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Home for Christmas 
By LARRY HOLDEN 

 
His convict brother’s escape from jail plunges stolid, 

law-abiding Sam Murtagh into a confusing murder mix-up! 
 

URTAGH stopped his 
lumbering, old-fashioned 
LaSalle at the curb in front of 

the Ko-Z Maple Shoppe. Outside the wind 
was whipping itself into a temper and 
frantic dead leaves and bits of paper fled 
before it up the avenue. To the west 
behind the wind, the snow clouds were 
assembling. Sam Murtagh pulled his hat 
squarely on his head and stepped out into 

the cold and plodded, head down, toward 
the entrance of the store, holding his light 
overcoat tight to his neck. 

He was a heavy man, thick-thewed and 
dour, broad-jawed and frosty-eyed. All the 
Murtagh men had been iron and 
humorless. As he stepped into the furniture 
shop, solidly closing the door behind him, 
Mrs. Bird came fluttering from the chintz 
of a Ko-Z display. 
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“Oh, Mr. Murtagh,” she caroled, 
“Helen called and wants you to call back 
immediately. She said it was very, very 
urgent.” Mrs. Bird continually looked 
flustered and vague, as if she were lost in a 
mildly distressing nightmare. “Very 
urgent,” she repeated. She watched him 
with uplifted eyebrows. 

He took off his hat and nodded shortly. 
His hair was slate gray. He said, “Thanks,” 
and walked ponderously to the rear of the 
shop where the telephone stood on Mrs. 
Bird’s desk. She followed him, twittering, 
her eyes bright. He picked up the phone, 
mumbled into it, and mumbled again when 
Helen’s answering voice came lightly to 
his ear. Helen was the only office 
employee the Clifton Banner could afford. 

“Your mother called, Mr. Murtagh,” 
she said quickly. “She wants you to come 
home right away. She sounded upset.” 

He said “Thanks,” and hung up. No 
expression crossed his dark face as he 
unbuttoned his overcoat and took a thick 
sheaf of folded newsprint from his inner 
pocket. He spread it open on the desk. 

“Here’s the dummy for the Christmas 
supplement, Mrs. Bird,” he began in a 
business-like voice. 

When he left, fifteen minutes later, 
Mrs. Bird had signed for a full page ad. 

Only then did Sam Murtagh turn the 
blunt nose of the old car homeward. He 
frowned sternly as he passed the three-
story red-brick building of the Cook & 
Greenlock Printing Company, but 
characteristically he did not turn his head 
away. The Murtagh’s faced things. 

Five years ago, before the old man had 
been killed, it had been Murtagh, Cook 
and Greenlock Printing Co., doing a heavy 
business in directories and catalogues. 
Killed? Murdered! Murdered in one of his 
thunderous fights with his younger son. 
Les. 

 

HAT unsuspected partnership 
agreement, the agreement that the old 

man had literally forced on Cook and 
Greenlock, had been discovered only then, 
following the murder. On the death of one 
of the partners the business would remain 
in control of the surviving two and a 
weekly payment of one hundred dollars 
would be paid to the widow. If either of 
the partners died subsequently, the same 
procedure would be followed. On the 
death of all three partners, the business 
would pass to the survivors of the three 
families. The old man, Murtagh reflected 
bitterly, had expected to outlive 
everybody, and he wanted no outsiders 
sticking their fingers in his business. 

Murtagh had been general 
superintendent of the firm, and both Cook 
and Greenlock had urged him to stay in 
that position, but the Murtaghs were dark, 
proud men, unwilling employees, and Sam 
Murtagh had taken what money had been 
left, after the New York lawyer had 
finished fumbling Les’s defense, and had 
bought the almost defunct Clifton Banner. 
He had to. Printing was all he knew. 

There was another car parked before 
the house and he stopped behind it. It was 
a dark sedan with an M-G license. He 
nodded once as if confirming an 
expectation. The uniformed policeman at 
the wheel waved at Murtagh, who lifted 
his hand perfunctorily and strode into the 
house. 

In the living room, Chief of Police 
Evans sat on the hard horse-hair sofa and 
uneasily faced the embittered glance of old 
Mrs. Murtagh, who sat stiffly upright on 
the edge of the wing-back chair, both 
hands resting before her on the curved 
head of her cane. 

The silence between them was as 
oppressive as the surrounding gloom of 
the Victorian room. Murtagh methodically 
took off his overcoat and hung it on the 
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moose-head halltree. He walked wooden-
faced into the living room. 

“Hello, Evans,” he said. He did not 
offer to shake hands. He bent over and 
kissed his mother’s cold cheek, remained 
standing behind the chair, one hand resting 
on her shoulder. 

The Chief coughed and shifted his hat 
on his knees. “You know why I’m here, 
don’t you, Sam?” he said.  

Murtagh shook his head. “Why?” He 
knew, but the Murtaghs were clannish. All 
the rest were outsiders. 

“It’s about Les. He broke jail this 
morning. You must have heard it over the 
radio, Sam.”  

“We heard it.” His hand tightened just 
slightly on his mother’s fleshless shoulder. 

Evans looked puzzled and spread his 
hands. “But that’s why I’m here, Sam.”  

His mother looked up sharply into 
Murtagh’s set face. Her beady eyes found 
the Chief again.  

“That doesn’t explain why you’re here, 
Evans,” Murtagh said stolidly. “We didn’t 
help Les to escape.”  

“Nobody said you did.”  
“Then why did you come to us?”  
The Chief felt his temper rising, but he 

checked it sharply. He said reasonably, “I 
know how you feel about Les, Sam, but 
he’s broke jail and I have to bring him in if 
it comes to that. According to latest 
reports, he was heading this way. Les is 
desperate. He hurt a guard getting out.” 
His voice chilled. “Hurt him bad, too.”  

Murtagh said contemptuously, “Les 
just broke his arm, the radio said.”  

“Well, that’s neither here nor there, 
and I’m not arguing with you!” Evans’ 
temper surfaced and flashed. “Les is an 
escaped murderer—”  

The old woman cried fiercely, “That’s 
never been proved!” She pounded her cane 
on the floor. 

And Murtagh snapped, “You talk 

civilly, Evans, or out you go, police or no 
police!” 

The Chief glowered from the eagle-
sharp face of the old woman to the flushed 
face of Murtagh over her. His teeth clicked 
as he set his jaw. He pushed himself to his 
feet. He walked angrily to the doorway, 
turned and leveled his finger at Murtagh. 

“I know you’ll protect your brother,” 
he said thickly, “but I’m warning you, it’ll 
go hard with you.” He stopped, looked 
embarrassed and muttered, “Blast it all, 
Sam!” 

 
URTAGH stared at him 
impassively, “I haven’t seen Les, 

Evans. If I do,” he took a breath, “if I do,” 
he continued in the same stony voice, “I’ll 
turn him over to you myself.” 

“Nobody expects you to do a thing like 
that, Sam.”  

“He had his chance to prove he didn’t 
kill my father, and he couldn’t do it. I’ll 
bring him down to headquarters myself the 
minute I set eyes on him. With my own 
hands.”  

The Chief stared unbelievingly at him, 
stood with his hat half raised to his square, 
chunky head. The old woman’s upturned 
face was cold. Murtagh was oblivious to 
both of them. He came from behind the 
chair and preceded the Chief to the front 
door. 

“Good night, Mrs. Murtagh,” Evans 
mumbled, but the only acknowledgment 
he received was a tightening of the jaw 
muscles in her averted face. On the porch 
he said, “Sam, nobody’s asking you to do 
a thing like that. If he turns up here, we’ll 
get him. All I’m asking is that you don’t 
help him get from here to some place else. 
Like I said, Les is desperate, and a 
murderer ain’t like other people. He’ll kill 
again. You don’t think so maybe, because 
he’s your brother, but. . .”  

“I’ve said all I have to say,” Murtagh 
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said. “Good night, Evans.” He closed the 
door. For a moment, he stood there with 
his eyes closed, his forehead resting 
against the cold panel, then he turned and 
went back into the living room. His 
mother kept her head turned from him, and 
her lips were drawn as fine as a pen-line 
scratch. 

Murtagh waited until he heard the 
police car drive from the curb, and then 
said in a low voice, “When did he get 
here?”  

Her chin lifted. “When did who get 
here?”  

“When did Les get here?”  
“He isn’t here.”  
He sighed. He went to the sofa and sat 

facing her. “He’s here,” he said. “I knew 
he was here when you called Helen at the 
Banner office. If he hadn’t been here, you 
wouldn’t have called me. If he hadn’t been 
here, you wouldn’t have needed help with 
a self-righteous donkey like Evans. When 
did he get here?”  

“This afternoon,” she said unwillingly. 
“He’s—”  

“Just answer what I ask. How did he 
get through?”  

She talked past him, talking to the oil 
painting of his father that hung over the 
ornate marble mantel.  

“He called me on the phone. He said to 
order two tons of coal from The Erie Coal 
Company and to wait until it was dark. He 
knew they would get a special truck for us. 
He came hidden under the body of the 
truck.”  

Her face relaxed for a moment and she 
said impulsively: 

“He’s in the cellar. He wants to see 
you, Sam. He wants to talk to you. He 
didn’t—”  

He cut her off with a short chopping 
motion of his hand. “I can’t see him. You 
heard what I told Evans. I can’t see him. I 
had to say something to Evans to keep him 

quiet and,” he said grimly, “I have never 
yet given my word and broken it. Have 
you fed him?” 

Her voice dropped back into its iron 
niche. “I fed him. He’s your brother, 
Samuel. He’s my son.”  

“I’ll talk to him through the heat 
register, but I can’t see him.”  

They looked at one another, but it was 
the fierce gaze of the old woman that 
broke first. She wasn’t one of the black 
Murtaghs. She was a MacAlister, with 
roots in the warmer lowlands of Scotland. 
The Murtaghs were all born on an iceberg, 
sired by a glacier. Sam was like his father. 
Les was leavened by the MacAlisters. She 
was proud of Sam, but she loved Les.  

Murtagh put his hands on his knees 
and lunged to his feet. He went into the 
dining room and bent over the wide iron 
grill of the hot-air register and called: 

“Can you hear me, Les?”  
Faintly, eagerly, “Sam! Ah, but it’s 

been a long time, fella. Sam!”  
“You heard what I told Chief Evans?”  
There was a short pause. “I was 

listening at the pipe down here.”  
“I meant it, Les. I can’t see you.” 

Murtagh’s lip curled with self-scorn. He 
felt dirty, clipping words the way he had 
with Evans. “Are you all right, Les?” 

 
ES’S voice was faint through the 
register, but sullen, and biting. “I’m 

fine, brother mine.”  
“And you still feel the same?”  
“Yes!”  
“You shouldn’t have broken jail, Les.”  
“Hang it, I couldn’t stand it there any 

more. I couldn’t stand it! I didn’t kill the 
old man!” 

“Yes, Les,” Murtagh said wearily. 
“But you haven’t made it any easier for 
yourself. Is there anything you want?”  

Les’s answering words were 
something Murtagh was never going to 
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forget. They bit themselves into his brain 
with etcher’s acid and burned like cancer. 
The voice was weak, but it needed no 
strength. 

“Yes. I want you to go away, you cold-
blooded reptile. I want—” Les coughed, 
and that was the last sound Murtagh could 
raise from the cellar. 

“Put coal on the furnace so I don’t 
have to come down,” he said finally. “I 
can’t see you.” He straightened up and 
winced. His knees had bound from the 
long squatting. 

He had a lonely supper of canned soup 
and bread in the kitchen.  

In the morning, Murtagh made his own 
breakfast. Usually, his mother made it, soft 
boiled eggs, crisp bacon, golden brown 
toast and hot, strong coffee. His eggs came 
from the water as if laid by petrified hens, 
the bacon folded on his fork and the coffee 
was as bright as marmalade. The toast he 
didn’t even eat. He champed stolidly 
through this unappetizing meal, wiped his 
mouth with a paper napkin and went to the 
front hall for his overcoat, that was too 
light for this chill December weather. 

His face seemed unchanged, but to 
anyone who knew Murtagh his thick 
eyebrows overhung his eyes as if he and 
sleep had been at one another’s throats the 
night long. 

The ancient LaSalle parked before the 
Cook & Greenlock printing works was not 
a familiar sight in Clifton, and still less 
familiar was the sight of Murtagh’s square 
figure plodding up the steps to the office 
entrance. The promised snow had started 
to whisper, but then had stopped and 
turned to rain. 

Murtagh stood just inside the door and 
shook the wet from his hat and overcoat. 
To the left of the door was the 
receptionist’s desk. Murtagh was pleased 
to note that it was still the same irritable 
Mrs. Wells who had been enthroned there 

since his father, and Cook and Greenlock, 
had started the business. 

His mouth lifted in an unaccustomed 
smile as her jaw dropped at the sight of 
him.  

“Mr. Murtagh!” she said. 
His smile fled as he remembered his 

errand. “Tell Cook and Greenlock I want 
to see them,” he said. “Tell ‘em,” he added 
grimly, “they’d better see me.”  

Her hands darted to the switchboard 
and she said respectfully, “Yes, Mr. 
Murtagh.” The plugs went in and her 
flurried voice whispered the open sesame. 
Mr. Murtagh back in the office! It was 
enough to flurry anybody, even a person 
less flurryable than Mrs. Wells. She 
looked up anxiously. 

“They’ll see you, Mr. Murtagh. Mr. 
Cook’s office is the first door—” She 
stopped in confusion. “But you know 
where Mr. Cook’s office is better than I 
do, Mr. Murtagh.” She smiled wanly. 

In a softer voice than was his usual 
wont, Murtagh said, “Thank you, Mrs. 
Wells,” and pushed through the thigh-high 
swinging barrier and walked down the 
familiar corridor. 

Bill Cook’s door was at the end of the 
corridor, and across from his, Greenlock’s. 
The frosted glass on the door directly 
facing the narrow hallway had once borne 
the name of Murtagh, but the door was 
anonymous now. 

Murtagh turned left into Bill Cook’s 
office. He took one step into the office, 
just enough to close the door behind him, 
and stayed there, his legs astride, his chin 
up in the accustomed Murtagh manner, his 
hands deep in his pockets. 

C
 
OOK came eagerly around the desk, 
his hand out-stretched, his creased 

monkey face even more creased in a grin 
of welcome. He was a brittle little man, in 
spats, a checkered waistcoat, with 
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twinkling lecherous gray eyes. Greenlock, 
dark deacon in banker’s gray, stood 
somberly against-the steel filing cabinets 
beside the Venetian blinded window. 

“By jinks, it’s good to see you back 
again, Sam!” Cook said eagerly. He seized 
Murtagh’s unresisting hand and pumped it 
vigorously. “Greenlock over there is full 
of prunes and prisms, but don’t mind him. 
He’s just as glad to see you as I am. How 
are you, you old sourpuss?”  

Greenlock’s ascetic face raised in a 
slight, wintry smile. He said with more 
restraint: 

“Welcome home, Sam.” 
When Cook released his hand, 

Murtagh put it back in his pocket. 
“Hello, Cook, hello, Greenlock,” he 

said. He stood there. 
Taken aback, Cook said, “Now Sam!”  
Greenlock said, “Sam, You can’t 

blame—”  
Murtagh lowered his head between his 

shoulders. “I didn’t come here begging,” 
he rumbled. “I came to give you fair 
warning. Les is out.”  

Cook pranced on his polished shoe-tips 
and looked at the long-faced Greenlock, 
his shoulders shrugging. He raised one 
eyebrow in a simian expression, blended 
of glee and puzzlement. 

“Listen, Sam,” he said, “we want you 
back. We need you. Let’s cut out all the 
nonsense about this and that. We’ll buy 
out that decrepit old Banner of yours, you 
can name your own price, and you come 
back as general superintendent here in the 
plant. And, by the stars, you can name 
your own price there, too! What say, 
fella?”  

“Les is out,” Murtagh said again. 
“That’s what I came to say. He hasn’t 
changed his mind about anything. He still 
thinks one or both of you killed the old 
man, and he’s going to kill one or both of 
you. I just came to warn you. That much,” 

he set his teeth, “I had to do.”  
He turned back toward the door, but 

Cook darted forward and grasped his arm. 
“No, you don’t, Sam. You don’t run 

out on us like that. Wait a minute. Listen 
to our proposition, now.”  

Murtagh shook off his restraining 
hand. “I’ve warned you,” he said, and 
walked out of the office. 

Cook stood staring at the blank eye of 
the closed door. He turned to Greenlock. 

“The crackpot’s serious!” he said in an 
awed voice, but there was an undercurrent 
of merriment in his voice. “He’s as serious 
as the first verse of Genesis! Well, what 
the devil!”  

Greenlock pushed out his tiny 
underlip. 

“You antagonized him,” he said. 
“Me!”  
“You!”  
“Oh, for gosh sake! Pass the plate. I 

antagonized him! Jumping cats. Did I 
molest his wife? Whattya mean I 
antagonized him?”  

“Your rotten mind runs in laid-out 
gutters. He hasn’t got a wife. But,” 
Greenlock worried, “What do you think 
about Les? I don’t like that warning.”  

“The police will take care of Les,” 
Cook said crisply, no longer interested. 
“That was just a little of the usual Murtagh 
melodrama. You remember the old man? 
How he used to put it on? Is this any 
different? Forget it.” Cook pulled down 
the points of his plaid vest. “Sorry I’ve got 
to leave you in a crisis like this, but there’s 
a little chick out in Long Island who 
expects me.” His wink was a deliberate 
affront to Greenlock’s strait-laced 
morality. . . .  

M
 

URTAGH didn’t have to read the 
newspapers. As he sat over his 

second amateur breakfast, the news came 
to him through the little plastic radio on 



HOME FOR CHRISTMAS 7

the kitchen table.  
“—to death in his home at Three-

Fourteen Fairlawn Drive. Mr. Cook was 
senior partner of the well-known firm of 
Cook and Greenlock of Clifton. . . .”  

Murtagh reached up and twirled the 
knob and the radio jabbered insanely, “—
and it is rumored that the Russians are 
believed to have—”  

He pushed back his plate of oatmeal as 
his mother hobbled into the kitchen, 
leaning heavily on her cane. Arthritis, was 
her plaint, arthritis that no doctor could 
diagnose or alleviate, arthritis that dwelt 
craftily only in her mind. It had been her 
defense against the crushing steel of old 
Murtagh’s will, and now it was her 
defense against Sam’s somber brooding, 
his retreat, since the old man’s violent 
death, into himself. 

But Murtagh knew. He knew that her 
cane was just the last remaining symbol of 
her frail dominance. He had seen her stride 
fiercely and freely without it when her 
high Scots temper burned brightly. But he 
respected her pride and treated her gently, 
though the thoughts that turned and turned 
again in his mind were not gentle. 

“Cook’s dead,” he said slowly. “He 
was beaten to death in his home.” 

She leaned on her cane, motionless. “I 
know.”  

“The radio?” 
“I heard.”  
He sat with his head bowed, then 

placed his hands on the table edge and 
pushed himself up from his chair. He went 
into the dining room and crouched over 
the wide register. He called, “Les, Les!” 
There was no answer. 

He heard his mother’s cane behind 
him, her voice. “You wouldn’t see him, 
your brother, your flesh, the flesh of my 
flesh,” she keened, “and now neither of 
you speak to the other. Ashes. The family 
is a low-burning fire, soon to go out.”  

“Stop it, mother!” he said sharply. He 
bent over the grill again. “Les, Cook is 
dead. Beaten, like the old man.” He thrust 
himself to his feet. 

His mother watched him, an emotion 
which he could not fathom behind her 
high-boned, lonely face. He went to the 
garage beside the house and backed the 
old LaSalle to the street. A police car 
picked him up at the corner and warily 
followed him, a half block behind. In the 
car Evans sat beside the driver, and in the 
rear seat lounged two hard-faced 
detectives in anonymous clothes. 

They were conscious of their guns, all 
four, the driver, the Chief, the two 
plainclothesmen with the cold, vigilant 
eyes. They followed Sam Murtagh all day 
as he went from shop to shop, from store 
to factory, gradually, methodically filling 
the empty spaces in the dummy of The 
Banner’s Christmas supplement. 

Before dark they had learned every 
familiar trick of his hands, his gait, the 
motions of his heavy head. They followed 
him to the office and watched as he took 
the leatherette cover from his typewriter 
and poised his thick-fingered hands 
thoughtfully over the keyboard. 

Murtagh was writing the story of his 
brother’s escape from prison. He had 
learned the craft of the reporter by patient 
reading of many newspapers. But The 
Banner was a dull paper, as dull and 
plodding as Murtagh’s heavy stride. Dull, 
unimaginative, all but unreadable, a weary 
parade of mostly trivial events. 

One detective crossed the street from 
the windowfront of The Banner office and 
stood at the open window of the police car, 
chewing on the stem of a wooden match. 

“What’s he doing now?” Evans said 
ill-temperedly. “Phoning? What?”  

“Just pecking away at his typewriter.”  
“Hang it, is that all you came over to 

tell me? Get back at your post. The minute 
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he phones, duck into the fish market and 
call the chief operator. She’s waiting to 
trace any call he makes.”  

The Chief’s temper was tattered from 
the long hours of empty watching. The 
detective touched the brim of his low hat 
and marched back across the street. 
Murtagh was still typing. The sleuth 
leaned against the angle of the window 
and munched his match. 

Murtagh’s two thick forefingers 
punched out Cook’s obit, writing only 
from memory. His mind was one that 
never forgot, a slow moving glacier that 
knew intimately every pebble, every fold, 
every rise in the land over which it had 
traveled. 

He allowed himself a little grim malice 
in pointing up Cook’s accession to the 
Murtagh kingdom after the old man was 
killed, for old Murtagh had built the 
printing business from two rickety rotaries 
to the thundering three-storied mastodon it 
now was. The old man’s relentless will 
alone had done that. Cook and Greenlock 
had merely been hitch-hikers on the 
wagon the old man had tied to the high 
star. 

 
ELEN, a thin, gray, unrewarded 
spinster, watched him from the 

linoleum-covered counter over which she 
took the classified ads, her hand further 
messing her untidy hair. 

“Mr. Murtagh,” she said critically, 
with the freedom of the long-employed, 
“you look awful.”  

He growled, “Shut up!” and pondered 
over the last lines of Cook’s obit. From 
habit, he wrote rapidly, “He is survived 
by—”  

“Your face,” she said in a tone of 
wonder. “It looks awful. You’ve been 
making the most awful faces. You look as 
if—as if—” She stopped as he raised his 
head and stared bleakly at her. 

“Get out!” he said savagely, “Get out 
and go home and don’t come back.” He 
stared at her. “Go home,” he said more 
gently. “It’s been a long day. You must be 
tired. But,” he added practically, “you’d 
better get in a little earlier in the morning. 
We have to put out the Christmas 
supplement.”  

She said timidly, “Yes, Mr. Murtagh,” 
and went to the oak clothestree and took 
down her worn green cloth coat, first 
making a few economical dabs with her 
fingers to lay the hair over the worn spots 
of the fur collar. 

The detective at the window turned to 
the car and made a cabalistic gesture with 
his hand, when Helen came from the 
office, bent forward a little as she walked. 
The other detective separated himself from 
the car, walked down the street parallel 
with her, crossed at the intersection, and 
followed her casually. 

Murtagh zipped the paper from the 
typewriter, read it rapidly, scribbled a 
head, marked it “24 pt. Caslon bold” and 
tossed it in the basket marked Copy. He 
stood for a minute beside his desk and 
drew his hands shudderingly down his 
face, then turned and walked to the office 
safe with a decisive step. He spun the dial, 
swung open the heavy door, unlocked the 
inner compartment and took out a long 
green box. 

The detective at the window could not 
see what he transferred from the box to his 
inner pocket. Murtagh locked the safe 
again, straightened up and went back to 
the desk, over which he had thrown his 
thread-thin overcoat. He semaphored into 
it, turned out the light and lurched toward 
the front door. The detective quickly 
flattened into the entrance of the fish 
market next door. 

The police car followed Murtagh 
home. It parked up the street, partially 
hidden by the thick rhododendron bush on 

H 
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the corner. The Chief leaned forward and 
watched through the windshield, champing 
on his unlighted cigar. 

The house was dark. Murtagh turned 
on the hall light and phlegmatically hung 
his overcoat on the moosehead. He looked 
into the mirror beneath it, searching his 
dark face, standing eye to eye with 
himself. He drew a long, labored breath 
and walked bent-shouldered into the 
dining room. He did not crouch over the 
register this time. He stood erect beside it. 

“Listen to me, Les,” he said in a thick 
voice. “I’ve made up my mind. You have 
to go. You have to be gone by tomorrow. 
My coat is hanging on the moose. In the 
pocket are two thousand dollars. There is a 
suit of clothes in the closet under the’ 
stairs. Also father’s fur-lined overcoat. It 
should fit you. All your old shoes are there 
too. I’m sorry, Les, but—” his voice 
faltered. He lifted his chin. “I just finished 
writing Cook’s obituary, and— Well, so 
long and good luck.”  

There was no answer. 
Murtagh went into the kitchen, made a 

frugal meal and stolidly ate it. His mother, 
he knew, had locked herself in her room. 
After dinner, he sat at the dining room 
table and worked on the Christmas 
supplement dummy for three hours, 
completed his instructions to the printers, 
folded it and put it in its 10 x 14 manila 
envelope. He laid it on the shelf beneath 
the moosehead in the hall. 

He looked around the dim hallway 
with a sad, slightly bewildered expression 
then turned and plodded up the stairs to his 
room. He undressed and crept into the 
chilly bed. For a long while he lay awake, 
but as the hours stretched into the silent 
night, feeling for the dawn, his eyes closed 
and his head turned sideways on the 
pillow, looking haunted even in sleep. 

 

UTSIDE his open door, his mother 
stood hard against the wall, her cane 

dangling from the crook of her elbow. She 
watched fiercely until she was sure he was 
deep in sleep, then silently she slipped 
down the stairs. She went to the closet and 
took out one of the suits that hung there. 
Swiftly she pulled on the trousers and 
pushed her feet, still in slippers into one of 
the pairs of shoes. She wrapped the heavy, 
fur-lined overcoat around her. Then before 
the mirror near the door, she carefully 
concealed her iron gray hair under a gray 
felt fedora. She took a small gun from her 
bathrobe and dropped it into her overcoat 
pocket. She opened the front door and 
slipped out of the house, walking quickly. 
. . . 

The sustained, imperious ringing of the 
doorbell the next morning brought 
Murtagh to unwilling wakefulness. He 
pushed back the covers, swung his legs 
over the edge of the bed and groped for his 
slippers. He trudged down the stairs, 
awkwardly knotting the cord of his robe at 
his waist. 

Outside on the porch stood Police 
Chief Evans, Greenlock and the two 
detectives. 

Evans said ominously, “We want to 
talk to you, Murtagh,” and pushed into the 
hall, thrusting Murtagh aside. Greenlock 
sidled in, backed by the detectives. Old 
Mrs. Murtagh stood at the head of the 
stairs, grimly looking down at them, 
supporting herself on her cane.  

“Mr. Greenlock here says you went to 
his office to warn him and Mr. Cook 
against Les,” Evans said brusquely to 
Murtagh. “Now Mr. Cook is dead. I want 
to find out how you knew Les would go 
for them. That’s what I want to find out. I 
think,” he said violently, “that you talked 
to Les. Now, blast it, I want him, and I 
want him fast!”  

O
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Murtagh said, “You do?” His eyes did 
not leave Greenlock’s sallow, hysterically 
rigid face. 

“Yes I do!” Evans snapped. “I want 
him before he does any more damage. You 
know where he is, Murtagh, and by gravy, 
if you don’t produce him, I’ll have you up 
for it, and don’t think I won’t. It’s gone far 
enough. Last night Les tried to kill Mr. 
Greenlock here. Took three shots at him as 
he got out of his car to open his garage 
door. Luckily, he missed.”  

Greenlock nodded whitely. His fingers 
knotted, meshed. Mrs. Murtagh came 
slowly down the stairs, feeling her way 
with her cane. 

“Mr. Greenlock said my son tried to 
shoot him last night?” she said coldly. 
“He’s lying!”  

Greenlock’s head went up sharply. 
“Indeed I am not, Mrs. Murtagh,” he said 
in a strained voice. “I saw him very clearly 
under the street light on the sidewalk. It 
was Les. He tried to shoot me.”  

“You’d swear to that?” the old woman 
demanded harshly. 

“I’d swear to it.” 
“You couldn’t be mistaken?”  
“I couldn’t be mistaken. Who else but 

Les would try to kill me? Before he went 
to prison he said he’d do it. He said he’d 
kill Cook, and he did it. Last night he tried 
to kill me.” 

The old woman nodded. “All right,” 
she said. She turned and hobbled toward 
the cellar door. “Come with me, 
gentlemen. My son is downstairs in the 
basement.” 

Evans glanced quickly at the two 
detectives who slowly reached for their 
pockets, drew their guns. They stepped 
quickly and quietly behind the woman. 
She gave them a thin, mocking smile and 
labored down the wooden steps. They 
followed cautiously, and behind them, 
Murtagh. 

In the cellar, she reached up and 
switched on the light, standing aside. For a 
moment there was no sound except her 
shallow breathing. 

There, lying stiffly on an old leather 
couch against the wall near the heat of the 
furnace, was the body of a man with a 
pinched, hook-nosed face, resembling 
closely the old woman. His hands were 
rigid against his chest, but they could not 
hide the rusty spread of dried blood across 
his chest. 

One of the detectives bent over him, 
whistled and looked at the other. “The 
Chief had better look at this,” he said. 

“Les . . . Les!” Murtagh croaked. He 
sank to one knee beside the body and 
cradled the stiff hands in both of his. 
“Les!” 

 
HE other detective came down with 
Evans, Greenlock between them. Old 

Mrs. Murtagh’s eyes glinted. 
“Good grief!” Evans muttered. 

Greenlock stared, open-mouthed. 
He stammered, “He’s—he’s—”  
“Dead!” Mrs. Murtagh looked almost 

triumphant. She stood very straight, 
hungrily watching Greenlock. “He was 
dead before Mr. Cook was killed. He was 
dead the evening of the day he came, 
killed by the bullets of the guards as he 
escaped from prison. Tell us again, Mr. 
Greenlock, how a dead man tried to shoot 
you last night!”  

Automatically the eyes of the four 
other men turned and pressed on 
Greenlock, who stared with horror at the 
dead body. 

“Suppose you tell us about that, Mr. 
Greenlock,” Evans said quietly. He took a 
step forward. 

Greenlock’s glance darted from one to 
the other. “He did, he tried to kill me, I 
saw him!” he cried wildly. “I saw him 
standing there, He—” He stopped, aghast. 

T
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“Before he died, my son swore to me 
that he did not kill his father,” Mrs. 
Murtagh intoned. He knew he was dying. 
He would not lie. That night Mr. Cook 
was killed, and everybody believed Les 
had done it. Only I knew he had not. I told 
no one. I waited. I knew then who had 
killed my husband, and I knew then who 
had killed Mr. Cook. Mr. Greenlock killed 
them! He killed them to gain control of the 
printing business. Look at him! There’s 
the mark of Cain on his face!” Greenlock 
shrank before her as she went on savagely: 

“Ask him, Chief Evans, why he made 
up that fantastic story about Les trying to 
kill him last night. I’ll tell you why. He 
told that story because he wanted you to 
believe Les also killed Mr. Cook. I 
demand,” she said, “that you have a doctor 
examine the body of my son. A doctor will 
be able to tell you how impossible it 
would have been for Les either to have 
killed Mr. Cook or attempted Mr. 
Greenlock’s life. What do you say now, 
Mr. Greenlock?”  

Greenlock babbled, “He tried to kill 
me.” He backed away. 

Evans made a small gesture with his 
hand and the two detectives moved warily, 
spreading to either side of the gray-faced, 
retreating man. 

The old woman gloated, “Maybe what 
Mr. Greenlock saw last night was the 
ghost of the man he had sent to prison for 
a crime Les did not commit. What was it 
you saw, Mr. Greenlock?”  

In a moment of terrible 
comprehension, Greenlock whispered, “It 
was you I saw. You!”  

Mrs. Murtagh looked ironically at 
Evans, who nodded. Greenlock saw the 
nod, saw the swift movement of the two 
detectives toward him. He lost his head 
completely. 

“No you don’t!” he cried, and clawed 
for the inner pocket of his overcoat. A gun 
roared and he was flung back against the 
tubular lolly column, spun around and fell 
to his hands and knees. They were on him 
before he could recover his balance. 
Spitting and shrieking, he fought the 
handcuffs they snapped around his wrists, 
and when they wrestled him up the stairs, 
he turned wildly and spat full at the 
straight-backed figure of the old woman. 
She disdained to move. 

“I guess that’s all,” Evans mumbled. 
He shook his head and mounted the stairs. 

Murtagh waited until he heard the 
outer door close. He looked at his mother. 
“You tried to kill Greenlock last night. It 
was you he saw,” he said dully. 

She nodded with satisfaction. “Yes. 
Les did not kill his father. After Cook was 
dead, it was between you and Greenlock, 
but the Murtaghs don’t kill one another. It 
had to be Greenlock. He wanted the 
business. He was always a sly, ambitious 
man. I never trusted him, even before.”  

Murtagh rose. He knew how useless it 
would be to tell her what he wanted to, the 
fantastic risk she had run, her lack of 
proof. She would never understand, for it 
had worked, hadn’t it? 

Murtagh was not sure he understood it 
himself. He was a plodding, unimaginative 
man, and there were practical things to be 
looked after. He went upstairs to the 
telephone. 

 


