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          Synopsis


WHEN the war came to Morris Street it was not as the long rhythmic march of boots nor the roll of tanks nor the sense-blotting boom of bombs and the screams of shattered humans. When the war came to the slum dwellers, whom in his ancient pharmacy Andrew Turner had served more years than he cared to recall, it came as a death that struck silently and unseen.


The Spider, December 1942, with "Death with a Dog's Face"






        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          1






          TILL tonight the war had touched Morris Street no more heavily than any other street along the Eastern Seaboard. There was the dimout, of course, so that sky-glow should not betray tanker or transport to the Axis sea-wolves.


"Damn," Jack Ransom groaned, watching a couple of natty marines stroll past the store doorway, where he stood chatting with the old druggist. "I still don't see why they turned me down just 'cause of a leaky pump I didn't know I had. Suppose I did conk out from that instead of a bullet, so what?"


Doc put a thin, veined hand on the youth's muscular arm. "You know the answer to that, son." Little and stooped and feeble-seeming, his silken mane a silver nimbus in the gloom, he contrasted oddly with his barrel-chested, carrot-thatched companion. "You might conk out, as you put it, on sentry-go or when you were key man in some night patrol. Or that heart of yours might go bad and lay you up in a hospital bed needed for the wounded. But why fret? Aren't you doing a job as important as fighting?"


Jack grunted. "Yeah, I suppose I am."


The garage around the corner on Hogbund Lane now housed only the great trucks that served the war factories and, an ace mechanic, Ransom was doing two men's work keeping them rolling on their brutal, twenty-four hour schedules. "You're right, I suppose," he repeated, "but I feel like a lousy slacker anyways. If I could only slap a Jap down, just once—


"Oh, oh. What's got into that bozo?"


Out on the sidewalk a shadowy figure had stopped short, was striking out, frantically, at empty air. By the light of a street lamp bracketed to an "El" pillar, Doc made out that the man's mouth gaped with a soundless scream, that his eyes were black pits of agony... In that same moment he folded down.


Because of the half-light, the swiftness with which it had begun and ended, the utter silence, the incident seemed somehow unreal.


It still seemed unreal. The inanimate gray form did not sprawl on the concrete. It rested on its haunches, back bent, head between crooked knees. Unmoving, it was less a human than a mannequin whose strings had been dropped by the puppeteer.


Only those nearest were as yet aware of what had happened when Doc reached the corpse.


That it was a corpse he already knew as he bent to it. The bulging eyes were dulled stone. The tongue already blackening, curled in the still gaping mouth. Jack was beside the druggist when he straightened up. The freckle-dusted young face was yeasty. "Cripes, Doc," he gagged. "Is that how I'm going to get it?"


Turner stared—understood. "No, boy. It wasn't his heart." Men and women, morbidly curious, were crowding about them now, but they were so busy with questioning one another that none save Ransom heard Doc Turner add, very low. "This is murder."


A policeman bulled his blue bulk through the jam, spied the squatting form. He grabbed a shoulder with a beefy hand. "Get up out uh that you souse—Urrgh!" The body toppled sidewise, sprawled out. Crowd chatter cut off in a hush of horror.


"Yeh," Jack Ransom muttered. "Yeah, Doc. I see what you mean."


A bloodless cut sliced the dead man's neck under the ear, ran around out of sight under the unshaven, ponderous jaw. Out of this slit, like the tail of a mouse diving into its hole, curled an inch-long black filament, oddly stiff.


It wasn't a cut. As Doc's keen eyes had noted, it was the furrow made by a cord buried deep in the flesh, a noose cutting off breath. "But there wasn't anyone near him," Jack protested. "I was looking right at him and I'll swear on a stack of Bibles there was no one near enough to garrot him like that."


"Get back," the cop ordered hoarsely, clearing a space around the cadaver. "Get back, damn—


"Oh! Sorry, Doc." His shoving fists checked. "I didn't see it was you. Look. Will yeh do me a favor an' call the house while I keep this gang uh ghouls under control?"


"Of course, Tim. Glad to help you out."


JACK stood with his back to one of the ponderously framed showcases, once painted white, that were backgrounded by the sagging, bottle-laden shelves of the ancient pharmacy. His arms out either side of him, strong hands gripped the showcase's edge and his cheeks were sucked in, his look sultry.


"I'll give in it was pretty dark out there," he took up where they'd been interrupted by Flannery. "But the guy was right under the light when he got it. How could I have missed seeing the killer slip the noose around his neck?"


Doc looked at him, smiled bleakly. "Why ask me? The only answer I can give you is one written four centuries ago, by someone far wiser than either of us. 'There are more things in Heaven and Earth, Horatio, than—'"


"'Are dreamed of in your philosophy.' Yeah." A tiny muscle twitched at the corner of Jack's mouth. "Yeah, Doc. We've seen a lot of queer things happen around here, you and me, some mighty queer things."


"And this," the aged pharmacist murmured, "seems to be one of the queerest."


After a while there were men in the drowsy old drugstore who though not in uniform were unmistakably police. One of these was a little taller than Turner himself, but his lean frame had the gauntness of a bloodhound and the eyes in his bony, expressionless face had the blue-gray hue of tampered steel.


His thin lips barely moved as he asked Doc, "Did you know this Bronko Maslyk?"


"I know most people around here, Captain Jameson. I've known Bronko since he landed in this country, twenty years ago. I helped him find a furnished room to live in, and got him into the English for Foreigners class at the Settlement House."


"What can you tell us about him?"


"He was a hard worker and always was able to find a job."


"Where was he working now?"


"As head porter in the Tracy Department Store." Doc shook his head. "There's no tie up with war work there."


"No. Go on. Who were his contacts around here?"


"None that were not very casual, except possibly myself. He had no friends."


"What I want to know is if he had any enemies."


"I don't see how he could have. He kept himself strictly to himself, even at work. He was a very lonely man."


"Family?" asked the captain.


"None that he ever told me about. None in this country. Bronko is—was—still living in that same room I found for him, twenty years ago, alone except for Marta Sigurd, the old woman who rented it to him. Someone abroad used to write to him though. From Czechoslovakia. The letters were addressed to this store and he would pick them up here."


"Why here?"


"He never explained, and I did not ask him."


"Do you happen to have one of those letters to show us?"


"No. They stopped coming about a year and a half ago. The last one was in a different handwriting and it had French stamps on it. After that there were no more."


"Hmmm." Captain Jameson turned to a detective who'd come up, a tall chap with the hazy look of a man who ought to wear glasses but did not. "Well, Carter?"


"This cord Maslyk was throttled with, skipper. It's not catgut, as you thought. I can't tell you exactly what it is till I've a chance to work on it in the lab, but I've a notion it's a vegetable fibre processed in some unfamiliar way."


"Okay. Find out what it is and give me a report." Carter went away and Jameson beckoned a uniformed sergeant to him. "Tell those reporters outside that I know who the murderer is and expect to arrest him within twenty-four hours."


Doc Turner knew he lied.


IT was only a little after eleven when the police cleared out and left the druggist and his carrot-topped young friend alone together. Doc yawned. "There won't be any more customers coming in tonight. I might as well close up."


"Which would make the first time you've locked your door before midnight without a damn good reason," Jack grinned.


The faded blue eyes twinkled. "No use trying to fool you, is there?"


"Nope. No use at all. Spill it."


"There's nothing to spill except that I think I'll go and have a little chat with Marta Sigurd, Bronko's landlady. Jameson's men have cross-examined her, naturally, but I might get something out of her she doesn't even know she knows."


"Or knows and wouldn't tell them. Yeah. But ain't it kind of late? The Norski needs her sleep, she's older'n the hills."


"Which is why she doesn't need much sleep." The pharmacist's smile was a little wistful. "When the hours left to you are very few, my boy, they become too precious to let slip away in the night. However, I'll look up from the street and if her window isn't lighted I won't go up."


"We won't go up," the youth corrected. "I'm coming along."


He was mistaken. As he waited for Doc to lock the store door, he heard his name panted, "Jack!" and turned to a boy in grease-blackened overalls who trotted toward him from the corner. "Gees, Jack. The boss figured I'd find yuh here."
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