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Family Affair

In the rearview mirror
he could see the blude

wouching ugainse the
¢he fubric of her dress.
can’t be happening,
wld himself incredu-
v. lecan't! He glanced
s wife who was sitting
stiffly, terrified, and he
ad o wdd, Bue ic is!”

Ve all look forward to
¢ summer vacation. So
did Tom Curlton and
s fumily. However, for
the Curlton fumily the
 of the open road aan
ddenly into « vacation

. incerror!

RICHARD HARDWICK

HEAT MIRAGES shimmered wedy far down che
gleaming pavement of che interstace highway. Hoc
aic blasced in che open windows of the car. Buc
neicher the heac nor the condition of the road
occupied Tom Carlton as he sac with moise
palmed hands clutching the wheel.

It was the man in the back seat, the stranger
sitcting close beside his daughter with one arm
abouc her slim waist, the other hand gripping
the hafe of a knife—thar was che reality over-
powering Carlton's consciousness.

In the rearview mirror he could see che blade
touching againsc the brighe fabric of her dress.
This can't be happening, he told himself in-
credulously. It can’t! He glanced ac his wife who
was ‘sicting stiffly, ceerified, and he had o add,
Bue ic is! :

The interstace had been a welcome change
after some of che byways on which the Carleons’
vacation had taken them. So welcome, in fact,
they had hardly noticed che time, and it was
almost cthree o'clock when Sally touched her
husbund's arm. “Tom, isn't cthat one of those
roadside park signs ahead? Lec's stop and ear.”

The small square sign rapidly grew legible as
they bore down on ic. From the back seat Melinda

read ic aloud, “*$200 Fine for Throwing Licter on
Highway.”
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"“Golly, Pop,” Tommy piped up, “I'm stacving! Can'c we scop?”

“You're always starving,” said Mclinda, with the disdain of a
sixreen-year-old for one four yeurs her junior—especially a brocher.
“In face, lictle one, you're always griping abouc something.”

"“Yeah? Yeah? Look who's talking.” :

“Knock it off, you two,” Carlton snapped.

Sally turned, “Read the funnies, Tommy. Leave your sister alone.”

“l didn’c starc it. You're always taking up for her like she's a queen
or someching.”

Carlron's knuckles whitened on the wheel. “Knock ic offt”

Tommy frowned duckly ac his sister, then ratcled through the Sunday
paper on the floor, slipped out the comic sheets, and puc his foot back
on the paper to keep it from the wind.

Melinda pointed ahead. “There's the sign, Dad. Roadside tables,
one mile.”

“Good," Carlton sighed. “I'm with Tommy. Hungry as a bear.”

They pulled off onto a curving drive that led through a grove of
trees. A tractor-trailer and small sports car were just moving back onto
the highway ac the othet side of the park. Carlton passed a scation
wagon into which a half dozen people were crowding, chen ¢ased inco
the shade of a cree at the very back of the park and stopped.

He pushed his glasses up o his forchead and rublbed his eyes. “'Get
the lunch basket out of the boar, Tommy.”

Buc the boy was now absorbed in the comics. **Just a second, Dad."”

Hor, tired. Carlron snapped, “Don't just a second me!"

Snmiling, Melinda putted her facher's cheek. “1'H get ic””

As she walked briskly back roward che boac and crailer, Caclton
watched her, finding it again almost impossible to belicve chat this girl
with the shape and smile of 4 woman was really his Juugheer. I
seemed such a painfully shore time ago chat she was all bony knees
and ¢lbows and teech braces.

He grinned to himself and closed his eyes again. A s sign of age,
old buddy.

The station wagon, the only other vehicle in the purk, moved past
them. A small boy leaned from a window and stuck out his tongue.
Carlton watched abseny as the car paused ac the highway, then
curned and began o pick up speed.

Sally said, *You wanted to check the boart, didn'c you, honey?"”
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He nodded. "Right. You womenfolk get the chow ready,”

Sally seemed about to say someching else,
that Melinda screamed. . . ,

That had been lictle more than ten minutes ago. No warning. Noth-
ing. All of them—Carlton, Sally, Tommy—had leaped from the car.
They had seen the man holding Melinda roughly against him, He was
young, maybe twenty-five, dirty, unshaven, and only slighdly caller

than che yirl, As he glared back ac them he held 4 knife againse
Melinda’s chroar.

but it was at that instant

“I'been waiting . . " he said nervously. "] been waiting a long time
for just one car to be in here. Now then, mister, everybody back
inside and let's roll, Move! Pronto!""

Melinda, her blye eyes wide with unspeakable terror, cried our,
"Daddy .. ."

Carleon took a step toward his daughter, bucthe stranger brandished
his knife wildly. "'l kill her, mister. If you try anyching. Ill kill her!
Now, get back in the car. More!”

The appetites of 1 few moments before had vanished. The stranger—
in the back seat with Tommy on his left and Melinda on his right—
was the only one who ate. He wolfed a sandwich, keeping the knife
pressed against the girls ribs,

Tommy was the first 10 speak. “Mister . . . you're that fella the
police are looking for, aren't you? You're . .. Joe Whitlock

The man paused and looked suspiciously at the boy, then at che
folded newspaper beneath Tommy's feet. “You seen it in the paper,
huh?" He tore ac the sandwich with his reeth. “What'd they say about
me, sonny!"

The boy's lower lip trembled and his eyes flicked to his sister. “They
said you broke out of prison—rthac sou killed some people.”

“And [l Kill some more if 1 have to. What else they say?”

‘That you were , . . re | dangerous. . . ." the boy cleared his chroac
and his voice grew frmer, “Mr. Whidlock . . . would you hold that
knife against me instead of Melinda? She's just a girl, and girls gec
scared easy,”

Whitlock grinned, wiping his mouth on the back of one hand.
"There ain't such a thing as ‘just a giel'" He tuened and looked in-
tently at Melinda. “Not when you been in stir long as [ have.”

The rearview mirror showed only the trailing boat, so Carlton had
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casually shifted it to view the back sear. Now, seeing the way Whitlock
was looking at his daughrer, a winery chill stabbed through him.

Ifonly to get the man's attention off the girl, Carlton said, "What do
you want from us? We don't have much cash, but take what we have,
Take the car, put us out on a back road someplace—"

“Mister, keep your mouth shuc and drive, | need you people. [ need
all of you . . " His eyes again «
", for now,

Carlton could feel Sally's pleading thoughes. Do something! For God's
sake, help my baby!

As the car rounded a long sweeping curve, they all saw it at once. A
black and white sedan was parked at right angles to the highway
beside an exit ramp, the state's emblem blazoned on the door.

Whitlock snapped forward, forcing Melinda with him, He moved
the knife to the side of het neck so that Carlton could see it cleatly in
the mirror. His voice was as tight as a guy wire. “No funny seuff! |

don't want that cop giving us a second look! We're just one big happy
family.”

ent to the terrified girl at his side

Carlton was like a drowning man, ready to grasp at a straw, Slam
on the brake ... . 7 Hope to disarm him, ot at least hold him unril the
trooper could, perhaps, get to them . . . !

“She’s your kid, mister,” the voice rasped in his ear.

The speedometer held on a steady sixty. There was only the noisy
tush of wind to be heard. In the mirror Carlton could see the knife,
held lower now, invisible ouside the car, Whitlock's eyes, as if held
by magnetic force, fastened on the police car. They came abreast, There
was a brief glimpse of the lone cop sitting at the wheel, mopping with
a handkerchief ac his forchead beneath a thatch of flaming red hir,

Then they were past, the boac blotting out the view behind, and
the chance—if chance it had been—was gone,

“We're low on gas," Carlton told him. e was almost four o'clock
“Sign back there said there's a station at the nexe exit.”

Whitlock leaned forward and looked ¢ the gauge. “Okay. Buc
everybody stays in the car, understand?”

The car and trailer rode the cloverleaf and came t0 a hale beside
the pumps of 2 spacious service station,

“Fill her up? the attendant asked.
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