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Synopsis






          When little Jimmy Orling told Doc Turner his sister's secret—that she would soon be rich—Doc suspected a plot against the fairest maidens of the slums... Two lead-blasted young bodies told Doc, tragically, that he was right!




          The Spider, February 1940, with "Death's Dancing School"
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          DOWN where the elevated tracks roof Morris Street, electric bulbs high-hung over the pushcarts were like individual small suns, each glaring down on its own tiny hillside farm. Here a miniature slope of scarlet peppers, dark green cress, and creamy gourds bulging with pungent cheese was tended by a swarthy Sicilian. Next in line, a sloe-eyed Armenian hawked frothy laces and vivid-hued Oriental rugs. Further along the thronged sidewalks of the slum thoroughfare, shawled Galician crones knowingly pinched the produce offered by a curly haired Greek from the Peloponnesus. At the curb in front of Andrew Turner's corner drugstore a round-faced Slav haggled with a bearded Hebrew patriarch over a pair of sleazy suspenders.




          Hucksters raucously cried their wares, tattered gamins screamed in raucous play, trucks honked for passage. This was a typical Morris Street Saturday night.




          From the doorway of his ancient pharmacy, Doc Turner's faded blue eyes, in which there was more than a hint of worry, surveyed the familiar scene. The little, white-haired old man seemed to be sniffing, through the heavy odors of over-ripe fruit, some evasive but sinister scent.




          Like that which warns a veteran shepherd-dog of the wolf-pack gathering in distant hills, some obscure instinct presaged to the aged pharmacist a new menace threatening these people he had long protected from those meanest of criminals—the wily ones who prey on the very poor.




          A tow-headed urchin pushed through the shifting throng, eagerly offering paper shopping bags for two cents each. "Hello, Jimmie," Turner called to him. "How's business?"




          The ten year-old stopped, hitched up trousers which immediately sagged on to dirt-smeared, bare shins. "Pretty good, Doc," he grinned. "I took in twenty-four cents already tonight."




          "That's grand," the druggist applauded. "You keep that up and you'll be a rich man when you grow up."




          "Aw, shucks. We're gonna be rich long before I grow up." Jimmy Orling's scrawny shoulders straightened. "You just wait till Sue—cripes," he interrupted himself. "I'm not supposed to say nothin'—Well, I got to be hustlin' along." He turned away.




          Doc grasped a pipe-stem arm. "Jimmie," the old man asked, low-toned. "What were you going to say? What's the big secret about what's going to make you and your sister rich?"




          The freckled small face was abruptly mask-like, the frank grey eyes suddenly veiled. "Nothin', Doc. I was just shootin' off my mouth."




          "Jimmie!" He was squirming, tugging to get away. "Where has Sue been the last four or five days? I haven't seen her around."




          "Gee, Doc! I can't—cripes! There she is now." The girl running out of Hogbund Lane, past the drugstore window's corner-post, was slight, blonde-haired, winsome. "Sue!" Jimmie yelled. She stopped short, her hand going to her mouth as the youngster broke loose, bolted toward her. "Susy!" She was white-faced, her eyes big with terror. Jimmie reached her—and then it happened.




          OUT of the side street from which Sue Orling had appeared came a stuttering rattle, like that a dozen boys might make running sticks along a picket fence. Jimmie thudded halfway across the street. His sister crumpled in her tracks, as a passing youth collapsed beside her. The chatter ceased, was replaced by the roar of a suddenly accelerating car motor.




          The sprawled bodies were staining with scarlet as Doc Turner darted past them. Someone screamed, shrilly. A hundred feet down the dim-lit gut of Hogbund Lane, a black sedan was just completing a U-turn. In the instant Doc glimpsed it, it straightened and sped east, its tail-light blinking above a mud-spattered license plate. Footfalls thudded behind the old druggist; voices shouted gutturally. The murder car reached the end of the block, whipped around the corner into Pleasant Avenue.




          Turner came around. Jostling backs screened from him the assassins' victims. He picked up Jimmy's dead body, then thrust at the human barrier to reach the girl and the youth. He got to the interior of the jabbering crowd, knelt beside the pitiful bodies.




          In a final convulsion, Sue Orling had raised to her elbows. The youth was dead. No one could have lived a second after bullets had made that stitching of holes across his heart.




          Doc Turner's eyes went to the girl. The murder-spray had caught her lower down, shattering thighs and hips, but there was a faint pulse in the wrist his fingers took.




          "Ai-ai-ai," some woman yammered above him. "Vot ah terrible teeng!"




          "It's a mercy," another voice said, "that they have no mother or father to mourn them."




          A blood-stained market bag slanted against Sue's honey-colored hair like a surrealist caricature of the prevailing grotesque mode in hats. The pallid face had a sort of pert prettiness, but it was far from real beauty. The rouged lips were starting to move!




          Doc bent closer. "Jen." It was the merest shadow of a voice that breathed the name. "Tell Jen... not go... tell her it's... a school... for hell..." It faded into a long sigh and the pulse under the old druggist's acid-stained fingers fluttered like a frightened bird. Stopped.




          "What's all this?" a gruff voice demanded. "What's going on here?" A blue-uniformed policeman pushed through the crowd. "Gor!" the cop grunted, seeing what lay on the sidewalk. "Who done this?"




          Doc lifted erect, his eyes the blue of Antarctic ice, his red-threaded nostrils pinched together. "I don't know," he said through tight lips. "I don't know yet, but I'm going to find out."




          THE morgue wagon clanged away and the swish of a street cleaner's hose, washing carmine stains from the sidewalk outside Turner's drugstore, underlay the shuffle of the dispersing crowd. "She knew too much about someone, Jack," Doc murmured, "and was going to tell what she knew." Doc's lean fingers took a small object from a drawer behind the old heavy-framed showcase. He dropped the object in his pocket.




          "She was a damn sweet kid, and clean as a whistle." Jack Ransom's freckled and youthful countenance was somber. Barrel chested, muscular, his carrot-hued hair seemed to glow with a light of its own in the dingy interior of the old-fashioned pharmacy. "She never had time for fun, holding down a typist job and making a home for Jimmie out of their two-room, cold-water flat." More than once Jack's strength had complemented Doc Turner's mental agility in the old man's never-ending struggle to protect his people. "I've seen her around a bit, and I can't figure her mixed up in anything off-color."




          "Neither can I," the aged pharmacist agreed. "Not willingly. But she had become involved in some criminal scheme. With her last breath she tried to voice a warning against it. Someone, some girl, is in danger. Sue Orling gave her life to save that girl, and it would be tragic if she has given it in vain."




          "Which means we got to finish the thing for her." Jack's white-toothed grin was matched by no gleam of humor in his eyes. "Okay. What have we got to go on?"




          "Only that the thing has to do with some school—a 'school for hell,' she called it—and that the name of the girl she wanted to warn is Jen. Find Jen and we'll find out what the 'school' is."




          "Jen," Ransom repeated, his brow wrinkling. "Jen. Holy Moses, Doc! One out of ten of the young females around here is called that. What are we going to do, ask every one of them if she knew Sue Orling? Or put an ad in the paper?"




          "I'll do either or both, if there's no other way," Doc answered, "but I have a feeling that even if that were successful, we'd find the Jen we want too late." His fingers drummed the showcase. "I've a feeling there's desperate need for haste. Look here! You've just been talking about how hard Sue worked at her job and her home-making. Isn't it reasonable to presume she had little time to make acquaintances in the evenings? That 'Jen' is someone she worked with? If there was only some way to discover where—"




          "I can tell you that. I took her to work in my flivver one morning in a pouring rain. It's the Ideal Shoe Company, that big factory down by the River. First thing tomorrow morning I'll go down there and—"




          "Wait!" Doc interrupted. "Wait. The Ideal Shoe—I've heard that name very recently. I have it!" There was sudden excitement in his voice. "Henry Corbin, the insurance man who has desk room in Garvan's real estate office up the block, was in here yesterday afternoon flushed with his success in securing a group life policy on all their employees. He had a list of them. Do you happen to have any idea where he lives?"
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