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Synopsis






          Doc Turner knew that sometimes pigeons carry messages of doom, as well as words of salvation. But he had never heard of murder-by-carrier-pigeon—until the night Fate promised to end his brave career as Champion of the Poor!





          The Spider, April 1941, with "The Doves of Death"
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          ANDREW TURNER was increasingly certain that the gaunt young man's interest in safety razors was an excuse for a more obscure purpose. He asked his questions vaguely, and listened not so much to the white-haired pharmacist's replies as to sounds that invaded the ancient drugstore from Morris Street: pushcart peddlers' raucous cries, a jabber of alien tongues, the shuffle of many feet on cracked sidewalks.




          An odd tenseness possessed the stranger's slender, gray-suited frame, and his lean countenance.




          "Five dollars," he remarked, picking up the highest-priced razor, "must be almost a half-month's rent for a flat around here. You can't sell many of these."




          "I didn't even stock them until recently," Doc Turner said. He tugged at his white, bushy mustache. "But now that defense work has driven the nearby factories to three shifts a day, there's more money being spent."




          His customer flicked open the razor's head. Doc noted fingers that were long and strong, and exceedingly deft. "I suppose the new jobs have brought a lot of new people into the neighborhood?"




          "No." The druggist's faded blue eyes went blank. "I haven't noticed any." His huge nose flared. "The plants have no trouble recruiting all the labor they need from among the people who've always lived here. They're only working on sub-contracts from the big companies, you see. They're not so terrifically important."




          "Not important?" A thin and utterly humorless smile touched the other's straight mouth. "Aren't you mistaken? Seems to me that failure of this small stuff to come through on schedule might cause a bottleneck and upset the whole schedule." Replacing the razor in its box, he murmured, "You would be likely to know of any strangers coming to live in the vicinity, I take it."




          "I rather think I would, Mr.—" Doc's eyebrows raised.




          "Bailey," the other sighed. "Fred Bailey."




          "I opened this store here more years ago than I care to recall." A hand whose skin was netted with veins gestured to the heavy-framed showcases, the sagging shelves of the ancient pharmacy. "The people of Morris Street are my family. I certainly should be aware of any newcomer among them."




          "And there has been none?" Bailey persisted.




          "Well," Doc pondered, "there is Charles Mount."




          "Mount?" the gaunt young man repeated, and seemed to be testing his memory. "Charles Mount? What does he do for a living?"




          "Nothing." Turner's drooped lids veiled a mischievous twinkle. "He showed up last April, rented a furnished room from Mrs. Papalos on the top floor of a tenement around the corner on Hogbund Lane. He has stayed in it ever since. He never has any visitors. He goes out once a week to buy scraps of food for himself and a flour-sack full of stale bread for his pigeons."




          Behind the mask of Bailey's face there was sudden taut attention. "He keeps pigeons?"




          "No." Doc was hard put to it to restrain a chuckle. "It's the pigeons from the park that he feeds. You can see them precisely at four every afternoon, a great cloud of them swarming in through Mount's window." If Bailey could make something of that, he was good. "Over on Garden Avenue there would have been complaints to the police long ago. Down here we just smile, call him Pigeon Charley and let it go at that."




          If Turner expected the young man to betray annoyance he was fooled. "Certainly an odd character," Bailey murmured, and then nodded at the razor he'd been examining. "I'll take that one," he said.




          Doc rang up the sale and watched his customer vanish into Morris Street's shifting throng. "You're a suspicious old codger, Andrew Turner," he chided himself. "Still..."




          MEN looking for factory jobs do not blithely buy five dollar razors, nor display well-filled wallets while paying for them. "Whatever he was after," the old druggist said the following evening, "he didn't get it out of me."




          "I suspect you've got a hunch he was up to no good, Doc." Jack Ransom grinned affectionately. The carrot-headed, barrel-chested young garage mechanic had dropped in, as was his daily habit, for a chat with his aged friend. "You've got a funny way of smelling trouble before it happens."




          The tie that bound this oddly-assorted couple had sprung from dangers shared. Doc Turner was more than merely a druggist to the slum-dwellers of Morris Street. He guided them in the strange ways of the strange land to which they'd come from their birthplace across the seas. When they were threatened by those criminals who prey on the friendless poor, Doc fought for them with his keen brain and a courage that his age-enfeebled body seem to belie. It was Jack's powerful frame and hard fists which, when violence entered the picture, usually settled the issue.




          In the course of these adventures, Turner had developed a sixth sense for any insidious threat to the poverty-stricken aliens he called his "family." It was this to which Ransom referred. "As far's I know though," he continued, "everything seems peaceful."




          "Too peaceful." Doc's brow was wrinkled. "With the new prosperity that's come to Morris Street—"




          "The dumb brutes are ripe for plucking. Yeah. But, hello—" Jack broke off. "If this ain't a dick coming in I'm a three-tailed whooflefinch."




          The burly individual plodded wearily to the showcase by which the two friends stood talking, derby hat canted sidewise. He dipped into a vest-pocket as he reached them, briefly displayed a gold badge. "Detective Fallon," he said heavily. "Homicide Squad."




          Doc shot a brief glance at Jack and asked, "What can I do for you, Mr. Fallon?"




          "Nothing, most likely." The detective sighed. "No more than the hundred and seventy-eight other pill-rollers I've talked to today." Stiff brown paper crackled as he started to unwrap a small package he took from the pocket of his topcoat. The brown paper came open and revealed more paper wrapping; paper once white but now soiled. "Ever see this before, mister?"




          "I may have," the druggist replied tonelessly. "I use that kind of paper for wrapping, but so do hundreds of others. Where did you get this?"




          "Off a floater the Harbor Squad picked up this morning, a stiff beat up so bad he didn't have what you could rightly call a face. The labels had been cut out of his suit and there was nothing in his pockets except a wallet chockfull of money. And this package. A safety razor is in it."




          "A five dollar Shickette." Doc looked slightly sick. "You don't have to interview any more pill-rollers, Mr. Fallon. I sold it yesterday about noon, to a young man I'd never seen before."




          The detective came alive then, but the questions he fired at Turner elicited only a description of the murdered man and the name he'd given, Fred Bailey. "Okay," Fallon said. "It's a lead anyways. I'll do some poking around and I'll lay you ten to one I'll find out he just moved in within two, three blocks of here."




          He rewrapped his package and went out, and Jack Ransom said, "You can stop worrying about this Bailey now."




          "Can I?" A spatulate thumb thoughtfully rubbed the showcase edge. "Can I, Jack? Perhaps I ought to start worrying."




          "Cripes, Doc," Ransom groaned. "Don't tell me you're going to go looking for who bumped him! He wasn't one of our people."




          "No," Doc mused, thinking aloud. "But death came to him because he questioned me about this neighborhood. That means the murder concerns Morris Street, so I must find out why Bailey died."




          "Sounds like a tall order." Jack was by no means convinced, but from past experience he knew that argument would be futile. "You haven't a thing to go on."




          "Perhaps not. And then again—it has occurred to me that something I told Bailey in my impish impulse to bait him, the way he dropped his questions and hurried out, may be a hint. I'm going to have a talk with Pigeon Charley, son. Right now!"




          THE smells of alien foods, unwashed bodies and vermin-ridden woodwork combined in the drab top-floor hallway to form the single, unforgettable odor of poverty. As Doc turned to a scarred door Jack Ransom said, "This is a hell of a time to wake up a hard-working female."
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