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Synopsis






          Who put the dreadful little dolls in the window of Doc Turner's drug store? Why was it that, each time one tumbled from its perch, its living image died horribly!





          The Spider, February 1942, with "Dolls from Hell"
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          MORRIS STREET was thronged and raucous as usual. Trucks pounded the cobbled thoroughfare shadowed by the "El's" sprawling trestle. Hucksters shouted wares high-piled on their pushcarts, lining the curb. Shawled housewives babbled shrilly in a dozen alien tongues. Youngsters screeched at perilous play.




          Two men peered into the display window of an ancient drugstore.




          The younger spoke first. "They give me the creeps, Doc." Carrot-thatched and powerful, the lad emphasized by contrast his companion's stooped and slender figure. "I can't understand why the devil you stuck them in there."




          "I didn't, Jack." White-haired Doc Turner tugged at his bushy, nicotine-stained mustache. "I don't know how they got into my window."




          They were talking about the dolls that climbed a pyramid of bottled Turno-Tussin, the old pharmacist's own cough mixture. The mannikins, about half as tall as the length of a man's forearm, were so artfully fashioned as to seem almost alive; there was something grotesque about them. Something—evil.




          "I thought it was queer," Jack Ransom said. "Since I've always known you disapproved of drugstores selling pots and radios and toys, to find you displaying dolls. That's why I called you out here to look at them."




          There were four of the puppets. Two were clothed as men, two as women; but all wore a lusterless black fabric. Perhaps it was this that gave them their strange quality of malevolence; perhaps it was the malproportion of their limbs and torsos, or the slight distortion of their tiny features. "Hold on," Doc muttered. "There was someone this morning trying to sell me toys. A most annoying persistent fellow. I told him I wasn't interested, but he insisted on demonstrating some of his tricky gadgets anyway. He didn't show me any dolls, though."




          "But he must have put them in here when you weren't looking, figuring that they would sell, and he could convince you to carry his line."




          "Obviously." Doc's brow was furrowed. "What I cannot understand is how he managed it without my noticing. I was in the front of the store from the time he came in until he walked out."




          "Maybe he slipped in later," Ransom suggested.




          "With the door closed, Jack? Even if I was in the back room. I should have heard it open."




          "Well—" Ransom was interrupted by a small crowd that rushed around the corner. Men were stooped over as though carrying some weight, and a curious whimper came from their midst despite the clamor of Morris Street, and the trample of hurrying feet. The crowd shoved up against the pharmacy's door, forced it open and pressed on in.




          Doc and Jack worked their way into the store. Three men were laying a fourth on the gray floorboards, a broken form in overalls from which came that terrible whimper of agony.




          "Phone for an ambulance, Jack," Turner snapped and knelt beside that shattered figure. The whimper faded as he reached for a grimy wrist. Blood appeared on the blue, twisted lips.




          "Cheesa, Doc," came from one of the men who'd carried the fellow in. "Heesa work on roof scaffold, fixa cornice. All a sudden he walk right off end, fall right longside me. Heesa all smash—"




          "Yes." Doc Turner gently put down the pulseless wrist, lifted wearily erect. "Yes, he's all smashed, but he doesn't feel it any longer."




          A moan went through the crowd. Men removed their hats, women ceased their excited gabble. "I don't get it," muttered a fellow with an Irish brogue. "Why'd he do it, Doc? Everyone around here tells you all their troubles. Why'd Anton Svoboda kill himself?"




          Doc's eyes were bleak. "He had no reason to. Only last night he was in here telling me how his oldest son was graduating from school. His wife was all over her prolonged sickness; and he himself had a good, steady job. Why he was sitting on top of the world. Look here, Tony." He twisted to the man who had spoken first. "Are you certain he jumped? He might have stumbled—"




          "No, Doc. No. He jumpa. I hold rope on sidewalk keep scaffold steady an' watch close. I swear Anton jumpa down all by himself."




          THE wail of an ambulance siren put an end to that colloquy. The white clad interne plunged briskly into the ancient pharmacy and a blue-uniformed policeman drove the crowd out of it. After a while, Anton Svoboda was taken away in the Morgue wagon and Morris Street settled back to its brawling routine.




          "Doc!" Jack Ransom suddenly exclaimed. "Come here, Doc."




          Turner joined him in looking down over the half-partition that backed the display window. A male-attired doll lay sprawled behind the high pyramid of bottles.




          "Yes," Doc said, low-toned. "Yes. I see."




          The face of the puppet and the face of the man who had jumped from a scaffold were identical. Exactly the same, even to a puckered scar at the corner of Svoboda's right eye. "Strange," he mused. "Very strange," and then his lips went thin and straight as he stared at the remaining dolls. "Jack," he murmured. "Jack, boy. As I recall it, the highest of the puppets was one dressed as a man, wasn't it, when we looked at them before?"




          "Yeah. Yeah, sure. There was a man on top and then the two women below him and then another—Cripes!" Jack broke off, and a small muscle twitched in his cheek. "That's a woman on top now, and there's no room above her for another doll."




          The other two dolls on the pyramid had also moved, so that each of them was now in the place of the one that had been above it before Anton Svoboda had died—had been killed by a fall just as the puppet that resembled him had fallen! "It is almost as if," Doc whispered, "they are marching up the hill to their deaths. But of course someone noticed the resemblance of the top one to Svoboda and removed it, and moved the others. A rather macabre jest."




          "Macabre is right." Ransom's hands clutched the top of the half-partition, and his knuckles showed white. "Doc." His tone was queerly choked. "Doc. What were you doing at this window while everyone else was watching the ambulance doctor examine Svoboda?"




          "What was I—?" There was something like terror, suddenly, in the old pharmacist's faded blue eyes. "You saw me—" The squeak of door hinges cut him off, and he turned to the hugely obese woman who entered. "Good afternoon, Mrs. Bergdorff."




          "Ach! Such a goot-afternoon we should have not many here on Morris Street. Dot poor Sonia Svoboda, a widow left mit four little Kinder! I run right avay to see vot can I do for her und she chases me from her flat out. Vot wass it, Doc? Vy did Anton kill himself?"




          "He didn't," Doc said in a strange voice. "He was murdered! And he will not be the last!"




          The woman's eyes boggled at him out of her pink moon of a face. "Not—not der last?" she repeated.




          "Look." The pharmacist gestured to the doll that was now topmost. "Look at that puppet. You know who she is, don't you?"




          Mrs. Bergdorff looked, and her countenance was no longer pink but yellow. "Ja. Anastasia Paulopas."




          Turner smiled, a waxen, artificial smile as alien to him as the uninflected tone in which he said, "Go tell her, Frieda Bergdorff. Go tell Anastasia that if she wishes to live she must obey the Seller of Toys. And remember, when your face appears in my window on a doll from hell—you too shall die! Go quickly."




          The door slammed on the last of this sentence, and the woman fled. "Doc," Jack groaned. "What did you say that for?"




          A shudder ran through Andrew Turner's slight form and his look was dazed. "It is true, Jack. That is the way the Seller warns his victims."




          "She'll spread it all over the neighborhood."




          Jack Ransom had faced many a perilous adventure with Doc Turner in forays against the criminals who prey on the helpless poor, had faced what seemed certain death, but never before had the blood drained so out of his countenance, leaving freckles vivid against a yeasty pallor. "That's what we always try to stop. What's got into you, Doc? What's happened to you?"




          "What—what's happened to me?" Turner put his hand to his seamed brow, in a curiously fumbling gesture that hid his eyes from his young friend. When the hand dropped and he spoke again, it was once more in his own voice. "I want you to do something, Jack." It was thin with strain, though, and evidently on the point of breaking. "Pay no attention to what I say or do, from now on. Refuse any request I make of you, except this one. Do just the opposite, in fact—"




          "What the heck, Doc? I can't—"




          "Get out of here!" Doc cried, suddenly shrill. "Get out of here, you young fool. Don't you understand? You and all the rest of my people are in danger—and the danger comes from me!"




          Jack got out, a gravely disturbed young man. He would have been even more puzzled and disturbed had he seen what Doc did after the door slammed behind him.




          The old man stood very still for a moment, two vertical lines of pain creasing his forehead. Then, sighing, he went stumblingly toward the rear of the ancient pharmacy, around the end of the battered sales counter and through a threadbare green curtain.




          In the shelf-walled back-room, Doc fumbled in a drawer and brought out a candle. He half-filled a mortar with water, stood the candle upright in this bowl, carried this over to the scarred roll-top desk at the end of the narrow room, set it down. His acid-stained fingers trembling, he struck a match and lit the wick, and then sank into the decrepit swivel chair that stood before the desk. Folding his hands in his lap, Andrew Turner sat motionless, staring at the small, bright flame. In Morris Street, the slum's early dusk was settling. The throng on its sidewalks dwindled, the hucksters rested their hoarse throats. It was supper-time. Almost surely he could count on an hour undisturbed...
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