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  Across the tracks there was a different world. The long and lonely country was the color of sand. The horizon hills were haze-black; the clumps of mesquite stood in dark pools of their own shadowing. But the pools and the rim of dark horizon were discerned only by conscious seeing, else the world was all sand, brown and tan and copper and pale beige. Even the sky at this moment was sand, reflection of the fading bronze of the sun.

  It was good to be out on the road, away from the banging of the town on the other side of the tracks. Driving into Indio after six of an early May evening, the sun-blazing of the earlier hours of the day had become an invisible cloud of heat which lay heavily, suffocatingly, upon the town. Noise had intensified the discomfort, and there was noise –  the kind which only a covey of teenagers in spring could engender. Their cars roared and popped and spluttered, their car radios blared above the din, while their voices screamed and shouted over the combined cacophony.

  Hugh’s intent, on driving in, had been a stop at an air-cooled drugstore. But once he had seen the size and temper of the invading young people, he settled for a drive-in restaurant. It had been a mistake, this he knew once he had parked. Almost immediately the jalopy which had cut across his way not once but often on his entrance to town, came rocketing back up the street and swung precariously into the drive-in’s court. The car was crowded with high school youngsters; he didn’t count them, only observed they seemed to be spilling over the sides of the open chassis. He shut his ears to their din and waited for one of the serving girls to bring him a menu. There were three of these girls, dressed in red band-uniform type trousers and wilted white shirts, topped with bolero-length jackets of the same red. Two were no more than teenagers, the third a little older.

  He waited for some time. He would have quit the place but he hadn’t eaten since noon. If he were going through to Phoenix tonight, he’d have to eat something now. Between here and Phoenix, there wouldn’t be much opportunity. Therefore he waited, refusing to be driven away by the vulgar young people or the disinclined help.

  Eventually, as he knew eventually it would happen, the less pretty of the young waitresses came to his car and thrust a menu at him. He ordered a bacon and tomato sandwich and iced coffee. It was too hot for anything more. There wasn’t an undue wait for the order to come and it wasn’t bad when it came. The jalopy had roared off with thunderous pipes before then, and he was allowed to eat in peace. Nevertheless he’d been relieved to get out of the town, to cross the tracks into this empty sand world.

  He switched radio stations until he found a Los Angeles one with good pop records, lit another cigarette, and settled back into a comfortable driving position. In spite of the heat in Indio, it wasn’t too hot on the desert here at sundown, not the way it would have been in summer. Most evenings were still cool, the nights chill, on the desert in May. It should be the same in Phoenix –  hot days, cool nights, perfect weather.

  He had wound through the small canyon outside of town, and was moving on to the long desert plain, when he noted ahead an extra shadow in the tree shadow marking a culvert. It looked as if there were someone resting under the tree. It couldn’t be possible, here, close to fifteen miles out of town. There wasn’t a car in sight in either direction, and there was no habitation of any sort in any direction. Yet it looked like a person’s shadow.

  It was just that. The shadow, raised up from its haunches, waited for his car to approach. He knew better than to pick up a hitchhiker on the road; he’d known it long before the newspapers and script writers had implanted the danger in the public mind. Most assuredly he would not pick up anyone in this strange, deserted land. But he reduced speed when he approached the shadow, the automatic anxiety reaction that a person might step in front of the oncoming car. He passed the hitchhiker before he was actually aware of the shape and form; only after he had passed did he realize that this was a young girl. From the glimpse, a teenage girl. Even as he slowed his car, he was against doing it. But her possible peril if left here alone forced his hand. He simply could not in conscience go on, leaving her abandoned, with twilight fallen and night quick to come. He had sisters as young as this. It chilled him to think what might happen if one of them were abandoned on the lonesome highway, the type of man with whom, in desperation, she might accept a lift. The car was stopped. He shifted to reverse and began backing up.

  As soon as the girl saw that he had stopped, she scooped up her belongings from the ground and started running toward his car. Hugh spoke through the open window. ‘Do you want a ride?’

  She didn’t answer at once. She stood there looking through the window at his face. She was a teenager, she might have been one of the girls he’d seen at the drive-in. She wasn’t pretty; her face was just a young, thin, petulant face, too much lipstick on the mouth, wisps of her self-bleached hair jutting from beneath the gaudy orange and green scarf covering her head. She was wearing tight green slacks. A boy’s shirt, too big for her, hung almost to her knees; a dirty white shirt pinstriped in blue. She carried a boy’s jacket, a high school club jacket of maroon and gold. She also carried a box handbag of white plastic in one hand, in the other a small canvas traveling bag. She wore white socks and white wedgie sandals, the kind his younger sister said only the cheap girls wore.

  He repeated his question, a little impatiently because he didn’t like this situation at all, his car stopped here on the road, the girl standing outside looking in at him. At any moment a car from Indio might overtake them, or one appear from the eastern crest of the road. A chill sense of apprehension came on him and he wished to hell he hadn’t stopped. This could be the initial step in some kind of shakedown, although how, with nothing or no one in sight for unlimited miles, he couldn’t figure.

  He spoke up more sharply than was his wont. ‘Well, do you want a ride or don’t you?’

  ‘I guess so.’ As if in speaking she’d made her decision, she opened the door and piled in.

  He set the car in motion again, picking up speed until he hit the sixty-five-mile maximum for this highway. He didn’t look at her or say anything more to her. From the periphery of his eye, he saw her set her traveling bag on the floor mat, away from him, close to the door. Her soiled sandal touched it protectively, as if it were filled with gold and precious gems. For no particular reason, he was relieved that his suitcases and his medical bag were locked in the trunk of the car.

  Far ahead on the road, he saw the shape of an oncoming car as it lifted itself over a culvert. He switched on his lights. The sky was still pale, the pale lavender of twilight, but the sand world had darkened. It was difficult enough to drive at this hour, the lights would identify the presence of his car to the one approaching. When the other car passed his, headed toward Indio, he saw it was yet another jalopy filled with kids. It was hopped up; it zoomed by, with only scraps of voices shrilling above the sound of the motor.

  In his rear-view mirror, he watched until it disappeared in the distance. Just for a moment, he had known fear. It might have been the same group which had hectored him in town. The trap might be sprung by his picking up the girl; they might swing about and come after him. Only when the car had disappeared from sight, did he relax and immediately feel the fool. It was surprising what old experiences remembered could do to a presumedly educated, civilized man.

  If the girl had recognized the group, she gave no indication. She was slumped down in the seat, her eyes fixed on the long road ahead.

  He held the wheel steady, and lighted another cigarette. He asked then, ‘How did you get there?’

  ‘Where?’ She was defiant.

  ‘On the road. Where I stopped for you.’

  ‘I got a ride that far.’

  ‘How could you get a ride that far and no further? There are no ranches around.’

  She considered her answer. ‘I got a ride that far and then I didn’t like –  I didn’t like it –  so I got out.’

  It could have been true. ‘Where are you going?’

  ‘Phoenix.’

  ‘Hitching?’

  ‘How else could I get there?’ The defiance heightened. ‘I haven’t got a big Cadillac and money.’

  He was going to ignore her remark, but because of his uneasiness, he didn‘t. He said, ‘It’s a borrowed car.’ He didn’t say borrowed from his mother. He spoke placidly, wanting to diminish her tension. ’does your family know you’re hitching to Phoenix?’

  ‘My family doesn’t care what I do,’ she flung at him. She’d have told him it was none of his business but for the fact that, having accepted this ride, she didn’t want to take any chances on losing it. ‘I’m not running away,’ she said. ‘I’m going to Phoenix to visit –  my aunt.’

  There had been a perceptible hesitation, his ear was certain. Just as sure as he was that no family, how little they cared for this unappealing girl, would knowingly permit her to hitchhike to another state, so he was sure she‘d invented the aunt. Most likely, her family had given her bus fare for the trip and she’d spent it. She wasn’t going to tell him whom she would visit and he didn’t care.

  ‘What about school?’ he asked.

  ‘We got a holiday until Monday. Some teachers’ meeting or something.’

  She didn’t hesitate on that, and it explained the number of young people running free in Indio.

  ‘How old are you?’ he asked suddenly.

  She was angry at the question, but she answered. ‘I’m – eighteen.’

  She couldn’t have been more than sixteen, possibly no more than fourteen or fifteen. One thing certain, she wasn’t any eighteen. She hadn’t the maturity which came imperceptibly at that age. His younger sister, Allegra, at fifteen, no matter what she thought, was still a child. Celeste, the older, coming up eighteen, no longer was. This one was a child, telling her whoppers, expecting them to be believed. He knew now he would not drive her all the way to Phoenix. Not across the state line.

  He asked, ‘Where are you from? Indio?’

  ‘No, I‘m from Banning.’ She spoke too fast, lying again. Even she knew she was caught out; she raced on to ask him, ‘Where you from?’

  ‘Los Angeles.’

  ‘What do you do?’ The Cadillac was still on her mind.

  ‘I’m a doctor –  an intern.’

  ‘Really?’ She stretched the word, like a credulous child. Yet the answer had somehow taken away her uneasiness, even her resentment. She half turned in the seat to look over at him.

  ‘Really,’ he said good-naturedly. The response didn’t disturb him. ‘I’m at the Med Center –  UCLA.’

  ‘Did you go to UCLA?’

  ‘I did my pre-med there and finished at Northwestern. UCLA didn‘t have a full medical program at the time. Then I did my Army stint and now I’m interning.’ He was talking with purpose, to keep her relaxed, with a hope of her becoming friendly. If he could get her to that point, possibly he could find out the truth about this trip of hers, perhaps help her. A young girl hitchhiking to Phoenix needed all the help she could find. ‘Are you in high school?’

  ‘Yeah, I’m a junior.’ She said it with pride. But if she was a junior, she was older than he thought she was and brighter.

  ‘Do you want to go to college?’

  ‘I don’t know. I don’t like school much.’

  Again she was retreating, and he made conversation quickly. ‘I have a sister, a freshman in college. UCLA. She’ll be eighteen this summer. She’s a brain, I guess you’d call it. Not that she’s always in a book, she’s a babe. My other sister, she’s fifteen, is a sophomore at LA High. She’s not so much on books but she’s knocking herself out to get college grades so that she can go to UCLA too. She doesn’t want to miss the fun.’

  She said, ‘If I was going to college, I’d go to UCLA. They have the best teams.’

  ‘They usually do,’ he admitted.

  ‘Did you play football?’

  ‘No. I played some basketball.’

  ‘How tall are you?’

  He smiled. ‘Only six and a point. Not tall enough to be a star.’

  ‘There’s a boy on our team is six seven. All the schools are after him. He’s good.’

  ‘Where does he want to go?’

  ‘UCLA, of course. If he can get in. You have to have awful good grades to get in there.’

  ‘Don’t I know it? Doesn’t Allegra know it –  that’s my younger sister.’

  ‘Allegra. That’s a funny name.’

  ‘“Brave Alice and laughing Allegra -”’

  She was lost.

  ‘Don’t you know “The Children’s Hour”?’

  ‘I never watched that.’

  He said gently, ‘It’s a poem. By Longfellow.’

  ‘I guess we haven’t had that in school yet.’

  He guessed she didn‘t read anything out of school but comics and lurid romance magazines. He said, ’my mother said Allegra was laughing as soon as she was born. My mother learned the poem in school when she was a girl.’

  The girl asked then, ‘What’s your name?’

  ‘Hugh Densmore. What’s yours?’

  She hesitated rather too long. ‘Iris Croom.’ It might be. The hesitation could mean only that she didn‘t want him to know her name. Without warning, she asked, ‘What kind of a doctor are you?’

  He didn‘t quite understand her meaning. He began, ‘At the moment, I’m not practicing. I’m interning. That means working at a hospital before actual practice.’

  ‘I know.’ She flounced. On television they learned all manner of bits and pieces. ‘But what are you going to be? A brain surgeon? Or a baby doctor? Or just plain.’

  ‘I want to do research,’ he said. ‘Cancer research. That’s why I’m lucky to get in at Med Center. They’re doing exciting things about cancer.’

  He didn‘t know if she understood what he was talking about. She was abruptly silent, watching the road ahead. Then again she turned suddenly to him. ‘I’m hungry.’

  ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I don’t even have a candy bar. Didn’t you eat before you left Indio?’

  ‘I had a malt. But I’m starved now.’

  She wasn‘t hinting, there was not so much as a service station in sight. There’d be no place to get food until they reached Blythe. Nor would he stop if there were one, not until he got to Blythe, where he could put her off at the bus depot. ‘I have some gum.’ He felt in his pocket and found the package.

  ‘Maybe it’ll help.’ She extracted a stick and handed the package back to him. He unwrapped a piece for himself.

  ‘This’ll keep me from smoking so much,’ he said.

  After a moment, she stated, ‘I guess I’ll put up my hair.’ She rooted in her handbag, found bobby pins and a man’s black pocket comb. She pulled off her scarf and ran the comb through her hair. She looked even younger with the lank, badly bleached hair hanging around her face.

  ‘Don’t you need a mirror?’

  ‘I have one.’ She showed him, inset in the lid of her box purse. But she could wind the pin curls without it, there wasn’t enough light from the dashboard for her to see in the mirror. By now it was quite dark outside the car. Johnny Mathis was singing from the radio; she hummed with the song.

  He wondered again just whom she was meeting in Phoenix in the morning. Or was it simply habit that she put up her hair at night. He asked, ‘Do you have a boy friend in Phoenix?’

  She was immediately suspicious. ‘Why’d you ask me that?’

  ‘Putting up your hair –’

  ‘I don’t want to get to Phoenix looking a mess. It got all wet this afternoon when I was swimming.’

  He didn’t say anything, but it must have been quite a day. From Banning to Indio to the desert highway. Swimming where?

  ‘Are you going to Phoenix?’ she asked.

  ‘I am.’ He was ready for the question, he had been expecting it. ‘But I’m not going through tonight. I’m stopping over in Blythe.’

  ‘Do you have friends in Blythe?’

  ‘No, but I’m too tired to drive through.’ Actually it was true. ‘I’ve been on night duty.’ Although he’d wanted to walk in on the family tonight, it would be just as well to have some rest and be ready for tomorrow.

  ‘I wish you were driving through.’ She tied the scarf around her head again, and put on the heavy school jacket. ‘I’m going to sleep,’ she announced.

  ‘It’s only eight o’clock.’

  She gave a small but knowing smirk. ‘I didn’t get much sleep last night.’

  ‘Do you want to move in back where you can stretch out?’

  She considered it, pushing onto her knees and leaning over for a careful investigation. There was nothing on the back seat but his folded jacket. On the floor was a Thermos jug of water. He disliked, from taking family trips as a boy, no doubt, a cluttered car when touring.

  She decided, ‘I guess not. It’s warmer up front. I’m used to sleeping in cars.’ She giggled a little at that, as if it were funny. She turned her back on him, curled herself into the corner, and rested her head against the cushioned seat. She went to sleep almost at once, he could tell by her slightly nasal breathing.

  He drove on through the night. The road was good; he hadn’t seen half a dozen cars since leaving Indio. He should reach Blythe by around nine o’clock. He began to wonder about the bus schedule to Phoenix. He couldn’t simply drop this girl on a street corner. If there was no bus out tonight, he’d probably have to give her the price of a room. In a motel as far as possible from the one where he would stop. He was quite sure she wouldn’t have enough money to get one for herself. He didn’t have much with him; he never had much money, not on an intern’s allowance. Again he wondered if the girl had ever had bus money.

  If he had to, he’d lend her what she needed. The aunt could repay him, if there was an aunt in Phoenix. If not, perhaps her family would some day. By now he was in his own mind certain that Iris was a runaway. The sooner he could be shed of her, the safer he’d be. If there was a teletype out for her by now, his position could be more precarious than he wanted to think about.

  Worrying about it was pointless. Nothing was going to call attention to them until they reached Blythe. At Blythe he’d see that she was taken care of, and that would end it. And he’d never pick up another hitchhiker, never. Not even a ninety-year-old grandfather or the chief of police.

* * *

  She wakened when a gargantuan oil truck thundered by, rocking the car. She made a word sound and then for a moment her sleep-dulled eyes looked at him in fear. But she came more fully awake and said, ‘Oh, it’s you. Where are we?’

  ‘About ten miles out of Blythe.’

  ‘You’re still going to stop there?’

  ‘That’s right. But I’ll see about your bus first.’

  ‘I’m not going on the bus,’ she said sullenly. ’don’t worry about me. I’ll get another ride.’

  He was sharp with her. ‘What’s the matter with you? You can’t pick up a ride with strangers in the middle of the night. It isn’t safe.’

  She looked at him for a moment, a level, too-old look. It said she‘d let him pick her up and that she was safe with him. Or was she wondering why she’d done it. She said finally, ‘I can’t go on the bus. I don’t have any money.’

  Anger came to his voice. ‘Now look here, Iris, or whatever your name is, you can’t tell me your family let you set off for Phoenix without a bus ticket.’

  ‘You don’t know my family.’ Her voice was brittle.

  ‘I don’t know your family but I know my family. I know lots of families. There isn’t a one that would let a fifteen-year-old kid hitchhike –’

  ‘I told you I was eighteen.’

  ‘You‘ve told me plenty of things. You haven’t made me believe them. You’re not more than sixteen. And unless you’re running away from home, you started out with a bus ticket.’ He calmed down, losing his temper wouldn’t help matters. ‘I’d like to help you. Why don’t you level with me? Are you running away?’

  ‘No, I’m not,’ she flared. ‘I told my father I was going to Phoenix and he didn’t care. He told me to go on and go.’

  ‘What did your mother say?’

  ‘My mother ditched us six years ago. She was a tramp.’

  His hand clenched to keep from striking her. ‘Don’t say that!’

  ‘My father says she was. He ought to know better than you, hadn’t he?’ she asked insolently.

  ‘Don’t you say it,’ he repeated. ‘You don’t know her side of it. You respect your mother until you know better.’ It occurred to him, ‘Is your mother in Phoenix?’

  ‘We don’t know where she is. My aunt’s in Phoenix.’

  ‘Your father’s sister? Or your mother’s?’

  ‘My mother’s.’

  ‘And that’s where you’re going.’

  ‘That’s where.’

  ‘Your father gave you the money to go.’

  ‘He didn’t give me nothing.’

  ‘How did he expect you to get there?’

  She said, ‘I knew he wouldn’t give me the money. When he asked me how I was getting there, I told him I’d saved up from baby-sitting.’

  ‘You hitchhiked to Indio?’

  ‘I didn’t have to. I rode down there with some of the kids.’

  He was trying to form the truth. ‘It was the kids who dropped you there on the desert. And drove back again to see if you had a ride. That car we passed –’

  ‘You think you’re pretty smart, don’t you?’

  ‘No, I don’t. I’m trying to find out what happened. That’s the way it was, wasn’t it?’

  She didn’t answer him.

  ‘But why? Why didn’t you try to get a ride in Indio? You’re from Indio, aren’t you, not Banning? You were afraid someone might see you trying to hitch a ride there, tell your father.’

  ‘That wasn’t it,’ she denied. ‘It was Guppy’s idea. He hitched to Phoenix once. He said they’re more apt to stop for you out on the desert than in town. They’re sorry for you. In town they think like you do –  „take a bus.“’

  It disturbed him too much to keep silent, although he didn‘t want to know, actually was afraid to know. ‘You were one of the kids in the beat-up car at the drive-in, weren’t you?’

  She was furtive. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

  ‘It was the same car passed us going back to Indio.’ He demanded fiercely, ‘Did you have my car staked out from the beginning? Were you waiting for me?’

  ‘I should say not!’ she denied with emphasis. ‘That’s not the way it was at all. I wouldn’t have –’ She broke off. ‘It wasn’t that way,’ she started again. ‘I was expecting to get a ride with a family. Not many women would pass up a girl on the highway.’

  More of Guppy‘s wisdom, no doubt. With some rancor, he said, ‘You were willing enough to get in my car.’

  ‘It was turning dark and I was getting sort of scared. I didn’t want to have to go home and start all over again. My aunt’s expecting me. I wrote her I’d be there in the morning.’

  ‘And she thinks you’re coming by bus.’

  ‘That’s right. But I didn’t tell her which one because I didn’t know what time I’d get there.’

  He studied it. It could be the truth; it could be a pack of lies. It didn‘t make much difference to him now. He said, ‘Well, I can’t take you on to Phoenix. But I won’t just desert you in Blythe. I’ll see about a bus and I’ll lend you the money for a ticket. You can pay me back tomorrow when I get to Phoenix.’

  ‘With what?’ she sneered.

  He was patient. ‘I’m sure your aunt will lend you the money. What’s her address?’

  She made a quick gesture of her head that might have been panic, and again he decided there was no aunt. ‘Don’t you come bothering her,’ she said. ‘You give me your address. I’ll bring the money to you.’

  He had no intention of giving her an address. He said, ‘Never mind that. Just give me your aunt’s number. I’ll phone before I come, to make sure I’m not bothering her.’

  His sarcasm was lost on her. She didn’t care what he said, she was too involved in putting on fresh lipstick by the dash light. They were coming into Blythe. It was just a small town of the sort you passed through on any highway but for some reason it was, to Hugh, a singularly pleasant one. The wide main street managed to give the impression that it was a main street in spite of being also a state highway. The business section was no more than a few blocks with the usual small-town businesses, the usual wealth of gas stations which cluttered all highway towns, and an abundance of motels, good-looking modern motels. Neon lights were rainbow above the latter, otherwise most of the town was dark.

  The bus depot was on the other side of the highway at the western end of town. Hugh pulled around the corner of a side street and stopped the car. ‘You stay here,’ he directed Iris. ‘I’ll see what I can find out.’ He reached for his jacket and put it on.

  She was gazing into her purse mirror although there was not even reflected light there. ‘Hurry up will you? I’m hungry.’

  He took the keys from the ignition. ‘I’ll hurry.’ He couldn’t make it fast enough to be rid of her, to be solitary and safe again.

  He waited on the side of the darkened road for passing cars –  it seemed a long time –  then cut half on a run across to the depot. A dumpy woman in a yellow cotton dress was behind the ticket counter. She was talking in a desultory fashion with three workmen seated at a table in the lunch section. All of them became silent at Hugh’s entrance.

  He walked over to the woman. ‘Are there any buses to Phoenix tonight?’

  ‘They run all night.’ Unsmiling, she indicated the posted schedule.

  He didn’t let his expression change as he studied it. But inside, his smile of relief was so broad, he put his hand to his face in fear it might break through. There was an eastbound bus at ten fifty-five. Time for Iris to get something to eat, not too much time to wait after. He had no doubt but that the ticket woman would make certain everyone was aboard when the bus pulled out.

  ‘How much?’ he asked her.

  ‘One way or round trip?’

  ‘One way.’

  ‘Six thirty-eight.’

  He took a ten-dollar bill from his wallet. The woman pushed the small bit of cardboard and his change across the counter. He said, ‘Thanks,’ and left the place. Again he had to wait to cut across the highway, hoping that those inside the depot weren’t watching to see where he was headed. They couldn’t see Iris from here, he’d parked the car far enough around the opposite corner to make sure of that.

  He wasn‘t certain she’d be waiting but she was there. As he opened the car door, she greeted him with the complaint, ’didn’t you bring nothing to eat?’

  He got into the car and closed the door. He said, ‘There’s a bus to Phoenix at ten fifty-five. Here’s your ticket.’

  She took the pasteboard as if it were dirty.

  ‘Put it in your purse so you won’t lose it.’

  ‘I won’t lose it,’ she said unpleasantly. But she complied, unearthing a red plastic wallet from the handbag, and putting the ticket into the zipper compartment. ‘Now what am I supposed to do, starve?’

  He consulted his watch in the dash light. ‘It’s nine-thirty. You have plenty of time to eat something.’

  She continued unpleasant. ‘What do I use for money?’

  ‘How much do you have?’

  She emptied the change compartment into her hand. ‘Seventeen cents.’

  ‘That’s all?’

  She opened all of the wallet compartments. ‘That’s all.’ She pulled out the pockets of her slacks. ‘You want to look in my jacket?’ She shoved it at him but he didn’t touch it. ‘You can’t even buy a hamburger with seventeen lousy cents.’

  From his pocket, he took the change from the ten. Anything to be rid of her before the local law or a busybody wondered why they were parked here. He said, ‘Here’s three dollars and sixty-two cents. The ticket was six thirty-eight. That’s ten dollars you owe me.’

  Her fingers clutched the three bills and she held her hand palm up for the change. Ungraciously she said, ‘Thanks.’

  ‘There’s a cafe a few doors from the depot. It looks better than their lunch stand.’

  She was gathering up her belongings.

  ‘Whatever you do, don’t miss that bus.’

  She didn’t say anything. She opened the door of the car and backed out, holding the handbag and traveling case against her. She pushed the door shut with her foot. She looked in at him and again said, ’Thanks,’ as if she hated to say it.

  He watched until she had darted across the highway and was headed toward the restaurant he’d pointed out to her. He then drove on, and only then did he remember that he’d failed to get the address or phone number of her aunt. He shrugged. Goodbye to ten bucks, ten hard-earned bucks. He couldn’t regret too much; he’d have paid out more than twice that to be free of Iris Croom.

  He followed the dark country street to its intersection, rounded the block, and returned to the highway. Now that he was rid of her, there was no reason why he shouldn’t go on to Phoenix. No reason save that reaction had set in and he knew he was too tired for the long drive. He’d been on night duty for the past month. Last night he’d doubled his job with duty today, a trade to get away early this afternoon. He wouldn’t be a safe risk on the road.

  He drove the few blocks through the town. There was a large chain motel near the eastern end. He’d stayed there before. He hoped there’d be a vacancy tonight, you never knew. Sometimes even when the sign said there was one, the last unit had been rented just before you arrived.

  The vacancy sign was lighted. He turned the car down the circular driveway. Although it was almost three years since he’d been here, he recognized the young woman inside the office. There was nothing distinctive about her. On the street he wouldn’t have known her, but in her own setting she was remembered. He was relieved to see her on duty. She’d been a pleasant hostess before, he didn’t expect her to be changed.

  She wasn’t. There was a vacancy and she didn’t up the price for him. Five dollars. After he’d taken his kit bag into the room, he was just too tired to drive back downtown and try to find a place where be could eat. It could have been that he was less tired than he was afraid he might come upon Iris again. He settled for an aspirin. Hunger would not keep him awake. He was trained to fall asleep when his head was put to a pillow.

  He woke at seven when a loud-mouthed man and woman took off from the next-door unit. He wasn’t exactly rested but he couldn’t get back to sleep. There was a compulsion to be on his way before any more trouble could develop. And by now he was ravening for food. He shaved, showered, put on fresh linen, replaced his kit in the car trunk, and was ready to leave.

  The morning air was cool. Later the sun would be intense but at this hour there was only golden warmth, the color of summer wheat. He drove out to the highway and headed back toward the town to find a restaurant. He changed his mind when he saw the supermarket. Swinging the car into the lot, he went in and bought a quart of milk and a package of six cinnamon rolls. He could have breakfast while he rolled along. It could be better than greasy-spoon food.

  He had the car serviced at a nearby station and was on his way. He was as hungry as his passenger had been last night. Before he reached the old bridge that spanned the Colorado, he’d finished a couple of rolls and half the milk. The river was full and lush and green, from green-white winter snow of northern mountains, from spring rains that never fell on this parched earth. Even this early, there were little sunbrowned, near-naked boys splashing along the green banks.

  He rolled the car down the other side of the bridge and across the state line to the Arizona inspection station. There were a couple of cars ahead of his under the long sheds. He pulled up. Not until he inched under the roof did he see Iris. She was waiting at the side of the road, just beyond the inspection tables. If possible she looked shabbier than she had last night, unwashed, her hair done up in pin curlers under the dirty scarf, the oversized jacket draped on her shoulders. Her dirty sandal rested against the small traveling bag; the white plastic handbag was clutched to her.

  He knew why she was waiting. She thought she could force him to take her along to Phoenix. He wondered if she’d cashed in the ticket and spent the money or if she was saving it to spend in Phoenix. He wondered where she’d spent the night.

  He heard the usual questions, ‘Any fruit? Citrus? Plants?’

  ‘None,’ he said.

  The inspector considered the answer suspiciously. ‘Let me see in your trunk.’ He was a fat, sour-looking man, the kind who’d like to make something of Hugh’s picking up a dirty blond teenager. He’d resented the big white Cadillac the moment that Hugh drove up in it. A second inspector lounged in the doorway of the station.

  ‘Certainly,’ Hugh said. He got out of the car, not looking toward the girl, and went around to the rear. He opened the trunk. It was as neat as the interior of the car, the way he liked it. His large suitcase, the car case, the kit bag, his doctor’s bag, his father’s golf clubs. Tools at the side by the spare tire. If he ignored Iris, she might not have the nerve to approach him. Not after pocketing the bus ticket and not using it.

  ‘What’s in that one?’ the inspector snapped.

  ‘I’m a doctor.’ Hugh unlatched it. ‘It’s my medical bag.’

  ‘Any dope?’

  ‘No, none.’ Because he’d thought of this inspection when he was packing, he had removed emergency packets for which he had registrations, permits, the works. He was aware that such legalities could make little or no difference to a smalltown official bent on trouble.

  ‘Open the other bags.’ Not please, not even in intonation.

  Seething inwardly, Hugh complied. If this big wart-hog threw his clothes around, Hugh decided he would find a way to carry his complaint up to the governor’s office.

  The man didn‘t. He snorted at the neatly packed cases and said, ‘Okay.’

  Hugh closed the trunk and started around again to the driver’s seat. He hadn’t quite reached it when he heard the call.

  ‘Dr Densmore!’ Iris was hurrying over to the car. ’dr Densmore, she shrilled. ‘I thought I recognized you.’ On her face was a sickly-sweet innocent smile.

  The inspector stopped in his tracks and turned to watch.

  ‘Oh, Dr Densmore’ –  she was deliberately speaking too loud –  ‘would you give me a lift to Wickenberg, oh, please? I must have missed my ride and if I don’t get there this morning I’ll lose my job and I don’t know what my mother will say.’

  Both inspectors were watching, listening; suspicion like hoods over their faces. There was absolutely nothing Hugh could do to escape her. To refuse would have been worse than to accede. He couldn’t say he was not going to Wickenberg, there was no way to miss it in this direction.

  He spoke politely but aloofly, as if she were the daughter of a man he‘d known not well, possibly in a business way. ‘Why, certainly, Iris. Get in.’

  Smug triumph flashed in her eyes but the inspectors couldn‘t see that. She climbed in the car with her belongings and he set it in motion, conscious of the officials following the license plate out of sight. When they were on the road, he asked her, ‘Why didn’t you take the bus?’

  ‘Waste all that money when I could hitch?’

  ‘What did you do with the ticket?’

  ‘Turned it in. I told the lady my plans were changed.’

  ‘I suppose you told her I was your chauffeur.’

  She giggled. ‘I didn’t say nothing about you. I just said I was visiting friends and had decided not to leave yet.’

  ‘You’re a practiced liar, aren’t you?’

  ‘I manage.’

  ‘What did you do with the money?’

  ‘Don‘t worry.’ She yawned. ‘You’ll get it back. From my aunt, remember?’

  ‘I’ll get it back if I have to tell her the whole story. Where did you sleep last night?’

  She giggled again. ‘I didn’t. I met up with some kids who knew some of the Indio kids I know. We just kicked around.’ Her laugh was nasty. ‘First we spotted your car at that snazzy motel where you stayed. So I knew you hadn’t lied to me about staying in Blythe and that I could get a ride to Phoenix with you this morning.’

  ‘And if I’d said no?’

  ‘You couldn’t. I fixed it so you couldn’t.’ She knew what she’d done, could boast of it. She was an evil little girl. She went on slyly, ‘I knew why you wouldn’t take me on to Phoenix last night. You didn’t want to cross the state line with me. So the kids took me out there this morning and I walked across. You got nothing to worry about.’

  She hadn’t known last night. Some of the ‘kids’ must have put her wise.

  ‘What about those inspection officers? What do you think they thought?’

  ‘They thought I was waiting for some friends to give me a ride to work. Then when you came along –  you heard me.’

  ‘Do you think they believed you?’

  ‘Who cares? Blobs they were. Both of them. Blobs. I’ll never see them again.’

  But I will, Hugh said silently. Every time I visit the Phoenix relatives. And every time I pass this station, I’ll be suspect. He didn’t say it to her. Whether she spoke it or not, her reaction would be: Who cares? She was interested only in her own affairs. He took another bun from the package and began to eat it.

  ‘Food!’ she cried. ‘Can I have some?’

  ‘Didn’t you eat last night?’

  ‘I didn’t eat nothing this morning. I’m starved.’

  She didn‘t deserve it but he handed the rest of the rolls to her. ‘You can have these but you can’t have my milk. I didn’t get any dinner.’

  ‘Why not? Didn’t you have any more money?’

  ‘By the time I’d taken care of you and found myself a room, I was too tired to do anything but fall in bed.’

  ‘At least you got to sleep.’ She munched on the bun sloppily. ’maybe I ought to sleep now but I’m not a bit sleepy.’

  ‘You will be later. Or did you take a pep pill?’

  ‘Of course I didn’t,’ she retorted indignantly. ‘Where would I get one of those?’

  ‘I thought maybe one of your new friends might have given you one.’

  She licked one finger. ‘You’re teed off at me, aren’t you?’

  ‘Don’t I have a right to be?’ He drank what was left of the milk.

  ‘I don’t know why. I didn’t do nothing to you. Unless it’s the bus ticket that’s bugging you. You’ll get your money. Just relax. You’ll get it.’

  ’I’ll get it,’ he repeated firmly.

  She looked at the carton in his hand. ‘Is there any of that milk left?’

  ‘None at all.’ He dropped the container on the seat. ‘There’s some water in the Thermos. It may be a bit stale, I didn’t refill it this morning. But if you’re thirsty enough, you can drink it.’

  She scrambled to her knees, leaned over the back seat and lifted the Thermos from the floor. ‘You want some?’

  ‘No, thank you. You’ll find a glass in the glove compartment.’

  She punched the compartment open, took out the glass and poured it full of water, slopping some of it on her and some on the floor mat. ‘It’s not very good,’ she said, wiping her mouth with her hand. ‘I wish you had more milk.’

  ‘If I’d known I was having a guest for breakfast, I’d have bought two bottles. When you’re through, put the jug back where you found it.’

  ‘You’re so funny,’ she said sarcastically. ‘Ha ha.’ She finished the water, replaced the glass, banged the compartment shut, and with another scramble swung the Thermos in place. ’maybe we could stop for a Coke in Wickenberg.’

  ‘Barring car trouble –  God forbid –  our first stop will be the bus station at Phoenix.’

  She said cheekily, ‘Suppose I have to make a stop.’

  ‘I’ll pull off the road where there’s a bush,’ he stated. ‘And no Coke machine.’

  ‘I honestly think you would.’

  ‘I would,’ he confirmed.

  She believed him and settled back. ‘Mind if I turn on the radio?’

  ‘No, I don’t mind.’

  She played with the finder until she had a station, there weren‘t many in this neighborhood. As she had last night, she hummed with the music. When the announcer broke in with an ad spiel, she said, ‘I wish they’d play that new Johnny Mathis record. Do you like Johnny Mathis?’

  ‘I like him.’

  ‘I go ape over Johnny Mathis.’

  ‘Personally I prefer Sinatra.’ He wondered if that dated him, as his mother was dated with Bing Crosby.

  At least the music kept her quiet and he could enjoy the morning ride. He’d always had a quickening of the heart when he crossed into Arizona and beheld the cactus country. This was as the desert should be, this was the desert of the picture books, with the land unrolled to the farthest distant horizon hills, with saguaro standing sentinel in their strange chessboard pattern, towering supinely above the fans of ocotillo and the brushy mesquite. Because there had been some winter rain, the desert was in bloom. The saguaro wore creamy crowns on their tall heads, the ocotillo spikes were tipped with vermilion, and the brush bloomed yellow as forsythia.

  There was little traffic, never much on this span, and the road was well built. They rolled through Quartzsite and Hope and within an hour were in sight of the weathered curio cafe and new resort motel of Salome-Where-She-Danced.

  Iris sat up brightly. ‘We could get a Coke here.’

  ‘You can get a Coke at Phoenix.’ He kept his face expressionless, set ahead on the road, driving with care at the reduced town speed. He must attract no attention from country constables or curious tourists while the girl was in his car.

  She wailed, ‘But that’s ages!’

  They were already out of the town and approaching the shining span of the railway bridge.

  ‘Two hours. One to Wickenberg. Another to the city limits. Maybe another half hour to get across town to the bus station.’

  ‘I can’t wait. I got to have a Coke, I’m dying.’

  He made evident his disinterest. ‘Drink water.’

  ‘That stuff! It tastes like you took a bath in it.’

  ‘If you’re really thirsty, you’ll drink it.’

  ‘You‘re revolting.’ She sulked for a mile, then asked, ‘You got any more of that gum?’

  He put his hand in his pocket, found one stick and handed it to her. She settled down, still sulky but at least near-noiselessly so. She chomped gum. He ignored her. This was his special part of the countryside, the prime of desert and far mountain landscape. The sun was lifting higher and hotter; it was a good thing he’d made an early start.

  The hour passed and they were coming into Wickenberg. It meant reduced speed again, and he didn’t like it. At this crawl, the people in passing cars, the people on the downtown main street, couldn’t help but notice Iris. But at least she didn’t open up on her Coke bit. Once free of the outskirts traffic, he pushed up to the sixty Arizona limit. There’d be traffic between here and Phoenix, but the closer he drew to Phoenix, the less he cared. Phoenix was a city. In a city, people were too busy with their own affairs to wonder about a strangely assorted couple.

  They wound through the canyon and emerged into the hot flat desert area. There must have been some familiarity with this final stretch which put the excitement in Iris‘ voice. ‘I guess I’d better fix my hair.’ Not for the aunt. There was a boy friend somewhere in the visit. At her age it was strange that she hadn’t been babbling about him. She untied the scarf, laid it over her knees and began taking the bobby pins out of her hair.

  He was curious. ‘Did you leave it up all evening?’

  ‘Are you nuts? I took it down in the little girls’ room at the cafe before I met the kids. Then I put it up again before I went to sleep.’

  ‘You said you didn’t sleep.’

  She didn‘t like being called to account. ‘Not in a bed. I took a little nap in Rocky’s car, that’s all.’ She pulled the dirty comb out of her purse and combed out the lank curls. She peered into the inset mirror. ‘I wish I’d left it up longer. Darn it. Does it look too awful?’

  He didn‘t know how it was supposed to look. He said, ‘I wouldn’t worry about it. Your aunt won’t care, will she?’ He was holding her to her story.

  She tied the scarf under her chin. ‘No, she won’t care. But I want to look nice when I get there just the same.’

  ‘A bath and some clean clothes would help.’

  ‘I know,’ she said unhappily. For once she wasn’t putting on an act. And he realized what he should have before, she didn’t have any clean clothes with her. There wasn’t room for them in the small bag.

  ‘Maybe you can borrow from your aunt,’ he suggested.

  ‘Sure I can. She has lots of clothes, beautiful clothes.’ She was lying again. ‘She doesn’t care if I wear her clothes. We’re the same size. She’s real young for an aunt. She’ll fix my hair too. She’s a beauty operator, she has her own shop.’

  Poor kid. Poor, poor kid. He was a little ashamed of the ire he‘d had toward her. But not enough to forget the lies and the perhaps lies. ‘You haven’t given me her address.’

  ‘I don’t have a pencil.’

  ‘I have a pen.’ He removed the ball-point from his jacket pocket. By now it was too hot for the jacket but he wouldn’t slow the car to take it off.

  ‘I don’t have any paper.’

  He had the letter from his mother which had come yesterday. He slid it out and handed her the envelope. ‘Write it on the back.’

  Slowly she inscribed an address.

  ‘Put her name on it. And phone number.’

  ‘I don’t have her phone number.’ Reluctantly she wrote a name. He let his eyes touch it when she returned the envelope. Mayble Carney. She couldn’t have invented Mayble. No one could.

  ‘My pen?’

  She pushed it at him.

  ‘You tell her about the loan right away. Don’t make up a big story, just tell her the truth.’

  She said huffily, ‘You’re sure worried about your money. You’d think it was a hundred dollars.’

  ‘Do you know what an intern’s pay is?’

  ‘No, I don’t.’

  ‘It isn’t enough to cover bus tickets for strangers,’ he said.

  They reached the city limits of Glendale. Oleanders were a magic wall of rose and white hiding the railroad tracks. Traffic was heavy from now on in; he didn’t make conversation. She too was silent, shimmering with anticipation. She kept her head turned to the window, looking out at the buildings and streets. He followed Van Buren into the heart of town.

  He said, ‘Keep your eyes open for the bus station. It’s on the left. We’ll probably have to go around the block to get to it.’ Even if a left turn were permitted, the unending line of cars would prohibit it.

  They saw the sign at the same time. She cried, ‘There it is. Just let me off at the corner.’ Her hand was on the door.

  ‘No, thanks. I’m taking you to the entrance. And you go right inside and telephone your aunt that you’ve arrived.’ He’d do that much to get her settled before she looked for more kids to kick around with.

  The light changed as he pulled up to the corner and he turned right before she could get out. He circled the block to First Street, drove across Van Buren, and double-parked.

  She was out of the car the moment it stopped. She didn’t say goodbye or thank you and she didn’t look back. But he saw her walk into the station before he rolled away.

  The bad dream was over. He was rid of her. He might or might not get in touch with the alleged aunt. She might or might not be told of the loan. He’d rather write off the ten dollars as enforced charity than take a chance on having Iris move into his life again.

CHAPTER TWO
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  His grandparents’ home was a large old frame house on Jefferson, freshly painted white each spring. Pink and red roses were climbing the trellises against the porch. The oleanders were a glory of white in the dark glossy green of the tall hedge. He’d spent so many summers here as a child, it was like coming home. He’d never noticed the heat then.

  He ran up the steps, across the broad porch, and pushed open the screen door. The air conditioning was welcome. ‘Anybody home?’

  From the dining room he heard the clamor of voices, his grandmother‘s treble piercing through with excitement. ‘It’s Hughie!’

  They were around the big dining-room table, like a scene which never changed no matter how many years he was away from it. His grandmother was smaller and grayer but his grandfather stood tall despite his years. His mother was there; the family had flown to Phoenix earlier in the week. And to his delight, his sister Stacy and her doctor husband, Edward, had dropped in. It seemed impossible that Stacy was old enough to be the mother of a bride. Yet Clytie was twenty, older by two years than Stacy had been when she married.

  ‘The house looks as if it knows there’s to be a wedding in it. Where is the bride?’

  ‘The girls had a luncheon at the university,’ his mother said. I thought you might be in last night, Hugh.’

  ‘I stayed over in Blythe. It was
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