchen table, 
covered with a couple of napkins, and had 
not been touched. The wood-burning 
kitchen cook stove had long since devoured 
the fuel in its firebox and was cold. That 
showed that Jackson had not replenished 
the fire, as he would have done had he 
intended to make coffee to go with his cold 
supper. 

Doc Fadman returned with the electric 
lantern, and Burke led the way outside, 
with the others following. He directed the 
lantern’s beam at tracks in the thin snow. 
Between the front porch and the gate, he 
could make out his own and the sheriff’s 
and those of two women as well as a 
couple of the men. They accounted for 
Herb Canby and the doctor, and Mrs. 
Wimple and Mrs. Moltrey. 

They went around to the rear of the 
house. Tracks were plain between the barn 
and the kitchen door—the tracks of a man’s 
boots which revealed that he had walked 
tiptoe. In the barn, a couple of bits of white 
trimming caught on nails showed where the 
murderer probably had put on the Santa 
Claus costume after killing Jackson. 

“Ordinary boot toe tracks,” Burke said. 
“Any one of a hundred men in the locality 
could have them. Nothing distinctive about 
‘em.”  

Using the electric lantern, they 
followed the tracks from the barn to the 
side road and down it to the highway, to 
the spot where Dan Burke had picked up 
the hitch-hiking Santa Claus. 

“Whoever he was he was mighty cool 
about it,” Burke decided. “He must have 
killed Eli Jackson no later than four in the 
afternoon. Must have hidden in the barn 
until dark, then put on the costume and 
walked to the highway to catch a ride.”  

“There are a couple of things to be 
considered,” Sheriff Shane mentioned. 
“Who did the killing, and why?” 

“More than that,” Burke added. “If 
Jackson didn’t show up at the barn to get 
his team and sleigh from Ed Thompson and 
drive to the church when he was signaled 
to do so, what became of Ed Thompson 
and the team? Wouldn’t Ed Thompson 
have made some move if Jackson hadn’t 
shown up on schedule?”  

“Let’s get to that old barn!” the sheriff 
said. 
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They got into the cars and drove the 
short distance at top speed despite the 
skidding. Burke stopped them at the broken 
down fence, flashed the electric lantern and 
led them afoot, looking for tracks. The 
tracks were so plain that the bright moon 
revealed them without the aid of the 
lantern. 

“Going straight from where I stopped 
my car to let him out to the barn door,” 
Burke said. “No other tracks on this side.” 

“If Ed Thompson drove the sleigh from 
Henry Moltrey’s where he works he’d 
come in behind the barn,” the sheriff 
hinted. 

They reached the old barn and walked 
around to the rear. More than tracks were 
there—a team was tied to a post, a team 
hitched to a sleigh in which was a huge bag 
of toys, fruit, nuts and candy. 

“Here’s Santa Claus’ rig,” Burke said. 
“But where’s Ed Thompson?” 

 
HEY called, and got no reply. Burke 
opened the back door of the barn and 

flashed his light inside. There they saw Ed 
Thompson sprawled on his face on the 
floor, dead. 

Dr. Fadman made a swift investigation. 
“Smashed on the head,” he reported. 
“Here’s the iron bar with which he was 
smashed. Blood and hair on it.”  

“So the bogus Santa Claus made his 
second killing here,” Burke said. “But why 
kill Ed Thompson?”  

“Maybe Thompson recognized him in 
spite of the mask, and the bogus Santa 
Claus had to kill him to close his mouth,” 
the sheriff suggested.  

“If that’s true, the killer is somebody 
who lives around here,” Burke said. 
“Looks like he was somebody who knew 
Jackson was alone this afternoon, and knew 
his plans about playing Santa Claus. The 
bogus Santa Claus came here to shuck his 
costume and go on in his own attire, 

thinking he couldn’t be traced.”  
“If he knew all the plans, would he 

have come here?” Doctor Fadman asked. 
“He could have got out of the costume in 
that grove of trees near the church.”  

Burke flashed the light around again. 
Its beam revealed a tumbled mass of red 
and white on the opposite side of the barn. 
They hurried there, and found the Santa 
Claus costume. 

“Anybody know of any bad enemies 
Eli Jackson had?” the sheriff asked. “I 
didn’t know the man very well. He’d lived 
in that place for about six years, but didn’t 
come to town much except to buy supplies. 
Wasn’t very neighborly.”  

“I called on him a few times 
professionally,” the doctor reported. “He 
was the country gentleman type. Liked to 
prowl around over his place and make 
improvements. He was a great reader, too. 
Bought a lot of magazines and books. 
Seemed to be well educated.” 

“How about enemies?” the sheriff 
persisted. 

“I wasn’t real friendly with him,” Herb 
Canby admitted. “We had some trouble in 
town a few months ago.”  

“About what?” Burke asked. 
“My twenty-acre vegetable farm, as all 

of you know, adjoins the Jackson place on 
the south. He was land crazy. Had an idea 
of building up a big estate. Wanted to buy 
my place, and offered twice its worth. He 
got mad when I told him I’d spent years 
building up my place, and that it was my 
home and I didn’t want to sell. We almost 
had blows about it.”  

“I remember. I happened to see that 
brawl,” the sheriff said. “You wouldn’t 
have waited several months to kill him over 
a few hot words. Anyhow, you’re not the 
killing type.”  

“Given enough provocation, or a 
situation to bring on temporary insanity 
through rage, and anybody is the killing 
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type,” Burke corrected. “The murderer may 
have killed Jackson during a quarrel, came 
here and killed Ed Thompson if he was 
recognized, and then shucked the Santa 
Claus costume and gone his way. Anyhow, 
that’s my idea.”  

“I’ll drive to the church and get hold of 
four men,” the sheriff said. “We’ll put two 
on guard here and two at the Jackson house 
until the coroner gets out here.”  

They trooped outside. Down in the 
grove of trees near the little church was a 
wink of amber flame, another. Two bullets 
whistled over the heads of the group and 
thudded into the old planks of the barn’s 
siding. 

“Back!” Burke warned. 
As the others scurried aside for cover, 

Burke dropped, jerked a weapon out of his 
shoulder holster and winged three swift 
shots at the grove of trees from which the 
firing had come. 

He saw a dark figure, bent almost 
double, run from the grove and speed 
toward the rear of the church. Burke fired 
again, and missed. 

Springing to his feet, Burke sprinted 
over the snow toward the grove. The 
fleeing figure had gone around the corner 
of the church, from which was coming the 
sound of singing. It was the doxology. 
Church was letting out. 

Burke sprinted on and got to the front 
of the building as the doors were opened 
and laughing children with beaming faces 
began coming out accompanied by parents 
who were shouting Christmas good wishes 
to one another. 

 
URKE, panting from his run, stood at 
one side of the door. As the audience 

emerged, he touched several persons on the 
arm and beckoned them aside. Mrs. 
Wimple, Jackson’s housekeeper, was one. 
Mrs. Henry Moltrey and her husband were 
others. 

“There has been a accident to Eli 
Jackson,” Burke whispered to them. “Dr. 
Fadman is in charge of things—”  

“Oh, I must get there at once!” Mrs. 
Wimple said. 

“Please don’t go,” Burke begged. “Go 
to your brother’s place, where you live. 
And you needn’t come to the Jackson place 
in the morning unless you’re sent for.”  

“What’s the trouble?” Mrs. Moltrey 
asked. 

“Somebody attacked Mr. Jackson and 
hurt him badly. Some thief, probably. We 
haven’t decided yet.” 

“How terrible!” Mrs. Wimple said. “Is 
Mr. Jackson hurt badly?”  

Burke lowered his voice more. “He’s 
dead—murdered,” he replied. “Please don’t 
spread the news here. He was stabbed with 
a kitchen knife.”  

“Who’d do such a thing? Mr. Jackson 
was a good, kind man,” his housekeeper 
declared. 

“Except he was mean and stubborn 
about business matters,” Henry Moltrey put 
in. 

“Henry, you shouldn’t say such a 
thing!” his wife protested. “And just 
because he wouldn’t sell you that ten-acre 
strip you wanted.”  

“So you had a row with him about 
property, too?” Burke asked Moltrey, 
easily. “Herb Canby was telling me he had 
a spat with him.” 

“That was different,” Henry Moltrey 
said. “Jackson wanted to buy Canby’s farm 
to add to his own land. I was trying to buy 
from Jackson that ten acres along the edge 
of my property. I need it for corn. Jackson 
wasn’t using it. Planned to make a fool 
park of some sort. We need corn more’n 
parks.”  

Burke touched his arm. “And that’s not 
all, Moltrey,” he whispered. “We found 
your hired man, Ed Thompson, dead in the 
abandoned barn over there. He’d been 
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killed with an iron bar. The Santa Claus rig 
was tied behind the barn.”  

“Ed? Who’d kill Ed, and why?” 
Moltrey asked. “Why, this—I can’t 
understand it.” 

The sheriff came up in his car, hurried 
to Burke and pulled him aside. “Get a line 
on the man who shot at us?” he asked. 

“He got to the church and joined the 
crowd,” Burke replied. 

“I’ll get four men to act as guards till 
the coroner gets here. You go ahead 
handling the case.”  

“I just had an idea,” Burke told him. 
“Strikes me as funny that the man who 
killed Jackson didn’t just hide until dark 
and then slip away. He ran a risk putting on 
the Santa Claus costume, going to the 
highway and signaling a car and hitch-
hiking his way to the old barn. Why should 
he do that?”  

“I can’t figure that one out,” the sheriff 
admitted. “You got any ideas?”  

“He may have wanted to register with 
somebody that Eli Jackson, as he posed as 
being, had gone to the barn to get the rig 
and play Santa Claus. But why do that? 
However, in that costume, he could have 
got close to Ed Thompson and struck him 
down, if Thompson thought he was 
Jackson. Suppose the murderer knew all 
the Christmas Eve plans and made his own 
accordingly? Suppose he wanted to kill 
Jackson for some reason, and then kill 
Thompson because he knew too much? In 
the costume, he could walk right up to 
Thompson, couldn’t he?” 

“But the chance he took—showing 
himself as Santa Claus, thumbing a ride 
from you—”  

“I have a suspicion, Jim, that if I’d 
acted like I suspected anything was wrong, 
he’d have plugged me,” Burke told the 
sheriff. “Probably with the gun he used in 
the grove when he shot at us.”  

“And why did he shoot at us and 

expose himself?” Shane wanted to know. 
“Why didn’t he just stay quiet?” 

“I’d say he’s in a highly nervous state 
over his crimes, a man who never did 
anything like that before. I didn’t know Ed 
Thompson very well—”  

“I did,” the sheriff broke in. “He was a 
sneak and liar as a boy. Furtive cuss all his 
life. Petty thief if ever there was one. If he 
had anything on a man, he’d blackmail the 
daylights out of him—that’s what I used to 
tell myself about him. Before you came to 
Ashdale, I suspected him of a dozen thefts, 
but never could get evidence. I’ll get my 
four men now.”  

The sheriff hurried toward the church 
door to pick out the men he wanted. Burke 
turned back to the group waiting for him. 

“Mrs. Moltrey, do you drive a car?” he 
asked. 

She laughed a little. “I’m a better driver 
than Henry,” she boasted. 

“Please take the car, then, and drive 
Mrs. Wimple to her brother’s place, and 
then go on home. I want Mr. Moltrey to 
come with me.”  

“What you want me to do?” Moltrey 
asked. “I’ve got to get my sleep. Plenty of 
chores to do in the morning, even if it is 
Christmas.”  

“We need a few men to help with 
things,” Burke replied. “Men who won’t 
get jittery, like the younger ones. Got no 
objection to helping the sheriff, have you? 
After all, one of the victims was your hired 
man.”  

“It’s not my fault if Ed Thompson got 
himself killed,” Moltrey protested. “He was 
always getting mixed up in some kind of 
trouble. But I’ll go along with you and do 
what I can.” 

B
 
URKE glanced at him, seeing him 
plainly in the light from the lamp 

burning over the church door. Henry 
Moltrey was almost fifty, the type of man 
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soured on life because he had not prospered 
according to his hopes. He envied and 
hated anybody more successful than 
himself. 

Burke knew he was always in debt, 
always raising bank loans on his property 
to buy more land, stinting his wife and 
stingy with a daughter who had married 
and was in poor circumstances.  

The women hurried away to get into the 
car. Those who had emerged from the 
church, seeing Sheriff Shane and Burke, 
had sensed that something was wrong, and 
were commencing to ask questions which 
Burke parried deftly.  

“We’ll walk across to the old barn,” 
Burke told Moltrey. “Sheriff Shane will 
pick us up there and take us to the Jackson 
house. He’s getting men for guards until 
the coroner can come out.”  

“I’m not going to pay for Ed 
Thompson’s funeral,” Moltrey declared. “I 
gave him regular wages. He’s got a brother 
in the city, I understand.”  

“I’m not concerned about that,” Burke 
told him. “Did you hear the shooting as 
they were starting to sing the doxology?”  

“Shooting? Thought you said Ed was 
killed with an iron bar?”  

“He was. I meant the shooting out in 
the grove behind the church. Somebody 
shot at us when we were down by the barn. 
I don’t know why. Gave himself away. I 
saw him run around the side of the church. 
Time I got here, he was in the crowd. By 
the way, Moltrey, how come you were at 
church? I’ve understood you’re not very 
religious.” 

“Oh, you know women!” Moltrey 
replied. “My wife was making a fuss about 
me not going tonight. Said it wasn’t a 
sermon, but a Christmas Eve party for the 
children, and all that. She went early in the 
afternoon to help the women, and I drifted 
over after the party got started.”  

“Walk all the way?” Burke asked. 

“Sure. It’s not very far. My wife had 
the car. She went to Jackson’s place to pick 
up Mrs. Wimple. They were both on the 
committee.”  

“So I know,” Burke said. They were 
nearing the old barn. The sheriff had got 
there with the four men in his car. The 
doctor and Herb Canby were waiting. The 
car’s headlights lit up the rear of the barn, 
the space in front of it, the team and sleigh. 

“That Herb Canby—he had trouble 
with Jackson once,” Moltrey whispered. 
“Land trouble. Jackson was a hard one in 
business.”  

“You ever have any business dealings 
with him, outside wanting to buy that ten 
acres?” Burke asked. 

“Borrowed a little money from him a 
couple of times. He has a small mortgage 
on some of my property now—did before 
he was killed, I mean. Due in about ten 
days.” 

“Ready to meet it?”  
“Oh, sure! Scraped to do it,” Moltrey 

replied. “Got it tucked away in cash. I can 
pay it into the bank, I reckon, and settle the 
mortgage, even if he is dead.” 

“Sure!” Burke agreed. “You can fix 
that up easily enough. You know; Moltrey, 
that murderer made several mistakes 
tonight.”  

“Mistakes? How?” Moltrey asked. 
 
HEY had reached the edge of the 
streak of light that came from the car’s 

headlights, and Burke stopped him, as if to 
conclude their conversation before joining 
the others. 

“Bad mistakes,” Burke declared. “Not 
used to committing crimes like that, I 
suppose. I think I know exactly what he 
did.”  

“You do?” 
“Yes. I haven’t told the sheriff yet all 

that I’ve found out. Wanted to get 
everything settled before I bothered him. 

T
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He leaves all the detective work to me—
too lazy to do it himself, I think.”  

“What did the murderer do?” Moltrey 
asked. 

“Well, he was somebody who knew 
Jackson pretty well, and Jackson’s house. 
Must have known about all the 
arrangements for Christmas Eve, too. He 
got into Jackson’s barn after Mrs. Wimple 
and your wife left his house, then tiptoed to 
the kitchen door and got into the house 
himself.”  

“Tiptoed?”  
“Yes—tracks in the snow. He picked 

up a kitchen knife and went on into the 
front room. Probably had an argument with 
Jackson, or maybe stabbed him without any 
argument. May have been a scuffle. Stand 
table cover pulled off.”  

“That so?”  
“Yes. Jackson’s desk, in the corner of 

the room, looked natural when I glanced at 
it, except for one thing. One pigeon-hole in 
the desk had the papers out and scattered 
on the end of the desk, like the killer had 
looked for some paper and found it and left 
the rest.” 

“Somebody he’d had business trouble 
with, probably.” 

“Might have been somebody,” Burke 
suggested, “who’d given Jackson a 
mortgage he couldn’t pay in time. Might 
have quarreled with Jackson when he 
wouldn’t renew the mortgage, killed him 
and gone through the desk to get the 
mortgage paper and destroy it.”  

“I had the money ready to pay mine,” 
Moltrey stated. 

“So you said. Anyhow, the killer went 
to the barn, taking the Santa Claus costume 
with him. Stayed in the barn till dark. Put 
on the costume and went to the highway 
and started to thumb a ride. I picked him 
up.”  

“You?” Moltrey exclaimed. 
“Right! Thought he was Eli Jackson. 

He said he was. I let him out right opposite 
this old barn. He told me about the sleigh 
and all.”  

“Why would he take a chance like 
that?”  

“Maybe because Ed Thompson was 
waiting there for Jackson with the sleigh. 
Thompson probably knew things. The 
killer was afraid Thompson would 
blackmail him after the killing became 
known. Ed Thompson was that kind. 
Wearing the costume, he could walk right 
up to Thompson, who’d think he was 
Jackson, and smash Thompson on the 
head.”  

“But, after that?” Moltrey questioned. 
 
URKE explained in detail. “He got out 
of the costume and left the barn, 

hurried to the church and went in to watch 
the show. But he was nervous about what 
might happen. Wanted to know what was 
going on. So he left the church and went to 
the grove and saw men around the barn. He 
knew Jackson’s body must have been 
found at the house and Thompson’s here. 
Fired his gun—that was a mistake. Drew 
attention to himself. Probably had some 
queer idea of scaring the men at the barn 
away.”  

“Say! If he had a gun, why did he stab 
Jackson and kill Thompson with an iron 
bar?” 

“Had sense enough to know that the 
gun would have made too much noise. 
Shots may have been heard. Probably had 
the gun to use if he got in a tight corner.”  

“Those mistakes you said he made?” 
Moltrey asked. 

“Oh, yes! Firing that gun as he did, the 
wind would have blown powder back 
against his clothes and made him smell of 
it, especially if he went into a warm church 
right afterward. One mistake.”  

“Any others?” Moltrey asked. 
“Yep! In the Jackson barn, he dropped 
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part of a package of fine-cut chewing 
tobacco, probably because he was nervous. 
A brand not many men hereabouts use. We 
can check with the grocers on who uses it.”  

“Mighty careless,” Moltrey said. 
“I think so. Probably not used to 

killing. When he rode with me in the car, 
he was tense, and talked too much. I got the 
tone of his voice. In this old barn, when he 
chucked the Santa Claus costume, he was 
nervous and in a hurry. 

“Probably jerked it off roughly. Tore 
some of the white trimming, that cotton 
stuff. Got some of the whiskers of the false 
beard caught in a button of his shirt, too. 
Behind this barn is a kind of yellow clay 
not found anywhere else around here. Must 
have got some on his shoes, especially 
under the heel. I know who he is.”  

Moltrey jerked around to face him. 
“You do?” 

“Yep! I remembered his voice, I said. 
Moltrey, you’ve got a bit of that white 
cotton fluff caught in your collar, and hairs 
from the false whiskers in a button of your 
shirt. We can examine your shoes later. 
How much money did you steal from Eli 
Jackson’s desk to have ready to pay the 
mortgage? Don’t go for your gun, 
Moltrey!”  

But Moltrey did. Burke yelled and 
whipped out his own weapon and struck 
Moltrey with the barrel as Moltrey fired. 
Burke’s blow made Moltrey miss the shot. 

The sheriff and the others yelled and 
came running. They found Burke wrestling 
with Moltrey, from whose hand he had torn 
the gun. 

“Here’s your murderer, sheriff,” Burke 
announced. 

Moltrey was like a madman. 
“Jackson was going to foreclose on 

me!” he shouted. “He wouldn’t renew my 

notes, and wouldn’t sell me that ten acres. 
He was going to foreclose on the twenty 
covered by my mortgage, and add it to his 
blasted park. Yes, I killed him, and took his 
money. He always had a lot of cash in the 
house. And Ed Thompson knew something 
was up. He’d have blackmailed me, or told. 
So I planned to kill him, too, and shut his 
mouth. Thought I had—everything well 
planned—”  

Sheriff Jim Shane bent down and 
snapped handcuffs. 

“You won’t take me in!” Henry 
Moltrey cried. “I knew it was all up when 
Burke began talking the way he did. I’d 
been eatin’ cinnamon drops I got offen the 
Christmas tree. But it wasn’t a cinnamon 
drop I swallowed a minute ago. It was—
anyhow, you won’t take me to jail.”  

His body twisted convulsively and he 
fell to the ground. Doc Fadman called for 
the electric lantern and made a hasty 
examination. 

“No, sheriff, you won’t take him to 
jail,” Doc Fadman said. “But you can send 
him to an undertaking establishment.”  

“How did you pin it on him, Dan?” the 
sheriff asked Burke. 

“A little thing here and there—and a lot 
of bluff,” Burke replied. “Knowing his own 
guilt, worrying about being found out, a 
man like that, not used to crime, will 
generally betray himself, if you give him 
enough to think about. He was land crazy, 
too.”  

“I’ll drive to Ashdale and send the 
coroner out,” Dr. Fadman said. 

“Take Burke with you,” the sheriff 
directed. “He’ll want to fill the stockings of 
his sister’s kids. Burke, you can write out 
your report tomorrow morning, then take 
the day off. I’ll be at the office, if anything 
breaks.” 

 


