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Synopsis






          One deadly bullet threatened grimy diggers with racket slavery—and shoved Paul Melwin into the shadow of the chair. Then Doc Turner took up the murder hunt where the police left off.




          The Spider, June 1937, with "Doc Turner's Subway Suicide"
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          IN the past week a new odor had been added to the conglomerate stenches of Morris Street. It mingled with the tart-sweet smells of the fruit piled high on the pushcarts lining the bustling slum thoroughfare. It overlaid the aroma of rotting debris; of unwashed sweaty bodies; of breath insistently redolent with the memory of alien foods. The salt tang of the muddy River to the East was tainted with it. It seeped through the grimy tenement windows, finding the chinks between their warped frames and paintless sashes. It drowned the spicy fragrance of old herbs, of esoteric tinctures and fluid extracts in Andrew Turner's drugstore.




          Through the pervading fetor was that of illuminating gas, it came from no leak in a main. It was exuded from the black-brown, crumbling earth walling the trench, narrow and deep as a grave, that bordered the curb of Hogbund Lane from the corner of Morris Street to the River.




          Andrew Turner, his frail form a little stooped with age and the weariness of the long years, lounged before the big window of his pharmacy and watched the rhythmic rise and fall of overalled, muscled shoulders in and out of the long gut, the cadenced gushing of dirt from skillful shovels. A vagrant breeze stroked his silky-white mane. His gnarled fingers tugged at his drooping mustache, and his bushy brows did not hide the brooding worry in his faded blue eyes.




          A honking stream of traffic thundered West on Hogbund Lane. Florid-faced, sweating, the drivers of canvas-covered lorries carrying produce from the riverside warehouses swore at slab-sided trucks stationed beside the trench to receive dirt from flying shovels. The square-jawed chauffeurs of the dirt trucks swore back at them. The air was sulphurous with profanity, but there was no rancor in the bandied epithets. Why should there be? Everyone was happy in the knowledge that this Friday night, and every Friday night, there would be money for corned-beef and cabbage, for pasta and ravioli, for gefilte fish and blintzes. The depression was still too close for these sweating sons of toil to have forgotten the dreary, mind-wrecking days of 'on the relief.'




          A shiny black limousine was as incongruous in that clamorous procession as a man in top hat and tails would have been in the trench. Its sleek hood nosed into a space between two of the dirt-filled trucks and its fat tires whispered to a halt. Before the liveried driver could move the limousine's back door opened and Paul Melwin leaned out.




          "Hi, Doc," Melwin called. "What's good for heartburn?"




          Doc Turner smiled a little, going toward him across the sidewalk. "Try eating potato bread and onions and cabbage soup for a while, instead of poulet à la Française and pommes de terre à la holcha. You had no heartburn when you were Pavel Melwiczn, with no seat in your pants and no idea of where your next meal was coming from." The old druggist had no awe of the wealthy contractor for whom these men and a thousand others labored. Melwin was just one of the Morris Street boys to him. One of his children.




          "I get you, Doc." A rueful grin creased the other's heavy-jowled, broadly sculptured countenance. "But there ain't no—isn't any—use ribbing me. I may be boss here, but Ida is double boss on Garden Avenue." He heaved out of his car, over the trench, his burly frame compact with lithe strength for all the custom-tailored Harris Tweed suit that clothed it. "She makes me keep my coat and shoes on even when we're alone together."




          "You—"




          "Listen, Mr. Melwin." The voice that interrupted Doc was mellifluous with Latin softness, its syllables tinged with an unmistakably foreign accent though there was no mispronunciation of its English. "I was just going to your office. Your Super's put on a half dozen new men this morning. How about it?"




          "Well, how about it, Liscio?" The good nature vanished from the contractor's face as he swung to the speaker. "They're union men, aren't they? What's your kick?"




          "They ain't from Local Forty-six." Pietro Liscio was slim, dapper in a navy-blue suit. His thin-cheeked face was sallow, its native swarthiness faded. "If you don't throw 'em off the job I'll have to pull a strike on you. We won't work with no scabs."




          "If I fire those diggers you won't work at all. Rafferty will call his teamsters out. I won't be able to haul the dirt away and I won't be able to get the pipe up here." Melwin was low-toned, slow-spoken, but his face was purpling. "Those six men are no skin off your nose. They're on the same pay and hours as your crowd. Union pay and union hours. The only difference is they've got Local Nine on their cards instead of Local Forty-six."




          The nostrils of Doc's bony nose flared a little. He had a queer notion that the gas-smell was heavier, so heavy that a striking match, a spark from one of the shovels clicking against a granite cobble would explode it into a catastrophic outburst of flaring destruction.




          "THAT'S too much difference," Liscio was saying. "This is Forty-six territory and Nine's got no call muscling in on it."




          The contractor's thick neck corded, the top of his white collar cutting into it. "That's racket language," he said quietly. " 'Muscling in'."




          "That's just what Rafferty is," the union man came back. "A racketeer. His laborers' local is a racket and his teamsters' union is worse. He's in the game for what he can get out of it. What's he getting from you? What's he promised you? A new agreement when he's smashed me and my bunch?"




          Melwin's big paw darted out. Its spatulate fingers fastened on Liscio's coat collar, tightened. Though the union man's feet were still on the sidewalk he seemed to be hanging from that hairy fist.




          "Playing with him, am I?" the big man bellowed. "You're a lying dog, Pietro Liscio, and you know it."




          Backs were no longer rising and falling in the ditch. Shovels were motionless. Swarthy, mud-streaked faces were attentive, straining to hear, straining to see. Blue-jawed, simian-armed truck drivers were drifting, carefully casual, toward the black sedan. One of them hastened his pace, reached the corner and went into Doc's store. His nickel, dropping into a telephone booth, pinged sharply through the traffic sounds, through the raucous shouts of the hucksters and the shrill chaffer of shawled housewives that made a murmurous background for Paul Melwin's thick-tongued roar.




          "Listen, you whelp!" he shouted, shoving the palm of his free hand within an inch of Liscio's face. "See them calluses? I got them swingin' picks in ditches like that." He turned the hand, jabbed a thick thumb at a scar on the ridge of his jaw. "See that? That was made by a fink's brass knuckle, in the first laborers' strike ever pulled. I ain't forgot I once swung a pick, an' I ain't forgot the guys I worked with and fought for. You got any squeal about conditions on my jobs?"




          "No," Liscio whispered. "No."




          "Damn right you haven't. Everybody knows I give my men all that's coming to them and a hell of a lot more. Everybody knows that when the city was busted I took its contracts anyway and laid out my own money to keep a couple hundred slobs from starving, not knowing if I'd ever get paid back. Everybody knows it was me who rammed the union down the Contractors Association's throat when men was crawlin' for work at any price. Everybody knows I'm the best friend the working man ever had in this town. That right?"




          "Sure. I got nothing against you. This is a jurisdictional dispute and..."




          "And you'll leave me and my jobs out of it if you know what's best for you. I've been trying to get along with rats like you and Pat Rafferty to save the poor dumbbells you've got fooled from getting hurt, but I'm through now. I've fought too hard and too long to get where I am and I'm not letting a dog like you drag me down again. Try it and I'll smash you out of my way. Like this!"




          The arm that held Liscio straightened, flung him across the sidewalk to sprawl upright against a rain-streaked tenement wall. The fellow clung there, hate in eyes that were glittering black beads in a pallid face, lips curling away from pointed, uneven teeth.




          "All right, Melwin," the low words came from between those teeth. "For that I change my demands. If there's anyone but a Local Forty-six digger turning dirt on any of your jobs tomorrow morning I'll strike every one of them."




          "Strike and be damned."




          "You're thinking Rafferty will help you, but he can't. He can't give you enough men to carry your jobs through anywhere near contract time. The forfeits will bankrupt you and the Contractors Association will see that they're claimed. I'll finish you and Rafferty together."




          "You'll finish Rafferty all right. The minute trouble starts every union man on my pay-roll gets fired, Nine or Forty-six or any other damn number. I've never hired a scab in my life but I know where to get them, and I know where to get guards to protect them, too." Melwin's voice was a defiant growl. Doc Turner was the only one near enough to see the almost unnoticeable quiver of his ridged jaw, the twitch of a muscle in his cheek. "Try it and see what happens to you." Doc was the only one to see the big man's fist closing at his side, slowly, very slowly, as if its shaggy fingers were tightening on someone's neck, savoring the feel of flesh squashing under them, of gristle crumpling. "If you've got guts enough."




          Paul Melwin turned on his heel, sprang across the ditch and into the limousine. The door slammed and the black car surged away.




          Pietro Liscio pushed himself away from the wall. "Everybody down at Union Hall tonight," he called to the shovellers. "Pass the word along."




          DOC TURNER found himself a seat under the balcony of Union Hall on Morris Street. He had kept his coat collar up, his hat pulled down over his face, as he had shoved in with the crowd, and nobody had recognized him. He was safe enough from being spotted. The illumination from the few fly-specked electric light bulbs scarcely reached here, and the close-seated, jostling crowd had eyes only for the table at the other end of the big room, where, under an American flag draped on the scabrous wall, sat Pietro Liscio, president and dictator of Local Number Forty-Six, International Union of Laborers.




          "Gee, Doc," a carrot-headed, burly youth seated next to him muttered. "I don't get the idea of your shutting up shop and coming here at all."




          "I had a funny idea that it's more important for me to be here than in my store," the old pharmacist murmured. "But this is no place to talk. Just keep your eyes and ears open and your mouth shut."




          "Wish I could keep my nose shut too," Jack Ransom grumbled. This barrel-chested young man was Doc's constant companion on his forays against the wolves who prey on the helpless poor; his good right hand—or rather fist. "I hate the smell of garlic."
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