
Thrilling Detective, October, 1949 

 

TOO OLD TO DIE 
By JACK GLEOMAN 

 
Why would anyone want to murder a centenarian? 

 
HE two men parked the coupe in 
the driveway, got out of the car and 
went up on the porch of the old 

house. To Dan McHugh, photographer on 
the Bankford Morning Star it was just a 
routine assignment and he knew Vern 
Dillon had the same opinion of it. 

“Wonder how it feels to be a hundred 
and three years old,” Dillon said as he rang 
the bell. He was stout and bald and had 
been a newspaperman a long time. “That’s 
a lot of candles on a birthday cake.”  

“I’ll bet Farrell Norton doesn’t feel a 
bit older than I do now.” McHugh adjusted 
the strap of the bag hanging from his 
shoulder in which he carried his camera 

and the rest of his equipment. “I hate jobs 
like this.” McHugh was a thin, sandy 
haired man who always looked unhappy. 

“Me, too,” said Dillon. He went on as 
though reading “Today Mr. Farrell Norton 
one of Bankford’s oldest and most 
distinguished citizens—”  

“What did he do to make him 
distinguished?” interrupted McHugh. 

“How do I know,” said Dillon. “Just 
kept on living, I guess. Don’t interrupt—
oldest and most distinguished citizen 
celebrated his hundred and third birthday 
in his home at Forty-Two Cedar Street.”  

“Never mind,” said McHugh hastily. “I 
know the rest of it. When asked what he 

T 



THRILLING DETECTIVE 2

considered had been most helpful to his 
longevity Mr. Norton said he thought it 
was due to fast horses and good liquor.”  

“Don’t be silly.” Dillon pushed the 
doorbell again. “That’s too easy. He’ll 
probably tell us he owes his long life to 
never having hunted elephants when the 
wind was blowing from the east. Doesn’t 
anybody live in this joint? We’ve been 
standing here for hours and no one has 
answered the doorbell.”  

“If not hours, at least three minutes 
anyway,” said McHugh. “And if you ask 
me, I’ve seen better porches than this.” He 
went to the front door and turned the knob. 
The door swung open revealing a wide 
hall with a staircase on the right. “Anyone 
home?” McHugh called so loudly that 
Dillon jumped. 

“My ears, my nerves, my gosh!” 
Dillon said. 

They listened but there was no answer 
to McHugh’s call. The old house was 
silent, and there was something about the 
hush that McHugh didn’t like. 

“Right now I’d welcome the prattle of 
childish voices and the patter of tiny feet,” 
said McHugh. 

“You leave your little green men at 
home,” Dillon said. “We don’t need them 
around here.” His tone changed—grew 
serious. “As an old newspaperman my 
instincts tell me we had better search this 
place, but as just a lug named Vern, my 
inclination is to go far, far away from here 
in a hurry.”  

“I knew it,” said McHugh. “The 
emotional type.” 

 
 DOOR opposite the foot of the stairs 
opened silently and a gray haired 

man stepped out into the hall and stood 
silently gazing at Dillon and McHugh. He 
wore a butler’s uniform that was too tight 
for him. The gap between the trouser ends 
and the man’s shoes revealed an expanse 

of bright red and green socks that 
fascinated McHugh for an instant. The 
man continued to stare at the two visitors. 

“Don’t just stand there, speak to me, 
Grandfather,” McHugh said. “It is your 
boy Danny come back from the Shores.”  

The gray haired man blinked. “I beg 
pardon, sir,” he said. “But I hardly think I 
could be your grandfather. May I ask who 
is calling?” 

“We’re from the Bankford Morning 
Star,” said Dillon. “Our city editor 
arranged for us to get a story and pictures 
of Mr. Farrell Norton on his hundred and 
third birthday. Who are you?”  

“Garrett is the name. I’m the butler.”  
“Good,” said Dillon. “Then please tell 

Mr. Norton we are here.” 
“Sorry, sir,” said Garrett. “But I doubt 

that Mr. Norton would be interested. You 
see he is dead.” 

“Dead!” exclaimed McHugh. “When 
did it happen, Garrett?”  

“About an hour ago, I should say, sir.”  
“Natural causes, I suppose,” Dillon 

said. “After all, Mr. Norton was quite old.”  
“I’d hardly call his being murdered as 

dying from natural causes,” Garrett said. 
“Someone killed Mr. Norton with a knife.”  

Dan McHugh found he suddenly felt a 
bit sick. Even after fifteen years as a 
newspaper photographer, violent death 
affected him that way. He never liked 
photographing a corpse or someone who 
was badly hurt. 

“Murder, eh?” Dillon was suddenly all 
interest. “Do you suspect anyone, 
Garrett?” 

“No, sir.” Garrett shook his head. “I 
was out attending some business for Mr. 
Norton. So far as I know he was alone in 
the house. But when I returned I found 
him dead—murdered.”  

“Have you reported this to the police?” 
Dillon asked. 

“Yes sir,” said Garrett. “I was phoning 
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them when you gentlemen rang the 
doorbell. That was why I didn’t answer the 
door. The police should be here shortly. I 
also phoned Mr. Ledford Cromer, Mr. 
Norton’s nephew. Mr. Cromer should be 
here shortly.” 

“Did Mr. Norton have any other close 
relatives?” McHugh asked. “Far as I know 
he never married.”  

“None living, save the nephew,” said 
Garrett. “Mr. Cromer’s mother was Mr. 
Norton’s only sister. She was twenty years 
younger than he was, and she died two 
years ago. Would you gentlemen like to 
see the, ah—deceased?”  

“We would,” Dillon said eagerly. 
McHugh merely sighed. 

Garrett led the way back into the room 
from which he had first appeared with 
Dillon and McHugh now following him. 

Farrell Norton was lying slumped back 
in an easy chair, a knife sticking in his 
chest. He was fully dressed save that he 
wore a smoking jacket instead of the coat 
of his suit. His hair was white and thick 
and he looked surprisingly young for a 
man who had been a hundred and three 
years old. 

McHugh swung his bag off his 
shoulder, opened it and took out his 
camera. His flash gun was attached to the 
camera so he produced a package of flash 
bulbs, snapped one of them into the gun 
and went to work. He used six bulbs 
making pictures of the corpse from 
different angles before he was satisfied. 
Just as he finished, a blond, good looking 
young man stepped into the room. 

“Mr. Cromer,” said Garrett as though 
announcing a new arrival at a formal 
party. “Mr. Ledford Cromer.” 

Cromer gazed at the body or his uncle 
for a moment and then shuddered. He 
glanced at Dillon. 

“Who are you?” Cromer asked. 

“Vern Dillon. I’m a reporter on the 
Bankford Morning Star Dillon said. 
“McHugh here also works on the paper. 
We came out here to get an interview with 
your uncle on his birthday—and found 
this.”  

“I see.” Cromer nodded as though it 
didn’t matter one way or the other. He 
glanced at the butler. “So you came back 
again Garrett.” 

“Naturally, sir,” said Garrett with a 
smile. “In the past five years Mr. Norton 
must have fired me at least ten times. I left 
each time, but always returned. We both 
knew that he couldn’t get along without 
me.” 

“I should say not,” Cromer said, 
careful not to look at the dead man. “Why 
you did everything around here including 
the cooking, Garrett. You stayed away a 
little longer than usual this time. I didn’t 
know you were back until you phoned me 
about—about what has happened.” 

 
cHUGH was busy packing his 
camera back into the carrying case. 

A piece of paper on the floor caught his 
glance. It was just a scrap—part of 
something that evidently had been torn up 
“And to my trusted—” was written on it 
with a pen. McHugh thrust the paper into 
his pocket. Apparently the other men had 
not seen him pick it up. 

The police arrived with Captain Small 
of the Bankford Detective Bureau in 
charge. The city was fairly small and had 
no Homicide Squad. Since it was 
afternoon and the next edition of the Star 
would not appear until the following 
morning, Dillon was in no hurry to report 
the murder to the City Desk. 

“This doesn’t make sense,” said 
Captain Small, as he talked to the men 
present. “Why would anyone want to 
murder a man as old as Mr. Norton. He 
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was likely to die at any time from old 
age.”  

“I’ve been wondering about that, too,” 
said Dillon. 

The captain started questioning the 
butler and McHugh drew Cromer aside. 
“Do you happen to know whether your 
uncle had any intention of changing his 
will?” McHugh asked. 

“Why, yes, I believe he did,” said 
Cromer. “Of course I have always known 
that I would inherit most of Uncle Farrell’s 
money. He was a fairly rich man, you 
know. And Garrett was to get around 
twenty thousand I believe.” The nephew 
frowned. “Funny thing, but the last time I 
talked to my uncle he seemed quite angry 
at Garrett for having left him.” 

“How long was Garrett gone this 
time?” McHugh asked. 

“Over a month,” Cromer said. “Uncle 
a hired a woman to do the housework and 
cooking for him, and apparently found her 
quite satisfactory. This is her day off. I 
live here and usually stay home in the 
evenings. I’m a lawyer, and I was busy at 
the office when Garrett phoned me. He 
told me what had happened here. I 
dropped everything and got to this house 
as quickly as I could.”  

Captain Small finished questioning 
Garrett and came over to where Cromer 
and McHugh were standing. Small was not 
in uniform, and he looked like a tired 
middle-aged business man.  

“The butler tells me that just before he 
left a month ago that you quarreled with 
your uncle, Mr. Cromer,” Small said. 
“That Mr. Norton told you he was going to 
cut you off without a cent.”  

Cromer smiled. “Uncle Farrell was 
always saying things like that when he was 
angry. There were times when he acted 
like a child. He was angry that night 
because I had a date and got home rather 
late. He got over it soon enough though.”  

“You are Mr. Norton’s only heir?” 
Small asked. 

“I suppose so,” said Cromer. “At least 
I was according to his original will, but he 
talked of changing his will recently. When 
I asked him why he would only say it was 
because of a bitter disappointment.”  

“I see,” the captain of detectives 
casually changed the subject. “We might 
also consider robbery as a motive for Mr. 
Norton’s death. Did he keep much cash in 
the house, Mr. Cromer?”  

“He used to boast that he had a nice 
nest-egg hidden away for a rainy day, 
though he kept most of his money in the 
bank,” said Cromer. “I believe Uncle kept 
a fairly large amount of cash in the wall 
safe over there behind that picture.” 
Cromer nodded to a large framed picture 
at one side of the living room. “He never 
told me how much.” 

 
ARRETT had stepped casually over 
to the three men and was listening. 

The coroner was examining the body, and 
police were on guard inside and outside 
the house. 

“Beg pardon, Mr. Cromer,” said the 
butler. “Mr. Norton mentioned the amount 
to me once. It was five thousand dollars in 
cash.”  

“Do you know the combination of the 
safe, Mr. Cromer?” Captain Small asked. 

“No, I’m sorry.” Cromer moved over 
to the picture and the others followed. He 
reached up and the picture swung away 
from the wall on cleverly concealed hinges 
fastened to one side of the frame. A wall 
safe was visible. Cromer tried the knob of 
the safe and it opened. “Why, this isn’t 
even locked, Cromer said. “That’s 
strange.”  

“See what’s in the safe,” Small 
ordered. 
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HE dead man’s nephew quickly 
searched through the safe and drew 

out a legal looking paper that was neatly 
folded. Cromer glanced at what was 
written on the outside. 

“This is my uncle’s original will,” 
Cromer said. “There is nothing else here. 
No sign of any money.”  

“What horse won the third race at 
Hillside yesterday?” McHugh said to no 
one in particular. 

“Wild Honey,” said Garrett. 
“Still playing the races, eh, Garrett?” 

Cromer said. 
“You must have picked a lot of wrong 

horses to have lost five thousand dollars in 
the last month, Garrett,” McHugh said. 

“What do you mean?” Garrett glared at 
him. 

“It looks like the last time you left here 
you took Mr. Norton’s five thousand in 
cash with you and I suspect you used it to 
play the races,” said McHugh. “You didn’t 
think Mr. Norton suspected you, so you 
came back here as you had often done 
before to get your job back. 

“Norton was alone when you got here, 
and he had just finished writing out a new 
will, which doubtlessly cut you off 
entirely, Garrett. When you found that 
Norton knew you had stolen the money 
from the safe, and that he had changed his 
will, you killed him.”  

“Those are all lies,” said Garrett 
excitedly. “You can’t prove a word of it, 
McHugh.” 

“After you killed Norton you tore up 
the new will,” McHugh went on calmly, as 
though Garrett had not spoken. “But you 
overlooked one little scrap of paper which 
I found.” McHugh handed the bit of paper 
he had found to Captain Small. “This is it: 
‘And to my trusted’ certainly sounds like 
the phraseology of a will.”  

“It does,” said Small. “Go on, 
McHugh.”  

“When Dillon and I arrived you told us 
about the murder, Garrett, but it took you a 
long time to answer the doorbell. You said 
you had been out attending some business 
for Mr. Norton and when you returned you 
found he had been murdered. As a matter 
of fact I think you decided to act as if you 
were back on the job as butler when you 
heard the doorbell ringing. So you 
searched around and found that old 
butler’s uniform you had left here and put 
it on.”  

“Nonsense,” said Garrett. “Mr. Norton 
had given me back my job—and I went 
out and found him murdered upon my 
return just as I said before.”  

“I hardly think if you had dressed 
properly instead of hurriedly, you would 
still be wearing those bright red and green 
socks, Garrett.” McHugh frowned. “But 
I’ll admit this is all guess work upon my 
part. I haven’t enough real proof.”  

“But I have,” said Cromer, who had, 
been quickly glancing through Farrell 
Norton’s original will. “Look here. In this 
paragraph where uncle originally said, 
“And to my trusted servant, James Garrett 
I leave the sum of twenty thousand dollars 
in cash for his faithful service there is now 
written on the margin in my uncle’s 
handwriting. ‘This clause of my will is 
now void and I have found that James 
Garrett is a thief who stole five thousand 
dollars in cash from my safe.’ It is initialed 
F. N.”  

“And I killed him for nothing!” Garrett 
said before he thought. 

“You’re under arrest for murder, 
Garrett,” said Captain Small. He motioned 
to some of his men. “Take this man 
away.” 

 
ARRETT was escorted from the 
house by two powerful detectives and 

he was struggling and cursing. The body 
was taken away, and McHugh and Dillon 
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finally found themselves alone with 
Cromer and the captain. 

“Nice work, McHugh,” Small said. 
“You’d make a good detective.”  

“That’s my boy,” said Dillon with a 
grin. “He’s smart.  

“Come on, Vern,” said McHugh, 
picking up his bag and adjusting the strap 
over his shoulder. “Let’s get out of here. 
You’ve got a story to write about how the 
quick thinking of Captain Small solved the 
murder of Farrell Norton.”  

“Thanks, McHugh,” said the captain. 
The two newspapermen went out and 

got into their car. Dillon took the wheel 
and McHugh placed his bag on the floor 
and seated himself beside the reporter. 

“Would you mind driving by those 
farms at the south side of town,” McHugh 
said as they drove away. “I’d like to get a 
nice quiet shot of a cow in a field. I hate 
photographing crime.”  

“Okay.” Dillon laughed, and then 
glanced at McHugh. “That’s my boy!” 

 


