
Popular Detective, September, 1948 

 
 

When Is An Accident Not An Accident? 
 
T was another mess. The two-toned 
sedan was twisted metal a hundred feet 
below the road. It was still smoldering, 

though ten minutes ago the volunteer fire 
truck from Fort Hals had doused it with 
chemicals. 

Henry Shay shifted his gaze to the 
canvas sheet spread on the grass. Under 

the sheet lay the woman who had been 
driving the sedan. He had helped her out, 
and his stomach was still queasy. 

For five weeks now, since the college 
term had ended, Henry Shay had been a 
deputy sheriff, and he wasn’t sure that he 
liked the job. Too many people were 
getting themselves killed in auto accidents. 
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He turned from the wrecked car and 
the dead woman and started up the slope. 

The second car, a coupe, was up on the 
road. The impact of the crash had jammed 
its motor back against the seat. Somehow 
the driver had lived through it, but whether 
he would live long was a question the 
hospital interne hadn’t been able to 
answer. Still unconscious, he’d been 
rushed away to the Fort Hals General 
Hospital. 

Cars and trucks were lined up in both 
directions from the curve. This was State 
Highway 37, the main road between 
Rexton and Fort Hals, and at five in the 
afternoon it had plenty of traffic. There 
was just about enough room for cars to 
skirt around the wreck but most of the 
drivers had stopped off for some ghoulish 
gawking.  

Henry crossed the road to where his 
uncle, Will Shay, the sheriff, was speaking 
to State Trooper Robinson.  

“His name’s George Archer,” Uncle 
Will was saying. “His driver’s license 
gives a Detroit address, but there was a 
letter addressed to him in the Crown Hill 
section of Rexton. I guess he’s one of the 
summer people staying there.” He flapped 
a hand toward the slope on his right. “As 
for the dead woman, she hasn’t been 
identified yet.”  

Robinson said: “Lucky thing there was 
only one person in each of those cars.”  

Henry snorted bitterly. “Lucky! Isn’t 
one dead and one dying enough?”  

 
HEY looked at him, and Henry 
flushed. He had curly brown hair and 

pink cheeks that would always make him 
look too young to be taken seriously. He 
knew that they were thinking that he was 
just a college boy playing policeman 
during his summer vacation, who couldn’t 
take violent death in stride. 

“Henry’s had his fill of fatal accidents 

this week,” Uncle Will explained to the 
trooper, as if apologizing for him. “Matter 
of fact, so have I. Three smash-ups in 
seven days. Six cars involved, and five 
people killed, not counting the injured. 
What’s the matter with these fool 
drivers?”  

Robinson ran his eyes over the sharply 
curving road. “Driving like mad and not 
even slowing down for blind curves like 
this on a two-lane highway. You’d think 
people were out to commit suicide.” 

“Or murder,” Henry blurted. 
The heavy-set trooper and the chubby 

sheriff again looked at him. 
“What did you say, Henry?” Uncle 

Will asked. 
Henry hesitated. He wasn’t sure why 

as he had blurted out that word. Then he 
said: “It was practically murder.”  

Uncle Will nodded. “Sure. A driver 
who takes chances behind nearly two tons 
of car going fifty or better is no better than 
a murderer.” He glanced over his shoulder. 
“There’s the truck driver who saw it. 
Haven’t had a chance to get his statement 
down yet. Where’s your notebook, 
Henry?”  

A short distance beyond the curve, the 
truck driver stood smoking a cigarette 
beside his dump truck. When he saw the 
three men approach him, he flicked away 
his cigarette and ran the back of a hairy 
hand over his mouth. He was a wiry man 
with a pinched face which looked as if it 
was never cleanly shaven. 

Henry wrote down what he had to say. 
His name, the truck driver said, was Al 

Spruce. The truck was his own. It was 
loaded with cinders he was hauling for a 
man on Pine Lane who wanted them 
spread over his driveway. 

“Around thirty minutes ago I was 
crawling north,” Spruce said. “It ain’t 
much of a grade, but anything’s tough for 
this old truck of mine, especially when it’s 

T 
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loaded, and I was going up maybe ten 
miles an hour. I seen this sedan shooting 
up behind me.”  

“The blue sedan?” Uncle Will asked, 
glancing down the slope. 

“Yeah, the one the lady was driving. 
Through my mirror I seen it doing fifty or 
maybe sixty. I was still about a hundred 
feet from this curve, and I couldn’t see 
around it. That car in back of me was even 
blinder. But it didn’t slow down one bit. It 
swung out around my truck, to the left side 
of the road, and was passing me just about 
when we both reached that part of the 
curve there. I seen then that it was a lady 
behind the wheel, and I remember thinking 
what a dope she was to take such a chance. 
I remember thinking that was a woman 
driver for you.”  

Trooper Robinson growled: “Those 
fools! How many times I see them passing 
cars on blind curves! Some are lucky and 
some aren’t.”  

“Well, this lady wasn’t,” Al Spruce 
said. “I was sitting high in my cab and all 
the way over on the right of the road, so I 
had better vision, and all of a sudden I 
seen this other car. It was coming in the 
other direction, sticking to the right side of 
the road, only that was the same side the 
lady was going on to pass me. I yelled, but 
she didn’t hear me, and anyway, it was· 
too late. She swung right in front of my 
truck, trying to scoot back on her side of 
the road, but the coupe smacked her on the 
left side. The sedan sailed clear across the 
road and over this here hill. The coupe got 
it plenty too, like you can see.”  

Spruce stopped, shivering a little as he 
remembered. 

“And then?” Uncle Will prompted. 
Spruce shrugged thin shoulders. 

“Wasn’t much I could do. I ran first to the 
car on the road, the coupe. The guy was 
screaming. I tried to pull him out, but the 
motor wedged him against the seat. As I 

was tugging him, he passed out, so I 
figured it best not to touch him. Another 
car came along and I yelled for the driver 
to bring help, and then I ran down this hill. 
But the sedan was already burning and I 
couldn’t get close enough to try and lift 
the body out.” He passed the back of his 
hand over his mouth. “Anyway, chances 
was she was already dead.” 

 
ENRY Shay closed his notebook and 
stuck his mechanical pencil back into 

his shirt pocket. “Need me around here 
any more, Uncle Will?” he asked. 

The sheriff wasn’t pleased. That 
question seemed to indicate that his deputy 
wasn’t as devoted to duty as he might be. 
He said crisply: 

“Guess there’s nothing much you can 
do.”  

Henry cut diagonally across the road to 
where his jaloppy was parked over the 
shoulder. Slowly he drove north along 
Route·37, all the way to Fort Hals, then 
back. When he returned to the scene of the 
accident, almost the only sign of it left was 
that the two-toned blue sedan down the 
slope hadn’t yet been removed by 
wreckers. The police and the gawkers 
were gone. 

He drove on to Rexton, rolling so 
slowly that there wasn’t a car or even a 
truck which didn’t pass him. 

Aunt Dina was annoyed when he 
entered the house. She was a pale, tight-
lipped woman who was generally annoyed 
about something. This time it was because 
an auto accident had made both men late 
for dinner, and because Henry came even 
later than her husband. 

“I’m sorry, Aunt Dina,” Henry said. “I 
was working on this accident case.”  

Uncle Will, who was piling potatoes 
beside his pot roast on his plate, looked up 
with a frown. “Where were you doing this 
work, Henry?”  

H
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“Up and down the highway.” He 
reached for his tomato juice. “Has the 
dead woman been identified yet?”  

“Right after you left. We had the 
license plate of the burned car and the 
state police looked up the owner. The 
owner identified the car, then went to the 
morgue and identified the dead woman as 
his wife. . He’s John Edgecombe—lives 
over in Fairview. She’s Bessie 
Edgecombe. Seems she was returned 
home from shopping in Rexton.” 

“What was her hurry?” Henry said. 
“Huh? Oh, you mean passing that 

truck on a curve? No hurry, I guess. She 
had plenty of time before supper. And her 
husband says she was a very careful 
driver—never took a chance. Well, this 
time she did.”  

“Maybe,” Henry said. 
“Maybe what?” Uncle Will demanded. 

“What’s eating you, Henry?”  
Henry waited until the food in his 

mouth was chewed. Then he said: “Route 
37 is eleven and four-tenth miles between 
Fort Hals and Rexton. It’s a two-lane road 
all the way, with lots of grades and curves, 
but it seems to be reasonably safe. I’ve 
looked up the record. Before this week, 
there was one fatal accident on that stretch 
in two years. In the last seven days, there’s 
been three smash-ups, involving six cars. 
Five people killed, seven more or less 
seriously injured, a number shaken up.”  

“Bad luck always comes in bunches,” 
Aunt Dina commented. 

Henry went on: “All three accidents 
were similar. The first and third occurred 
at blind curves and the second on the crest 
of a hill. All three smashups were head-on 
collisions. Each was caused by a car being 
on the wrong side of the road at a place 
where an oncoming car couldn’t be seen 
till too late.”  

“You’re describing,” Uncle Will said 
with his mouth full of mashed potatoes, 

“the way most accidents happen on 
highways. Nothing more dangerous than 
passing a car on a two-lane road.”  

“But these cars were passing on blind 
curves or hills,” Henry protested. 

“That’s what causes accidents—stupid 
drivers.”  

“Did drivers get more stupid than 
usual this week? When the law of averages 
is given a kick in the face, we can call it 
bad hick or coincidence, but I have a better 
word. I think it’s design. 

 
LACIDLY Uncle Will continued to 
eat pot roast. His round face showed 

only the satisfaction of a hungry man 
doing something about his appetite. 

But Aunt Dina said: “Design? You 
mean on purpose, like it was planned?”  

“Yes,” Henry stated flatly. 
Uncle Will looked up from his plate. 

“So that’s what you were getting at when 
you talked about murder back there?” He 
sighed. “I swear you in as deputy during 
your vacation because summer visitors 
make more problems than I can handle 
alone. You’ve been working in pretty 
good, but I guess keeping husbands and 
wives from throwing things at each other 
and auto accidents is too dull. What you’d 
like is an exciting murder.”  

An angry flush rose to Henry’s pink 
cheeks. “Five murders,” he pointed out 
dryly. “Not counting the injured.”  

“My gracious!” Aunt Dina exclaimed. 
“Murders!”  

Uncle Will smiled patronizingly. “I 
never had a college education, Henry, but I 
know a thing or two. I even know what 
words like coincidence and design mean. 
But you need a couple of more words to 
complete the picture—such as motive and 
method. Take motive first. Why would 
anybody want to cause those accidents?”  

“Well—” Henry fumbled with his 
fork. “Maybe a madman.”  

P
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“Uh-huh,” Uncle Will said mockingly. 
“A crazy fellow running amok and making 
people kill each other on the highway. But 
all right, say that’s it. We’re answering 
why, meaning motive. Now let’s ask how, 
meaning method. How did your crazy man 
persuade those people to go out and kill 
themselves in their cars?”  

“Well—” Henry said again. He felt 
ridiculous under Aunt Dina’s fascinated 
stare and Uncle Will’s round-faced smile. 
“I never claimed I have all the answers.” 

“But you go off half-cocked saying it’s 
murder when a little common sense shows 
it can’t be.” Uncle Will’s face got 
suddenly grave. “And don’t go around 
talking about murder. Some folks will start 
to believe you and then they’ll ask why the 
sheriff doesn’t do anything about it.”  

Henry ate the rest of the meal in 
silence. 

When it was finished, he put on his 
leather jacket and said that he was going 
over to the Fort Hals hospital. 

“Archer may have recovered 
consciousness and we ought to get down 
his statement.” 

“No hurry that I can see,” Uncle Will 
said, settling himself in his favorite chair 
with a newspaper. “But go ahead if you 
have nothing else to do.”  

The hospital was a small, informal 
place built on a single floor. Mrs. Sodman, 
the big-boned, hearty head nurse, was in 
the lobby with a young woman who held a 
handkerchief to reddened eyes. 

“Hi, Henry,” Mrs. Sodman sang out as 
he came through the door. Then she said to 
the other woman: “I assure you that that’s 
all there was in the wallet when we 
undressed your husband. Unless you 
suspect me or one of the nurses.”  

“No, no!” the younger woman said. 
“But I’m sure that he had much more than 
six dollars in his wallet. A great deal 
more.”  

Mrs. Sodman’s voice became crisp. 
“This young man is the deputy sheriff, 
Mrs. Archer. If you wish to make a 
complaint against me or the hospital—”  

“Oh, no!” The woman sent a scared 
glance at Henry. “I don’t really care about 
the money. How can I when my poor 
husband has been so terribly injured?” She 
brought a moist handkerchief up to her 
eyes. 

“Are you Mrs. George Archer?” Henry 
asked her. 

She nodded and broke into audible 
sobs. 

“There, there,” the head nurse 
comforted her. “He’ll be all right. You’ll 
be able to see him in only a few minutes, 
as soon as Dr. Mitchum comes out.” She 
caught the inquiry in Henry’s eyes. “You 
too, Henry, I suppose, if you’ll promise 
not to ask too many questions.”  

“How’s Farley?”  
“Chipper enough to try to make love to 

all the younger nurses,” Mrs. Sodman told 
him. “You can go right in his room if you 
want to.” 

 
UICKLY Henry Shay walked down 
the long corridor to the last room on 

the left. The door was open. Frederick 
Farley was sitting up in bed, smoking a 
cigarette and reading a detective novel. He 
was a big, handsome man, only a few 
years older that Henry. 

Farley had been injured in the second 
accident of the week. He’d been lucky to 
get out of it with only a couple of cracked 
ribs, because the man with whom he had 
been driving, Martin Thomson, had been 
killed instantly. 

“How are the ribs?” Henry asked, 
sitting down on the bedside chair. 

“I got a worse banging up in my 
football days.” He put down his book and 
offered Henry a cigarette. “I hear there 
was another smack-up today on Route 

Q
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Thirty-Seven. Something should be done 
about that road.”  

“It’s safe enough,” Henry said. “It’s 
the drivers that are unsafe.”  

“I guess that’s so. Can’t understand 
why Marty Thomson took a crazy chance 
like that.”  

Henry crossed his legs. “I’ve got your 
statement down in writing, but tell me 
about it again. Maybe you left something 
out.”  

“Not enough happened to leave out,” 
Farley said. “I mean it was simple enough. 
Thomson and I were driving north in his 
car. Doing fifty or sixty, I suppose, though 
I wasn’t paying attention. We were 
talking. Suddenly I looked around and saw 
that we were passing a truck. That was 
okay, of course, but then I saw that we 
were near the crest of a hill and shooting 
up the left side. Now I’m not a nervous 
driver, but Thomson had no way of seeing 
if a car was coming up the other side of 
the hill. And sure enough, that’s just what 
did happen. We smacked on top of that 
hill—about a second after Thomson and 
that other driver saw each other. That’s all 
I can tell you. I bumped my head on the 
windshield and was knocked out cold.”  

Henry said: “What kind of a driver was 
Thomson?”  

“Good. Not the kind who’d take 
foolish chances.”  

“Was he in a hurry?”  
“Not a bit. We both had time.” 
“Yet he passed a truck just below the 

crest of a hill.”  
Farley brooded at his knees raised 

under the sheet. “And killed himself and a 
woman in that other car and injured two 
other people.”  

Henry thanked him and went out. On 
the way up the corridor he passed a door 
on which the card said “George Archer.” 
Voices came through the panel. He opened 
it a crack and saw that the head nurse and 

Mrs. Archer were in the room. He entered. 
George Archer lay very still in bed, his 

eyes closed. He looked considerably older 
than his wife. His swarthy, fleshy face was 
decorated with a hairline mustache. 

Henry stepped to the side of the bed. 
“Mrs. Archer, I’m Deputy Sheriff Shay. 
I’d like to ask you a question or two.”  

“Make it brief,” Mrs. Sodman 
whispered. 

Archer opened his eyes. They were 
clouded with drugs he had been given to 
ease his pain. 

“I—I was driving along,” he said 
thickly. “Suddenly I saw a car on the 
wrong side, coming toward me. I tried to 
avoid it. Couldn’t.” His voice faded. 

Henry ran his tongue over his lips. The 
answer had come before he’d had a chance 
to ask the question. There was nothing 
else. The woman who might have been 
able to tell him something was the woman 
who had passed Al Spruce’s dump truck, 
and she was dead. 

Archer’s left hand plucked at the 
cover. “That other car—was it insured? 
Will my wife collect money?”  

Henry started to tell him that he didn’t 
know yet when Mrs. Archer’s voice 
exploded. 

“George, your ring! Where is it?” 
 

RCHER lifted his left hand, looked 
dully at the pinky. “I—I guess the 

nurse took it off.”  
“I undressed you,” Mrs. Sodman said. 

“I certainly didn’t remove a ring from your 
finger.”  

“But it’s gone!” Mrs. Archer cried. 
“It’s been stolen! It was a sapphire, worth 
a thousand dollars.”  

“Fourteen hundred,” Archer muttered 
weakly, then seemed to lose interest. 

Mrs. Sodman said: “Henry, I hope 
nobody in the hospital is suspected of 
theft? It’s ridiculous, of course.” 

A
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“His money and his ring!” Mrs. Archer 
said bitterly. “He cashed a big check only 
yesterday at the bank. For three hundred 
dollars.”  

Henry leaned over the bed, “Mr. 
Archer, did you have that cash on you 
during the accident?”  

“Cash?” Archer roused himself. “Yes. 
Almost three hundred dollars. Never mind 
the money and the ring! Will my wife get 
insurance money if I die?”  

“You’re certainly not going to die,” 
Mrs. Sodman told him. She straightened 
up and glowered at Henry and Archer. 
“You’re both exciting him. Please leave.”  

Henry went out, followed by Mrs. 
Archer and then Mrs. Sodman.  

In the corridor, Mrs. Archer said 
distractedly: “All I care about is for 
George to get well. But all the same, the 
money and the ring—”  

“I hope you don’t accuse anybody in 
this hospital,” Mrs. Sodman said stiffly.  

“No, no!” Mrs. Archer said. “But all 
the same—”  

Henry got away from them. He looked 
up Dr. Roberts, the interne who had taken 
Archer to the hospital. Dr. Roberts hadn’t 
noticed a ring on Archer’s left pinky. 
Maybe there had been one, maybe not; 
he’d been more concerned in saving a 
man’s life than in his jewelry. 

It was after ten o’clock when Henry 
returned to his jaloppy parked in front of 
the hospital. For a while he sat behind the 
wheel and looked down Market Street, 
which was what Route 37 was called 
where it passed through Fort Hals. Then 
he drove through the town and a mile 
beyond it turned off on a dirt and tar road. 

Crude letters on a slab of wood nailed 
on a tree read: A. SPRUCE, TRUCKING. 

Henry swung his jaloppy off the road 
onto a hard dirt area which was the front 
yard of a tiny gray-shingled house. The 
door opened into the glare of his 

headlights. 
“Who’s that?” Spruce demanded. 
Henry cut his headlights and got out 

and walked up to the house. Light from the 
open doorway flowed over Al Spruce. He 
had shaved since the accident this 
afternoon, but his face retained that 
pinched, hungry look. . 

“Good-evening, Mr. Spruce,” Henry 
said politely. 

Spruce peered. “What’s the matter, 
sonny—can’t you read my statement you 
wrote down this afternoon?” 

“It’s something else,” Henry said. 
“Three hundred dollars and a valuable ring 
were stolen from George Archer.”  

Spruce showed no reaction to that. He 
merely said: “So?”  

“I wonder if you knew anything about 
it?”  

Spruce leaned against the door jamb 
and impassively surveyed Henry. “If you 
wasn’t just a kid who’s making like he’s a 
deputy sheriff, I’d smack you. I guess you 
just don’t know better than accusing 
respectable citizens without evidence.”  

“I’m not accusing you,” Henry 
retorted. “I only asked you if you know 
who could have taken the ring and the 
money.”  

“Sure, I know.” Spruce’s thin mouth 
smiled vaguely. “It could’ve been me. It 
could’ve been one of the people in the cars 
who stopped on the road while I was 
trying to pull that woman out of the 
burning car. It could’ve been you or the 
sheriff or the state cops. It could’ve been 
the ambulance doctor or the driver or 
anybody in the hospital. So what?” 

H
 

ENRY felt ridiculous. Somehow he 
had worked this all wrong, and what 

was worse, he didn’t know how else to 
work it. He said angrily: “But which one 
of them would have combined it with 
murder?”  
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“Murder, is it?” Spruce frowned. 
“Who’s been knocked off?”  

“Nobody exactly. That is—” Henry 
hated himself for fumbling before this 
man. He said: “So you can’t help me out?” 

“Sonny, you’re the one who’s getting 
paid to play deputy sheriff, not me.”  

Al Spruce stepped back. The door 
slammed. 

In the darkness, Henry felt himself 
flush. What he resented most of all was 
being called “sonny.”  

When he returned home, the house was 
in darkness. Uncle Will and Dina were 
already asleep. 

He went upstairs and tapped lightly on 
the door their room. After a while Uncle 
Will came out to the hall in his long old-
fashioned nightgown. Henry told him 
about the missing money and ring. 

“Bad,” Uncle Will mused, scratching 
his jowls. “We can write an accident off 
the books. But when there’s something 
stolen on top of it, it’s a headache for us.”  

“I went to see the truck driver, Al 
Spruce,” Henry said. “He laughed at me. 
He had the opportunity, but he pointed out 
that so did a lot of others.”  

In the dim hall light Uncle Will’s face 
looked haggard. “You should’ve let me 
handle this, Henry. It’s a ticklish problem. 
You can’t go around accusing people.”  

“I didn’t accuse him.”  
“And I hope,” Uncle Will went on, 

“you haven’t been making any wild public 
statements about murder?”  

“No,” Henry said. Then he 
remembered that he’d said something 
about murder a while ago, but he hadn’t 
been understood.  

“That’s good. I guess you have to 
expect young fellas to have brainstorms. 
Go around talking about murders and 
people will be wondering why the sheriff 
doesn’t do anything about them. And 
Election Day only a few months off.”  

“All right,” Henry said bitterly, “so 
George Archer only dreamed he had three 
hundred dollars and a valuable ring.”  

Uncle Will said patiently: “That’s 
something else altogether. You let me 
handle it. Good night.”  

Henry went into his room. Just before 
he fell asleep, he decided to quit his job in 
the morning. He was going to college to 
study to be an engineer, not a policeman. 
The devil with it. He’d do better waiting 
on tables during his vacations. 

In the morning, Henry Shay had 
completely forgotten his decision to quit. 
His mind was occupied with a job to be 
done. When he went downstairs, he found 
that Uncle Will had already left. Hurriedly 
he ate the breakfast Aunt Dina served him 
and drove off. 

He stopped off at the hospital and went 
directly to Frederick Farley’s room. Farley 
was reading a different detective novel, 
from a pile beside his bed. 

“Just one question,” Henry said. “Did 
you find anything of yours missing after 
the accident?”  

“Nothing but my wallet,” Farley 
replied indifferently. 

Henry sat forward in his chair. “And 
you didn’t make a complaint?” 

“Aw, it was only a fifty-cent wallet, 
and I didn’t have a thing of value in it 
except seven dollars. I didn’t know it was 
gone till a few days later. Somebody 
pinched it’ during the excitement of the 
accident, or maybe it just fell out of my 
pocket. I figured it wasn’t worth going 
through a lot of police red tape.”  

Henry stood up. “Thanks, Mr. Farley,” 
he said. 

He drove to the county building in 
Rexton. Uncle Will was in his office. 
Henry told him about Farley’s missing 
wallet. 

“Another one,” Uncle Will said 
glumly. 
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“That makes two who were robbed 
right after an accident—Archer and 
Farley.” 

 
NCLE Will pushed out his lower lip. 
“More than two. There was Amy 

Noble, who was killed in the first accident. 
Her mother claims her wristwatch and 
necklace are missing. Then there’s Carl 
Wilcox, who had his collarbone broken in 
the same accident. He says he had forty-
seven dollars before the accident and only 
four dollars after.” 

“Why didn’t you tell me?”  
“Maybe,” Uncle Will said sourly, “I 

ought to remind you that I’m the sheriff 
and you’re only working the summer 
months. I don’t have to give you reports.”  

Henry turned his face away to hide the 
angry flush. Then he asked: “Did others 
involved in the accidents miss things?”  

“Aren’t these four enough?”  
“No,” Henry said slowly. “There were 

others who were dead or could be robbed. 
Or so badly injured that they didn’t know 
at the time that they were being robbed.”  

Uncle Will looked rather sad. “There’s 
another brainstorm. Is the county full of 
crooks? Or does somebody have inside 
dope on who’s going to be in an accident 
and follow them so he can rob them when 
it happens?”  

“I mean,” Henry said, “that the 
murders and the robberies are part of a 
single scheme.”  

“My gosh, Henry! Now you’re going 
stark crazy!”  

Henry said stubbornly: “Listen, Uncle 
Will. Last fall at college three students 
were murdered over a period of four 
weeks. Two men and a woman. Each one 
was waylaid at night on the campus and 
strangled. The killer was caught—a porter 
working in town. He confessed that he 
killed them to rob them. Out of the three 
murders he got thirty-six dollars in cash 

and watches and jewelry worth perhaps a 
couple of hundred dollars more.”  

Uncle Will didn’t say anything. 
“A lot more than that was stolen from 

the victims of the accidents,” Henry went 
on. “We know of only four who lost 
something. There are others who are dead 
and can’t tell us, and their families don’t 
know just what they had on them at the 
time of the accident.” 

Uncle Will sighed. “When you get 
brainstorms, you sure get beauties. Can all 
the loot amount to more than a few 
thousand dollars tops?”  

“I told you about a man who murdered 
three times for a lot less. We’re not 
dealing with a rational person. A rational 
person wouldn’t murder for any amount of 
money.” 

“All right, let’s say I agree. How does 
the thief happen to be on the spot 
whenever there’s an accident?”  

“There are some people who always 
are. Say the ambulance driver or the 
ambulance interne.” 

Uncle Will nodded tiredly. “It’s an 
idea I had myself. Only you left some 
other suspects out. Like the sheriff.”  

“You’re making a joke out of it,” 
Henry protested.  

“I’m dead serious. We reveal that all 
these people have been robbed in recent 
accidents, and folks will say: Who had a 
better chance than the sheriff or his 
deputy?” He wagged a finger at his 
nephew. “Last night I said to let me handle 
this.”  

“And if it was murder?” Henry 
persisted. “If there’ll be more murders 
made to look like accidents?”  

“Why don’t you ask, if the moon was 
made of green cheese why don’t we cut 
ourselves a piece for lunch? It makes as 
much sense. How do you talk people into 
driving so that they’ll kill themselves?”  

“I don’t know,” Henry muttered. 
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“You don’t know because there is no 
way.” Uncle Will pushed a slip of paper 
across his desk. “Here’s a complaint about 
a Peeping Tom in Wood Hollow. If you 
find the man just give him a good talking 
to—the first time.” 

 
ENRY shoved the address into his 
leather jacket and left. Wood Hollow 

was a few miles south of Fort Hals, and 
you went to it by way of Route 37. His old 
car had plenty of pep, though going fifty in 
it felt like a hundred in almost any other 
car. He pushed up the speedometer another 
five miles. Speed was relief to his knotted 
nerves, eased somewhat the impotent 
anger roused by his uncle’s mocking 
attitude. The wind rushing in through the 
open windows felt good on his face. 

Ahead a twelve-wheel trailer truck 
lumbered up a grade. Henry slowed down, 
then nosed out to see if he could pass. No 
chance. The top of the hill was less than a 
hundred feet away, and there was no way 
of telling if a car was coming up the other 
side. 

He was slipping back to the right lane 
when an arm extended from the truck cab 
and waved him on. Automatically Henry 
swung back to the left lane. The crest of 
the hill was very near, but that didn’t 
worry him. You could almost always 
depend on a truck driver to be cooperative 
on the road. Farther up the grade and 
sitting much higher in his cab, he could 
see that no car was coming up the other 
side. 

Henry stepped on the gas, shooting 
past that long length of trailer truck. He 
passed it just before the top of the grade. 
He was almost even with the cab. He 
raised his right hand to wave thanks to the 
truck driver—and suddenly terror gripped 
his stomach. 

He knew now. In his mind he could 
see another car speeding up the other side 

of the grade, and they’d meet head-on on 
the same lane. 

Frantically he came down on his 
brakes. His car skidded toward the side of 
the truck, recovered, fell back. The huge 
double wheels of the truck lumbered by, 
and the jaloppy fell back into the right 
lane. 

He could see now that there was no 
other car coming from the opposite 
direction. The truck driver had seen that 
too, of course, only earlier, and had 
signaled for him to pass. But suppose he 
had signaled as another speeding car was 
approaching? 

There was sweat on Henry’s face. He 
pulled his car over on the grass, and 
waited for his stomach to settle, his nerves 
to ease. 

After a while he drove on. He passed 
Wood Hollow without stopping. He turned 
at Fort Hals and drove back south on 
Route 37. At Rexton he turned again and 
drove north. He kept this up for several 
hours. 

He began to feel foolish, futile. This 
wasn’t the way to do it. But then, what 
was? 

It was close to noon when he saw the 
dump truck ahead. That was about a mile 
from the grade followed by the sharp 
curve where yesterday Bessie Edgecombe 
had been killed and George Archer 
injured.  

He could have passed the truck then, 
but he didn’t. He dawdled, until halfway 
up the grade. Then he sped up to within a 
few feet of the tail-light of the truck.  

Exhaust smoke poured out of the dump 
truck as it wheezed and rattled up the 
grade, doing hardly more than five miles 
an hour. Henry nosed out for a look at the 
blind curve ahead, eased back. An arm 
came out from the dump truck seat, 
signaling to him that the way was clear 
around the curve. 
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Henry shot out to the left lane. He 
knew exactly what he was doing. There 
was a flat, grassy stretch on the other side 
of the road, and he headed diagonally for 
it. He was bouncing over the shoulder 
when a snappy convertible came tearing 
around that blind curve. It sped between 
the jaloppy and the truck and continued 
without loss of speed. 

The jaloppy had stopped. Henry 
sagged a little behind the wheel, pale and 
shaken, thinking that, if he hadn’t known, 
his car and the convertible would now be 
tangled wrecks. 

He turned his head, and across the road 
his eyes met Al Spruce’s eyes blazing in a 
pinched face. 

“Murderer!” 
 
HE word burst out of Henry’s throat. 
Al Spruce’s face vanished. The dump 

truck was moving past, gathering speed as 
it reached the down-grade. 

Henry backed his car onto the road, 
gave chase. It wasn’t even a race, but he 
didn’t dare try to pull even with the truck. 
Spruce would deliberately smash it into 
him. 

He stopped and jumped out of his car 
with his gun in hand. He shot three times 
at the. rear wheels of the dump truck. He 
was a rotten shot; every bullet missed. But 
the shots had their effect on Al Spruce. 
The dump truck came to a shuddering halt. 

“Don’t shoot!” Al Spruce yelled. 
“Don’t shoot!” 

With the gun held tight against his 
side, Henry strode forward. 

*  *  *  *  * 
They found the loot under a floorboard 

in Al Spruce’s house. 
“There’s our case,” State Trooper 

Robinson said. “Frederick Farley 
remembers that it was a dump truck 

Thomson was passing just before the 
collision. Others who were only injured 
will remember that too, and I’m thinking 
that some of them will identify Spruce as 
the first to reach them.”  

Uncle Will was kneeling beside the 
loot. “Rings, watches, bracelets and so on. 
He didn’t have to hide the cash. Worth 
maybe three or four thousand dollars. My 
gosh, Spruce was stark mad!”  

“All murderers are mad,” Henry said. 
“The ones who do it for money generally 
do it for ridiculous sums. Like the porter I 
told you about who killed three students at 
college last fall. I think that murder itself 
is the main thing, and robbery is just an 
excuse for it.” 

Uncle Will straightened up. “Why did 
he pick on you, Henry? He could see you 
didn’t have a swell car. Likely you 
wouldn’t have anything of value on you.”  T 

“He recognized my car through the 
mirror. Last night I blurted out to him that 
I suspected the accidents were murder. 
Then today, when I realized how they’d 
been managed, I knew it had to be Spruce 
whose dump truck Mrs. Edgecombe had 
been passing. Spruce saw me coming up 
behind him and he saw a convertible 
coming on the other side of the blind 
curve, and he figured it was a chance to 
get rid of me. So he signaled me to pass 
him.”  

Trooper Robinson shivered a little. 
“I’d say you’re one lucky boy, Henry.”  

“Lucky?” Uncle Will resented the 
word. “Brains, not luck. We were just 
going through the motions of being 
policemen. Henry was really working at 
it.”  

Henry Shay turned his head aside so 
that they wouldn’t notice the flush of 
pleasure on his pink cheeks. 

 


