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“There he is!

My God, look at him!

Look at the blood!”

The woman’s scream stopped young Danny Ross cold. But the woman wasn’t looking at the dead man he had just found. She was looking at Danny …

“Stop where you are! Don’t move or I’ll blow your head off!” — It was the woman’s husband, a shotgun in his hand …

“Wait a minute—” Danny began. But it was at that moment his fear started. It was too horrible, too incredible to be true. He was just an innocent hitchhiker in a strange place, he had no part — But there he stood with the old man’s blood smeared on his face and hands, and a wide-eyed captor pointing a gun at his chest …

Danny might just as well have shouted at the sky …

DETOUR TO DEATH

A tense, brilliantly conceived mystery by the author of THE KIND MAN and OBIT DELAYED …


DETOUR TO DEATH
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CHAPTER 1

DANNY DIDN’T WANT TO HITCH A RIDE with the old man, but it was hot walking in the sun and no telling how far it might be to the next town. This was a lonely country he’d come to, a flat, arid corridor between twin ranges of low mountains that swelled up like calluses on the hand of God. Danny had come a long way from Chicago, and he still had a long way to go.

Until the universal gave out back at the foot of the last pass, he’d been making pretty good time—in spite of the fuel pump, the radiator, and a few other ailments a seventeen-year-old jalopy can develop on the road; but being on foot wasn’t so bad now that the mountains were leveling out and the border was getting nearer all the time. As for the jalopy, he’d meant to ditch it before crossing into Mexico, anyway. A hundred miles or so, one way or the other, didn’t make much difference now.

Danny Ross was taking no chances. He’d spent a long time planning this migration, and it was going to be done right. That’s why he’d kept to the lonely roads instead of the main highways, and that’s why the car had to roll over the grade into the ditch. Disappeared without trace—that’s what was happening to Danny Ross. He was just going to walk right off the face of the earth so far as the old ties were concerned, and none of the ties were very old because Danny was barely eighteen. Eighteen and skinny in a pair of tight Levi’s and an old leather jacket, with his sun-bleached hair cut a quick two inches from his scalp, and his tanned face marked with anger and pride. Danny wasn’t running away from life; he was running toward it. Nobody was going to cage him! While he walked, he pulled a well-thumbed language dictionary from a canvas zipper bag (Danny believed in traveling light) and took up his studies where he’d left off last. And then an old man drove up in a dusty sedan and held open the door.

“Ride, son?”

Danny closed the book and sized up the source of this offer. The old man looked harmless enough. His face was like a pink and yellow apple just beginning to wither, and his eyes were a blue that time had faded to the shade of old denim. This was the first car to come along in almost an hour, and there was no reason, Danny decided, to walk when he could ride. Having won the decision, he shoved the book into his pocket and climbed into the front seat.

The worst part of a hitch was always the conversation. “Going far?” the old man asked, just as Danny knew he would, and Danny shrugged.

“A ways,” he said.

“Pretty hot walking.”

Sure it was hot walking. It was hot in the sedan, too, with the sun, dipping a little to the west, pouring in through Danny’s window, and with a sickish odor in the car that made him a little dizzy. He looked around to find a place for his zipper bag, and that’s when he saw the little black satchel on the back seat. It had gold lettering on it: Chas. W. Gaynor, M.D.

M.D. That was a good racket, a hellova lot better than doctoring motors in some smelly garage, but the old man didn’t look so flush. The collar of the alpaca jacket creeping up about his scrawny neck was frayed at the fold, and his Panama hat had yellowed with age. And the sedan! Danny listened to the motor and shook his head. This baby was due for either a rebore or a nice, deep ditch like the jalopy! People must be pretty healthy in this country if the doc was any indication.

“You’re not a local boy,” the doctor remarked. “I’ve been practicing in this country for fifty years. I’d know you or some of your kinfolk if you were.”

“No,” Danny admitted. “I’m just bumming around, seeing the country.” Nobody was going to get anything out of him.

“That’s a fine idea. I remember planning something of the sort when I was a lad. I was going to see faraway lands and strange people. Somehow my plans just didn’t work out.”

Danny was thinking how the doc had been young a little too soon. Nowadays you could travel to faraway lands without making plans; the plans were all made for you. But he kept his mouth shut and hoped the conversation was over. Queer old duck, the doc. Now he seemed to have forgotten all about his newly acquired passenger. His long hands gripped the steering wheel until the veins etched blue against the ivory skin; but the road was still smooth and empty of traffic, except for a pair of saddle horses ambling single file along the soft, unfenced shoulder. For a moment Danny feared he might be sick, but then the grip on the wheel eased, and the old man returned from his woolgathering.

“Faraway lands and strange people,” he repeated. “And none stranger than ourselves— But what have we here? Spanish-English Dictionary— My, you are a studious young man!”

Danny made a grab for the book, which had slipped out of his jacket pocket. It really didn’t matter if the old man saw what it was, but if anybody started looking for Danny Ross one of these days and traced him this far, some old guy remembering he’d been studying Spanish could give them a good lead. “I found it,” he lied quickly. “I was just looking it over. It doesn’t hurt a guy to know another language.”

“No, it doesn’t,” the doctor agreed. “Sometimes I wish that I knew another language. Some special language that would make it easy to say the things we don’t want to say. Did you ever think how strange it is that with all the tongues of men, all the arts, all the modern inventions, it is still so very difficult for two people sitting in the same room to communicate with one another?”

Danny gave the doctor a sidelong glance and then settled back against the seat cushion. So he was off again. A nut, maybe, but what difference did it make so long as the sedan kept rolling south? And then Danny closed his eyes, because, nutty or not, from here on the doc could communicate with himself.

• • •

It was the vibration of the wheels leaving the pavement that put an end to Danny’s nap. He might have dozed five minutes, or even half an hour, but the sun was still there when he opened his eyes, and the desert, and a stack of ugly yellow buildings piled up at the crossing of an unpaved road. Danny caught a glimpse of the name on the canopy over the gas pumps as the doc drove around back to park in the shade of the buildings: Mountain View. In this country that could mean a gas station, a country store, or even a whole town all under one roof.

“Sorry to disturb your sleep,” the old man said, switching off the ignition, “but I always stop in here when I’m on the road. Sometimes I’m needed and folks leave word. I’m a doctor.”

This was no news to Danny. He answered by reaching for his canvas bag.

“Oh, there’s no need for that,” the doctor added quickly. “I’ll be going on to Cooperton in a few minutes. If you want to ride that far, just sit tight. Or better yet, come on in with me, and we’ll have a cold drink.”

Cooperton was a little black dot on the map Danny carried folded up in his hip pocket, and it was still farther south, so that was fine. But the cold drink sounded fine, too, and he didn’t need a second invitation to follow the doctor inside. He’d been right about Mountain View. It was one of those all purpose stops: service station, garage, café—even a grocery counter off to the left side as they came through the sighing screen door. On the opposite wall was a counter with a row of stools, all empty but one, where a plump young woman with greasy hair was opening a beer for her only customer. The customer was a man, small and wiry, who was wearing a soiled canvas hat and a wrinkled trench coat that looked pretty silly in all this sunshine—until you noticed the already over-packed Gladstone at his feet. Yes, Mountain View was also the depot for the local bus line.

“ ‘Evening, Walter—Rice. And how are you today, Viola?”

It was still a long way from evening by Danny’s watch, but this was the doctor’s way of greeting his friends. First the balding young man behind the grocery counter, then his lanky, Stetson-crowned customer, and finally the woman who had now finished opening the beer and was wiping off counter space for the newcomers. With the exception of a couple of Indian boys squatting on their heels outside the door, this comprised the entire current population of Mountain View.

“How am I always?” Viola responded to the question. “Healthy as a horse—you know me.”

They were going to go on trading sharp dialogue like that for a while, and Danny wasn’t interested. He climbed onto one of the stools and gazed longingly at his neighbor’s beer, but there was a sign on the wall prohibiting the sale of intoxicants to minors, and considering the way the old man kept babying him a break didn’t seem likely. “Coke,” he muttered, when the big-breasted woman finally got around to asking what he wanted. In a moment she was back from the ice chest with a pair of frosted bottles.

Two dime drinks and her work was over, but she didn’t move away. She made a halfhearted swipe at one of the blue-tailed flies buzzing about her head without even looking at it; she only had eyes for the old man.

“We heard about Francy,” she began at last. “Somebody said they got a call from Red Rock at the mortuary.”

“Somebody said!”

The subject didn’t sound humorous to Danny, but it seemed to amuse the tall man in the Stetson. He came across the room in a couple of elongated strides to horn in on the conversation. “I’ll bet Viola had her ear glued to the party line all morning,” he chuckled. “How about it, Charley?”

“Do you think that’s all I have to do around here?” Viola wailed. “If you must know it was that shiftless husband of mine who told me! Ask him where he heard it.”

The party was getting real cozy now, with everybody crowded around the doctor’s sagging shoulders like a bevy of matrons hot on the trail of a risqué rumor. Danny couldn’t have helped overhearing what was said.

“I heard she never did regain consciousness,” the balding Walter remarked. “I don’t suppose we’ll ever know what happened.”

“Like as not Francy never knew, either, the way she was liquored up.”

The tall man—that was Rice, Danny remembered—was sure having a good time. He finished off that observation with a high-pitched laugh that just sort of faded away when the doctor raised his head. It was the first sign that the old man was even listening to all that talk around him.

“Liquored up?” he echoed. “Did you see Francy last night, Rice?”

Rice hesitated. From the word mortuary Danny had been following the conversation like a spectator at the tennis matches. He saw Viola’s troubled frown, Walter’s anxious eyes, and the first sign of consternation on the face of the tall man.

“I guess I did,” he admitted. “Sure, it was last night. I was having dinner with a cattle buyer at the Pioneer Hotel, and Francy was hanging around the bar as usual. Hell, Charley, you know as well as I do that girl ain’t been cold sober since she left high school. What happened last night was bound to happen one way or another. Women like Francy Allen don’t die of old age!”

Rice looked about him in search of confirmation; but although he’d made Francy sound very interesting, Viola had other ideas. “Maybe not!” she snapped. “I’m not an expert on women like Francy, but I’d still like to know what happened on the road last night. You can’t just find a woman lying unconscious in her own blood and shrug it off. Maybe Francy was hit by a car, or maybe she smashed her own head that way, but you’ll have to prove it to me!”

“Now, baby,” Walter interrupted, “don’t go making mountains out of molehills—”

“Molehills! This is no molehill! What if it wasn’t an accident? If there’s someone on the loose around here who does things like that to women, something should be done about it!”

Silence drew a heavy frame around Viola’s outburst. Nobody had a thing to say until the doctor pushed aside his untouched drink and came to his feet.

“Yes,” he said quietly, “something should be done about it— Any calls for me, Walter?”

It took a moment for Walter to come out of his trance. “Not a call,” he said. “We’re all too healthy, I guess— But you can drop around in another six months.” A nervous laugh and a quick pat on his wife’s sweaty cheek didn’t do much to ease the tension. Just as Danny had thought in the beginning, Francy wasn’t a humorous subject.

“Then there’s no reason for me to hang around here any longer,” the doctor concluded. “No, finish your drink, son,” he added, as Danny attempted to rise. “I want to check the radiator, anyway. Use a lot of water in weather like this.”

Danny would just as soon have gone along with the old man then, but something in that grave face told him he wasn’t wanted. The old man was troubled; he preferred to be alone. But he wasn’t too troubled to forget something Rice had said. Two steps toward the door, and he turned back again, almost smiling. “By the way,” he remarked, “did you sell that buyer any cattle?”

The way Rice’s ears reddened was a dead giveaway that he’d been caught off base. “Well, yes, I did,” he admitted. “Of course prices aren’t as good as I’d hoped—”

“They never are,” the doctor murmured.

“Oh, I’m going to pay up, Charley. It’s been a long time, but I haven’t forgotten you. As a matter of fact, I was hoping you’d stop by. I might as well give it to you now as put it in the bank. Never stays there long, anyway.”

While he reached for words, Rice was also reaching for a hip pocket that yielded a wallet of astonishing thickness. Danny didn’t mean to stare, but he couldn’t pry his eyes away from all that beautiful currency. This boy was loaded! Now he was peeling off twenties as if they were petals on a daisy.

“One sixty, one eighty, two hundred. There, I guess that squares us. Christ, but it’s expensive to have a sick wife!”

“Funerals are expensive, too,” the doctor murmured. “And remember what I told you. Mrs. Rice needs plenty of rest and peace of mind.”

That was a nice prescription the old man handed out; Danny could have used some of that himself. He also could have used that fistful of money in the old man’s hand. Not that Danny was destitute, but money was something he’d never had enough of. He watched, fascinated, while the doctor extracted a long leather wallet from the inner pocket of his alpaca jacket. When a folded sheet of white paper slipped from the wallet and floated lazily to the floor, Danny was after it instantly. But instantly wasn’t fast enough. The man in the wrinkled raincoat was a spectator to this event, too, and he moved a lot faster than Danny.

“You dropped something, doc,” he said, and the old man thanked him vaguely and put the paper away with the money. He was stuffing the wallet into the inner pocket again as he went out the door.

Danny had his cue. He dawdled over the Coke so the old man would have time to get hold of himself. No wonder he seemed so upset if he’d just lost a patient like this lady called Francy. Danny’s mouth twisted into an offside grin. What a choice item for these hicks to buzz about! And nothing to it, most likely. Just anything to brighten a dull life. But Danny had another kind of life to think about now, and all of this was nothing to him. He began thinking of what was ahead, what he’d do once he’d crossed the border into freedom. There was that friend of his who’d gone to Mexico City—he could look him up for a starter. After that, who could tell? Move on south maybe. Central America—South America. Anywhere was all right with Danny just so long as it wasn’t back home, because home was a big trap they were getting set to spring on Danny Ross—only Danny had other plans.

“I sure hope that bus is on time.”

That was the man in the raincoat busting in on Danny’s daydreams.

“It usually is,” Viola said, “unless they have trouble on the road. It’ll be along any minute now.”

“It can’t come too soon for me!”

Danny knew just how the man felt when he paid for the beer and started pacing back and forth to the screen door. A few minutes could be a long time in this Godforsaken spot, and this boy was no local yokel—not with that quick, nervous step and those anxious eyes. The proof came when he relaxed long enough to slip a coin into the jukebox by the door, and let up a howl at the first wail of the fiddles. “Hillbillies!” he stormed. “That’s all you have in this country, hillbillies and cowboys! Didn’t anybody ever hear of Louis Prima?”

“You don’t have to play it.” Viola shrugged.

“And I don’t have to listen!” Distaste made a wrinkled monkey face under that soiled canvas hat, and the man came back to the counter and grabbed his suitcase. “Maybe I’ve got time to wash up,” he suggested. “Where’s the men’s room?”

“Outside and around to your left. And don’t hurry back!” Viola called.

It was peculiar how lonely Danny began to feel when he was left at the counter all alone. The man in the raincoat might not be such a pleasant character, but he wasn’t nearly as strange as these sun-browned people with the high cheekbones and the tired drawls. Did they all have to be so tall? Danny hadn’t filled out yet, but he’d never thought of himself as being puny until he’d sat there at the counter surrounded by the giant named Rice, and the balding Walter, and that buxom Amazon with the oily hair. Even the old doctor was tall and spare, like a ragged pine tree that stands alone. Danny had a longing to ask the man in the raincoat where he was from, and if he knew the Blackhawk or the Chez Paree. Not that Danny was an expert, but he could talk like one to a stranger.

Rice finished his business and went out, and the fiddles stopped wailing in the jukebox. Now the place was silent and empty because Viola had gone back to the kitchen with the dirty glasses, and Walter was in the stock room. The doctor had paid for the drinks, which was fair enough considering all the uses Danny had for his own bank roll, and nobody said, “Good-by,” or “Come again,” when he left the café.

The Indian boys were still squatting in the shade of the canopy outside, and up the road, the very road Danny had just traveled, came a fat yellow bus with its left-turn signal out and its hoarse horn making salutation. It was a south-bound bus and that gave Danny an idea. Maybe it was being so close to the border that made him uneasy, but suddenly he couldn’t wait any longer. He couldn’t chance another hitch at Cooperton, or waste another couple of days riding shanks’ mare. Cough up the fare and get rolling—that was the answer.

But just as he decided to hop aboard, Danny remembered the zipper bag on the back seat of the doctor’s sedan. It was only a short sprint away—he could still make it if he hurried. Rounding the corner of the building, he ran headlong into the man with the raincoat, bag in hand and coattails flying. There was a boy who wasn’t going to miss his bus!

“Tell ‘em to wait for me,” Danny yelled, and kept on running.

The sedan was still where the doctor had parked it—at the rear of the café in the shade of an outbuilding. Its dust-streaked hood was propped up, and the old man’s jacket dangling from the spotlight indicated a man at work. Danny jerked open the back door and grabbed his bag.

“I’ve decided to take the bus,” he called out. “Thanks for the ride.”

There was no answer. Maybe the old man couldn’t hear with his head under the hood, and it wouldn’t be right to chase off and leave him waiting for a passenger who wasn’t going to show. “I’m taking the bus,” Danny repeated, coming around to the front of the sedan, “and thanks—”

He didn’t get any further. Dr. Gaynor was there all right, slumped over the radiator with the screw cap still clutched in one hand; but that wasn’t water dripping down on the cylinder head. It was blood.





CHAPTER 2

IT WAS MORE BLOOD than Danny had ever seen in his life. Once back home, when he was just a kid, he’d heard the grownups talking about someone who hemorrhaged to death, and for a moment he thought that was what had happened to the old man. But it didn’t take more than a quick-second look to set that straight. The doctor had been checking the radiator all right, but something had hit him from behind—something hard and deadly that crushed his skull and started that red fountain flowing. There was a rock on the ground with the same red stain, and when Danny stooped to touch it, it was still sticky. He turned about quickly and sank to the ground as his knees gave out.

Back under the canopy, about a thousand miles away, there were sounds of living things and a throbbing motor, sounds filtered through the distance of from here to hereafter. A horn sounded, an engine roared, and the yellow bus kicked up a cloud of dust and gravel as it headed back onto the black top, but Danny was helpless to move or cry out. He knelt with his hands over his face, unmindful of the blood. The old man—the poor old man! After a few moments he remembered that something must be done.

Danny staggered to his feet and looked about wildly. The back door to the café was less than twenty feet away, but a sound in the opposite direction pulled him back. The sound of another motor, not the bus this time, was somewhere in the distance. He ran toward the crossroad and looked in both directions, but sound could be deceiving in this country and so could sight. Was that really a cloud of dust curling against the far horizon, or was it a trick of the heat? Was it the wake of a fleeing automobile, or the work of the wanton wind? There was no use examining the earth for tracks. The soil was hard and desert-dry, and the turnoff from the side road to that cluster of yellow buildings was strewn with rocks and gravel. But Danny had heard a motor. His ear was tuned for such a sound.

But now everything was as quiet. As far as the eye could reach there was nothing moving, nothing to be seen that had life or power of death. Just the two roads, one dirt and one black top, the desert, the mountains, and behind him the frame shacks of the country store. There was an old shed near the sedan, and Danny looked behind it. A car could have parked there without being seen, but there were too many tracks to tell the story. By this time Danny was getting his bearings. The numbness and nausea had worn off, and there was nothing to do but go back to the café and tell the man and woman what had happened. He didn’t have a doubt but what the old man was dead, but somebody else would have to make sure. Danny’s legs were still shaking.

From the moment he turned the corner of the shed, Danny’s world went crazy. It started with a scream, a wild, terrified scream that should have warned him if his imagination hadn’t been limited for anything so fantastic. He took another step forward and the scream came again, but this time with words that stopped him in his tracks.

“There he is! My God, look at him! Look at the blood!”

It was the woman Viola who stood beside the old man’s body screaming out her terror, but she wasn’t looking at him. She was looking straight at Danny.

“Walter, look out! He’ll kill you, too!”

Had the woman gone mad? No wonder, in view of what she’d found, but what of her husband who came charging out of the café's back door with a shotgun in his hand?

“Stop where you are!” he cried. “Don’t move or I’ll blow your head off!”

“Wait a minute—” Danny began.

“Don’t move!”

Walter’s voice had turned soprano, but there was nothing effeminate about that shotgun. “Go inside and call the sheriff,” he commanded his wife. “I’ve got him covered.”

At that instant Danny’s fear was born. It was too horrible, too incredible to be true, and yet there he stood, straddle-legged and numb, with the old man’s blood smeared on his face and hands, and a wild-eyed captor pointing a gun at his chest.

“You’re crazy!” he cried. “I didn’t kill the old man! He was like that when I found him!”

Danny might just as well have shouted at the sky.

• • •

The party line to Cooperton had been humming all day. Every rumor, every tale, every bit of gossip about Francy Allen had gone racing over that wire, and Francy was vulnerable. Francy was extremely vulnerable. But the frantic call from Mountain View struck like a bolt of lightning. It struck Ada Keep first of all.

“Virgil ain’t in just now,” she parroted into the mouthpiece, and then stood transfixed while the woman on the other end of the wire poured out her grisly tale. Dr. Gaynor? Old Charley Gaynor? Viola had to repeat the message before Ada understood. “Virgil ain’t in,” she murmured weakly. “I’ll send somebody to fetch him.”

Ada Keep placed the receiver back on the hook and stared dumbly at the silent instrument. Then the tears began to well up in her small brown eyes and followed the wrinkle lines down her unpainted cheeks. It didn’t seem possible! Why only yesterday— Ada brushed a wisp of graying hair from her forehead with a nervous hand and smiled crookedly. Three months, he had said. Three months, and now he was gone without any time at all. The Lord moved in strange and terrible ways.

And the news moved. Like the tumbleweed before the wind it rolled across town, floating up from the street to Dr. Glenn’s new office over the Cattleman’s Bank; racing down to an old frame house where a pale young woman listened from the wide front porch and gripped the railing with trembling hands; and finding Trace Cooper at his usual habitat in the bar of the Pioneer Hotel. Fifteen minutes after the call, Sheriff Virgil Keep stalked into his office to verify a rumor.

“Did you have to blab the whole story?” he raged. “Can’t you take a message without stirring up the whole town?”

Ada wouldn’t have thought of a defense even if her husband had time to listen. She’d been trying for thirty years.

But Virgil didn’t have time for anything now but making fast tracks. Moments later he and his young deputy were racing toward Mountain View, leaving a shocked and murmuring town behind them. Folks were going to take the old man’s death hard, especially since it came so close on the heels of that messy business last night. Two violent deaths in succession could put a strain on anyone’s nerves.

• • •

Danny was inside the café when the sheriff’s car pulled up at the door. He was sitting on one of the stools again with his hands spread out on the counter before him, and Walter’s shotgun pointed at his head. No cold drinks were being served this time, and the jukebox was silent; but even those wailing fiddles would have been easier to take than Viola’s periodic sobs. The sound of wheels on the gravel was welcome. There was no use trying to tell these people anything! Surely the police would listen to reason.

The screen door opened, and two men came in. One was just an ordinary man with an ordinary man’s face, but the sight of the other made Danny’s throat go dry. It wasn’t just his size, although he was built like an all-star tackle; it was that terrible anger in his eyes.

Virgil Keep looked at Danny, at Walter’s gun, and at the woman huddled against the ice chest. Then without any preliminaries he went to work.

“Where’s the body?” he demanded.

Walter nodded toward the door. “Around the left side—clear back to the shed. You’ll see Charley’s car.”

The two men went out together, the sheriff and the deputy. They were dressed alike—suntan cotton twill pants and shirts and wide-brimmed hats; but nobody had to tell Danny which was which. The big man carried his authority like a battle flag. And he was much more than just a cow-country sheriff; he was doom come to catch up with Danny Ross. The devil he’d been fleeing all his life until at last he couldn’t run any farther.

When the men came back the deputy looked sick, but nothing could alter the expression or color of Virgil Keep. He went straight to the phone, and Danny could hear him speaking the words with no more emotion than if he’d been ordering a snack from the corner drugstore.

“Hello, Tom? This is Virgil Keep. Did your ambulance get back from Red Rock yet? … Good. We need it out here at Walter Wade’s place. Hurry up and keep your mouth shut.”

The receiver went back on the hook, and Virgil returned to the center of the room. “Waste of time telling Tom to keep his mouth shut,” he muttered. “It’s all over town that Charley Gaynor’s been murdered. They’re even saying you people caught the killer in the act. How about that?”

The question was for Walter. “Well, not exactly,” he said. “But he was the only one around—and he came in with the doctor.”

“That’s what I thought. The fool woman never got anything straight in her life!”

Virgil came and stood before Danny, and his eyes, dark and penetrating under heavy brows, were taking inventory of the bloody face and bloody hands. But they were doing more than that. They were measuring just how weak Danny Ross could be. They were following the line of his mouth, the lower lip bulging just a little, and the cut of the chin that wouldn’t hold steady.

“What have you got to say for yourself?” he demanded, and Danny could have foretold the question word for word.

“I didn’t kill the old man,” Danny said. “I found him that way.”

Not a flicker of sympathy in those eyes. Just that knifelike stare.

“Where’d you get all that blood?”

“From him. From the rock, I guess. I don’t remember. I was sick.”

“Why didn’t you call for help?”

“I couldn’t. I couldn’t make a sound.”

“You could move, couldn’t you?”

“He could move, all right!” Walter sputtered. “He was trying to run away!”

“I wasn’t running away! I was coming back!”

Danny felt dizzy. He wanted a drink of water, but nobody was going to give it to him even if he asked. He had to explain, somehow, and it wasn’t easy when he didn’t understand himself. He had to take them back with him through that awful time when he stepped around to the front of the sedan and found the old man dead. He had to make them feel the shock and the nausea, and make them hear the yellow bus leaving and then the other sound.

“I thought I heard a car pulling away,” he stammered.

“I ran to see.”

“Where did you run?”

“To the crossroads. I looked both ways. I think there was a dust cloud off that way.”

Danny waved one arm heedless of directions.

“But you didn’t see the car?” the sheriff asked.

“No, I didn’t see a car. So I came back and looked for tracks. That’s what I was doing behind the shed.”

“Don’t you believe him!” Viola cried out. “I saw him when he came around that shed, and I saw his face. It was the face of a killer!”

“Honey, take it easy,” Walter began, but he was wasting his breath. All this time the woman had been half hidden behind the counter, but not for a moment had her sharp eyes left Danny’s face, and not for an instant had her mind stopped working. “Look at him!” she cried. “Can’t you see what he is? A no-good bum, a tramp the doctor picked up on the road! A hitchhiker!”

“There’s no law against that,” the deputy said.

“And no law against what happened to the doctor? Or what happened to Francy Allen?”

The sudden silence was worse than Viola’s screaming. It was like the unveiling of a painting, or the raising of a baton before the downbeat. Francy. The name lit a candle in every eye.

“What do you mean?” Virgil demanded.

“What do you think I mean?” the woman cried. “They died the same way, didn’t they? I knew it wasn’t an accident. How could it be an accident? Drunk or sober, how could Francy give herself a brain concussion if she was walking alone on the highway?”

“Wait a minute!” Danny yelled. “I wasn’t even near here last night!”

“That’s what you say!”

It was the sheriff who finally got Viola to shut up. He’d come out here because old Charley Gaynor was dead-she could kindly leave Francy out of this. “It’s her condition,” Walter explained. “She gets so excited over things.” But Virgil Keep wasn’t interested in any woman’s condition; he wanted facts. From Walter he would get them, not so eloquently or dramatically as from Viola, but with considerably more accuracy.

His wife had discovered the body when she stepped outside the kitchen door to add a few bottles to the crate of empties on the porch. Her cries brought him running with his gun, and he saw the boy, this Danny Ross as he called himself, standing over the old man. Sure he recognized him. Charley had brought him in for a Coke not fifteen minutes earlier. Charley was always picking up people on the road.

“Was the boy running away?” Virgil asked.

“No,” Walter admitted, “he wasn’t running anywhere. He was walking toward the café.”

For the first time since Virgil Keep walked into the room, Danny began to relax. There, you see, he told himself, it’s all going to work out after all. It’s nothing but a crazy mistake because a woman became frightened and a man had a gun in his hand. In a few minutes everything would be straightened out, and Danny Ross would be on his way. Confidence gave him a voice.

“That’s what I told you,” he said. “I didn’t kill the old man. Would I come back here if I had? He gave me a lift, that’s all. I had no reason to kill him.”

“No reason!”

They could silence Viola for just so long, but now she was back again, her sweaty face leaning toward Danny’s and her heavy breasts heaving with emotion. “What about that two hundred dollars?” she cried. “Listen to me, Virgil Keep. Charley had two hundred dollars. We both saw it, both Walter and me. He stood right where you’re standing now and took the money off Jim Rice—Jim still owed for Ethel’s operation—and all the time this young hoodlum sat there watching. You should have seen his eyes!”

Nobody could deny Viola now. She pulled out an object from under the counter, and Danny’s heart stood still. It was the old man’s threadbare coat, limp and empty.

“We all saw Charley put the money in this coat, but it’s not there now! Ask him! Ask this young tramp what he did with Charley’s wallet!”

It was then that doom came in and met Danny Ross. The sheriff could send his deputy out to search the old man’s body, but Danny didn’t need his report to know the wallet was gone. Now Danny even knew where and how it had gone, but these people wouldn’t believe him. They’d never believe him after the sheriff’s big ham hands ripped into his pockets. He was just a down and out hitchhiker without the price of a cold drink until the contents of his billfold was dumped out on the counter. The small bills and chicken feed didn’t count. The big stuff was enough— One sixty, one eighty, two hundred.

“All right,” the sheriff said. “Let’s go.”
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