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Synopsis






          That crumpled body, his looted store, and the boy's soiled cap told old Doc Turner, guardian of Morris Street, the whole, horrible story. And with a bereaved mother's screams ringing in his ears, Doc baits a murder trap with Abie, his errand boy, and comes to grips with a fiendish, modern Fagin!
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          A DANK, morning chill struck through Andrew Turner's shabby coat. The old man shivered a little as his key fumbled into the lock of his ancient drugstore. It was not yet seven, but the denizens of Morris Street's drab tenements were already streaming along the sidewalk, behind him. They begin their work, these slum dwellers, before their better fed, better clothed neighbors are well awake. They are laborers, porters, charwomen toiling long hours for paltry pay...




          Something hard struck Doc's thin shins as he went through the opened door! The seat edge of a chair, placed right before the entrance! He stared at it, incredulously. How had that gotten here? Surely it had been at the desk in his prescription room when he had locked up at midnight.




          The white-haired druggist tensed. Familiar odors came to him; the spicy sweet redolence of a drugstore so old-fashioned that it still is a pharmacy, still has senna and colocynth and anise in its drawers, tinctures of gentian and benzoin and guiac in the bottles on its shelves. But to the flaring, blue veined nostrils above Turner's bushy mustache the atmosphere differed subtly from that which had greeted him more mornings than he could count. It was not heavy and close as it always was after undisturbed, unventilated hours. Somewhere there was an opening through which fresh air had circulated all night. An aperture that should not exist!




          Doc's eyes, faded blue under silver brows, groped about the store, and wandered to the transom directly above him. It was open! It hung open, although never had he failed to close it, and against its sash's age darkened paint there glared raw, gouged wood where a jimmy had forced it wide.




          Someone had come in through that transom, had fetched the chair to help him climb out again. Someone? Between the edge of the rod held leaf and the sash there was a space of only ten inches. What man could possibly have squirmed through there?




          Turner's wrinkled, almost transparent, lids narrowed. He got moving, prowled between dusty, cluttered showcases to the sales counter that paralleled the store front. Went around its end; halted.




          The cash register drawer jutted from its metal case, and its compartments were empty. He had left only change there, and postage stamps. Less than five dollars worth in all. No great loss. Not enough, surely, to account for the bleakness that filmed Doc's seamed face with a sickly gray, for the pain that twitched his thin lips. His acid stained fingers closed, slowly, till their nails dug into sere palms.




          He wasn't looking at the robbed money-box. He was looking at the strip of splintered flooring between the counter and the partition backing it. Gaily colored, tiny egg shaped things were strewn on the worn boards. Jelly beans! Tidbits the aged pharmacist kept handy for the chattering little children of the slums who came to make their small purchases from him.




          A few stray jellybeans lay there, the cardboard box, empty now, from which they had been taken—and a small cap. A pathetic, little boy's cap, stained, broken-visored, gashed by frayed-edged rents...




          FOR what seemed a long time, Andrew Turner stood there, unmoving. Out of the misty past, faces formed to his inner vision. Pinched, grimy faces of youngsters born to squalor and penury. How many, how many countless thousands of them had he seen, and served, through the long years?




          The faces changed, as they aged. Some became sodden with dull acceptance of defeat. Some became rounded, glowing with the immeasurable triumph of those who have climbed by sheer inner strength from the depths to a place in the sun. And others, too many, grew slinking, shifty eyed, yellow pale with the pallor that can be acquired only behind those high, gray walls whose windows and doors are closed by bars of chill steel.




          They had all set out from the same starting point, the owners of those faces. Little things, unconsidered little things, had marked their courses for them. A word of encouragement, spoken at the right moment. A slap on the back. Or the tap of a policeman's hand on the shabby shoulder of a petty pilferer!




          Doc Turner sighed, bent, and picked up the cap. He looked inside it. On the torn lining was that which, knowing the ways of boydom, he was sure he would find there. A name, written in the blue of a spit-wetted indelible pencil. Tony Suagno.




          Doc was still in his coat and hat. He thrust the cap into a pocket, turned, and walked wearily to the front of the store. Walked out of the door and locked it behind him. The early morning customers would have to wait. Andrew Turner had more important business to attend to than the dispensing of castor oil and aspirin.




          Hogbund Place bustled with pushcarts being loaded with goods for the day's selling. The end of the long block still further away from Morris Street was quieter. Andrew Turner went down creaking, rickety board steps that curved under a high, broken stepped stoop. The gloom and the garbagy smell of a tenement basement received him. Slime sucked at his fumbling shoe soles and a drain gurgled, somewhere ahead.




          Doc struck a match. Its flame guttered, flickeringly illumined a wooden wall, once whitewashed. The grimy planks were broken by a skewed door on which scabrous letters spelled: Janitor. From behind it a child's high-pitched, querulous whine wailed unendingly...




          TURNER knocked on the door. The child's cry shut off. Shuffling footfalls came toward the door and it opened to emit a gust of stale, garlicky cooking and the fetid miasma of living quarters where little air and less sun ever entered. A woman was framed in the doorway, bloated with the fat of much spaghetti, opulent breasted under a grimy wrapper, and pendulous chinned. A swarthy three year old peered at Doc with long lashed eyes, set limpid and black in a smudged, wee countenance. She clung to her mother's skirt with one chubby hand, clutched a ball in the other.




          "Good morning, Mrs. Suagno. I'd like to talk to Tony for a minute."




          The woman stared at him, as if she didn't understand. "Tony?" she mumbled.




          "Yes."




          "Tony?" Mrs. Suagno repeated. "Wachyuh want from my Tony, Doctor Turner?"




          "I want to talk to him about something. Privately. Is he still asleep?"




          "Asleep?" Hysteric shrillness abruptly knife edged her voice, "I don' know, Doctor Turner. I don' know is he asleep or... or..." Suddenly, horribly, the vast contours of her face quivered, broke up into writhing anguish. "I don' know where Tony is."




          A small muscle twitched in Doc's cheek. "There isn't anything to worry over. But—tell me about it. Wasn't he home last night?"




          "No." Mrs. Suagno's fat fingers twisted at her wrapper and pulled it out of the little one's grasp. "He not come home lasta night." The ball dropped, rolled out into the cellar. "Since his fadder die, Tony stay out late." The child squeezed between Doc's legs, toddled after the rolling toy. "But always I finda heem in bed in da morn'. Deesa morn', justa now, I no find heem."




          "He's been staying out late every night. How late?"




          Doc's steady, calming voice seemed partially to quiet the woman, but her eyes were still miserable. Terrified. "I don' know!" she wailed. "I so tired weeth da garbage, da scrub halls, da sweep sidewalks, weeth take care leetla Angelin', I go sleep seven 'clock, sleepa like dead.




          "Tony beeg boy. Ten years. He..."




          "Mamma!" Angelina's whining cry cut across her words. "Mamma. Make Tony give Gina ball."




          Doc whirled. The child was a pale wraith in a far corner where a rubbish heap bulked vaguely. "Mamma Mia," she whimpered, tugging at something that, as Doc pounded up to it, was a limp, lifeless hand lolling over the edge of a broken legged couch.




          "Mustn't wake Tony, my dear," the old man said, lifting the youngster in tender arms that trembled. "Come inside, and Doc will get your ball without waking brother up." He turned away, carrying Angelina to the door in the broken-walled partition. It would be easy to get the ball without waking Tony Suagno. Nothing in this world would ever wake Tony again. A single swift glance had shown Doc that. A single glance at the crushed in head of the still form that had been thrown on a pile with poverty's other pitiful debris.




          In the dimness of a fetid cellar, a bereaved mother keened her sorrow...









OEBPS/Images/Cover_temp.jpg
Doc. Turner's
Vengeance Mixture

Doc. Turner Series

By Arthur Leo Zagat

Summarized a ddtdbnytAllm
I ashreq eB






