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Synopsis






          Year after year, Doc Turner guarded the ignorant, jittery folk on Morris Street—from themselves and from preying cutthroats. So naturally, when their grim secretiveness brought a new extortion plague upon them, he accepted the challenge, sallied forth to save his flock, pitting his feeble strength and courageous kindliness against old-world fears and an ugly death!
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          ANDREW TURNER came awake with the swift awareness of old age. The sound that had roused him continued as he stared wide-eyed into the darkness of his room, which was close with a mustiness the open window could not defeat. The quavering, shrill scream of agony stabbed through the wall like a white-hot needle.




          The thump of running, unshod footfalls underlay the screaming. Suddenly, the chamber resounded to the thunder of pounding knuckles on wood, as though it were the inside of a drum. Doc flung spindly shanks out from under sheets, called: "Who is it?" He padded through keen cold, which struck through his pajamas and racked his frail chest with a hacking cough. The doorknob was icy to his fingers. He cried again: "What is it?"




          The knocking cut off, and a guttural voice, muffled by wood and tainted by the far-off anguish of that wailing scream, groaned, "Doc! Come quick. Mealy—Ach Gott!—Mealy iss shtricken."




          Stale odors of forgotten meals gusted in as Turner jerked the door open. The tortured stare of china-blue eyes drowned in fat-rolls; the blanched colorlessness of pendulous, quivering cheek-flesh, made tragedy of the otherwise comical ballooning of candy-striped nightshirt over a swollen abdomen and the grotesque flapping of its hem against gargantuan, quivering thighs. A hand like a blob of un-shaped dough came out of dim, gaslight luminescence and folded on Doc's shoulder.




          "Gome," the little, writhing mouth spurted. "Gome, Doc. Quick!"




          "Otto!" Turner snapped. "I'll see what I can do, but you get pants on and go call a doctor."




          "Kein—no doctor can her help. Ach! If she hatt only told me, die Hexe...!" Doc was past the corpulent man, hurrying through the malodorous corridor of the flat—where he rented a small room for the few hours' sleep his drugstore allowed him—plunging up uncarpeted, unwashed stairs. Pain-wail threaded out of vagueness—aiii!—aiii!—guiding him to where fierce agony made the night hideous. Surprisingly, there was no one in the hall; the paint-peeling doors he passed were tight-shut, blank-faced. Queer, he thought fleetingly, that the denizens of this slum-warren were not cluttering the halls and crowding into the Germels' flat. It is ordinarily only the well-to-do who smugly ignore the need of an ill neighbor.




          He was in Amelie Germel's room. The twisting, contorted thing on the rumpled bed must be Mealy herself, but she appeared scarcely human. She was doubled over amid the tossed bed sheets, her hands clawing at her flanneled middle; her straggled, silver-yellow hair masking her; shrillness slicing out of the hirsute false-face. Her knees were pulled up into her belly by a tight spasm of suffering, and her corn-knobbed toes were outspread like stumped, raying fingers.




          Doc put a palm on quivering, tight-knotted muscles of a nude back. The flesh was clammy cold to his touch. No fever; not appendicitis then. The woman threw over, flinging his hand away. "Aiii!" she screamed. "Aiiiii!" Turner twisted away. The kitchen must be in here—these flats were all the same. He found it, saw glowing red cracks of banked fire in the coal-range, saw the vague shape of a kettle on its surface. Good! These people always kept water heating against their bitter tea in the morning. He snatched a dish-towel from above the sink, grabbed the kettle. The spiral-wire handle burned him, but his hand was very steady as he poured the heated liquid over the cloth, soaking it.




          "Doc!" Otto's hoarse voice yammered in his ears. "Doc, she...!"




          Turner swung around. "You fool! I told you to call a doctor..."




          "Aber—" The shaking, columnar arms flung wide. "Ich..."




          "Never mind now. She's eaten something—have you got powdered mustard here? Yes? Mix a tablespoonful in a glass of this hot water, bring it in. We've got to make her throw it up." He thrust past the fright-paralyzed man, wringing out the hot compress, then was back in the sickroom.




          And he was conscious only then that Mealy's screaming had stopped...




          SHE was still—a dreadfully motionless, unnaturally convulsed heap on the bed. Too late! The old druggist knew it was too late for the hot application—for the emetic—even before his long, almost transparent fingers shoved through rigid flesh to find a pulseless wrist.




          "Here iss der mustard. Ach, mein Gott! Sie ist...!" The tumbler crashed on the floor, splashing its scalding contents over Turner's bare toes. "Vy dittn't you tell me, Mealy? I vould haff paid..."




          "Paid!" Doc whirled fiercely on the man whose overflowing fat was a-shudder with something more than grief. "Whom would you have paid? What are you talking about?"




          Pallid lips clipped tight. An expressionless veil slid over the sweat-glistening billows of Germel's countenance, and only his tortured eyes were alive. But there was more than grief in them. There was something like—very like—shuddering fear.




          "Answer me, Otto!" There was some mystery here, some new threat to the bewildered-eyed, fumbling-tongued population of Morris Street. "What's behind this?"




          Splayed, lumpy fingers rubbed down quivering thighs. "Ich—I gannot. I—I do not dare." The bass rumble was gone from the man's tones, and his voice was a husked, rasping gasp. "I—I do not vant to die—like dot!"




          This was not the first time Andrew Turner had found himself rebuffed by just such closed-mouthed dread. The people of Morris Street—his people—still lived under the shadows of old superstitions, old fears, which followed them to this new country that promised so much and gave so little.




          Their petty troubles of body and mind they brought to the white-mustached, kindly druggist who had pottered around his dingy pharmacy more years than he cared to remember. He was their only friend, their only interpreter of the incomprehensible customs of a strange, queer land. But when the trouble that descended on them stemmed out of the soil from which their lives had been uprooted, despair and a peculiar clannishness shut him out. He was helpless then to help them—or so they thought.




          "All right," Doc said. "If it's that way with you." His wrinkled face was bleak, his faded, blue eyes somehow agate hard. "I'll leave this to the police and the medical examiner. But you can take a message from me to whomever it is that you fear. You can tell him that Morris Street is verboten. You can tell him Doc Turner has fought wolves before, and beaten them. Beaten them, you understand, and nailed their skins to his wall!"




          "Go," Otto's look told him. "Go and leave me with my dead. You cannot help me. No one can help me. Not even God."




          Turner padded wearily out of the room, along the gloomy flat corridor. Fabric-rustle ahead of him made him leap to the outer door. He jerked it open.




          No one was there in the flickering shadows cast by the single, turned-down gas-jet. No one was there, but a whisper of sound slid down the dark stairs. Doc sprang to the rickety bannisters, looked down into the murky well. No one. Nothing. But of course whoever it was who had been crouched here, listening, had had plenty of time to find covert.




          He went back to shut the door on Otto Germel's grief. His foot struck a lump that skidded along the floor and brought up against the splintered threshold. A tiny doll some child had dropped. He bent mechanically to pick it up...




          And he was staring at the thing he held with widened, aching orbs while his scalp tightened to make a tight cap for his skull. This doll, this mannikin he held, was no child's toy. It was crudely shaped from gray, char-streaked candle-tallow. Two combings of silver-yellow hair were glued to its head; a nail-paring was stuck into a wax-blob meant for a hand; its dress was a bit of blue gingham torn from a woman's apron. Thrust through its middle, in the place where Mealy's hands and knees had vainly striven to smother pain, was a glittering steel needle!




          Doc Turner knew now what manner of thing had come into Morris Street. But there was nothing he could do about it. Not yet. Nothing except carry the doll-shape gingerly down to his room and thrust it deep into a drawer...
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