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Synopsis






          In that Devil's carrousel the grotesque Humpty Dumpty snatched Doc Turner's little adopted foundling—to twist the child's body into a fiend-made freak. But the Doc could work good magic himself when the test came—even if that trick meant swallowing the invisible poison of Death!




          The Spider, August 1937, with "Killer's Circus"
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          THE sun was a red and angry ball low in a coppery dome, and even in the garage on Hogbund Lane it was like the interior of a furnace. Jack Ransom wiped grease and sweat from his hands on a clump of waste. Perspiration was coming through his undershirt and overalls, making a black, wet splotch on his barrel chest. His big-boned, freckle-dusted face glistened with sweat, and his usual mop of carrot-colored hair was plastered down and dark with it.




          "Phew," he muttered to the legs of his boss, sticking out from under a half-dismantled car, "it's hotter than blue blazes."




          "Smart guy," a disembodied voice replied. "Tell me something I don't know."




          A footfall turned Jack to the door of the garage. Despite the mid-August heat, the man swaggering in was dressed in a tight-waisted suit of big white-and-black checks. He wore spats. A big black cigar protruded from a corner of his thick lips and a brown derby clung magically to the back of his head. His eyes were small, shifty.




          "Listen, buddy," he said around the cigar before he was half through the door. "I got a gas engine went haywire on me, in the lot down the block, an' I got to get it fixed up toot sweet or I lose the best Saturday night's business I popped into this season. Can I get a mechanic can fix it?"




          "I'm a mechanic," Ransom answered, "but I'm busy here, and besides I don't like the idea of working outside in the sun. It's bad enough—"




          "I'll give you an extra fin," the man interrupted, "besides what the job's worth. I'm tellin' you I got to get the damn thing fixed. I'm Dan Hansell, of Hansell's Shows, and that engine's the one runs my merry-go-round and my calliope. Have a heart."




          "Go ahead, Jack," the boss called from under the car. "You can stand a little heat for five bucks. It's after five now so you needn't bother coming back till morning."




          "All right," the carrot-head grinned. "That sounds better. It'll give me a chance to get washed up early and take Ann and Daphne for a ride in the flivver. I know a spot out Yonkers way where it's cool on the hottest night."




          "Yeah," Hansell grunted. "On Central Avenue just before the Grassy Sprain Golf Course. We just come in that way. Come on, if you're coming."




          "Wait a minute till I talk my bus into moving out of here."




          THE vacant lot was buzzing with activity. A couple of roustabouts were cleaning it up. There were men stringing festoons of electric wires. Others were busy fastening together splintered two-by-fours with winged-nut bolts to make booths, or erecting a Ferris wheel. Back in the lot were two huge, tarpaulin-covered vans from one of which more two-by-fours were being unloaded, and beside them a round, fairly large tent had been pitched. On the canvas flap that made a door for the tent a sign said, Office.




          Hansell pointed to a single-cylindered gas motor on the ground in front of the office and said, "There she is. When you get her going, holler and I'll come out and pay you."




          That, and the way Hansell opened the Office door-flap just enough to let him slide by it—pulling it quickly shut behind him—made Jack wonder why the showman didn't want him to see into it. But it was really none of his business. He looked over the one-lunger, spied what was wrong and got at fixing it.




          It wasn't much of a job, and Ransom was through in about fifteen minutes. Just as he was driving home the final screw, he heard a sound from the tent. It wasn't loud, and it didn't come again, but it was very likely a moan—the moan of someone in terrific pain.




          The little muscles knotted along Jack's blunt jaw, making a hard ridge. It still wasn't any of his business what was going on in the tent, but Doc Turner, the little druggist on Morris Street, had taught him to make someone else's trouble his business, and it certainly sounded like someone was in trouble inside that tent. It was also certain Hansell didn't want the fact known.




          Jack tightened that last screw, got to his feet. A quick glance around showed that the men in the lot were too busy to be watching him. He covered the ground between the engine and the tent in three long strides. An idea had seized him.




          "I'm through," he started to say when it was too late for his voice to warn Hansell; he pulled the flap open. A canvas curtain partitioned off a small front space where a bridge-table was strewn with papers, but the canvas was pulled back and Jack saw through the opening. He gasped, going cold all over.




          That was the last he knew, for a long time. He hadn't seen the fellow who had come around the tent, behind him, just as he got to the tent. He hardly felt the club that crashed against the back of his skull and smashed darkness into it, and he was not aware at all of the hands that dragged his inert body into Dan Hansell's Office.




          GARISH light from high-strung electric globes blazed down on the pushcarts lining Morris Street. In the harsh glare the green lettuce heads were brown-streaked and wilted, black spots dotted the banana hands' bright yellow, and the mounded radishes were no longer scarlet but filmed by the blue-gray of too quick decay. Even the piled onions' purplish-green globes shriveled in the torrid, odorous heat.




          A dripping Greek in a dirty white smock frantically scraped the melting ice-block on his white-painted little cart with a rusted metal device, slapped the resultant little balls on paper squares, doused them with virulent green, poisonous orange or sickly pink from his sprinkler-tipped bottles and thrust them into eager, clutching hands.




          The other peddlers' undershirts were sweat-pasted to their hairy torsos. Their appeals for patronage were husky, desperate, and without avail. The slow-shifting throngs were not out to spend their paltry pennies tonight. Fleeing the insufferably close heat of the tenement warrens, they gasped now in the insufferably close heat of the street, and they could think only of how hot it was, how unbearably hot.




          Dusk had faded into night, but the night brought with it no relief, no faintest stirring of the air that was malodorous with countless stenches of rotting vegetables, of breaths tinctured with pungent, alien condiments, of bodies unwashed, grimy with labor.




          The heat underlined the odors of poverty through which the slum-dwellers wandered aimlessly—big-eyed, wan, sweat-dripping, enduring mutely as always the poor must endure.




          "The City of Dreadful Night," Andrew Turner murmured, a frail, gray figure in the doorway of his ancient drugstore. "I've stood here more August nights than I care to recall, watching them, and always that phrase runs through my head—the City of Dreadful Night."




          "Yes." The voice that answered him was blurred with the fatigue of the long, broiling, sleepless week, but it was cool and sweet and tender. "It is the night that is the worst."




          The old druggist's faded blue eyes sought Ann Fawley's face, and the haunting sadness in them was replaced by a sparkle of pride and love.




          She was elfin-faced, hazel-eyed, and in the filmy white of her gossamer frock her slim form was fragile, ethereal. One white arm hung lax at her side, the other rested on the shoulder of a sturdy small girl whose black curls were braided for coolness, and whose sharp little features were dark almost to swarthiness.




          "Gee, Gran'pa Turner!" little Daphne Papalos exclaimed. "It's awful quiet, ain't it?"




          "Isn't, dear," Ann corrected gently. "Not ain't—isn't." Her face was maternal.




          A wistful smile touched the thin lips under Doc Turner's bushy white mustache as he looked at those two. About a year ago they had brought the sunshine of youth and affection and love into the lonely winter of his life—Ann, the granddaughter of the maiden he had loved and lost when the world was young and Morris Street an elm-shaded, suburban road; Daphne, orphaned by a nightmare of torture and murder from which the aged pharmacist had rescued her. They were his children, his own.




          "Isn't, then," Daphne pouted. "Gee, it's tough to have a schoolteacher for your big sister." Ann was too gay, too young to be called Mother, though she filled the role so well. "Isn't it quiet tonight?"




          "Yes, honey," Doc answered. "It is. It's too hot even for them people to talk."




          "Listen!" Ann's small head was cocked.




          A high-pitched sound, not loud but omnipresent and insistent, underlay the shuffle of weary feet on the pavement, the husky cries of the hucksters, the distant growl of the unsleeping city. It was a thin, shrill wail filling the torrid night.




          "What is it?" Ann whispered. "What is it?"




          The smile faded from the old man's countenance, and his eyes were bleak, sorrowful. "The babies crying, my dear. The wee babies pillowed on the fire-escapes all around here, or cradled in their mother's arms on tenement stoops, or tossing naked in broken carriages in tenement yards. The babies who have not yet learned to endure their poverty in silence."




          An "El" train rattled and banged by overhead, drowning the wail of the babies. When it had passed, a spray of melody came from somewhere, coarse, cacophonous—The music goes round and round. Even softened by distance it was a brassy, unmodulated blare. And it comes out here...




          Halfway up the block, someone laughed. Tired people turned, incuriously surprised that anyone could be laughing on an evening like this.




          "Doc," Ann's hand grabbed the old man's arm. "What do you call that?"




          A head was walking toward them—an enormous bald head. It was amazing. "It's Humpty Dumpty, Gran'pa," Daphne cried. "Out of 'Alice in Wonderland'!"




          SCARLET-clothed small legs supported, beneath that tremendous head, a stocky body the size of a six-year-old's that was topped by a flaring white stand-up collar, in turn encircled by a great, vividly emerald bow-tie. Pipe-stem arms, in sleeves of bright orange silk, twirled two silvery, glittering child's canes, but these were so miniature that they were negligible. One was aware only of that monstrous, egg-shaped object moving through the crowd, of its vast expanse of pallid pink flesh, of its tiny crimson mouth and flattened nose, its Gargantuan black eyebrows. The scalp glistened, hairless, in the light from the pushcart lamps, except where a shining, wee top hat was perched upon it—a final inspired touch of grotesquery.
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