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Synopsis






          Death strikes with living flame on Morris Street—leaving no sign save charred, battered human wrecks to mark its passing. And Doc Turner, stalking the killer, becomes, himself, a fugitive from the law!
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          ANDREW TURNER'S white-topped head jerked up, his age-seamed face tight with apprehension. He peered near-sightedly through the murky, indoor twilight, trying to pierce the veil of smut and steam hazing the glass panel of his store-door. Outside, the Saturday night gabble of Morris Street had checked suddenly to a shocked silence—as if a gigantic hand had been laid across the lips of chaffering, shawled housewives and had stuffed the raucous cries of the pushcart peddlers back into their leathery throats.




          Then, abruptly, a woman screamed. Tumult beat once more against the front of the ancient drugstore. But now it was a roar vibrant with shouting, hysteric voices, with the pound of running feet; and the blue knife-edge of a shrilling police whistle sliced across the mounting clamor.




          Shadowy figures rushed across the gray screen that blurred Doc's view of the street, waving spindly arms above forward-bent heads in an ecstasy of horror. Under the nicotine-edged bush of his mustache the old pharmacist's lips twisted. He pushed out from behind his counter, his gnarled hands lifting already to the doorknob that was still yards away.




          The door crashed open before Turner could reach it, and Abe, Doc's undersized errand-boy, plunged in. His protruding lips were blue, his eyes deep sockets of black flame in the grime-smeared pallor of his Semitic face. His voice was a squeezed, muted scream. "Ai, Meester, Toiner! Eet's Jeem O'Neill. De Teeng's got eet Jeem O'Neill dees time."




          A groan wrenched from the druggist's throat as he passed the lad. "Again! Good Lord! Hasn't it stopped yet?"




          Then he was out in the streaming throng, was being swept by the crowd along a debris-strewn sidewalk, under the glare of lights wire-strung from building fronts to leaning poles at the curb. Minutes before, those lights had seemed festive in the holiday spirit of the market evening; now they flicked across white, drawn faces, glinted from fear-widened eyes. From eyes in which, despite the panic they mirrored, there glowed also a queer eagerness, a morbid lust for the gruesomeness toward which they strained. In the emotion-starved, toil-ridden lives of these slum people any excitement was welcome. Even the shock of grisly death. Even the poignant stab of a mysterious menace that might strike next into the home, the breast, of any one of this polyglot mob.




          The human flood swirled around the corner next above that which Andrew Turner's pharmacy had occupied for so many years, piled against a human dam—a close-clotted, quiveringly silent mob staring inward at something that drained the color from swarthy cheeks. The raw blaze of Morris Street's illumination was somehow repelled by the gloom of this sleazy side-street and it was a narrow, dark chasm between man-built cliffs. The reek of man-sweat came to Doc's big nose, garlic- laden breath, the stench of unwashed bodies. But his nostrils flared to another scent threading those familiar odors—the acrid, pungent odor of charred flesh.




          Turner touched a big, over-coated shoulder in front of him, and said in the curiously hushed tone one uses in the presence of the dead, "Can you let me through, Tony?"




          The man twisted. The pendulous dewlaps of his huge face were the clammy hue of a dead fish's belly and little lights crawled in his dark eyes. Then recognition cleared the quick resentment from his expression. "Shoor, Docator. Shoor t'ing." His mountainous frame surged sideways, opening a gap into which the little druggist slipped. "Letta Docator Turner t'rough," the Italian called. "Letta heem go in."




          A murmur went through the crowd. "De droogist ees here." "Sure Doc, go roight ahead." "Shove over an' let Doc Toiner git by." In all the alien accents of that polyglot gathering the message was passed on, and the crowd slitted, making way for the little man as it would have for no one else.




          Doc Turner was through now, to where a cleared space was a semi-circle about a brownstone stoop. A flickering gas-jet, high in the ceiling of the vestibule at the stair-head, spilled fitful luminance down the stone steps, touched their spiked railings of rusted iron and half revealed a something grotesquely draped over the one to the left. It hung there, broken over the iron.




          Breath hissed from between the old pharmacist's teeth as he peered at the shapeless bundle and saw the upside-down head twisted toward him, the agonized contortion of what once had been a face but was now a seared, crooked mask from which dull-white marbles stared sightlessly. Only the head was burned. A dangling arm trailed green-white fingers on the concrete. Brawny shoulders hung flat against the square filigree of the newel-post that had been bent by the impact of the thing which hurtled down upon it...




          IT was not the crisp cold of the early winter evening that shook Doc's slight frame as with an ague. Death, in all its many forms, was an old, old story to him. But this...




          Someone tugged at the sleeve of the druggist's stained alpaca jacket. Turner came around slowly. Short as he was the stooped woman was shorter; he could see the stitching in her sleek black sheitel, the wig donned by the orthodox Hebrew woman on her marriage day. The hand on his arm was claw-like, the parchment skin of the face turned up to his incredibly wrinkled. From the depths of two bony wells tiny black eyes glittered with the ready tears of the very old.




          "I seen heem fall down," her thin voice quavered. "Ai! From de feeft floor vinder he fell und hees head voz all on fire like a star cast down by the handt from Jehovah. Look eet..." She stabbed a twisted finger upward to where a black rectangle gaped under the tenement's jagged cornice. "Mein bester tenant. Alvays on de first hees rent he paid, und so quiet, all alone in de two rooms ahp dere."




          Her fleshless lips quivered. "Leesten, Doctor dear. Maybe you know somebody vat vants rooms cheap, hah? Eet ees ah goodt house; qviet and clean. Efery veek I sveep de halls mit mein own handts undt de kinder I shush ahp ven dey too matsch noise make." To a stranger the inquiry might have seemed shockingly callous, but Doc knew the tragic anxiety that impelled it.




          "Mother Ginsberg," he said gently, "that's the third tenant you've lost this way, isn't it?"




          The old woman's face went two shades grayer; her hands moved out in the immemorial gesture of despair that is a racial heritage. "Eef vunce more eet heppens dey veel all moof oudt, next mont' dere vill be nobody left. Undt..." Her throat seemed to squeeze shut; the seams of her countenance were tiny rivulets of unashamed tears.




          "And you will lose your house to the mortgage-holder, your house that Yankel left you to take care of in your old age. That's—" Doc stopped abruptly as an ambulance gong clanged alarm up the street and a broad-shouldered detective came slowly down the steps. "Hello Leary. On the job?"




          The plainclothesman's face was grim, unsmiling. "Hello Doc. Yeah. I'm on the job. God help me. This is like the other two. O'Neill was alone in the apartment. Nobody seen nothing, nor heard nothing till there was a scream an' he come plunking down. Door locked, not jimmied nor nothin'. They're scared gutless in there, but far's I can make out they're tellin' the truth an' there ain't been a soul seen in th' house that don't belong there." A mouth corner lifted, brown spray jetted from the small aperture, splashed on the sidewalk. "Cripes! I'll be believing myself in this malakh ha-mavet, this Angel of Death, those yids are jabberin' about before I'm much older."




          A white-clad interne shoved out of the crowd. Leary turned to him. "Yuh get a break this time, young feller. Get your book out an' put down 'dead on arrival.' I'm phonin' for the medical examiner an' the morgue wagon."




          "Okay!" A red-covered notebook snapped out of the ambulance man's black bag and a pencil poised for immutable routine. Doc's lids narrowed and his mouth was bitter. For those two another mick was gone from among Morris Street's hundreds, another grave would soon be dug in Potter's Field. The incident would ripple in their world of pinochle and bridge, then vanish from their memories. What were these here but a bunch of poverty-stricken, worthless micks and kikes and heinies who should have stayed where they belonged in their vague homelands over the eastern horizon...?




          Doc Turner's gaze drifted from the gargoylesque corpse on the bent railing to the shivering little widow, to the crowding faces that somehow seemed to be fastened on his with mute appeal. They were his people, these whom he had served for longer than he cared to think. Strangers in a strange, bewildering land, he was their only friend, their adviser in trouble, their indomitable protector against the ravening coyotes who prey on the helpless poor.




          His thin arm was tender across the bent shoulders of the ancient mother of Israel. "Don't worry, Mrs. Ginsberg," he said. "We'll stop this business."




          JACK RANSOM glowered at the scale on Doc Turner's prescription counter. "There's no rhyme or reason to the damned thing," he growled. "It's some fiend, some lunatic who's killing for the sheer pleasure of it."




          The little druggist looked very old, very tired, as he slumped in the swivel chair before the cluttered desk that bulked at one end of his back room. "No, Jack. The murders are done too cleverly for any maniac." By contrast to the youthful vitality of the carrot-topped, hulking garage mechanic who had been his companion in so many strange adventures on Morris Street, the old man seemed smaller, feebler than ever. "Each crime has been worked out in the same way. Mary Sartel, Sol Eisenberg, and Jim O'Neill were all alone in their flats when he got them. Their doors were locked and no one was seen to go in even though in each case it was early evening with the children racing up and down the stairs of that house. Every time it was first known that there was anything wrong was when they crashed through the glass of their closed windows and hurtled down to squash on the pavement below."
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